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In the summer I went on holiday with a friend called Felix. His family is much richer than mine and they own a house in Italy. I went without my family – and it was pretty stressful, to be honest. Although, by the end I really enjoyed it and I made a new friend called Jess. Who’s a girl. She’s maybe even my girlfriend. I’m not really sure how all that girlfriend/boyfriend stuff works. I’ve never had a girlfriend before. Do you have to keep updating it? Refreshing it or whatever? It’s quite complicated. Especially as I haven’t actually seen her since the summer. We’ve spoken on the phone a couple of times, and she sends me photographs so I can remember what she looks like. I really like her, and I think she likes me. But how do you have a girlfriend who lives a hundred miles away?

Anyway, sorry, that’s not what I was meant to be telling you about. I was telling you about the holiday and how I got the audition. The house in Italy was full of Felix’s family friends, including an actress called Livia Channing. She was a bit weird but mostly OK. She plays the mother of the main character in Strange Academy, that TV show about teenage wizards (the one that isn’t Harry Potter). Livia thought I was a big fan of the show, even though I’ve never watched it.

So a few weeks ago, as a treat, she asked me and Felix if we wanted to see her filming some of the show. I reminded Felix I wasn’t really a fan of Strange Academy. He said that wasn’t the point – he wasn’t a big fan either.

‘So why do you want to go, then?’

‘Come on, Stan,’ he said. ‘You know what a good actor I am. If we go to see the filming at the studio, maybe they’ll spot me and give me a part and I’ll become a star.’

I thought that was highly unlikely, but I didn’t say anything. Instead I told him he should go by himself.

‘I would,’ he said, ‘but Livia wants it to be the two of us. For some reason she really likes you.’

Felix loves acting and drama and is always trying to get the main part in school plays. I think he mainly just likes showing off in front of people. I’m not sure this makes him the great actor he thinks he is.

Mum and Dad said I really should go as well. They said it’d be interesting to see how a television programme is made.

So I talked about it with the guys at LC club, and Grace said that my mum and dad were right, and it would be really good research for the film that we’re making.

‘You could learn all about filming and see how a real TV show is made.’

So, to keep everybody happy, I said I’d go. And, of course, I was quite interested. I’d never done anything like that before.

Felix’s mum took us on a Saturday. The studios were in some big buildings outside London that look like warehouses. And, yes, it was quite exciting. There were proper security gates, with proper security guards in uniforms who checked our names on a list and gave us passes to hang round our necks. Then an assistant turned up in an electric golf buggy thing and drove us to the building where they were filming Livia’s show. On the way we passed all these other studios. There were bits of scenery outside some of them. We saw what looked like a castle all in pieces. And there were lots of props as well, which is what they call all the bits and pieces they use for filming. There were some chariots, a really cool tank, and at one point we passed a group of actors dressed up as knights sitting outside a studio drinking coffee, looking at their phones and smoking.

When we got to the studio where Livia was filming there was even more security and we had to sign lots of forms that said we weren’t going to tell anyone about anything we saw. (It’s OK. I can tell you about it now.) Then, when we went inside, it was AMAZING. They’d built this huge fantasy cave inside the studio with rocks and bits of old ruined arches and pillars and stuff. There was even a waterfall running into a pool.

And it was all fake!

If you went round the back, you could see it was all made out of plastic foam and wood and other random stuff.

When we met Livia she showed us the script they were going to be filming. She told us that in the morning they were doing some stunts, and in the afternoon she was going to be acting in a scene where she’s been kidnapped by the main villain. You know he’s a villain because he’s got a load of Xs and Vs and Zs in his name. He’s called Zaygar Vortemaxx. (He’s a bit lame, to be honest.) It’s a kids’ show, so he can’t do anything that bad.

So, anyway, Livia’s character has been taken to Zaygar’s secret cave where he’s keeping a whole load of kids prisoner and holding them hostage. In the end Livia helps them all escape (well, not Livia, the character she plays – Mrs Tucker). She has her big hero moment. But they weren’t filming that bit on the day we were there. They were just going to be filming a scene when Livia makes this long boring speech to all the kids. The speech was all about togetherness and being brave and what an amazing bunch of kids they are and how love will conquer all. The sort of speech that your head teacher gives at the beginning of term and then you never see her again.

So in the morning we sat out of the way on these fold-up chairs behind the cameras. Livia whispered to us about what was going on. It was an action scene and they had three stunt guys on ropes that went up over pulleys dangling from two cranes. And they had these other really big stunt guys holding on to the other ends of the ropes and standing on the back of the crane trucks. When they said ‘ACTION’, explosions went off and the really big guys holding the ropes jumped off the trucks so that the stunties on the other ends of the ropes flew way up into the air and swung back, so that they hit the fake rock wall. It was really cool.

The first time …

The second time it was still pretty cool because I was watching what all the other people were doing – the guys letting off the explosions, the stuntmen jumping and pulling, the head stuntman making sure everybody was safe, the cameras following the action, the director watching it all on a row of monitors (these are just TV screens that show what the cameras are filming. Same as computer monitors). Everybody busy, everybody with something to do.

The third time it went wrong. Two of the stunt performers got tangled up together, and it took ages to get everything ready to go again.

Livia whispered that filming was a bit like that – you had to keep doing everything over and over again until everybody got it right.

‘Sometimes the camera’s out of focus, sometimes a stunt person might fly out of shot, or the director wants them to go higher or lower, or faster or slower. They’re also filming it at different speeds, so that they can have it in slow motion if they want.’

I asked what they were going to do about the ropes, because you could clearly see them.

‘They’ll paint them out,’ she explained.

‘How?’

‘Some poor minion will sit in the dark for hours at a computer and remove the ropes from every frame. Like Photoshop. Or when you’re touching up a photo on your phone and removing spots or something.’

No way you could do that on my rubbish phone.

The fourth time, the stunt went well. Then they moved the cameras to film the stunt from a different angle. Two hours later they were still filming the same thing, and, to tell you the truth, it had got quite boring. Felix was playing a game on his phone.

But at last they finished shooting the stunt and it was lunchtime. Livia said that they’d get everything ready for her big scene after lunch and we went to her trailer. A trailer is just a sort of caravan. Livia’s one had a little kitchen area with a fridge and a cooker, as well as a toilet and a shower, and a living-room area to sit in. She said there was a bed there as well that she could pull out, and sometimes if it was a long day and she was tired, she had a snooze in the afternoon.

They asked us what we wanted to eat and somebody called a ‘runner’ brought us some lunch (a runner is just a sort of servant – they don’t actually run everywhere). I asked for the chicken curry with rice, which I quite like. I used to be really fussy about food. I still am, to be honest, but I’m not nearly as bad as I used to be. If it’s strange food with people I don’t know, I get stressed. Curry’s all right, though, as long as it’s not too spicy. This one wasn’t too spicy at all and I ate all of it. There were even poppadoms and naan bread.

After we’d eaten, Livia said she had to go and talk to somebody, and we watched her outside the trailer having a long chat with one of the assistants. Felix’s mum made some phone calls while Felix and I talked about football. Well, it was mainly Felix talking. I joined in a bit but I’m not such a big football fan as him. So I pretended I knew what I was talking about. I have to do a lot of pretending with Felix.

When I went on holiday with him, I had to pretend to everybody that we were best friends. It was a bit of a lie. There are people at school I like better and he doesn’t hang out with me much.

When Livia came back in, she had a big grin on her face, like she had an amazing secret to tell us.

Which she did.

‘I’ve got a surprise for you, boys,’ she said. ‘I’ve talked to production and they said you could be extras in the scene.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked.

Felix groaned. ‘Everyone knows what an extra is,’ he said. ‘They’re the people you see in the background, behind the stars. If there’s, like, a crowd of people or something.’

‘We’re supposed to call them “supporting artists”,’ said Livia. ‘But most people still call them “extras”. So how about it? Won’t that be fun? Pretty amazing, yeah?’

I said ‘yeah’, but I wasn’t sure about it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be in the background of a scene. I just wanted to stay out of the way and watch.

Felix was super excited, though. ‘See what I said, Stan! I told you. The director will spot me and ask me to come back and I’ll probably be in lots of scenes.’

‘Who knows …?’ said Livia. Which even I knew meant: that probably won’t happen.

So, anyway, we ended up in this big sort of tent where there were loads of costumes hanging on rails. The costumes we were given weren’t that cool because we were playing two of the children who’d been captured, so we were just wearing kind of rags and tatters really. Felix was still excited about it all, though. I mean, why wouldn’t he be? He was dressing up and putting on a costume, which he loved doing. There were other kids in there too, who were extras, but they mostly ignored us. One or two of them even gave us dirty looks. I guess they knew we weren’t proper extras like them. We hadn’t practised and trained and worked at it. We weren’t pros. We didn’t belong here. We were just two spoilt kids getting a treat. They didn’t really need to give us those dirty looks. At least they were all getting paid to be here. Not me and Felix. We were working for free.

Later I got talking to a couple of the kids – a boy and a girl who were keeping apart from the others, like we were. It turned out they weren’t getting paid either. They’d won a competition to be in a scene in the show. It seemed to me that the people making the show were getting lots of kids to work for them for nothing.

Once we were dressed, we went into a make-up tent where they messed up our hair and put fake dirt on our faces. While they were doing that, Felix’s mum had to fill in a load of forms to allow us to do the acting. Well, they called it acting. As far as I could see we’d just be stood at the back of the crowd, listening to Livia make her speech and trying not to bump into the fake rocks.

And then we were herded on to the set. It felt weird being in the scene instead of sitting quietly at the back in the dark watching. People were running around organizing things, telling us where to stand and what to do, while they set up the lights and the cameras.

At last we were ready to go.

The first shot was a wide shot – that meant the camera filmed the whole scene, with everyone in it – including Livia doing her speech. It took three or four goes before they were happy with the set-up. They kept moving us around, getting us to stand in certain places, telling us how to react. I figured the best thing to do was to just keep out of the way, listen to the speech and act as if I really was a kid trapped in a dungeon and Livia had come to set us free. It made it a bit easier and less boring.

I was standing next to Felix, and he was doing his showing-off thing. Putting his hands to his cheeks in a sort of ‘omigod!’ way, like that emoji, and calling out ‘yeah’ and ‘cool’ during the speech. Until someone came over and told him to keep quiet. But after that he kept waving his arms around and jiggling about trying to get noticed. And, again, the assistant told him to just stand there and listen.

After we’d done a couple of takes (which just means filming a shot), the director and some of the people working with him went into a huddle by the monitors. The next thing I knew, the assistants came back over and started moving us around again, pulling some kids to the front, pushing others to the back. I was moved away from Felix, off to one side, and saw that he’d been put in the shadows behind everyone else.

I was right on the edge now. Which was perfect. I was much less likely to be seen. And so I carried on listening and watching Livia closely, not thinking about anything else. When they were happy with the big wide shot, they moved the camera in for a closer shot of Livia, which most of us weren’t in, so we were allowed to go and sit down outside.

Felix was a bit grumpy. And he took it out on me, like he always does. He made fun of my costume and hair, trying to get the other kids to laugh at me. Luckily they didn’t join in. They weren’t that interested. I tried not to let it get to me and ignored him.

When we went back inside, the crew were ready to shoot the reactions of the different bunches of kids. It looked like I’d got away with it, being out on the edge, not really part of any group. But then – gah! – the director came over and said he wanted to do a close-up of me.

‘Why? What do you want me to do?’ I said.

‘Exactly what you’ve been doing,’ he said. ‘Stand still and listen.’

I figured the best thing was to ignore the cameras and everyone looking at me. Try to forget that I was Stan and just be a kid who’d been captured by a villain. He was a lame villain, sure, but it would still be scary being trapped in his cave.

OK. I was this kid. In this cave. And Livia was setting me free. So I just listened and right before the end, when she said her big line (‘I’ll get you out of here! We’ll fly over the rainbow into the sunlight like fabulous unicorns!’), I gave a little sad smile, like I wanted to believe her but didn’t really know if she could do it. I mean, would you trust anyone to set you free if they said a lame line like that? So it wasn’t acting at all.

They filmed me for a minute or so and then that was that. Phew. Not so bad really.

They took the camera away and one of the assistants said thank you. The filming had taken a long time and we broke for tea. ‘Broke’ is another film word I learnt. It just means that they stopped. There were biscuits, cakes and brownies, Coke and fruit and crisps, anything you wanted. Even Haribo, chocolate and lollies. We all stuffed our faces. Felix wasn’t talking to me at all now and kept barging me out of the way to get to the cakes.

It was obvious what the problem was. He wanted to be the one the director had noticed, not me. When they told us we had to go back on to the set, he finally said something to me.

‘Are you going to stop showing off now, Stan? It’s just typical of you. You pretend to be all shy, but really you just want to be the centre of attention.’

‘It wasn’t my idea,’ I said, trying to stay friendly. ‘I wish they’d chosen you, instead of me.’

‘They only chose you because they felt sorry for you,’ he said. ‘When we actually see the finished scene, when it goes out on the TV, there won’t be any shots of you – they’ll show my shot, with my group of kids. We were all really acting.’

Acting like goons, I thought. They’d all been making really exaggerated faces, looking at each other, nudging each other and mouthing things like ‘wow’ and ‘cool’. In fact, it looked like they were making fun of Livia. I figured the director had put them all together so that they didn’t mess up any of the other shots.

Still, I thought, they’d done my bit and I’d be out of the way again, so Felix could calm down. But when we came back after tea, the director took me to one side and asked me my name. I told him I was called Stan and explained that I was only there because of Livia. He told me his name was David. He was being super nice to me. The way people are when they’ve got some bad news for you or something. I expected he’d come to tell me I was a bit rubbish and didn’t want me in the scene any more. But instead he told me that he wanted me to try saying a line.

What?

Woah.

Panic!

‘What do you mean?’ I spluttered, looking around desperately for some way to escape. Maybe I could pretend to faint? This was like a waking nightmare. One of those dreams where you’re in a school play and you haven’t learnt the lines …

‘It’s no biggie,’ said David. ‘We just think that one of the kids needs to say something. It seems weird that you’re all just stood there like muppets. We’re going to try out a couple of you with some lines. Is that OK?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’m not an actor. And I haven’t learnt any lines.’

He smiled. ‘Well, that’s probably because we haven’t written any.’

‘What do you want me to say, then?’

‘OK. So Mrs Tucker’s just told you she’s going to rescue you all and not to be scared. What do you think you’d say?’

‘I’d say … I don’t know … Maybe I’d say “Can you really do it? Are we really getting out of here?” Something like that.’

‘Cool. Yeah, say something like that. Whatever seems real. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work.’ He smiled at me again. ‘No harm in trying, Stan.’

‘How do you want me to say it?’

‘Exactly like you just said it to me then. Keep it natural. Try not to act.’

‘OK …’ I said feebly. ‘I’ll try.’ This was not going the way I wanted it to. I wanted to stay hidden so nobody would notice me and now they wanted me to say a line. I knew my voice would go all squeaky and shaky like it always does if I have to say something in class. Because I’m Stan! Shy Stan.

And then I thought, Actually – no – I’m not Stan. I’m this kid who’s been captured. This other kid.

I went over to the director who was talking to one of his assistants.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, my voice a little trembly. ‘What’s the name of my character?’

David laughed. ‘It doesn’t matter, Stan.’

‘It matters to me,’ I said. ‘I want to be this character. I don’t want to be me.’

‘OK,’ he said. ‘We’ll call you Ed. How’s that?’

‘Ed?’ I said. ‘OK. I’m Ed.’

I walked away. Now I really wasn’t Stan. That would make it much easier. I’d be Ed, the captured kid. And as we waited, I made up a whole story for myself. What school I was at, and what my family was like, anything to not be me. I knew it probably wouldn’t make any difference to how I said the line, but it helped me not to feel too self-conscious.

So when they’d set up the cameras on me again and it was time to do my line I said some words – I can’t remember exactly what I said – and I was happy it didn’t sound like me. They only did it once. One take. So I thought it must have been rubbish and they weren’t going to bother trying again. But at the end of the day, when we were getting ready to go home, the director came to find me and Felix and said he wanted to thank me.

‘I’m sorry my line was rubbish,’ I said, staring at my shoes.

‘Why’d you say that?’ he said. ‘It was fine.’

‘So why did you only do it once?’ I asked. ‘Everything else you did over and over.’

David smiled at me. ‘Because you got it right first time.’

I didn’t know what to say that. So I didn’t say anything.

‘What about me?’ said Felix, and David gave a little chuckle.

‘You were a lot of fun, my friend,’ he said. ‘You’re quite a character, aren’t you?’

As we were going over to the car, Livia came rushing up and gave me and Felix a hug each. ‘Wasn’t that great?’ she said with a big smile, her eyes really wide.

‘Yeah!’ I said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

Felix just shrugged and grunted.

‘And wasn’t it great seeing what I do for a living? Wasn’t it cool?’

‘Just great,’ Felix said, and he got into the car and left us to it.

‘So what do you think?’ Livia went on. ‘Am I a superstar or not?’

‘You’re great,’ I said, copying her and Felix.

‘Ah, thank you, Stan,’ she said. ‘You’re the sweetest.’ Then she gripped hold of my shoulder and looked right into my eyes. ‘Hey, Stan, have you still got your girlfriend? Are you still seeing the lovely Jess?’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You know …’

‘All the ladies love Stan the Man.’

I did a fake laugh. ‘I’d better go. They’re waiting for me.’

‘OK, babe.’

On the way home in the car, Felix was being super mean and rude to me again, saying that everyone had been laughing at me and when I said my lines I sounded like a zombie chipmunk, and in the end his mum told him off.

‘Leave Stan alone,’ she said.

‘He was just bigging it up,’ said Felix. ‘Doing a line like he was a proper actor. He was terrible. I’d have done the line much better. He didn’t do sad acting or scared acting at all. He just said the words.’

‘Come on,’ said his mum. ‘It was a fun day.’

‘No, it wasn’t,’ said Felix. ‘It was boring.’

‘Well, the director said he was good.’ His mum smiled at me in the driving mirror.

‘He was just saying that. To make Stan feel better. The day was boring.’

Maybe Felix was partly right. A lot of it was boring, but a lot of it was fun, and it was interesting to see how a TV show is made. I had a lot to think about.

And, to be honest with you, the most fun bit wasn’t eating the Haribo and brownies, it was when, for that short time, I was Ed, and everything was easy.
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I didn’t think much about acting after that. In fact, I didn’t think about acting at all. We didn’t hear anything from Livia or from the people making the show and I forgot all about it. I was at school all the time and it filled my brain up with all the things I was trying to learn. I did talk to the guys in LC about my day at the studio, and Maximal quizzed me about what I’d learnt about how to make a film.

‘Well, I don’t think we could really film big stunts with people flying about on ropes.’

‘We should for sure make it into a superhero movie, though,’ he said.

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. We’ll make up our own superhero and he’ll try to save the library.’

‘What would we call him?’ said Grace. She’s always liked the superhero idea.

‘I know,’ said Maximal, and he stood up and did a superhero pose, looking off into the distance, hands on his hips. ‘We’ll call him … Library Boy!’

For a moment we were all silent. And then we all burst out laughing at the same time. Even Maximal.

‘We have to put that top of our worst superheroes ever list!’ said Archie.

‘Wait. What are his superpowers?’ asked Grace.

‘He can read books really, really fast,’ said Maximal.

‘He knows where the right books are without having to ask,’ said Archie.

‘He can repair damaged books just by blinking,’ said Grace.

‘He can lift up a whole bookshelf with one hand,’ said Archie. ‘So the cleaners can hoover under it.’

We went on like that for a while, and by the end we were all starting to think that actually a film about Library Boy might be a good idea. It’d be funny. Maximal said he’d write a script. Archie said he’d design the costume. Grace is really into music and said she’d write a theme song on her computer.

‘What do you want me to do?’ I asked.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ said Maximal.

‘No,’ I said. ‘If it was obvious, I wouldn’t have asked.’

‘You’re going to be Library Boy, of course,’ said Maximal.

‘Me? Why?’ I said.

‘It’s because you’re a dork,’ said Grace. ‘And everyone will laugh at you.’

I gave her a sarcastic smile. I knew she was only teasing me.

‘It’s because you’ve done some acting,’ said Maximal. ‘On a TV show. You’ll play Library Boy.’

‘I’ve done one line!’ I said. ‘That’s not acting.’

‘It’s one line more than the rest of us,’ said Grace.

‘There’s no way I’m going to be in a film that everyone in the school will see!’ I said. And we argued about it for a while. And then it was time to go home.

That was it, I thought. No more acting. But then, when I came down for breakfast the next morning, Mum was all excited. She said she’d had a letter from the TV people. I figured, OK, they’re just being kind and letting me know they’d cut all my bits out of the show. But no. It wasn’t like that at all. Instead they wanted me to do an audition for another show they were making.

‘What?’ I yelped, my voice going very high. I was actually shaking. ‘What for? Why me?’

‘You must have been good, darling,’ said Mum.

‘I doubt it,’ said Dad, but he didn’t say it very seriously. He always likes to joke like that. He’s a bit like Grace.

‘Shut up, Dad,’ said Mum.

‘Show me the letter,’ I said.

Mum gave it to me and I started reading.

It was true. They wanted me to audition for the part of a kid who’s in a team of teenage superheroes. I guess as I’m nearly thirteen I sort of count as a teenager.

I carried on reading to find out more about the character.

He was called Ollie, a shy nerd, who turns into a superhero called The Nerd. Yeah, right. That would be a dream come true for me. To play a character called The Nerd. How could that ever be embarrassing? It sounded even worse than Library Boy. I could hear everyone at school laughing already.

I said all this to Mum.

‘Why would they laugh at you, love?’ she said. ‘You’d be a star on the TV. You’ll be the most famous boy at your school.’

‘I don’t want to be the most famous boy at school,’ I said. ‘I can’t think of anything worse. Nobody wants to be the most famous boy at school. At the moment the most famous person is Caleb Berman.’

‘Why’s he famous?’ Dad asked.

‘Because he did a poo in his shorts when he was playing football against another school.’

Dad laughed loudly at that. ‘I bet he wishes he wasn’t the most famous boy in school.’

‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘And I don’t want to be the most famous boy at my school either. I don’t want to be famous at all. I’m not going to go to the audition. And that’s that!’

Well. You already know that things turned out differently. Mum wore me down. She wouldn’t give up. Every day she went on and on and on about it. How good it would be for me, how it would be character building, how they must have thought I was good or they wouldn’t have asked me to do it, how it would be a good experience even if I didn’t get the part, how there would be loads of other boys up for the part, how it wasn’t like they were actually just going to offer it to me …

On and on and on …

And in the end I gave in. Mainly because I had a plan. As I say, I’ve come up with the perfect way to make sure I don’t get the part.

It’s simple.

I’m going to be as rubbish as I possibly can in this audition.
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So here I am. It’s a Saturday afternoon and I’m waiting for my audition. All the other boys have been rehearsing with their mothers. They’re very confident and they’ve dressed like smart nerds in shirts with ties. Some of them have even combed their hair to one side. Mum combed my hair into a smart style and used gel. But I did a Boris Johnson when nobody was looking and I messed it all up.

When I hear the other boys practising their lines, I think I should have practised a bit more. Not so that I’d be better, but more so that it’s not too embarrassing. I want to be crap, but not so crap that I’ll be laughed at until the end of time. I don’t want to be on the news.

Today in London a twelve-year-old boy was so awful in an audition that the police had to be called to take him away.

But it’s too late now. There’s nothing I can do. At least I’ve learnt the lines, even if I haven’t really practised how I’m going to say them. As I say, I don’t want to look like a total fool. And I don’t want to be rude.

I’ve decided I’m not going to act at all, like these other boys. I’m just going to say stuff normally, and not try to be some lame super-nerd with a side parting.

I asked Dad to come with me instead of Mum, because I know she’d fuss over me and be like these other mums. She gave in in the end luckily. Dad’s just sitting there reading a book about tanks. He’s really into history. Especially the Second World War. He loves tanks, Spitfires, bombers, parachutes.

And heavy artillery.

When we first got here, we were taken into a room with a scary woman called Jane. She explained that she was the producer of the series. Dad said he’d always wondered what a producer did, and Jane laughed a little bit, and then she stopped laughing and said that the producer was basically the boss.

She had two assistants with her and she showed Dad a big pile of papers.

‘You’ll have to sign an NDA,’ she said.

Dad looked at her blankly, before asking, ‘What’s an MBA?’

‘NDA. It’s a non-disclosure agreement,’ said Jane.

Dad looked even more blank. ‘What’s one of them, when it’s at home?’

‘Basically,’ said Jane, ‘you’re not allowed to say anything about this show. You’re not allowed to talk about it to anyone. And you’re particularly not allowed to talk about anything I’m about to tell you. OK? If you’ve got a problem with that, we cannot continue with the audition. Otherwise, sign it and listen very carefully.’

‘OK,’ said Dad, grinning and picking up a biro. ‘This is like MI6. Exciting.’

One of the assistants showed him where to sign and he scribbled his signature on about ten different pages. When he was finished, Jane turned to me.

‘This obviously goes for both of you,’ she said. ‘You can’t talk about any of this. Is that clear? You can’t even mention that you were here. Understood?’

I nodded. ‘OK.’

‘Good. Now this is a bit of a weird one, the thing is, we’ve already shot the whole of the first series of Teen Team.’

‘OK.’

‘It’s all done, and we were ready to put it out. We’d finished the edit, the sound, the visual effects, the music. Everything. It was due to drop next month.’

‘OK …’ I have no idea where this is going. So far it doesn’t make any sense. Why am I here if they’ve already finished making the series?

‘But we’ve got a problem.’

‘OK.’

‘One of our actors. The boy playing Ollie. The Nerd. Your character. Has done something a bit silly.’

‘OK.’

‘He said something on social media. Something bad. And so we’ve had to drop him from the show. Take him out of the whole thing.’

‘OK.’

‘That’s just how it is these days. So what we’ve got to do is, we’ve got to replace him. We’ve got to reshoot all his scenes with a different actor.’

‘OK.’

‘And we’ve got to do it quickly.’

‘OK.’

‘Stan? Are you going to say anything other than OK?’

‘Do I have to?’

‘I guess not … OK. Now you’ve got me doing it. Are you sure you understand the situation we’re in?’

I just nodded at that. Didn’t say OK again.

‘What we can’t do, Stan, is risk anything like this happening again. So if you did get the part …’ Jane gave me a look like, Let’s face it, you’re not going to get the part.

I made a face in response that said, Yeah, I know that.

‘If you did get the part, we’d have to be sure you wouldn’t do what the other actor did and say something bad on social media.’

I shook my head.

‘Do you use social media much?’

I shrugged. I don’t really do social media. Especially not on my dumb phone. Sometimes we look at TikTok on Grace’s phone in Library Club, but that’s about it. I’ve certainly never posted anything.

Jane stared at me. I stared at the papers on the table. She sighed. Realized this conversation wasn’t going anywhere. ‘OK. You can go and wait in the corridor.’

Which is what I’m doing now.

I take another look at my script. Then I look at my phone. As I say, it’s not a smartphone, it’s a dumb phone. But at least it tells me the time.

They told me to be here at four o’clock and now it’s nearly five o’clock.

The door to the audition room opens and a boy comes out. He’s a Harry Styles type with really cool hair. He’s the sort of boy they’ll probably give the part to. The character is meant to be a squitty nerd, but I bet they’ll cast a good-looking boy and then comb his hair to the side like these other boys and give him a pair of glasses. They’d never cast a real nerd. So I should be safe.

Cool boy’s smiling and his mum’s smiling. She tells him how well he did, and he smiles even more, and they walk off chatting loudly about how great he is.

And then I realize someone’s calling my name.

I look round. ‘Yes?’

‘Are you Stan?’ asks a young woman from the door that Harry Styles just came out of.

I nod and get up. Dad stands up to come with me, but she tells him they just want me.

That’s fine. It would be a hundred times more embarrassing with Dad there.

As I’ve been looking at my lines a lot, I know a bit about how scripts are written. I’m going to write this next part as if it’s a script – so you can see what one looks like.

But I’ll need to explain something first.

At the beginning of every scene, they put a line that says where the scene takes place and what time of day it is.

‘INT’ means interior, which means the scene is indoors.

If it was outdoors, it would be ‘EXT’ for exterior …

SCENE 1. INT. AUDITION ROOM.

LONDON – DAY

A video camera on a tripod is pointing at a chair in the middle of the room, ready to film the auditions. There are two lights also pointing at the chair and a big sheet has been hung up behind it for a backdrop.

A young man is fiddling with the camera. Five people are sat behind a table facing the chair. They are KATE, the casting directorfn1; DAVID, the director; TONY, the lead writer; JANE, the producer; and ANOTHER PERSON we don’t know anything about – and never will.

STAN, a nervous twelve-year-old boy, enters the room. David and Kate smile at him. Nobody else looks up. Stan gives a feeble smile and sits in the chair. He doesn’t look very comfortable.

DAVID

(Smiling kindly.) So, Stan, yeah? (Stan nods.) How are you?

STAN

I’m OK.

DAVID

Great … Do you remember me? We met when you came down to our Strange Academy shoot with Livia. (Stan nods.) I rather threw you in at the deep end. Gave you some lines to say.

STAN

Mm.

DAVID

You were good, that’s why you’re here. It was my suggestion.

Stan makes a face. Hard to tell if he’s nervous or embarrassed. But it looks like he’d much rather be somewhere else.

STAN

OK.

DAVID

Right … great … so how’s school?

STAN

OK.

DAVID

OK. Do you do drama at school?

STAN

Not really. No.

DAVID

What do you like doing?

STAN

I don’t know … stuff. I go to the library quite a lot …

DAVID

OK …

David realizes the conversation is going nowhere. He gives Kate a look that says Maybe this was a mistake, and then pretends to study some pieces of paper on the table in front of him. Jane the producer finally looks up. She doesn’t smile at Stan. He doesn’t smile at her. It’s late and it looks like she wants to go home.

JANE

Right. Let’s do this. We’re running out of time. This should be quick.

DAVID

You’ve read the scenes, Stan? You know what the part is all about? Do you have any questions?

STAN

Not really.

DAVID

It’s not the biggest part in the series. But what did you think of it? Your character, Ollie, is a bit of a nerd. He likes science. He’s bulled by other kids at school. But he gets a superpower when there’s an explosion in this lab and then he becomes The Nerd. A kind of super nerd. He’s a different kind of superhero, who solves problems with his mind.

STAN

Like Professor X …

DAVID

What? Yeah, kind of.

STAN

Or Brainiac …

DAVID

Maybe.

STAN

Or Sherlock Holmes.

DAVID

Well, to be fair, Sherlock Holmes isn’t really a superhero.

STAN

No, true.

TONY THE WRITER

So what did you think of the script?

STAN

It’s OK. I mean, the whole superhero thing’s a bit old really, though, isn’t it?

TONY THE WRITER

A bit old?

STAN

Yeah, it doesn’t really make any sense.

TONY THE WRITER

How do you mean?

STAN

Well, there’s a kid in the show who can turn invisible.

TONY THE WRITER

Yeah. The Queen of the Night. She’s a really fun character. Always snooping on everyone. You see, the thing is, she’s –

STAN

But invisibility doesn’t actually work.

TONY THE WRITER

Why not? I mean … I know we can’t figure out how to make things invisible, but if we could –

STAN

James Bond had an invisible car in one of his films.

DAVID

Tomorrow Never Dies.

STAN

It’s Die Another Day actually.

DAVID

Right …

STAN

Dad’s a really big James Bond fan. He makes me watch his box set of DVDs all the time.

DAVID

Right …

STAN

But the thing is, if you were sitting inside an invisible car, you wouldn’t be able to see anything, because no light would be able to get inside it. You’ve got to be visible to see things.

DAVID

Er, OK. Right …

STAN

My friend Maximal told me all about this. Light’s really weird. A stream of light is like a load of tiny different-coloured tennis balls being fired out of a machine gun. They’re called photons and when a photon hits something it bounces off it and goes into your eye where it hits a sort of screen at the back of your eye called your retina. And when, say, a blue photon hits it, it sends a signal to your brain, basically saying BLUE! And your brain makes a picture with a blue spot on it. You’re not actually seeing something blue at all – it’s just all these millions and millions and millions of photons hitting your retina all the time and your brain turning them into pictures for you. But see, if you were invisible, photons would pass right through you. That’s what invisible means – that light goes all the way through – and if the light went all the way through you, it couldn’t hit your retina, and so your brain couldn’t make a picture for you, so you wouldn’t actually be able to see anything …

TONY THE WRITER

Well, maybe with SuperScience, like we have in the show –

STAN

That’s not a real thing, though, is it?

TONY THE WRITER

Well, it’s a fantasy show –

STAN

Yeah, but the thing is, if you wanted to see something and be invisible at the same time, you’d still have to keep your eyeballs going. That’s quite a good character actually, a good superhero – Eyeball Man. He’s just a pair of eyeballs floating around …

Stan stares at the adults and looks around the room with mad wide eyes, as if his eyeballs are floating. David sniggers. Jane gives him a sharp look.

DAVID

How do you know all this stuff, Stan?

STAN

Maximal is a massive physics head. We were talking the other day about superheroes and how they wouldn’t really work in the real world. There’s this girl in the show who becomes a superhero called The Blue Wave, yeah?

TONY THE WRITER

Yeah. She’s really cool. She can turn into liquid. In one scene she –

STAN

Turning into liquid doesn’t really work either.

TONY THE WRITER

(Getting a bit angry now.) Oh yeah? Why not?

STAN

Same reasons. If you don’t have eyes, you can’t see. As far as I know, a glass of water, for instance, can’t see anything. So you’d flow under a door to try to get to the other side and you’d have no idea where you were or what was going on, and you wouldn’t be able to feel anything either. You’d have no nerves. You’d just be a useless puddle. Or you’d accidentally flow down a drain and not be able to get back up again. And you’d mix with a load of wee and stuff in the sewers, and then …

JANE

This is all great, Stan. Very interesting, but we really do need to see you do the scenes.

STAN

She shouldn’t be called The Blue Wave. She should be called The Useless Puddle.

JANE

Ha, ha, yes. Maybe … So these scenes. It’s getting late …

STAN

You know what I mainly think is wrong with superheroes? And with your show?

JANE

(Giving him a cold stare.) Go on. Why don’t you tell me?

STAN

Well, the boy that becomes the leader of the teenagers …

JANE

Matt?

STAN

Him, yeah. Well, he’s like a sort of Superman, yeah? His superhero identity is The Blaster?

JANE

Yeah.

STAN

He’s really good at fighting.

JANE

Yes.

STAN

Well, I mean, that might be useful in a war, or a battle of some sort, but wouldn’t it be better to have a superpower that actually stopped wars and battles from starting in the first place?

JANE

Maybe …

STAN

Anti-Battle-Man or Anti-War-Woman. That’d be a really cool and useful superpower. Beating up muggers on the street and stopping bank heists and kidnappings isn’t ever really going to change anything in the world, is it? Why don’t all the superheroes get together and do something about global warming and climate change? I mean, if you’ve got elemental control, like Storm, it might be more useful to stop the ice caps from melting than making it rain on some robbers.

TONY THE WRITER

Well …

STAN

Or Superman could get in, like, a sort of giant hamster wheel connected to some kind of generator thing and just keep running really, really fast and he’d probably generate enough electricity to power the whole of the USA.

David and the others laugh. Except Jane. Stan frowns. He’s trying to figure out if they’re laughing at him or with him.

JANE

Let’s do the lines, Stan, yeah? You’ve learnt them? (Stan nods.) OK. So in this scene you’re fixing a … thing …

Tony the writer looks up.

TONY THE WRITER

It’s a quantum nth-dimensional portal. Teen Team use it to travel between dimensions. The guy who built it has been killed, so you have to keep it
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