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1 - Billy And Ant Fall Out

“Have you seen this?” Billy pointed at the skateboard magazine while his dog Jacko licked his paw. “It’s awesome. It’s got go-faster wheels with extra-special bearings. It’ll go really fast.”

Billy rubbed Jacko’s head, “Shall I get you one? I’ve seen loads of dogs on YouTube riding skateboards. I’m sure you can do it; you’re a clever boy.” He hugged Jacko around the neck. “Yes, you are.” Billy buried his face in the dog’s soft golden fur.

Then Billy stood. “Come on, boy. Up.” He patted himself on the chest. “Come on, right up.”

Jacko stood on his hind legs and rested his front paws on Billy’s shoulders. 

“See, I said you were clever.”

The back door latch clicked, and both Billy and Jacko turned to see who’d come. Ant, Billy’s best friend, walked in.

“What are you two doing?” Ant said. “Practicing ballroom dancing? D’you know why dogs don’t make good dancers? Because they’ve got two left feet!” Ant laughed.

Billy made a cheesy-grin face; Jacko stayed where he was.

“Anyway, who’s the girl out of you two?” Ant said.

“You’re the only girl around here,” Billy said, swinging a playful punch at Ant’s arm.

Jacko dropped to the ground and woofed. Ant hit Billy back, and Jacko woofed again.

“Shush, Jacks; we’re only messing.” Billy knelt beside him. “Me and Ant are best mates.” He looked toward Ant, who stood staring at the magazine. “Aren’t we?”

“What? Sorry mate. Have you seen this skateboard? It’s well nice. I’d love one like that.” Ant picked up the magazine and hugged it, off in a dream world where he skateboarded like a professional.

“Yeah, but look at the price.” Billy brought his friend back to reality. “It’ll take two birthdays and a Christmas to save for it.”

Longingly, they both looked at the picture. Billy dreamed of the day he might own one.

“We’ll get one. You’ll see.” Ant sounded sure, but they had no idea if or when it might happen.

Billy turned to Ant. “I know, let’s promise that whoever gets a board first lets the other have a go.”

They held out their crooked little fingers and hooked them together. “I promise,” they said in unison.

Billy looked down at Jacko as the dog pushed his way in between them.  “But I don’t think you’ll be riding a board for a while, and at that price, neither will I.”

Jacko only panted as Billy closed the magazine.

Billy looked to Ant for inspiration, “So, what are we doing today?” 

“Fancy a bike ride?” Ant said.

“Yeah, maybe, but not down the park.” Billy cringed at the thought of running into the bully who had stolen his twenty-pound note a few weeks ago.

“Why not? Eddy won’t be there.”

“No, but his gang will. I don’t want to risk it right now—let’s give it a while longer.” Billy’s stomach churned. “Mum reckons Eddy’ll get sent to a youth detention centre for bullying us and stealing my birthday money.”

“So, where to, then?” Ant shoved his hands deep into his jacket pockets. “Before we go anywhere, I need to go home for some gloves.” Ant made a loud “Brrr,” and shivered all over.

Billy scoffed, “What do you need gloves for? It’s like midsummer out there, you big baby!” 

“It’s November, actually, and my mum says I’ve got bad circulation in my hands and feet. They get really cold.” Ant held up his hands. “See, they’re all blotchy red and blue already.”

“Oh, diddums, you got freezing fingees and tootsies?” Billy sneered. “Let me have a look.” He walked toward his friend.

“No, you’re not being nice. It’s not my fault, and anyway, they hurt when they get cold.” With a step back, Ant folded his arms and buried his hands beneath his armpits.

“You’re such a baby.” Billy mocked. “How are you going to cycle like that? You won’t even be able to reach the handlebars. I’ll have to go without you if your fingees are too cold.”

“Why are you being so nasty?” Ant sounded confused. He looked at his hand again, just to make sure.

“I’m not; you just need to grow up. All that ‘my mum says’ stuff is really babyish.”

“Yeah, well, you can go for a bike ride by yourself, Billy Field.” Ant’s anger crackled in his chest. “You can be so mean.” Ant turned and headed for the back door, but Jacko got there before him. “Sorry, Jacks, I’ve got to go.” Gently, he moved the dog aside. “Not sure when I’ll see you again.” Ant stroked the dog one more time. The click of the latch confirmed that he had left.

“Good riddance to bad rubbish!” Billy shouted after him. He knelt beside Jacko. “Who needs him, anyway? Come on, boy. Let’s go walkies.”
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“I hadn’t expected to see you back so soon.” Ant’s mum stood hanging out the washing when Ant rode into the garden. “Where’s Billy? I thought you two would be out on your bikes.”

Ant rode past his mum, stopping at the garden shed, and said nothing.

“Ant ... Anthony, come here, now!”

Ant meandered across the garden; his hands plunged into his pockets. “What?”

“Don’t what me. I was talking to you. What do you have to say for yourself?” His mum’s face had lost its usual smile.

“Nothing.” He dropped his head and kicked a stone between his feet.

“I asked you a question, and I expect an answer.” She brought her eyes level with his.

“Hi, Mum. Hi, Ant.” Maxine, Ant’s younger sister, said as she skipped up the garden. “What are you doing, Ant? I thought you were going to Billy’s.” She skipped on by.

“Not now, Max dear,” called her mum, but Max had already gone out of earshot. Ant started to wander off, too.

“Not so fast, young man. You’ve not answered my question.” His mum folded her arms across her chest.

“It’s nothing, Mum, really.”

She stood her ground. “Well, if it’s nothing, you won’t mind telling me.” 

“Billy,” Ant mumbled into his socks.

“What about Billy?”

“He called me a baby and said I needed to grow up.” Ant shifted his weight from foot to foot.

“That’s not like him. You two are best friends.”

“We were.” Ant’s eyes sprang an unexpected leak.

“What have you done to upset him?” His mum looked stern.

“Why is it always my fault? Even when Max does something wrong, I get the blame. It’s not fair.” Ant let out a loud sigh.

“Look, no one’s blaming you for anything. I’m just trying to find out what happened between you and Billy.”

“It’s because I said I needed gloves.”

“Gloves?” She looked quizzical. “What’s wrong with needing gloves?”

“My hands get cold.”

“Of course they do; you’ve got poor circulation.”

“That’s what I told him.” Ant shoved his hands deeper into his pockets.

“And that’s why you two fell out?” His mum shook her head.

“He’s ten now and thinks I should be more grown up like him. I can’t help when my birthday is.” Tears rolled down Ant’s cheek.

“Here.” She put her arms around him. “You’re my big boy. Now, no more of this. Anyway, you’ve got Max to play with.”

“Yeah, but she’s a girl.” While he spoke, he spun on one foot and wandered off toward the front gate, dragging his toes along the stone garden path. He walked past Max, who had just finished visiting their rabbit, Cinders.

“What’s wrong with him, Mum?” Max smiled up at her.

“Oh, he just wants to be grown up,” their mum said.
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2 - Ant Finds A New Friend

A few days later, Max answered the ringing telephone. “Mum,” she said, holding the receiver away from her mouth. “It’s Katie’s mum.” She passed over the handset.

Her mum placed her hand over the mouthpiece and looked at Max. “Why’s she calling?” 

“I asked Katie here to play. Her mum wants to know if it’s okay.”

Max’s mum sighed and took her hand off the receiver.

“Hi, Katie’s mum—oh, sorry, I mean Jacquie. Yeah, that’s fine. When’s she coming?” She paused. “Today? And staying for tea?” She glared at Max.

Max nodded in agreement. “Please, say it’s okay,” she mouthed.

Her mum turned back to the phone. “Fine, yes. See you in a few minutes. Bye, Jacquie.” She shifted her attention to Max. “Next time, young lady, how about a bit more warning? You’re lucky I’ve made spaghetti. You can set an extra place at the table.” She handed Max a knife, fork, and spoon. “Does Katie like spaghetti?”

Max shrugged. “Not sure. I know she doesn’t like cooked carrots. At school, she always leaves them on the side of her plate.”

Though nice to know, Max’s mum wondered why her daughter had shared this information. The thud of a car door interrupted her thoughts.

Max and Ant raced to the front-room window. They both stood on tiptoe for a better view. 

“Look, Tom’s in the car.” Ant said. He waved at Katie’s brother. “Muuuum!” Ant hollered.

“Not so loud!” Max clasped her hands over her ears.

Their mum raced into the front room. “What’s the panic?”

“Look, Tom’s in the car,” Ant said, pointing to his classmate. “Seeing as Max is having Katie over, can Tom stay, too? Please?”

His mum looked out of the window. “What? For tea as well?”

Ant pleaded, “Please, Mum. It’s only fair.”

She rolled her eyes. “Go on, then. Quick, get out there and see if he wants to stay.”

Before she had finished speaking, Tom and Ant raced through the front door with Katie. Jacquie waved from the car and mouthed thank you at Max’s mum.

After she’d closed the front door, all she saw were the children’s backs disappearing upstairs.

“Keep the noise down! Tea’s in half an hour.” Their mum had no idea if they heard her.
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All four children crashed into Ant’s bedroom.

“You got an Xbox?” Tom asked and looked around.

“I’ve a PlayStation, but it’s down in the front room.” Ant bent to look under his bed. “I’ve got a Nintendo DS.”

“We can’t all play on that,” Max said, helpfully.

“We could take turns,” Ant said.

“Ant, we have guests. Mummy says we have to play nicely, all together.”

“What about music?” Katie said, and then hummed.

Ant looked at the shelves above his bed. “I’ve got an old radio CD
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