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            Chapter One

         
 
         Olivia Marvell stood on the pavement in the pouring London rain. She screwed up her eyes as she lifted her face to the sky and the rain lashed down so hard it was like hundreds of tiny pinpricks. Olivia sighed. Even the weather had a grudge against her. She glanced at her dad, Jack, who since they had left the Tube station had been wrestling with an umbrella that kept being caught by the wind and turning itself inside out. The umbrella was clearly going to win. Jack looked as cold, wet and miserable on the outside as Olivia felt inside. She shivered. She hated London already; she had only been here for a few hours, and longed for the Italian late-summer sunshine that made you want to arch your back and stretch like a cat. 
         
 
         In one hand Olivia held a battered, bulging suitcase out of which poked a sodden, slightly muddy pyjama leg and the end of a thick wire; in the other she was holding the hand of Eel, her little sister. Eel hadn’t been christened Eel, of course, but had acquired the nickname soon after birth because she was such a wriggly little thing, never still for a minute. She was jiggling around now, pulling on Olivia’s hand, but Olivia only held on tighter.
 
         “Cut it out, Eel! Anyone would think you were seven months old, not seven years,” said Olivia irritably.
 
         A few passers-by eyed them curiously, and one smartly dressed woman crossed over the road as if to avoid the raggle-taggle group.
 
         “Bet she thinks that we’re going to beg for money or mug her,” muttered Olivia fiercely.
 
         “You can’t blame her,” said Eel sadly, shaking her chestnut curls like a dog and spraying Olivia’s face with more water. “We look rubbish. We probably pong too,” she said, sniffing herself like a bloodhound. She was wrong about that, but they did look a mess. Olivia’s hair was stuck damply to her face while Eel had a big smudge on her forehead and her skirt was torn after an unfortunate encounter with the ticket barriers at the Tube station. Eel had never seen ticket barriers before and had decided she never wanted to see them again. They had appeared determined to gobble her up.
         
 
         “Come on, girls,” said Jack, abandoning his tussle with the umbrella. “We’ll be soaked through if we stand here any longer. Let’s just walk fast. It’s not very far.” They set off at a brisk pace, even though it made Jack limp badly, and as they turned the corner of the street, an imposing red-brick building came into view. At the front of the building a sign written in large black letters declared “The Swan Academy of Theatre and Dance”. In smaller letters below it said “An academic and performing arts education for talented children aged 7–16”. Underneath that was written in italics: “Proprietor: Alicia Swan”.
         
 
         “Here we are,” said Jack, coming to a halt opposite the building and dragging them into a shop doorway for shelter.
 
         Olivia’s mouth fell open as she read the sign, and then she turned to her father and said accusingly, “It’s a stage school. You said that we were going to stay with our grandmother and go to her school. You didn’t tell us that she runs a stage school.” Olivia spat out the words “stage school” as if they had a nasty taste.
         
 
         Jack looked like a small boy who had just been caught with his fingers in the sweet jar. “Didn’t I? I must have forgotten to mention it.”
 
         Olivia glared at him. “But you’ve always said that you hate all that fake theatre stuff, and so do we.”
 
         “Not me,” piped up Eel. “I’ve always wanted to learn to dance but we’ve never stayed anywhere long enough to have lessons.” She tried to do a little twirl and got tangled up with Olivia, who was still gripping her hand. “I’ll be a great dancer. The bestest.”
 
         “You can’t say bestest,” said Olivia witheringly.
 
         “I can if I want,” said Eel, but she looked as if she might cry.
 
         “I’m sure you’ll be a fantastic dancer,” said Jack soothingly, but Olivia detected a note of false cheerfulness in his tone.
 
         “But what about me?” demanded Olivia. “I can’t dance and I won’t dance, and I don’t want to go to stage school either. I want to stay with you and carry on walking the high-wire. I’m a circus artist, not a stage-school brat.”
         
 
         Jack looked at his elder daughter, at her determined mouth and flashing eyes, and for a moment thought that his beloved wife, Toni, had suddenly come back to life. He shook his head sadly before swallowing hard and declaring a little too heartily, “Well, there is a choice. It’s stage school or the orphanage run by a wicked old witch who eats children for breakfast.”
 
         “Well, I vote for stage school,” said Eel, hopping from one leg to another, “and Livy will have to come too because she’s superglued herself to me and is holding my hand so hard it hurts.”
 
         “That’s because you can’t be trusted!” said Olivia, the words exploding out of her mouth like a stuck cork suddenly released from the neck of a bottle. “It’s all your fault that we’re in this situation. If you hadn’t…” She tailed off as she saw Eel and Jack’s faces, white with shock. Olivia’s anger evaporated as quickly as it had materialised and she burst into loud, guilty tears.
 
         “Oh Eel, I didn’t mean it! I’m really, really sorry,” she sobbed. “I know it was an accident. It’s just everything feels so miserable, and I’m tired of pretending everything is all right when it’s not.”
         
 
         Eel hugged her and said tearfully, “It’s OK, Livy. But we’ve got to make the best of things.” She moved her head close to Olivia’s and whispered, “We’ve got to be as brave as llamas and very cheerful. For Dad’s sake, cos he hardly ever smiles now.”
 
         “I think you mean lions, Eel. Llamas probably aren’t that brave. But you’re right, Dad is so sad and defeated all the time.” And, as if somebody had turned on a hosepipe, Olivia’s tears started flowing again.
 
         “He looks just like my teddy bear looked after he accidentally got put in the washing machine on an extra-hot wash,” replied Eel sadly. “If it was an accident,” she added ominously.
 
         “It’s nobody’s fault,” said Jack firmly. “We’ve just had some bad luck, my lovelies, but our luck will change.”
 
         “Look,” said Eel, sniffing and pointing at the sky, “it’s changing already. It’s stopped raining and the sun has come out. I might even dry out if Livy would only stop crying all over me.” Olivia gave a wan smile and hiccupped.
 
         “So, Liv, what’s it to be: the orphanage or stage school?” asked her father.
         
 
         Olivia looked at Eel and Jack’s expectant faces and felt more ashamed of her outburst than ever. She took a deep breath and whispered, “Stage school.”
 
         “That’s lucky,” said Eel with a grin, “because Dad is too old for an orphanage.”
 
         “I’m far too ancient for stage school, too,” said Jack with a boyish laugh, but when Olivia caught his eye, he looked away guiltily.
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            Chapter Two

         
 
         “What time is Granny Alicia expecting us all?” asked Olivia, licking the icing off a chocolate and raspberry cupcake.
 
         “We’ll be going across to the Swan soon, very soon,” said Jack, looking at his watch.
 
         “Why does it matter if we’re a bit early?” asked Olivia, shrugging her shoulders.
 
         “Your gran’s a very busy woman,” said Jack evasively. They were sitting in a café across the road from the Swan and opposite a large, boarded-up building that was next door to the stage school. Jack had produced a tattered five-pound note and some loose change from his pocket and suggested that they use the last of their money to go to the café to get warm. They were 10p short for the food and drinks but the café owner was so charmed by Jack, and Eel’s cheeky grin, that she even threw in a free espresso. Jack rewarded her with a dazzling smile that made him look young and carefree for a second.
         
 
         Olivia had taken her little sister to the toilet to smarten up a bit. They still looked extremely shabby, but no longer quite so disreputable. Olivia had even managed to disguise the hole in Eel’s skirt with a craftily placed safety pin.
 
         The girls both had lemonade and cupcakes and Jack had positioned himself so he could watch out the window. A succession of cars were pulling up outside the Swan and dropping children off. The door of the café jangled and Olivia watched as a mother and daughter – who she thought looked like two blonde peas in a pod – came in, ordered hot chocolate and tea, and sat down. The girl, with fair hair, rosebud mouth, a tilt-tipped nose and startling blue eyes, was wearing leg warmers and a leotard with a short skirt on top. A pair of worn jazz shoes lay on top of some clothes in an open bag. Eel eyed the shoes with interest and hoped that she’d soon have a pair just like them, only newer and shinier. 
         
 
         Olivia glanced shyly at the girl, who she guessed was probably around twelve, the same age as her. The girl gave her a quick smile. She looked nice, thought Olivia, a bit like a doll she had loved when she was little. The girl was clearly a Swan pupil and Olivia wondered whether they might be in the same class and become friends. The girl’s mother kept glancing at her watch so anxiously that she made Olivia think of the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland.
         
 
         “I’m terribly sorry, Georgia darling, but I really do have to go soon.” The girl’s mouth tightened as if she was struggling not to cry. The woman fumbled in her bag and brought out a small box, simply but beautifully wrapped. She pushed it towards her daughter. Eel nudged Olivia, and both of them watched what was going on at the next table while pretending that they were deeply engrossed in nibbling the remaining icing off their cakes.
 
         “This is for you, Georgia.” The girl’s eyes widened in surprise. Eel craned her neck to get a better look.
 
         “For me? It’s not my birthday.”
 
         The woman smiled. “I know it’s not, but it is an important day for you. Your first solo performance. I’m so proud of you and I wanted you to have something to remember it by.”
         
 
         “You shouldn’t go round buying me things; you’re always telling me we haven’t got any money. We don’t even have enough for any new jazz shoes.”
 
         “I didn’t buy it, Georgia,” said the woman with a sigh. “Open it,” she coaxed.
 
         The girl picked up the little package and carefully unwrapped it. Inside was a small box. She opened it and held a Victorian posy ring aloft, an arrangement of topaz and garnet that sparkled when it caught the light. Olivia thought the ring was beautiful; it reminded her of the ruby and emerald engagement ring that her mum had always worn when she was alive. Jack kept it safe in a box and had told Olivia it would one day belong to her.
 
         “It’s Granny’s ring, the one she gave to you,” said Georgia to her mum, wonderingly.
 
         “Yes, it is. But I want you to have it. To mark today.” Olivia was surprised to see Georgia’s lips tremble and her eyes well with tears.
 
         “It’s beautiful, but I can’t take it. It’s yours and I know how much it means to you. It’s the only thing that you’ve got to remember her by,” she said, pushing the ring back towards her mum. Eel nudged Olivia again, but the entire café was now transfixed by the unfolding drama.
         
 
         “But it’s your special day, your big moment,” said her mother. Georgia stood up suddenly, knocking over her chair. Hot chocolate splattered over Olivia’s skirt. But Georgia didn’t notice; she was too upset. The tears, a bottomless dark lake behind her eyes, spilled over as she shouted, “If it’s such a special day, then why won’t you be there? If you really wanted to give me something that mattered, you would come and watch me.” She gave a little sob. “But maybe I’m not as important as your horrible job.”
 
         “Georgia, you know there are going to be two redundancies in the department. I’ve got to go in today or I’ll be the first for the chop…” cried the woman, but Georgia was gone, already out of the door, her bag in hand, and scurrying across the road towards the Swan, only just avoiding a red bus and several large puddles in her blind rush. She disappeared into the throng of people making their way through the front gate.
 
         Nobody in the café said anything; there was just a terrible embarrassed silence. The woman gathered up her belongings and put the ring back into its box in her pocket. She looked sad and tired, thought Olivia, as if her daughter’s words had punched her in the stomach and knocked all the stuffing out of her. Olivia gave her a little smile, but the woman just shook her head wearily and hurried out of the door.
         
 
         “Right,” said Jack, watching the people making their way up the steps towards the sliding glass door of the Swan. “Time we got this circus on the road, chicks.” They stepped out on to the pavement, moving towards the kerb, and as they did so a large black four-by-four with tinted windows drew up right in front of them, splashing straight through a puddle. Muddy water spattered all over them. The driver of the car, a big man in a shiny sleek suit, leapt out. For a moment Olivia thought he was going to apologise to them, but instead he ignored them entirely, strode round to the other side of the car and opened the door.
 
         “Come along, kitten, or you’re going to be late, and that would never do.” A pretty girl, dressed like a dancer, with long blonde hair so sleek and straight it looked as if every single strand had been individually ironed, emerged from the car holding a large red vanity case.
         
 
         “She looks like a princess,” whispered Eel, deeply impressed.
 
         “Have you got everything, Katie?” asked the man.
 
         The girl raised her eyebrows to the heavens. “Course I have, Dad.”
 
         “Good girl,” said her father. “Off you go. Your mum and I will be in the front row, cheering our little star on.”
 
         The girl looked pensive. “I’ve told you before, Dad, I’m in the chorus; I haven’t got a solo.”
 
         “Well, it’s a crime. You should have a solo, kitten. My girl is the best. You know, I might even have a word with the old Swan. What was she thinking of, choosing that mousy Georgia Jones over you?”
 
         “Don’t say anything, Dad,” said Katie. “It won’t help, you know what she’s like.” She put on a prissy voice and said, “Success in this business is not just about talent, Katie, it’s about dedication, hard work and learning to be part of a team.”
 
         “But she’s got to be made to understand that you’re special, Katie. You’re not just any old Swan pupil. My Katie isn’t one of the team. You’re a star and you’re going to shine.” He looked hard at his daughter. “What are you, Katie?”
         
 
         “I’m a star, Dad,” said Katie.
 
         “That’s right, you’re a star. And what are you going to do, kitten?”
 
         “I’m going to shine, Dad, shine,” said his daughter, and she tossed her hair and arched her back and gave a little smile that made her look like a pampered cat.
 
         “That’s my girl,” said the man. “Off you go now, and remember show business is a cut-throat business. All those other girls in your class, they aren’t your friends, they’re your rivals. I didn’t get where I am today by being nice, and you won’t get to be a star unless you beat the competition.”
         
 
         “I know that, Dad,” said Katie. “I’ve wanted to be famous since the day I was born and I’m not going to let anything stop me.”
 
         The man watched his daughter approvingly as she entered the Swan and then went to get back into his car. He looked at Olivia, Eel and Jack, who were still wiping away the splattered mud. 
         
 
         “What do you think you’re staring at?” he said aggressively, before roaring away and sending spray flying again.
 
         Olivia, Eel and Jack looked at each other, shocked, then they all burst out laughing.
 
         “Stage-school brat,” said Eel.
 
         “Stage-school dad,” said Jack.
 
         “Well, if either of you turn out like that,” said Olivia, “I’ll refuse to speak to you ever again.”
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            Chapter Three

         
 
         Georgia peered through the crack in the red velvet curtains and out into the auditorium of the Swan Academy theatre. It was slowly beginning to fill with people. She knew that she shouldn’t be doing it, and Miss Swan would be furious, but she couldn’t resist watching as the audience came in. It stopped her thinking about the hurt look on her mum’s face for a second.
 
         Today was supposed to be her big day, but now it felt spoiled. She was going to sing one of her favourite songs: “Popular”. She’d heard it sung three times by the witch, Galinda, in the musical Wicked (once with her mum, who had saved up to give Georgia a Christmas treat, and twice with Katie Wilkes-Cox, sitting in the best seats in the house). She was also going to perform a contemporary dance all on her own. She was the chosen one. Not just a face in the chorus, but a soloist. She hummed the tune and sang a line, changing the lyrics to: “Popular. I wanna be popular…”
         
 
         Georgia knew that she wasn’t really popular. Not like Tom McCavity, who was so full of life, or head girl Abbie Cardew, who was looked up to because she was gifted and generous, or even Katie Wilkes-Cox, who wasn’t always liked but was admired by most of the girls because she sashayed around giving off a golden aura of talent and self-confidence. She was rich too, buying other people’s devotion with a constant stream of free theatre tickets and invitations to parties, barbecues and sometimes even holidays to exotic destinations. She had taken Kylie Morris with her on safari one year, and when they came back Tom McCavity had said it was a pity that both of them hadn’t been eaten by lions but then lions probably had better taste than to eat Katie.
 
         Georgia wished she had Katie’s easy confidence. She hoped that being chosen to perform a solo would make people see her differently. Not just as the quiet girl who was good at maths and quite good at dancing, singing and acting. She had seen the fleeting looks of envy on the faces of some of the other girls and boys, many of them much older, when Miss Swan had called out her name. It was almost unheard of for someone only just going into Year Eight to be chosen for a proper solo. She was so thrilled that she didn’t even mind when Katie Wilkes-Cox had been cold and distant and hadn’t invited Georgia to an end-of-term swimming-pool party with all the other girls in the year.
         
 
         It was worth missing the party for today, thought Georgia, trying to obliterate the memory of the row with her mum. This was her chance to show everybody what she could do. She mustn’t let anything ruin it. Even Katie had grudgingly thawed and renewed the friendship, as if hoping that some of Georgia’s good fortune would rub off on her. Katie liked to be associated with success. But unlike some of the others, such as Aeysha, Leila and William, who had congratulated Georgia and said she deserved it, Katie had made it quite clear that she thought Miss Swan must have been suffering from some kind of brain meltdown when she had picked Georgia to perform solo over her.
         
 
         “I expect she felt sorry for you, cos of your dad leaving you and your mum, and wanted to cheer you up,” Katie had said with a toss of her glossy hair. “My dad said it couldn’t possibly be for any other reason,” she added, with her curious little smile that made her look like a cat that had just swallowed a pint of double cream.
 
         Georgia had tried not to let Katie’s words wound her inside. She so desperately wanted to be Katie’s friend, because Katie always seemed so cool and confident in a way that Georgia envied.
 
         But Katie could be rather too cool and confident. She often acted as though she were superior, and put other people down; said one thing to people’s faces and quite another behind their backs. She told Leila Melita that she loved her style of dancing, but told everyone else that Leila looked like a knock-kneed giraffe. Even so, very few of the girls turned down the opportunity to be part of Katie’s chosen circle, not even Shannon, who was kind to everyone, and Aeysha, who seldom said a nasty word against anyone. 
         
 
         Once when they were alone together, shortly after Katie had remarked loudly that Aeysha’s new coat made her look like a woolly mammoth, Georgia had asked Aeysha why it was that they still clustered around Katie even when she was often so nasty. Georgia had thought Aeysha would say it was for the invitations to snazzy restaurants or paintballing trips, but Aeysha had thought for a moment and then said it was because hanging around Katie made you feel more alive. You could never predict how she would behave and whether she would offer her friendship or withdraw it, and that made her exciting.
 
         “It’s as if Katie is the bright light, and we’re the moths fluttering around her, trying to get as close as possible without being burned,” said Aeysha.
 
         Georgia, who would never have thought to say something like that, decided that Aeysha was probably right. But she had to keep reminding herself that she was the one that Miss Swan had chosen, not Katie. Katie’s words swirled around her brain; maybe she was right and Georgia had been chosen out of kindness or pity and not because she had real talent. She half expected that at any minute Miss Swan would appear in a flurry of green velvet and announce that it had all been a mistake and that she had never meant for Georgia to do a solo.
         
 
         She had a sherbety fizzing feeling in her tummy. She always did when she was about to perform. It was like feeling a little bit sick but also excited at the same time. The sort of feeling that you got on a really thrilling fairground ride. She peered out again, hoping against hope that her mum might have decided to come after all and that she would spot her sitting on one of the shabby red-velvet seats, smiling in anticipation of watching Georgia perform. But of course she wasn’t there, she was at work trying to cling on to her job and make sure that they didn’t fall another month behind with the mortgage. Georgia thought it was horrible having to count every penny; why couldn’t they be rich like Katie?
 
         “Georgia Jones, stop that at once. You know that it’s unprofessional to peep through the curtains!” It was Abbie Cardew. Georgia jumped back guiltily and turned around to smile at Abbie. Everyone said that the head girl was the most talented student at the school; she had already starred in a West End revival of Annie and played the young Jane Eyre on TV. Georgia’s only professional jobs so far had been in the chorus of a pantomime and playing a singing strawberry in a TV advert for fruit yogurts. She wished she could get more work so she could pay her own school fees and save her mum all the worry. She loved her mum and hated to see her so anxious all the time. She wanted to bring a smile to her face. She waited until Abbie went to help do the make-up of some of the younger children, and then she risked one last peep through the curtains. You never knew, maybe her mum would be there after all.
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            Chapter Four

         
 
         It was the first day of the autumn term at the Swan Academy, and the theatre auditorium was filling up fast with the new intake of children talented enough to get through the long, demanding audition process. Some people said that it was harder to get into the Swan than it was to break into the vaults of the Bank of England and that you were more likely to win the lottery than a place at the school. For those who survived the auditions (in which they had to sing, dance and perform a speech from a classic play), the call-back and then the weekend workshop (during which the final selections were made), it did indeed feel as if they had won a golden ticket. Alicia Swan always said that the audition process was long and intense because she wasn’t looking for children who were good at showing off, but for those who still had no idea of the depth of their talent and own potential. The time you were most likely to spot those children was when they weren’t acting or singing or dancing, but were just being themselves.
         
 
         An expectant buzz of excitement rose in the theatre where the new children and their parents sat, and nobody took any notice of two shabby girls – one pale and serious, her dark curtain of hair almost covering her face, and a younger one with crazy chestnut ringlets and mischievous sparkling hazel eyes – slipping into the back row of the theatre, accompanied by an even shabbier-looking man.
 
         Nobody that is except Georgia, who immediately recognised them as the children from the café. She thought she had heard the older one call the younger one Eel, but that seemed unlikely. Surely nobody would call their child Eel? They were a strange little group with their patched clothes and battered luggage. Georgia wondered why they had brought suitcases with them and what the wire, trailing from the biggest case, could possibly be for? 
         
 
         The smaller girl was fidgeting around in her seat while her hand was being firmly held by her older sister as if she was a baby, but she looked at least seven, maybe eight. The older girl lifted her head and pushed back her curtain of hair. She was really striking, thought Georgia. Not obviously pretty but with the pale, serious face of a figure in a medieval painting. The girl shifted and whispered something to her little sister. Both children looked up and seemed to be staring directly at Georgia. The sharp-eyed younger girl grinned cheekily and stuck her tongue out. Georgia, who hadn’t thought that anyone could possibly spot her, blushed and withdrew quickly. There was something unsettling about the children’s gaze. Georgia felt flustered.
         
 
         “OK, little Miss Georgia Jones?” asked Katie, who had crept up behind Georgia without her hearing. Katie was her understudy; if for some reason Georgia couldn’t go on, it would be Katie who would take her place in the programme. “Are you quite sure that you’re going to be able to perform?”
 
         “Quite sure, thank you,” said Georgia very politely. “I’m cool.” She told Katie about the strange-looking children. Katie peered through the curtain. Eel stuck out her tongue at her too.
         
 
         “They don’t look like the sort of kids who should be at this school. Miss Swan must be letting her standards slip,” announced Katie snobbishly. She smiled her cat-like smile. “We’ll have to teach those two some manners when classes begin tomorrow. But, Georgia, I’m really not sure you should perform today. You look very pale, as if you might faint at any minute. You only ever get one chance like this; you don’t want to blow it. P’r’aps you should tell Miss Swan that you can’t go on.”
 
         Much to Georgia’s relief, at that moment Abbie returned.“Off you go, Katie,” she said. “Only soloists are allowed here. Go back to the Green Room with the rest of the chorus, where you belong.” It was said entirely without malice, but Abbie’s thoughtless phrasing had an electrifying effect upon Katie, who tossed her head and glowered. But at that moment a call came over the tannoy for Abbie to return to the dressing rooms to help Miss Hanbury with the costumes. As soon as Abbie was out of sight, Georgia peeped through the curtains again. She wanted to have one last look for her mum. 
         
 
         Katie watched Georgia’s back, her cheeks blazing. Abbie’s words had been like a punch in her stomach, brutal and direct. She could hardly breathe with rage. It was so unfair! It should be her, not Georgia, who was doing a solo. Well, she would show them all who was the really gifted one. Her dad was right, if people were too stupid to recognise your talent, you had to fight your way to the top on your own. She would do everything that was necessary to become a star, starting right now.
         
 
         She took a step towards Georgia. It was so very tempting. She took a quick look around. Nobody was there to see. Katie raised her hands and shoved Georgia in the small of the back as hard as she could. With a surprised yelp, Georgia shot through the curtains and tumbled off the stage into a heap on the floor of the auditorium, twisting her ankle. From her place behind the curtains, Katie heard the audience gasp, then several people called for help. But she didn’t hang around to see what happened next. Instead, she sauntered casually back to the Green Room, all the while whistling the tune of “Popular”. Once there, she mingled with the crowd as if she had never been anywhere else. 
         
 
         In the auditorium, Olivia saw Georgia shoot through the curtain like a ball blasted out of a cannon; she rushed helter-skelter down the steps towards the stage to help her. Georgia lay on her back, her foot twisted at an awkward angle. A single tear glistened on her cheek.
 
         “It was my big chance. I was going to do a solo. I wanted to make my mum really proud of me,” she whispered. “She’ll be so disappointed. I’m glad she wasn’t here to see me like this.” Olivia squeezed Georgia’s clammy hand.
 
         “You’ll get other chances,” said Olivia kindly. “And I bet your mum’s already proud of you; she must be if you were chosen to do a solo.” But Georgia had closed her eyes and Olivia was moved aside by the arrival of Sebastian Shaw, the acting teacher, and India Taylor, the senior dancing teacher, who gently pulled Georgia to her feet and helped her limp away.
 
         As they moved off, Olivia overheard Sebastian ask Georgia how the accident had happened. A look of confusion mixed with dismay crossed Georgia’s face.
 
         “I don’t know,” she said miserably. “Somebody … no.” She shook her head, which felt a bit fuzzy. “I must’ve slipped. One minute I was peeping out of the curtains and the next I was on the floor in front of the stage.”
         
 
         Miss Taylor tutted. “Accidents do happen, and that’s why there are rules about not looking through the curtains. In any case it is very unprofessional. You really are a silly girl, Georgia, and you’ve only yourself to blame.”
 
         Olivia looked after them thoughtfully. She had seen Georgia careering through the curtain at high speed and it didn’t look to her as if she’d slipped. It had looked very much to Olivia as if Georgia had been pushed. She wondered who had done it, and why.
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