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             CHAPTER ONE

            A Nightmare Journey
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         Bethany Adams leaned against the bus window and closed her eyes. Just for a minute. She’d had to get up at six and she hadn’t had time for breakfast – too much history homework that she should have done the night before.

         Her big sister Serena had shoved a piece of toast into her hand as she dashed out of the door to catch the bus. Serena loved peanut butter but she could never remember that 2it made Bethany feel sick, and so the toast went in the first bin Bethany saw. She had a horrible feeling that Mr Townsend was going to say she should have done the same with her history.

         It wasn’t fair. With her long bus journey to school (and today was a good day – she’d actually managed to get a seat) Bethany never had time to do her homework as well as she would have liked. Mr Townsend hadn’t been exactly happy with the last piece of work she’d handed in either.

         She ought to be learning her French for their vocabulary test this morning but she just couldn’t focus right now. She got the book out and propped it open on her bag, as if that would help. But then a warm, dozy feeling came over Bethany and she wrapped her arms round her dance bag and snoozed.3
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         “Excuse me? Hey?”

         Oh no! Not another grumpy passenger having a go because Bethany had her bags on the seat! She opened her eyes wearily and prepared to heave her things on to her lap.

         “Sorry to wake you – you look as though you needed that nap. But don’t you normally get off here?” It wasn’t someone spitting fire at all. It was the girl with the purple hair and twenty or so earrings, who always caught this bus with Bethany. She was looking worriedly out of the window. “This is your stop, isn’t it?” she asked.

         Bethany was sure the girl must have made a mistake – she’d only closed her eyes thirty seconds 4ago! But she checked out of the window just in case. Eek! The girl was right.

         The bus was just starting to pull away from the kerb. “Stop!” she yelped, grabbing the bell and ringing it about six times. “Thank you!” she gasped to the purple-haired girl, scrambling for her stuff.

         Bethany hurtled down the gangway to the doors.

         Unfortunately it was the grouchy driver today, and he was making a big fuss about opening them again.

         “It’s kids like you who make the buses run late,” he was muttering. “Wake up, can’t you?”
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         5“Sorry.” Bethany tried hard to look as though she really was but it was difficult. This was the guy who insisted on examining her pass each morning as though she were a master criminal, not an eleven year old he saw every day. And the bus was always late anyway! At last the doors opened and Bethany jumped out, waving gratefully at the purple-haired girl as the bus drove off.

         She dumped her bags on the pavement and gave a deep sigh of relief. Thank goodness that girl had woken her up. She’d probably have ended up on the other side of London otherwise.

         Sleepily she slung her rucksack on to her shoulder and grabbed her bag of dance clothes. Then she had a horrible thought. Her French textbook!

         Please, please, please let me have put it back in my bag, she thought to herself. But even as 6she scrabbled frantically through her rucksack she knew she hadn’t. It was probably down the side of the seat somewhere. Ms LeBrun was going to kill her.

         Bethany trudged up the road to school. So far, it was definitely not a good day. For once even the sight of the school buildings, with The Shine School for the Performing Arts in big gold letters above the main door, failed to cheer her up. She actually felt jealous of Serena, lounging at home watching stuff on her phone until ten minutes before registration at Downsbrook, just five minutes round the corner from their flat. Bethany was shattered and the day hadn’t even started. Was it really worth all this effort just to get to school?

         Stupid question, Bethany told herself firmly. Of course it is. You’re just having a bad day.

         A bad week, something grumbled back. And unfortunately it was true. Bethany felt like she’d 7been running to catch up with herself ever since she’d discovered on Monday that their science projects were supposed to be finished and hers had been on her bed at home, half done. So she was on the wrong side of Mrs Taylor, which was impressive as their science teacher was more like a fluffy teddy bear than anything else. And now she was about to give in some history that she’d spent all of twenty minutes on, and she had to tell their very un-teddy-bear-like French teacher that her textbook was on a bus, probably somewhere near King’s Cross by now.

         It wasn’t going to help that Ms LeBrun had caught her having a little catnap in French on Friday. Lily and Chloe had done their best to nudge her awake, but they hadn’t been in time to save her. And now she hadn’t even revised for the test.

         Bethany sped up. She needed to get into school and borrow a book off one of the others, fast.8

         She pounded up the stairs to the Year Seven form room. Shine’s school buildings were a couple of old London houses which had been converted and had a whole new front built on – it couldn’t be more different from Serena’s purpose-built, sensibly laid-out school. It was like an intelligence test for new students just trying to work out how to get to classes. But after nearly half a term, Bethany and her mates couldn’t imagine not knowing where everything was – or most places, anyway.

         Bethany raced into their classroom and thankfully found Sara with a French book.

         “Can I look too?” she gasped. French was first period and they didn’t have much time.

         “Course,” said Sara, sounding surprised. “Where’s yours? Left it at home?”

         Bethany shook her head. “On the bus. It’s been one of those mornings.”9

         Sara nodded sympathetically. She caught the train to school, but her journey was a lot quicker than Bethany’s. She’d seen how stressed Bethany got with her nightmare journey.

         “Did you fall asleep again?”

         Bethany nodded, running a finger down the vocab list to hide her embarrassment.

         “I don’t know how you manage that trip twice a day, it must be a nightmare.” Sara shuddered. “I mean, my train’s a real pain but at least it’s quick. I suppose it’s all worth it though, isn’t it?” she added happily.
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         10It was the same question Bethany had asked herself only a few minutes before, but this time she didn’t hesitate. Finding Sara had calmed her down a bit – she was one of Bethany’s best friends after all. Nightmare morning though it had been, this was definitely where she wanted to be. “Of course it is. OK, so sometimes I wish I was like my sister, just popping round the corner to school, but her school is really boring. And that’s where I would have gone if I hadn’t got in here.”

         And if I hadn’t won that scholarship, she added to herself silently.
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         Fees at Shine were hugely expensive because it cost loads to pay all the different dance, drama and singing teachers, as well as the academic staff. There was no way that Bethany’s mum, managing on her own since Bethany and 11Serena’s dad had left, could have paid the fees. It was difficult enough paying for Serena’s guitar lessons and Bethany’s ballet and tap as it was.

         Bethany had always dreamed of going to a school like Shine. She and Serena were both very musical – her sister sang and played guitar in a band at school – and Bethany really wanted to be a singer when she was older. Loads of her favourite stars had been to places like Shine and she knew it would be a fantastic opportunity. But she also knew that there was no way they could afford it. She hadn’t even dared to hope for a miracle – she’d just assumed she’d be going to Downsbrook like Serena. At least they had a great music and drama department, and even their own studio theatre. Serena loved it.

         Then Miss Collins, the visiting music teacher at Bethany’s primary school, who’d 12been giving her extra singing lessons, suggested Shine to her mum. She didn’t want to get Bethany’s hopes up, but they did award scholarships for students who really excelled, so…

         It took a week for Mrs Adams to decide whether she should even mention it. After all, what if Bethany got really excited about it and then didn’t get in? She would be gutted. Or worse, what if she got a place but not a scholarship? Then she’d know that she was good enough to go and it was all down to money that she couldn’t. But Mrs Adams decided in the end that she just couldn’t let Bethany miss out on this chance.

         On the Saturday afternoon, when Serena was out shopping with her friends, Mrs Adams went into their room, where Bethany was lying on her bed, reading one of Serena’s magazines and listening to music on the phone 13that had been her birthday and Christmas presents combined. She sat down on the bed next to her and pulled out one of Bethany’s earphones. She normally liked the same kind of music as the girls, and she listened along for a bit, nodding to herself.

         “Bethany, can we talk for a minute?” she asked eventually, when she felt she couldn’t put it off any longer.

         “Mm-hm.” Bethany turned off the music and looked questioningly at her mother.
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         14“You know we had that parents’ evening at school last week?”

         “Yeah. You said it was OK! You said Mrs Thomas was really pleased with me,” Bethany said worriedly.

         “She was, love, she was. Very pleased. I was talking to that Miss Collins though, about your singing. And she had a-a suggestion.”

         Bethany just looked at her curiously.

         Mrs Adams twisted her fingers together. “She thinks you should audition for a stage school.”

         Bethany sat up straighter. “Wow, really? Did she actually think I might get in?” Her eyes sparkled at the thought. “I mean, I know I couldn’t go, but it’s cool that she thought I was good enough, isn’t it, Mum?”

         Bethany’s mum felt furious. It was so unfair that Bethany should be ten years old and already have given up on her dream just 15because of money. She was too young to have to think like that. She swallowed. “She thinks there’s maybe a chance that you could go,” she said cautiously. “Just a chance, mind.”

         Bethany shook her head. “No way, Mum. Serena and I looked online. Have you seen how much those places cost? It’s like thousands of pounds a term!”

         “I know.” Bethany’s mum didn’t mention that she’d spent ages looking at the same websites, sadly scribbling sums on little scraps of paper. Bethany was right. There was no way. Unless…

         “Miss Collins reckons you could maybe apply for a scholarship. They have them, apparently, at these places. They’d cover the fees and give you something towards your uniform. We’d just have to find the money to get you there every day. She suggested the Shine School – she said she’s got some friends who teach there and it’s very good.”16

         Bethany was gazing at her like she’d suggested a trip to Disneyworld. “That was one of the websites we looked at, Mum! It’s one of the best schools in the country. Jasmine Day went there!” She waved her phone at her mum – they’d just been listening to Jasmine’s debut album.
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         17“Bethany, listen. It is one of the best schools in the country and it’s incredibly hard to get into. It’s going to be even harder to get a scholarship. And I’m sorry, love, but it’s like you say – the fees are huge. Without the scholarship we couldn’t do it. So it’s probably a thousand to one chance.” She shrugged helplessly at her daughter. “Do you want to try?”

         Of course Bethany did. She totally understood everything her mum had said about it being really unlikely she’d get in and get a scholarship, but she had to at least try, didn’t she?
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         And the thousand to one chance had worked. Bethany thought it was probably because she’d been quite relaxed at the audition – it had all seemed so unlikely that she hadn’t really got too keyed up about it. But now that she was here, it was better than she could ever 18have imagined, with dance, theatre and music classes every afternoon taught by brilliant teachers. It was just the travelling that was such a nightmare. Still, she had no right to moan. Loads of the students made crazy journeys to get to Shine. She was by no means the only one.

         “Of course it’s worth it,” she told Sara, in a voice that was almost naturally cheerful. “I could do without grumpy bus drivers, that’s all. And grumpy French teachers. Ms LeBrun’s going to kill me.”

         Sara really wanted to say something encouraging but she had to settle for “Mmmm”. Their French teacher was OK, but she wasn’t known for her patience. “Perhaps if you do really well in this test you could tell her about your book afterwards,” she added hopefully.

         “Yeah,” Bethany agreed. “Course, there’s one snag with that.”

         “Mmm, but you’re quite good at French 19normally. Here, have the book.” Sara thrust the book at Bethany. “I reckon I’ve learned it enough. I wouldn’t like to give Ms LeBrun a heart attack by getting too many right.”

         “There they are!” Lily and Chloe raced into the classroom, both grinning, and hurtled to a stop by Sara and Bethany.

         “We did it!” Chloe squeaked, dancing up and down. “We got the parts in Little Women, both of us. Can you believe it?”

         “That’s brilliant!” Sara gasped. “The parts you wanted?”

         Lily nodded. “Yes, I’m going to be Beth and Chloe’s got Amy. It’s just perfect!”

         Bethany hugged them both quickly. “That’s so exciting! Well done! Oh wow, it’s amazing, I can’t believe you’re going to be on TV!” She couldn’t help feeling a tiny hint of jealousy. She wished she had an audition – so far she hadn’t even been considered for anything. There was no way she wanted Lily and Chloe to see that though – she really was pleased for them.20
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         Chloe looked like she couldn’t stand still for excitement. “We’re going to be staa-aars!” she sang, twirling around, her curly red hair flying round her head.

         “You’re going to have to calm down sometime, Chloe! I bet you didn’t sleep at all!” Sara giggled. “Hey, why didn’t you call us?”

         Lily and Chloe exchanged embarrassed glances. “We-ell,” Lily explained slowly. “I didn’t know if Chloe had got a part and she didn’t know if I had—”21

         “I did ask Ms Shaw but she wouldn’t tell me,” Chloe put in.

         “So we both kind of wanted to wait until we’d found that out before we told you. I mean, I don’t think I’d have felt the same way about it if Chloe hadn’t got a part too.”

         Chloe nodded. “And it seemed a bit weird to ring up and ask Lily, so I was waiting until this morning. Then we saw each other in the entrance hall and it was totally obvious!”

         “I don’t think I’ve stopped grinning since Ms Shaw phoned last night,” Lily agreed.

         “What did your mum say?” Bethany asked gently. Lily had been under real pressure from her mum. She was an actress and she’d been desperate for Lily to act too – whatever it took.

         Lily smiled and Bethany thought she hadn’t seen her look so relaxed and happy in ages. “That’s the best part! I had this really good talk with my mum after the audition. 22She’s promised to stop trying to run my life for me!”

         “So is she going to back off?” Sara asked.

         Lily nodded enthusiastically. “She said she’ll still help with whatever I want but I have to ask her. She’s keeping well out of it. And you know what, now she’s said that, I think I probably will ask her to help me with learning my scenes – she does have really good ideas.”

         “Hey, do you think she’d coach me too?” Chloe asked.

         Bethany shook her head in amazement.

         “I totally can’t believe you’re talking about the same person! After what you said on Monday!”

         Seeing Lily and Chloe so excited, Bethany couldn’t help feeling that sharp sense of jealousy again.

         Why wasn’t this happening for her too?
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