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Chapter One





Olivia Marvell jumped lightly on to the low wall outside the stage door of the Duke’s Theatre, flipped forwards on to her hands, and walked the entire length of the wall upside down as if it was the most natural thing to do in the world. Her little sister, Eel, and her friend, Aeysha, clapped enthusiastically. Several passers-by walking down the passage that divided the Duke’s from the Royal Vic Theatre next door stopped to applaud, too.


Olivia flashed them a shy grin as she jumped gracefully down, wiped her hands on her jeans and said impatiently, “How much longer? They’ve been ages. I’m going to explode into a billion pieces if I can’t tell them our news soon!” 


A gaggle of children emerged from the stage door, adults in tow. Like all the children who had dribbled out in small groups over the last hour, they didn’t look too happy. One of the girls was snivelling, and her mother, a glamorous blonde woman with sharp features, said loudly, “Silly man. That director wouldn’t know real talent if it bit him on the nose. Never mind, Kelly, we’ve got bigger fish to fry. You’re on the shortlist for that car commercial. It’s much better paid.”


“But I wanted to be in The Sound of Music and sing ‘Do-Re-Mi’…” whined Kelly, her voice drifting into the distance as they walked down the passageway.


“Not long now; they’re down to the last few,” said Bert, the stage-door keeper. He’d slipped out from behind his counter just inside the stage door to join Olivia, Eel and Aeysha. Nobody, not even Gus the theatre cat, got into or out of the Duke’s without passing by eagle-eyed Bert. He prided himself on knowing everything that was going on and was a fount of delicious gossip.


“So do you think that Tom and Georgia will be cast in The Sound of Music?” asked Eel, doing the little wriggle that had given her her nickname.


Bert shrugged. “The longer they’re kept back, the better it looks for them. But there’s another group of kids coming back for a final audition this afternoon, so nothing’s certain. The director, Jon James, and the casting director may not finally make up their minds for days. And of course Chuck Daniels’ll be trying to stick his oar in.”


“Who’s Chuck Daniels?” asked Aeysha.


“He’s important; he’s the producer. He raised the money to stage the show. Anyway, they’ll want to decide which kids they think will work well together in which teams. I doubt anyone will be told today, although I have known it happen.”


“Teams? It makes it sound as if they’re going to play netball,” said Eel, wrinkling her nose.


“No,” explained Bert with a smile. “If you don’t count Liesl, as that’s a main role, there are six Von Trapp children. But they’ll cast eighteen children in the roles and split them into three teams. Each team rehearses and performs together and the three teams share the eight performances a week between them. That way nobody gets too tired. But it does mean auditioning a lot of children.”


“I’d hate to have to do an audition,” said Olivia vehemently, pushing back her curtain of dark hair. “If I had to choose between going to an audition and going to the dentist for a filling, I’d choose the dentist.”


“You’re just weird, Livy,” said Eel, pirouetting very fast across the passageway and causing a man in a pinstripe suit to glare at her. She came to a stop with her chestnut curls still dancing and said, “Oh, I wish, I really, really wish that I was auditioning,” so dramatically that Olivia, Aeysha and Bert smiled at her heartfelt passion.


“Why aren’t you?” asked Bert. “You’d make a cute Gretl.”


“I would, wouldn’t I; I’m small enough,” said Eel with a smile and a twirl. “But Granny Alicia wouldn’t let me. She said it would be bad for my technique, and that I hadn’t been at the Swan long enough to take part in a professional show. She said that I need to learn to dance properly before I can do auditions. Livy and I have only been Swans for a term. Before that we were with our dad in a travelling circus.” She did a perfect cartwheel as if to demonstrate the truth of this.


“Your gran’s probably right. She and I go way back. Alicia Swan is a legend and the Swan Academy is by far and away the best stage school in the country,” said Bert. “I always like having kids from the Swan at the Duke’s. The Swans are not just talented. They’re well behaved, not like the little monsters from some other schools. They’ve always got their feet on the ground and their heads screwed on. It’s why so many of them do well.”


“Unlike you, Eel,” said Olivia. “You’ve always got your feet off the ground and your head in the clouds.”


Eel stuck her tongue out at her sister affectionately. Gus slunk out of the stage door and wrapped himself around Bert’s legs like a furry bandage before leaping on to a window sill. Bert lifted him down.


“That cat won’t stop climbing. Last week he got up on the roof and then got completely stuck on that ledge,” said Bert. He pointed to the high ledge that ran along the side of the theatre just below the roof. A few rusty flagpoles, long since disused, stuck out from the side of the building just below it. “We had to get the fire brigade out to rescue him. Naughty puss.”


“I’m going to burst if I have to wait a minute longer!” said Olivia, pacing up and down. Just then the stage door was flung open and Tom and Georgia came racing out, followed by Abbie Cardew, the Swan Academy’s head girl, who had already been cast as Liesl. All three had massive grins on their faces.


“We’re in!” shouted Tom and Georgia, hugging Olivia, Aeysha and Eel. Eel’s arms and legs got a bit twisted up with Georgia’s as she tried to do a little dance of triumph.


“My first West End engagement! My mum will be so proud,” said Georgia, her eyes shining so that she looked more like a china doll than ever.


“She will!” said Olivia. “We’re all mega proud of you.”


“They were fabulous! Miss Swan will be delighted with them,” said Abbie.


“Who are you each playing?” asked Aeysha.


“We don’t know yet,” replied Georgia. “They say it’s still to be decided. But they must have particular characters in mind. I’d love to play Louisa, but I expect I’ll be Brigitta. Louisa is supposed to be older so has to be taller. I bet Tom will get Kurt.” Georgia did a little skip of excitement.


“I can’t wait for rehearsals to begin,” said Tom. “But we don’t know everyone who’s in our team yet. Apparently there’s another final audition this afternoon.”


“It’s mint,” said Georgia. “I was sure I’d blown it after I was sick on stage at the first audition before Christmas.”


“The director must’ve seen it was nerves,” said Tom. “I knew you were in with a chance when I heard him say you were really talented, just a bit lacking in confidence.”


“Listen,” said Olivia. “I’ve got amazing news too. About Romeo and Juliet on the High-Wire.” Romeo and Juliet on the High-Wire, a wonderfully inventive mix of Shakespeare and circus skills created by Olivia and Tom, had been the Swan entry for the Children’s Royal Spectacular last term. Georgia and Aeysha had been part of the team and it had won the competition outright. When they had performed it on Christmas Eve at the London Palladium, its originality had brought the house down. Even Olivia, who saw herself as a circus artist, not an actor, and who had been worried about having to act in front of so many people, had loved the experience. It made her feel tingly inside just to think of it.


“What about it?” asked Georgia.


“Guess!” said Olivia, her eyes sparkling.


“You never will,” said Eel with an excited jiggle. “It’s the bestest.”


“Tell us!” demanded Tom and Georgia together.


“We’ve been invited to go to New York to perform Romeo and Juliet at a special charity benefit on Broadway!” beamed Olivia. Tom gasped and Georgia gave a little scream of excitement. Eel performed another small jig.


“That’s amazing! Congratulations,” said Abbie. But a sudden look of worry flashed across Tom’s freckled face.


“When is this, Liv?”


“End of the month,” said Olivia happily. Tom and Georgia looked at each other.


“But, Liv, we won’t be able to do it. Rehearsals for The Sound of Music start next week.” 


Olivia stared at them, the colour draining from her face. “They must let you have time off for something as important as this, surely?”


“I don’t think it works like that, Olivia,” said Abbie slowly. “Tom and Georgia will be part of a team. Going to New York would completely muck up the rehearsal schedule. They’re going to have to choose one or the other.”


There was a long silence. Olivia looked at the others, willing them to choose Romeo and Juliet. A pained expression crossed Tom’s face, which had turned almost as red as his hair. Meanwhile Georgia was staring guiltily at her shoes as if they were the most interesting things she’d ever seen.


Finally, after what seemed like hours, Tom spoke. “Liv,” he said, not quite meeting her eye. “I’m really, really sorry. I know how much Romeo and Juliet means to you. But it’s just one night and however exciting it would be to perform in New York, this is our chance to be part of a huge show in the West End. It’s what we’ve been working for since we came to the Swan. I’m so sorry, but we can’t not be in The Sound of Music.”


Olivia felt sick with disappointment. She knew she was being unrealistic to expect Tom and Georgia to give up their opportunity to appear in the West End, but she still felt crushed. A minute ago she had been so full of excitement, so certain that, despite her difficult first term, the decision to stay at the Swan Academy had been the right one, and now she suddenly felt unsure and nervous again, as if realising that her priorities were never going to be the same as everybody else’s at the Swan.


Without Tom, who Olivia had been teaching to walk the high-wire and who had demonstrated a natural flair for it, they wouldn’t be able to do Romeo and Juliet. How silly she had been to think that they would take it as seriously as she did. Nobody at the Swan thought that circus was as important as acting, dancing and singing. She wanted to be generous to her friends, but she felt as deflated as a leaky balloon; tears prickled behind her eyes and her throat itched.


She tried to make herself say, “That’s all right. It doesn’t really matter,” but she couldn’t control her disappointment and it made her lash out instead. She turned to Tom. “I thought we were a double act, Tom. I thought you loved the high-wire as much as I do, but clearly I was wrong. It was just a passing fad. Probably just as well you’re not that good at it, isn’t it? I also thought you were a real friend. But I guess I was wrong about that, too.” She turned on her heel and walked stiffly away.


Tom looked stung. “Don’t be like that, Liv. Of course I’m your friend,” he said. He rushed after her and placed a pleading hand on her arm, but Olivia shook it off.


“Just leave me alone,” she said. “Don’t you have rehearsals to go to? I wouldn’t want you to miss out on any opportunities or anything.” She started to walk faster, even though she longed to stop and run back to them and say she was sorry, she hadn’t really meant what she’d said. But she was crying hard now and anyway, what did they care how she felt?


Eel looked stricken and made as if to go after her sister, but Abbie caught her hand and held it firmly. She didn’t want Eel running around London with Olivia in that state.


“We’ve really let her down,” said Georgia. “I feel awful.”


“You mustn’t,” said Abbie. “Livy will get over it. Give her time. Sometimes you have to make choices in life and you can’t always make the one that will please your friends. If you turned down The Sound of Music even though you knew it wasn’t the right thing to do, you’d just end up resenting Livy and the Romeo and Juliet show. I didn’t think she’d take it that badly, though.” Abbie looked at her watch.


“Come on, I’ve got to get you back to the academy. We’ll just be in time to tell Miss Swan your news before the first-day-of-term assembly.”


They waved goodbye to Bert and set off for the school. As they walked along, Eel asked, “Who’s going to play Gretl?” No one knew for sure, but they told her about the other children at the audition, and a little girl called Freya who they thought might be Gretl, and another contender called Mia. They were so engrossed that they didn’t notice a black four-by-four with tinted windows draw up right outside the Duke’s Theatre, or the blonde girl who got out. But she saw them, and a little cat-like smile twitched around the corner of her lips.


“Have you got everything, Katie?” came a voice from inside the car.


“Of course, Dad,” replied the girl.


“Good luck, kitten.”


The girl winked. “Don’t worry, Dad. It’s in the bag.” She gave him a wave and then swept through the stage door as if she was a fully fledged star about to meet her adoring audience.
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Chapter Two





It was the first day of the spring term at The Swan Academy of Theatre and Dance. On a normal day the pupils did their academic lessons in the morning and after lunch took a series of vocational classes. These included dancing, singing and acting, and all sorts of specialisms such as songwriting, devising, improvisation, classical acting and musical theatre. But the new Swan term always started after lunch, as if to emphasise which were really the most important lessons of the day, and why its pupils were at the Swan and not at an ordinary school.


Many of the pupils hadn’t even come in their olive-and-gold school uniform but in the practice clothes they would need for their first lesson. Soon the entire building would ring to the sound of singing, tap-dancing feet and play rehearsals. Some children already had scripts tucked under their arms or were trying to commit lines to memory; others, wearing leg warmers, were using the time to stretch as they waited for the rest of the school to file into the hall.


Olivia was waiting at the far end of the cloakroom for Tom, Georgia and Aeysha. She was sitting behind the lockers right by the door that led directly into the hall, so she couldn’t miss them. Several people smiled and said hello as they walked into the hall; others eyed Olivia curiously. Despite the huge success of Romeo and Juliet, Olivia was still considered a bit of an outsider by some of the children at the Swan Academy. Eel had immediately been accepted as a Swan because of her sunny personality and obvious talent as a dancer, but Olivia’s intensity, her initial resistance to dancing, singing and acting, and her love of circus set her apart from the others. It was made worse by the fact that she and Eel were also Alicia Swan’s granddaughters.


By the time Olivia had got back to school from the Duke’s she’d begun to feel really ashamed of her outburst, and angry that she had allowed her disappointment to get the better of her. She wished she could take back the words she had said to Tom. That was impossible, but at least she could apologise for acting like an idiot. She knew her three friends would drop their things off in the cloakroom before going into the hall, and she wanted to catch them on their own to tell them how sorry she was. Olivia’s pride made it hard for her to say sorry but she knew that it had to be done and that it couldn’t wait. Her friendships with Tom, Georgia and Aeysha were what had kept her at the Swan. Particularly Tom. He’d been the first person to accept her and try to understand her passion for circus. He knew how much walking the high-wire meant to her and, despite what she’d said to him, was very good at it, too.


She heard the door from the foyer open, and some people enter. Then she heard Tom’s voice. It was thick with disappointment.


“I really thought Liv would be waiting for us when we got back to school. I can’t believe she’d let this destroy our friendship.” Olivia grinned and prepared to jump out to surprise them with a smile, when Tom added fiercely, “She’s so petty, making such a big thing of it, and making me and Georgia feel awful on what should have been one of the best days of our lives. And she calls me a bad friend! It’s all over nothing, too, just one night of prancing around on a bit of wire! There’s no comparison – a West End show or some rubbishy circus act.”


Rubbishy circus act! Olivia was hurt beyond belief. She had thought that Tom of all people understood how she felt about the circus. It was a way of life, and its skills were art forms. To hear someone she had trusted so deeply talk about it like that was crushing; it was like being stamped on.


Olivia had thought Tom really cared about the high-wire when he’d just been laughing at her all along. She felt tears gnawing behind her eyes and a gutting sadness, and the thought of her so-called friends finding her there and knowing she had heard what Tom had said was too humiliating. She opened the door into the hall and slipped into the throng like a ghost.


So she didn’t hear Georgia say, “Come on, Tom, that’s nonsense. We all know you’re almost as crazy about circus as Livy. You don’t mean that.” 


Tom looked shamefaced. “No, Georgia, of course I don’t. I’m just angry with Liv. It’s so hard to make her believe how much I like her. It’s as if she wants me to prove myself all the time, to demonstrate that I’m worthy to be her friend.”


“I think it’s the other way round,” said Aeysha, with a flash of the insight for which she was known. “It’s more that she doesn’t feel worthy to be your friend, that she’s surprised you like her so much. Despite the success of Romeo and Juliet, she still feels like a fish out of water here at the Swan. As if she doesn’t quite belong.”


Tom sighed. “Maybe. All I know is that Liv Marvell doesn’t make it easy to be her friend. But I miss her loads already, so I guess I’ll have to be the one to make the first move.”




 





Alicia Swan, who had founded the school after her own hugely successful stage career had been halted by crippling arthritis, gazed down at her pupils. She loved their energy and their hard-working, sunny optimism. Alicia chose her pupils very carefully, after a long and demanding audition process; talent was necessary but attitude counted for a great deal, too. During her own career she had seen too many bright stars shine brightly then crash and burn, and she wanted Swan pupils to leave the school not just with a first-class training, but also equipped with the attitude and temperament to sustain long and successful careers.


Alicia knew that lots of children had some talent; many wanted to be famous. But talent and desire were not sufficient. They also needed some luck, or what Alicia often called “a little patch of sunlight”, and the determination to keep on practising and getting better however many knocks and rejections they received along the way. What they didn’t need was arrogance and the misplaced belief that the Swan Academy needed them more than they needed the Swan. The previous term she’d regretfully had to ask Katie Wilkes-Cox to leave after she had admitted trying to frame Olivia for theft. Alicia still wondered whether she had done the right thing. If Katie, a talented student cursed with pushy parents, had been allowed to stay on, perhaps she might eventually have stopped chasing easy fame and put in some hard work.


Alicia briefly wondered where Katie was now before her eye fell on her granddaughters. Eel was smiling as usual, but Olivia was standing apart from her class looking like someone who’d just got home to discover the ceiling had fallen in. Alicia sighed. She loved both her grandchildren dearly, and was happy to give them a home. But she wasn’t always finding being a grandmother easy.


Little Eel was no problem. She was happy just as long as she could dance and perform; she was a natural. But Olivia was a much more complex child, whose love of circus and aptitude for high-wire walking had initially put her on a collision course with her grandmother. The collision had been averted with the success of Romeo and Juliet on the High-Wire, which had made Alicia appreciate the creative possibilities of the circus, but her relationship with Olivia was not straightforward.


Alicia’s daughter, Toni, who had died in a plane crash when Eel was still a baby, had been a great actress and Alicia was certain that Olivia had inherited Toni’s talent. Olivia thought of herself as a circus artist though, never an actor. Alicia hoped that eventually she’d be able to open Olivia’s eyes to her own talent. 


Abbie had told Alicia what had occurred outside the theatre that morning. Alicia guessed that Olivia’s disappointment at not being able to go to New York had something to do with the fact that it might have been a chance to see her dad. Jack Marvell, otherwise known as the Great Marvello, was a daredevil high-wire artist who was attempting to walk across Snake Canyon in Idaho while a film company made a documentary about him. Jack and Olivia adored each other; Alicia thought they were both like wild swooping birds who would never be entirely tamed.


She sighed. She hoped that some news she was going to announce would put a smile back on Olivia’s face, and cleared her throat. The hall fell silent immediately.


“Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome back. I’m delighted to see you all and I hope that you’re ready for a term of serious hard work and serious fun. We’ve had a thrilling Christmas holidays and my congratulations to all of you who took part in Romeo and Juliet on the High-Wire, which was such an enormous success. I know that some of you have probably heard the show has been invited to New York, but sadly that won’t be possible…” She paused to allow the groans in the room to subside. “But the reason for that is one of the show’s leading performers, Tom McCavity, has been cast in The Sound of Music along with another member of the Romeo and Juliet team, Georgia Jones! I know you’ll join me in wishing them lots of luck.” There was clapping and stamping of feet.


Alicia continued. “Of course, they’re not our only successes. Aeysha Aziz has a major role in the new Tracy Beaker movie and will be off on an eight-week shoot from the middle of the month. Many congratulations to Aeysha.”


Olivia joined in the applause mechanically, but she felt bereft. Perhaps it didn’t really matter that she had fallen out with her three best friends seeing as they would all be busy during the coming term anyway. One of her reasons for staying at the Swan was because of all the fun they had together. But it was as if they had already moved on since last term and would be off doing exciting things, while she was stuck at school without them. She suddenly felt as lonely and as nervous as she’d felt on her very first day at the Swan last September.


“For those of you who weren’t successful at the Sound of Music auditions, there will be plenty of other opportunities to try for professional work this term. Please keep an eye on the notice board, where auditions will be posted, and then come and see me if you would like to be considered. Do remember, though, that only those doing well in their academic studies can be put forward for professional engagements.”


Alicia paused.


“Now I have some really exciting news for you all! The success of Romeo and Juliet on the High-Wire has made me realize that the Swan’s range of training needs to expand. The theatre world is changing and we must change with it. So I’m delighted to announce that, as of this term, circus skills will be part of the curriculum.” There were gasps from the auditorium, and several heads turned to look at Olivia, who blushed scarlet. Her grandmother continued, “So I’d like you all to give a warm welcome to our newest member of staff: Pablo Catalano.”


A cheer went up, although only Olivia and Eel were familiar with the name. They looked at each other in surprise and then broke out into grins. Pablo, a rather dashing man with thick curly hair and fiery eyes, was their dad’s agent and a very fine circus teacher; it was a coup for the Swan to get him.


He winked at Olivia from the stage. She immediately felt the connection between him and her dad and smiled shyly back. Jack had only left for the US the day after Boxing Day but she already missed him hugely.


Alicia made a few more announcements and then dismissed the school. As the throng began to disperse, Pablo made his way down from the stage and caught Olivia by the arm. “I’m going to need you, Livy. You must be my left hand.”


“Right hand,” said Olivia, grinning at Pablo and enjoying his accent, which reminded her of her circus travels.


“I’m going to need loads of help, Livy,” said Pablo. “I can’t teach all these ducklings on my own. Particularly the high-wire. Alicia tells me what a magnificent teacher you were with young Tom.” Pablo threw his arms in the air and rolled “magnificent” around on his tongue. He added, “As good as your dad, the Great Marvello.”


The praise and mention of Jack made Olivia want to smile, but the reference to Tom made her remember how he had barely hesitated when it had come to choosing between The Sound of Music and Romeo and Juliet. Tom thought that circus was rubbish. It made her feel bruised and angry all over again.


“Oh,” said Olivia loudly. “I doubt you’ll find this lot very interested in circus skills. When given the choice, they’ll always opt for show business and getting famous. That’s all they really care about.” Tom, who had been walking by, looked as if Olivia had punched him in the stomach.


Alicia, overhearing this, sighed. She had expected Olivia to be thrilled by Pablo’s request for help, and had really hoped that Olivia was settling down at the Swan. After all, she had chosen to stay there. Nobody had forced her. Maybe it hadn’t been the right decision after all. Alicia had thought that after the dramas of last term this term would prove less eventful. But it had barely started and already she could see stormy times ahead.
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