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Chapter One


“Hurry up,” called Chloe over her shoulder as Peggy and the rest of Chloe’s family walked down the busy high street towards Miss Antoinette’s Dance School. “I don’t want to miss the warm-up.” Chloe was dressed all in pink, with a wraparound cardigan and skirt over her leotard. In one hand she carried a bag containing her soft leather dance slippers, and in the other hand she held Peggy’s lead.


I’m going as fast as I can, thought Peggy the pug. Her little legs hurried to keep up with her best friend’s much longer legs skipping along in their pale pink tights.


[image: Chloe rushing along a pavement, pulling Peggy the Pug behind her, using a lead that is tied around Peggy’s neck. Peggy trots behind Chloe.]


“Don’t worry,” Dad reassured Chloe. “We’ve got plenty of time.”


Once a term, the dancers’ families were invited to watch a dance class.


“I can’t wait to see you dance,” said Mum.


“Me neither,” said Peggy, wagging her curly tail. Of course, to her family it just sounded like barking. But from the way Chloe smiled down at her, Peggy knew her best friend understood her. She and Chloe had shared a special bond from the very first time they met, when Peggy’s family had adopted her as a puppy from the dog shelter.


“Are you sure Peggy is allowed to come?” asked Ruby, Chloe’s little sister.


Why wouldn’t I be allowed? thought Peggy, confused. The whole family has been invited and I’m part of the family. She went practically everywhere with Chloe. She even went to school with her once a week, where she helped out in the school library!


“I checked with Miss Antoinette,” said Chloe. “She said it’s fine because Peggy is so well behaved. Hannah is bringing Princess too.”


Yay! Peggy barked happily at the thought of seeing her good friend Princess.


“I just hope I dance well,” said Chloe nervously. “There will be a lot of people watching today.”


“Just relax and have fun,” said Mum.


“You’re an amazing dancer,” said Dad. “You must get it from me.” He did a dramatic twirl and almost tripped over Peggy’s lead. “Whoa!”


“Oh, Dad!” giggled Chloe, as Dad untangled himself.


[image: A giddy Chloe’s father untangling himself from Peggy’s led, as Peggy stands near his feet, watching him.]


“I should have warmed up first,” said Dad.


“That’s true,” said Chloe. “We always start ballet class with stretches.”


“Why?” asked Finn, Chloe’s older brother. “Ballet isn’t a sport like football. It’s all pink and dainty.”


“That’s not true,” protested Chloe. “Miss Antoinette says ballet dancers are some of the fittest athletes of all. We need strength and flexibility and endurance.”


“Oh yeah?” said Finn, raising an eyebrow. “If dancers are as fit as footballers, let’s see who gets there first. Ready, steady, GO!”


Finn started sprinting down the street.


“Run, Peggy!” urged Chloe, chasing after her brother.


They raced past the pizza restaurant, the bookshop, the gift shop and Pups and Cups – the café Mum owned – but Finn made it to the dance school first.


“Not fair,” said Chloe as she and Peggy reached the dance school a few seconds after Finn. “Peggy slowed me down.”


“It’s not my fault,” panted Peggy. “I only have short legs!”


“Excuses, excuses,” teased Finn, playfully tweaking the neat bun on top of his sister’s head.


“Don’t mess with my bun!” said Chloe, ducking away.


Inside the dance school there were two studios, a shop selling dance shoes and clothing, and a waiting area where the dancers got ready for class. Chloe hurried over to her friends Ellie and Hannah, who were sitting on a long wooden bench.


Peggy wagged her tail excitedly when she spotted Princess. The little terrier was wearing a pink tutu and had a pink bow in her brown fur.


“Hi, Peggy,” said Princess, giving her a friendly sniff.


The dogs watched the dancers put on their ballet slippers and pink woolly leg warmers.


“Poor humans,” Peggy said to Princess. She looked down at her legs covered in tan-coloured fur. “They don’t have lovely fur to keep them warm like us.”


Princess nodded. “I feel sorry for them.” Then she started licking her bottom.


A tall woman wearing a long black skirt and a black leotard opened the door of the studio. Her blonde hair was scraped into a severe bun and she wore little round glasses. “Welcome, families,” she said with a French accent. “I’m Miss Antoinette. Please come in and take a seat while the dancers warm up.”


Peggy’s family sat down on the folding chairs that had been set out, while she and Princess stood on the polished wooden floor.


At one end of the studio was a long mirrored wall with a wooden bar running along it. There was a piano in the corner of the room, being played by a man with curly grey hair.


The dancers stood holding the bar with one hand while Miss Antoinette called out instructions.


“Plié!” said the teacher, and the dancers bent their knees low with their heels touching.


Princess squatted her hind legs up and down.


“What are you doing?” asked Peggy.


“I’m doing a plié,” said Princess. “Obviously.”


Peggy decided to be a dancer, too. Keeping her eyes on Chloe, she squatted down on her hind legs, then bounced up again.


Miss Antoinette walked among the dancers, correcting their posture.


“Excellent work,” she said, praising Hannah. “Stand a bit taller,” she told Chloe. “Engage your core muscles.”


Frowning in concentration, Chloe pulled her tummy in. Peggy sucked her belly in as well.


[image: Peggy the pug and another dog, Princess standing beside each other, attempting dance moves with one of their front legs lifted up sideways.]


Next, the dancers did leg lifts.


Copying what Chloe did, Peggy stuck her left front paw out to the side. Then she stuck her right paw out.


“Lovely work, Ellie,” said Miss Antoinette, nodding approvingly.


The teacher stopped in front of Chloe. “Keep your toes pointed,” she reminded her.


Peggy didn’t have toes, but she turned her paw out more.


When the dancers had finished their exercises at the bar, they moved to the centre of the dance studio. The pianist began to play a jaunty tune.


“Pirouette!” Miss Antoinette instructed the class.


The dancers rose up on their toes and spun around with their arms over their heads.


Chloe wobbled as she twirled around. She lost her balance and toppled over.


“Chloe!” yelped Peggy. She dashed over to her friend to check she was all right.


“I got dizzy,” explained Chloe, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.


Mum hurried over and collected Peggy as Chloe got back on her feet.


“Try to focus on one spot,” coached Miss Antoinette. “It will help you stay centred.”


“I can do a pirouette,” said Princess. The terrier turned around and around in neat circles.


“Show-off,” muttered Peggy.


“Now let’s show your families the jetés we’ve been working on,” said Miss Antoinette.


One by one, the dancers ran across the studio and leapt gracefully in the air.


When it was Chloe’s turn, she glanced over at her parents nervously.


Dad gave her a thumbs up. Mum smiled and nodded encouragingly. Peggy wagged her tail eagerly, willing Chloe to succeed.


Taking a deep breath, Chloe ran across the floor. But when she reached the middle, she seemed to lose her nerve and only did a little jump.


At the end of the lesson, Miss Antoinette stood in front of the students. “I have some exciting news,” she announced. “Some of you are ready to move on to pointe. Those who are chosen will need to buy special shoes so that you can dance on your toes like grown-up ballerinas.”


Chloe’s eyes lit up with excitement as the dancers murmured among themselves.


Miss Antoinette clapped her hands for silence, then she called out the names of the lucky students. “Megan … Soraya … Alice … Ellie … Hannah …”


The chosen dancers squealed with excitement as their names were called.


Peggy’s ears pricked up as she waited to hear Chloe’s name. But it never came.


Chloe’s shoulders slumped in disappointment.


[image: A dance class setting, wherein a group of students clad in tutu dresses, stand together in a group, discussing excitedly among themselves, while Chloe also clad in a tutu dress stands alone, with a sad expression.]


“Everyone else, keep working on your technique and your time will come,” said Miss Antoinette. “Now let’s say our thank yous.”


First the dancers curtsied to their teacher, then to the pianist, and then they curtsied to their families.


As the families applauded, Chloe had a smile plastered to her face but it didn’t reach her eyes. Peggy could tell from the way it wavered that her friend was trying hard not to cry.


After the class was dismissed, Chloe congratulated her friends.


“We’re going to go out for pizza to celebrate,” said Ellie. “Want to come with us?”


“No thanks,” said Chloe quietly.


“Don’t worry, Chloe,” said Hannah, picking up Princess. “I’m sure you’ll be ready for pointe shoes soon, too.”


“Who wants to get a snack from Pups and Cups?” asked Dad after Chloe’s friends had gone. Pups and Cups was the name of the dog-friendly café Mum ran.


“Me! I’m getting a chocolate muffin,” said Finn.


“I want a cookie,” said Ruby.


“What about you, Chloe?” asked Dad.


Chloe shook her head. “I don’t want anything,” she said as she shoved her ballet slippers back in her bag. “I just want to go home.”


“We’ll meet you back at the house,” Mum said to the others. “Say hi to Faisal for me.” Faisal worked at Pups and Cups and looked after the café on Mum’s days off.


When the others had gone, Mum sat down next to Chloe on the bench. “What’s wrong, honey? It’s not like you to pass up a chocolate muffin.”


“I stink at ballet!” wailed Chloe.


“That’s not true,” said Mum consolingly. “You heard what Miss Antoinette said – keep practising and you’ll be ready soon.”


“All my friends are better than me,” said Chloe.


[image: Chloe sitting with her mother on a bench, expressing herself with a sad expression, as mother comforts her. Peggy the pug stands beside Chloe’s feet, looking up at Chloe.]


“That doesn’t matter,” said Mum, putting an arm around Chloe. “Everyone progresses at their own speed. The most important thing is to have fun.”


Chloe sighed. “It isn’t much fun to be left behind.”


Peggy hated seeing her friend so upset. She nuzzled Chloe’s hand with her damp nose to let her know that she would never leave her behind. Chloe reached down and stroked Peggy’s back.
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