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To my three pals,


and also to you, if you’ve ever
felt so nervous you couldn’t.





CHAPTER 1


If this was the opening sequence of a musical, I’d be stepping up to these doors with a leather suitcase in each hand and a smile on my face, about to break into song about what a wonderful morning it is, or the fact that the hills are alive, or something equally as cheesy.


But it’s not a musical.


There’s no orchestral swell, no birds tweeting. Only the grumbling underscore of traffic on Old Compton Street, a faint whiff of car fumes and bacon and, given that I came here alone, the excruciating absence of anyone to sing to. Only the thud-thud of my terrified heart to keep me company.


The vast, pale brick building sits elegantly on a corner of Soho Square. My ears pick up a mixture of classical piano and hip-hop beats from within, making me shiver with excitement. To my right there’s a steel plaque, which reads:




Duke’s Academy of Performing Arts


Formerly The King’s School


Founded 1854





In smaller writing underneath I can just make out another sentence:



It was only in the theatre that I lived.


Oscar Wilde





No pressure, then.


OK, time to focus. This is not just the audition of my life. I’m auditioning for my life. Checking the time on my phone, I take a breath and step through the tall doors.


Omigod, it’s huge in here. There are students everywhere, milling around, stretching, gossiping . . . they’re even on the walls – adorning the white painted atrium in signed, framed ten-by-eights ranging from the 1920s to the present day. There are some names I recognize; lots I don’t. A wealth of writers, directors, actors and dancers look down at me gloatingly with their glassy half-smiles.


I guess only the best students make it on to the Duke’s Wall of Fame. Seeing their success makes my throat contract in an actual gulp.


How long have I got? Four minutes. Just time to slip to the toilet and go through my song. There’s a student at the front desk waiting to sign people in.


‘Name?’


‘Er, Nettie.’


She scans the register.


‘Sorry – it’s Antoinette,’ I correct myself. ‘I don’t really use my full name.’


‘No worries.’ She finds my name and looks back up in a double take. ‘I’ll change it.’


I thank her and squeeze past before she has a chance to ask me anything else that might make her realize who I am.


There are doors leading to enormous studios on each side of the foyer. I pass two on my left: one housing a street-dance class and the other a musical theatre lesson. I pause at the second studio window just as a boy is hitting the last few notes of ‘Bring Him Home’, the rest of the class watching, spellbound. Wow. He’s amazing. Proper jaw-droppingly good. I can’t help wondering if that’ll be me one day, here at Duke’s, learning my craft, owning it, being generally brilliant . . .


OK, enough. Daydreaming won’t get you a place here.


I tear myself away from the studio window and make my way through to the changing rooms. The adjacent toilet is white-tiled and clean. It’s deserted. I lock the door and sing full out at my reflection. It goes OK, but God, I’m nervous. Maybe I should sing the other one. It’s probably easier.


I start to gather my things together.


My phone bleeps with a voicemail. Absent-mindedly I put it to my ear and haul my bag over my shoulder.


‘Hi, Nettie. I’m in town—’


The tiles on the toilet wall go blurry.


‘Did you say you needed shower gel?’


The shock of her voice makes me retch.


‘Call me if you think of anything else. I love you.’


Mum.


My knees buckle. I wildly grab the sink for support, dropping my phone on the hard floor in the process. It lands with a loud crack.


Mum . . .


I double over and throw up into the toilet.


. . . How?


I scrabble on the floor for my phone. The screen is a spider web of smashed glass but I can still see the list of voicemails, and there she is, right at the top. This isn’t possible. This isn’t possible.


I go to swallow but it kills. My head’s too full of blood. I’m sure it’s going to explode. I’m going to self-decapitate and bleed to death here in the loo, like some sort of teen horror movie opening sequence.


I try to steady myself.


It doesn’t make any sense. Mum died over a year ago. Why have I got a voicemail from her?


Is she . . .?


Maybe it’s all been a mistake. Maybe she recovered somewhere in secret. Maybe it’s all been a long, hideous dream. Maybe . . .


This is ridiculous. Maybe-ing doesn’t help – it just makes it worse when you come back to reality. God knows, I’m the expert.


Get a grip. You can’t go to pieces – not here, not now.


I look in the mirror, struggling to take a deep breath as I wipe vomit from my lips. It’s just some sort of technical blip – a mistake by the phone company. It’s got stuck in the ether and been delivered late – like, fourteen months late. That’s all.


I cannot let this affect me. Not today. It’s too important. Just breathe.


I can’t, though.


I can’t breathe.


I was doing so well. Today was going to be difficult without Mum, I knew that. But I was holding it together – at least I was until I heard her voice. Now I’m winded, mugged. My throat’s swollen with raw emotion and acid-burn and my eyes are stinging.


Oh no, not now. Don’t cry now. Get it together, Nettie.


I press the corners of my eyes with shaking fingers and head back into the foyer, where a man in a spotted cravat pokes his head out of the audition room.


‘Ah, Antoinette. Here you are. We called you a moment ago.’


‘Sorry, I—’


‘Not to worry. We’d like to see you now, if you’re ready.’


I follow him into the studio, barely able to focus.


‘So, what have you brought to sing for us?’ says the man. He leaves me in the centre of the room and goes to sit down with the rest of the panel.


‘Er . . . I’ve got “I’m Not Afraid of Anything” . . .’ I falter. I’m surprised no one laughs. I must look literally afraid of everything right now. The room spins.


‘Haven’t you got anything else?’ says a woman next to him.


I try to focus on her face, which right now is just a white blur inside a blackish-grey bob.


‘We’ve heard that one seven times already today.’ Her voice is cold and clipped.


‘Oh. Um, I’ve got—’


‘Well, whatever it is, let’s hear it. I need a break from the mind-numbing tedium,’ says the voice. I notice the echo it makes through the vast studio. Good acoustics, Mum would have said.


Mum.


I freeze. My feet won’t move; I’m stuck in some sort of awful spotlight I can’t step out of.


‘Everything all right?’ asks the man.


‘Uh, sure.’ Dazed, I force myself over to the pianist to give him my sheet music. As I walk slowly back to the centre of the studio and wait for the introduction, I know something’s still not right. I’m unsteady on my feet and my throat’s small, like I can’t get enough air to my lungs.


Mum should’ve been here today. I wore that dress she gave me for my seventeenth – the one with the flowers. I picked her favourite song. I needed her. But . . . not like this. How could this happen, now of all times?


The first line is audible, but only just. My voice is thin; reedy. With every breath it gets worse.


By the end of the first chorus, it’s down to little more than a whisper. What’s happening to me?


‘You’ll never get in.’ My grandmother’s last words to me as I left the house this morning float up to the forefront of my mind. ‘I don’t know why you’re bothering. You’ll never make it. Look where show business got your mother.’


‘I don’t care. It’s what I want. Mum wanted me to go. She was proud of me – not that you’d ever know.’


Mum.


I don’t even have the energy to be angry any more. I’m drained of everything right now, except the overwhelming grief throbbing through my chest.


The pianist comes to a halt and I realize I’ve stopped singing altogether.


‘Nettie, would you like a glass of water?’ says the man.


‘I—’


‘Is there a problem?’


‘No, I’m fine. I just—’


I just heard my dead mum on a voicemail and now I can’t sing is the problem. But I can’t say that, can I? Tear tracks prickle my jawline and I rub them away violently. The panel must think my nerves have got the better of me, standing in the middle of the studio and weeping silently with no explanation.


‘Nettie?’


I mouth ‘I’m sorry’ and run out.


The envelope sits on the table for a good half an hour before I have the courage to approach it. The gilt lettering on the back glares at me, daring me to rip it open.


There’s no way I’ve got in after my fiasco of an audition, but this moment is the last time I’ll ever not know for sure. Until I open that envelope, I can still imagine how my life would be if I got in, still hope for that chance to start building my life again.


There’s no plan B. I didn’t apply for uni because I was so set on musical theatre, so busy grieving for Mum that I forgot to make a backup plan. I’ll be stuck living with Auntie – I have to call her ‘Auntie’ because apparently ‘Grandmother’ is ageing – until I’m as old as her and she’s even older, rotting in this decaying townhouse in south-east London forever.


I pick up the envelope. It’s only small – surely if I’d got a place there would be loads of information inside? I tear it open, bracing myself for the inevitable. When I read the first sentence, I can barely breathe.




Dear Miss Delaney-Richardson,


We are delighted to be able to offer you a place at Duke’s Academy of Performing Arts on the Musical Theatre course, commencing this September.





I see the word ‘delighted’ and the rest of the letter is a blur.




Please see our student portal for a list of all available accommodation, local information and a list of your uniform requirements.





I’ve lost concentration. The letter goes on, I think. Something about Miss Duke requesting that places be accepted immediately and some more info on how to pay deposits.



Delighted.





But . . . how?


My audition was terrible. I mean, truly awful. I didn’t even stay long enough to do the dance and drama classes, and my singing . . .. I hastily turn over the page, wary there might be some kind of addendum to the letter saying that it’s all been a joke. But that’s it: the letter, a list of useful links and a couple of maps marked with all-night chemists and emergency dentists.


Did I get in because of Mum? She trained there as a dancer years ago. Maybe they recognized my name and thought I must be some shit-hot prima. They’ll be disappointed.


Look. Who cares how I got in – I got in. I’m free. I get to leave this place and all the horrible memories and start a new life doing what I love.


I’ll prove myself worthy of a place when I get there. I’m going to make it as a singer.


Except for one small problem.


I can’t sing anymore.





CHAPTER 2


My new room in the halls is small and basic. There’s a tiny bed, a miniscule wardrobe, a desk, a chair and a chest of drawers, all in the same pale beech veneer. The walls are a bland off-white and the only light comes from a single central bulb with a spherical paper lampshade. Not exactly the Palladium, but to me the stark, colourless room is a blank page. A fresh start. A New World.


I reach inside the open suitcase on the bed and pull out a single red rose pressed in a frame. It’s the first flower Mum ever received onstage. Leaning it up against the wall on the desk, I’m transported, my mind watching from the wings as she curtseys to the roaring crowd and scoops it up elegantly. It’s weird – lately I only seem to be able to see her from behind. I can’t seem to picture her face. It’s like I’ve tried so many times I’ve worn out the memory.


Mum died in May last year. It was a complete shock; well, to me, anyway. She never told me she’d had cancer before. This one was secondary. And it shot her down in six weeks. Six weeks. We’d barely had time to get over the diagnosis before she was gone and I was suddenly organizing the funeral, clearing out the house so it could be rented and moving in with a grandmother I didn’t even know. Without realizing it I’d become this adult with a load of responsibilities, when what I felt like was an orphan without my mum. My family.


It had been just Mum and me for as long as I can remember. No one else. Being without her was devastating. But I was coping. I thought I was, anyway.


Until the audition.


My voice didn’t come back for three weeks after that awful day. A rush of shame hit me every time I thought about it, all wrapped up in a grief that felt as new as the day I lost Mum. The four walls of my room were all I saw; surviving on the breadsticks and raw vegetables that my grandmother left outside the door (God forbid she’d ever give me real food), unable to speak, unable to leave. I passed the time by watching old MGM movies on my phone, or staring out of the window at Crystal Palace Park, trying to remember the view from my old window in Woodland Road that looked down the steep hill towards the city. My grandmother’s townhouse in Sydenham couldn’t feel further from home, despite being just on the other side of the park.


At night I put Billie Holiday on the record player and curled up on my bed and cried; big, silent sobs that started in the pit of my stomach and shook my whole body as they escaped.


My friends tried calling, messaging; I even heard them turn up on the doorstep one day; but I didn’t talk to them. Eventually they stopped trying.


I couldn’t talk. Every time I tried, my throat went hard, just like it did in the audition – like muscle memory or something. I was terrified I’d never make another sound.


Ironically, the one thing my grandmother did do for me was bring my speaking voice back. After three weeks in my room, I managed to get dressed and go downstairs, only to find her sitting there calmly like it wasn’t strange to see me out of my room for the first time in nearly a month – like there was nothing wrong. I almost laughed.


‘You look thinner.’ She eyed my protruding collarbone approvingly.


‘I’m going to school, Auntie,’ I said, deliberately ignoring her comment. My voice was small, strained. But there, at least.


‘Take your key.’ She looked back to her newspaper.


‘To pick up the rest of my things,’ I said.


She didn’t respond.


‘The things I should have picked up after my last A-Level exam?’


Still nothing from her, but I could hear my voice getting louder.


‘You know, the exam I didn’t even sit?’


‘Don’t take that tone with me, Antoinette.’


‘Are you serious?’


I still had one exam to go after my Duke’s audition. I never made it into school to sit it. I overheard her talking to the school office when they phoned to find out where I was. ‘In her bedroom, sulking,’ she told them.


I’d lived with her long enough to know there was literally no point trying to get a reaction, but the rage frothing up inside me was nourishing my broken voice and I wasn’t about to let that go. She scowled up at me, her tightly pulled skin crinkling at the corners of her eyes.


‘Maybe if you hadn’t banned me from coming to your Duke’s audition—’


‘Is that it?’ I spat out a mirthless laugh. ‘You still haven’t forgiven me for not taking you? You’re hilarious.’


I’d never argued back to her like this before. It was exhilarating. ‘I was merely pointing out that perhaps if you’d applied yourself better in ballet, you could have gone for the dancers’ course,’ Auntie said. ‘You didn’t need to storm out without me.’


‘I don’t want to be a ballerina,’ I said.


‘Rubbish. Of course you do. It’s in your blood. My mother did it; I did it; even your mother did it, before she went and threw everything away.’


‘What do you mea—’


‘I’ve told you, I won’t talk about it, Antoinette.’ She closed her eyes theatrically and inhaled deeply, like some sort of generic GIF of Bette Davis, only without the fag.


‘You’re a joke, you know that?’


‘Antoinette—’


I’d slammed the door before she’d even finished her sentence.


We barely spoke over the summer. I got a job in a bar and worked as many shifts as I could. I’d had to give up my old job singing in a restaurant because every time I tried to sing, my throat closed up and I started shaking uncontrollably.


It wasn’t exactly a fond farewell, either. Sensing another argument brewing, I waited until she’d gone out for the evening before I left for the halls.


By the time I’d done two trips on the train and the tube with my stuff and lugged it all up to my room and unpacked, it was nearly midnight. She never even called.


The sounds of people and traffic on Goswell Road are comforting. They remind me of falling asleep in my old room in Crystal Palace: cars starting and stopping; people spilling out of restaurants and bars after an evening at the Barbican; drunk old men guffawing outside the pub on the corner.


My only living relative despises me. I’m exhausted and completely alone. But I made it. I’m here.





CHAPTER 3


I’m awake at 4 a.m. After trying to get back to sleep for an hour, I eventually get up, shower, dress myself and pack every possible thing I might need for my first day. I can barely lift my bag and it makes negotiating the escalators at the tube station tricky, but I arrive at Duke’s on time.


This is it. This is the start of the rest of my life.


No sooner have I stepped over the threshold than a tall, leggy white girl comes tearing past me, dressed in a pair of tiny hot pants and a strategically placed scarf doubling up as a crop top, with a huge mass of blonde hair and more make-up than the cast of La Cage. She trips over my bag, which I’ve just let drop to my side, and falls flat on her face. A few people laugh.


‘I’m so sorry – I didn’t mean—’


The girl stands up. She snaps her head back razor-sharp, her hair whipping her face, and looks me up and down like Baroness Schraeder eyeing Maria von Trapp’s homemade curtain-clothes. Then she tosses her mane, glares at the rest of the surrounding people as if daring them to laugh again, and disappears into one of the studios. I stare after her.


‘You’ve made your first college enemy, then,’ drawls a silky male voice beside me. ‘Must be a record. Congratulations.’


I turn and find myself face-to-face with (and I’m not exaggerating when I say this) the most beautiful creature I’ve seen, like, ever.


Tall and muscular, tick.


Eyes like sapphires, tick.


Hollywood nose, tick.


Mouth like . . . OK, you get it.


As my eyes swoop over his athletic, tanned physique, I notice his incredibly expensive taste in clothes. I clock his shoes.


‘Prada, darling. You like?’


I nod.


He puts his hand out.


‘Alec Van Damm. Gorgeous boy dancer and all-round mangenue about to take Duke’s Academy and the rest of the world by storm. Thrilled and delighted.’


He pulls me in for a couple of mwah-mwah air kisses. There’s a pause while he looks at me expectantly.


‘Streisand’s alive, child.’ He’s already exasperated with me. ‘What’s your freaking name?’


‘Oh, er – Nettie,’ I say.


‘A one-word name. I like it.’ He adjusts his hair in the reflection of the window. ‘Like Cher.’


‘No, er – sorry. I mean, it’s Nettie Delaney-Richardson,’ I say. Right now I could heat the whole college with my outrageously hot cheeks.


Alec’s hand stops mid-preen. His eyes flicker over my black hair and pale skin.


‘Fuck me. You’re not—’ he begins.


‘You reckon we’ll have registration soon?’ I say it quickly, before he can wander any further down that particular path. ‘Maybe I should be stretching. Everyone looks so . . .’


‘Loose?’


‘I was going to say comfortable. You know, in their surroundings. Are we meant to be doing that?’ I glance around at all the ballerinas rolling around on the floor with their legs wrapped around their necks.


‘Who cares? It’s our first day. Cheer up. You must have some talent to be here. Who knows – maybe it’s in your blood . . .’ He throws me a sideways glance but says nothing else. Hopefully it was just a throwaway comment.


‘Seriously, darling,’ he says. ‘They wouldn’t have let you in if you were total crap. Old Duke’s got a reputation to maintain. Come here. I want to get this moment up on my Instagram story.’ He pulls me in for possibly the most awkward selfie of my life.


At that moment, the college secretary comes out of the office. She’s got a mushroom of white curly hair and full stage make-up, reminding me of Madame Morrible from Wicked, only way less fabulous in a plain tweed skirt and blouse. An ex-dancer, for sure. I’d recognize one anywhere.


‘Everyone into the studio theatre, please,’ she barks in clipped tones.


Alec winks and pats me on the arse in the direction of the door.


Inside is rammed. Students everywhere, some dressed in leotards and pointe shoes, others fully clothed and clutching folders or musical instruments. There’s so much to take in. But what I notice first is the noise. It’s overwhelming.


A group in the corner is singing a song from Rent in full four-part harmony at the top of their voices. Someone else is tinkering on the piano at the far end, oblivious to the singers. A boy nearby improvises a lyrical dance solo – to which music, I can’t be sure (maybe to something playing in his head?). Students chat animatedly, fighting to break out over the cacophony.


Alec’s been separated from me by the crowd. He’s studying himself in the mirror at the far end of the studio while a couple of boys and a girl stare at him with their mouths open, whispering among themselves. I know what they’re speculating about. Not that any of them stand a chance.


I squeeze onto the end of a bench against the wall and try to quell my anxiety. Everyone finds first days horrendous, right?


But looking around, no one else seems that bothered. Are any of them first-years, like me? I’m blatantly the only person not talking or singing or stretching ostentatiously. I watch a group of girls laughing hysterically as four boys do an unrehearsed cod version of the pas de quatre from Swan Lake.


And then, something strange happens.


A sharp intake of breath. A scrabbling sound as people hastily get off the floor. The air in the studio changes; a cold breeze seems to rush in, and a hush falls over the crowd. A hundred girls breathe in and get thinner, while all the boys simultaneously grow taller. Glossy smiles appear on faces, hands are rearranged neatly in laps, bags hidden behind legs. A couple of boys sprint to get a chair; another jetés over to hold the door. I can’t see what’s going on through the crowd of students, but I can sense something.


Slowly the crowd parts, and I see her.


She’s tall, with once jet-black hair now silver at the front, its high hairline betraying years of being scraped into a bun. Her patent heels echo across the studio floor in an elegant ten-totwo position, legs barely bending. She’s dressed expensively but conservatively in trousers and a crisp white shirt with the collar turned up, a string of pearls adorning her slim neck, a pair of spectacles hanging from a chain below them. How old is she? Sixty?


I stand up hurriedly with everyone else as she walks slowly to the centre of the studio. She studies each student she passes, returning their desperate smiles with cold scrutiny, instinctively knowing their worst fears and their darkest secrets.


She waves away the chair that has been so delicately set for her. It’s removed immediately, a boy snatching it and melting into the crowd like part of a well-rehearsed scene change. Cecile Duke’s dark eyes pierce the crowd, a violent shock against her pale skin and red lips, which twitch as she waits for quiet, even though the silence is palpable.


‘Good morning, students,’ she says. Her vowels are clear, her consonants clipped, and her voice, though perfectly audible, gives the impression of never having to be raised. I feel chilly, but I don’t know why because it’s a warm September day and I’m still wearing my coat.


‘Good morning, Miss Duke,’ chants the crowd, not quite in unison.


‘I trust you are all ready to begin your classes,’ she says. It sounds like a warning. ‘Assessments will take place before we break for Christmas. However, it will be worth noting that you are being watched each and every day from the moment you step through the doors until you leave at night, so do not think that if you rest upon your laurels for a second it will not be noted. We see everything.’


Her last words resonate around the room, devoured by three hundred pairs of avid ears.


‘You have the best teachers here. The best facilities. So I fully expect the best from you at all times . . .’ Her eyes scan the room and fall on something that makes them narrow. ‘Lauren Rose, come here.’


The crowd’s attention turns to a girl three rows back, who looks shocked to be singled out. Trembling, she shuffles to the front of the studio, her fellow students moving aside, grateful not to be her.


‘Y-yes, Miss Duke?’ she whispers.


‘Go home,’ says Cecile Duke quietly.


‘I’m sorry, Miss Duke?’


‘I said, go home.’


‘I-I don’t understand, Miss Duke,’ Lauren Rose stammers.


Even I, a complete novice at all this, can see she’d be better off scramming and asking questions later.


‘Every day you spend at this centre of excellence is a privilege.’ She’s speaking in a soft voice, but there’s danger behind it. ‘Every class you attend, every correction you are given, every opportunity you receive to follow your dream of performing is an honour. I have never tolerated complacency from my students, and I do not intend to start now.’


I can feel my heart pounding and she’s not even talking to me.


‘When I wake up in the morning, I ask myself, “What is expected of me today?” And the answer is always this: I am expected to inspire my students; to set a good example; to dress in a way befitting my position at the college; to welcome important guests from the industry who may visit us here – and let me tell you, there are many – and to be a figurehead worthy of the reputation the institution has earned.


‘And what is expected of you, Lauren? You are expected to work hard; to attend all your classes; to be polite and respectful; and to look your best at all times. I ask you now, are you looking your best?’


There’s a small rustling of clothes as necks are craned to scrutinize Lauren Rose. Jeez, guys, give her a break.


But they won’t. I know it already and I’ve only spent five minutes here. They’re like a pack of jackals, ready to tear apart anyone who shows even the slightest weakness. One less to compete against.


Admittedly, she’s dressed rather scruffily – I guess for a contemporary class: grey joggers with holes in, one dirty once-white legwarmer – and her hair is tied up in the sort of folded-in scraggy ponytail you might have for a bath. She’s not wearing any make-up. Personally I don’t really see the point of wearing loads of make-up for class, not when you’re going to get all sweaty, but right now I’m so grateful I applied a full face this morning to hide the lack of sleep.


Lauren Rose hangs her head miserably, cutting a pathetic shape as tears roll off her nose on to her faded burgundy leotard. I wish I could do something. Run over to her and hug her, or take her hand and fly her far away. But I won’t, will I? I’ll stand here helpless, paralyzed with cowardice like the rest of them, silently hating myself for it.


Miss Duke’s eyes bore into Lauren Rose’s miserable face, unrelenting. ‘You have no idea what it’s like out there after you graduate.’ She lets the sentence hang, turning to the rest of us before fixing her gaze back on her victim.


‘Here you are protected, cocooned. In a year’s time, you will be out there on your own, working two jobs a day to try and make ends meet and spending every spare penny you have to get to class. You’re on the dancers course, aren’t you?’ Lauren nods. ‘Tomorrow we have an important choreographer visiting the college. Do you think he’d employ you, looking like that? One day, no doubt, you’ll find yourself fighting to be picked out from a roomful of girls by that very same choreographer. When he throws you out at the first cut, regardless of how well or badly you may think you have danced, you’ll ask yourself why. The answer is simple: he already knew you couldn’t be bothered. If you can’t make the effort, Lauren, then neither can I. Go home and think about whether you really want a career in the arts.’


Cecile Duke casts her dark eyes briefly around the room before sweeping towards the studio exit. Two boys fall over each other trying to open the door for her. Another second and she’s gone.


Students brush past Lauren Rose without seeing her – or they pretend they haven’t. She’s soiled goods now. She stands there, head bowed, shoulders shaking, crying silently over the newly sprung floor.


I’m one of the last to leave the studio. As I pass her – I don’t know what makes me do this – I stop and reach for her hand. God knows I’ve felt alone the last fourteen months. Maybe I want her to know she has an ally, albeit a pointless one who didn’t have the guts to stand up for her when Miss Duke was present.


She pauses for a second, not exactly looking up, but there’s a stillness that wasn’t there before. Out of awkwardness, I fidget my gaze, and that’s when I see Miss Duke.


She’s looking at me through the window from the foyer. Staring at me like I’m a ghost or something.


She turns and disappears. A second later I hear her beige heels click-clicking up the stairs.


‘Thanks,’ says Lauren Rose.


I jump. I’d forgotten what I was doing for a second.


‘Don’t worry about her,’ I say, as if I’m some sort of authority on all things Duke. ‘She’ll have forgotten about it by tomorrow.’


‘Cecile Duke doesn’t forget,’ she says.


It sounds like a prophecy of doom. I squeeze her hand and leave her to it, wondering what Miss Duke could have possibly found so interesting about me.





CHAPTER 4


Back in the foyer, it’s show business as usual, students swerving round each other, and studio doors slamming, as everyone tries to get to class on time. Lauren Rose has been forgotten but Miss Duke’s message is loud and clear: play her game or suffer the consequences. I need to get my head in the game. Like in High School Musical. If I’d ever seen that (like, a hundred times, which I definitely won’t admit to while I’m in this place).


Someone crashes into me, knocking me clean over. I quickly un-sprawl myself off the floor, feeling ridiculous (and winded).


‘Oh no! I’m sorry. Are you all right? Here.’


The voice belongs to a tall, good-looking white guy with light brown wavy hair. He’s carrying a battered leather satchel and a guitar. He holds out his hand to help me up. As I take it, I notice how rough it is. His nails are bitten, and his fingers are square and hard at the ends.


‘Thanks.’ I smooth my dress down at the back to make sure it hasn’t got hitched up somewhere. ‘I should have been looking where I was going.’


‘No, it’s all me. I’ve got my first lecture over in the other building and I was rushing to get there on time. I missed registration today, but I heard the “speech” was a long one, first day of term and all that. Sorry.’


‘It’s fine, really. Er . . .’ I look down at my hand, which he’s still holding.


‘Oh God. First I charge you down, then I cling on to you like a limpet. I’m basically horrible.’


I laugh as he lets go, and my face feels strange. I haven’t laughed for weeks. As he walks towards the front doors, he turns around again, grinning.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Nettie.’


‘I’m Fletch. See you around, Nettie.’ He disappears into the crowd.


I watch him go, the last embers of a smile still on my face.


Right. Get to class.


I run up the stairs to the top of the building where my changing room is, find a spot on a bench, and start to get dressed for jazz.


The tall blonde girl who who tripped over my bag in the foyer is there. She catches my eye in the mirror and strides over.


‘Just so you know, you shouldn’t be talking to second-year boys,’ she says loudly.


The chatter subsides as everyone stops to listen.


‘Pardon?’


‘You were talking to Fletch. He’s a second-year. You’re a first-year. It’s an unwritten rule.’


Fletch? The guy with the guitar?


‘I’m not really sure what you’re—’


‘Just leave him alone, all right?’


The bell rings and she storms out of the changing room. The other girls scatter to their lessons, whispering to each other while I try to get my head around what just happened.


‘Don’t worry about her,’ says a girl who’s still hanging in the doorway. She’s taller than me, mixed race, with auburn hair and hazel eyes. And so, so beautiful.


‘Yeah,’ I say, trying to smile.


‘She’s just a second-year diva. Plenty of those around, I’m sure . . .’


‘Right,’ I say.


‘First days are so scary,’ she says. ‘I had the shits and everything this morning. Still, I might lose a couple of pounds. See you in a bit.’ She slips out of the door.


I like her.


Glancing at my timetable, I see I’m in Studio Five with someone called Darren Walker. I scramble out of the changing room and down the stairs, two at a time.


The girl who had the shits this morning is already in the class. She smiles and gestures for me to join her in the back corner.


Darren Walker enters the room, bag slung over his shoulder and coffee in hand. It’s not long before a loud beat starts playing and he begins doing what I can only describe as the most complicated warm-up ever. The students in the front couple of rows (presumably second- and third-years) copy him immediately. The girl next to me catches my eye and we follow suit (the only difference being that I’m two counts behind everyone else).


After sit-ups, press-ups, planks and splits in all directions, he beckons to us to go to the back corner. I ignore my shaking legs and arms – I can’t be soft on my first day. He demonstrates a complicated pirouette exercise and the students do it across the room, one by one.


I’m the last one to do it. I start well enough, I think, getting through one side without any major problems. As I begin the second side, however, I clock Miss Duke through the window to the corridor outside, staring at me intently again.


I lose my footing and fall out of my double turn, the bridge of my nose hitting the barre at the side of the studio. It must be bad because no one laughs. In my confusion, I look back at the studio window, but there’s no one there.


Darren rushes over.


‘Go and get cleaned up. The office’ll give you an ice pack. Find somewhere quiet to sit for the rest of the morning.’


My top lip feels wet. I do as he says, too sore to think about how much I just embarrassed myself.


Miss Paige, the secretary, rolls her eyes at my bloody face as I enter the room and shouts back to her colleague, ‘Linda! Can we have an ice pack, please. Another first-year injury.’


I take the ice pack and traipse back up to my changing room, hoping I don’t end up with a black eye. Not helpful when you’re trying to be unobtrusive. The rest of the girls will be back up soon and I can do without being stared at. Where else can I go?


The library, of course. It’s right at the top of the building, another flight up from my changing room, and full of books only a third-year doing their dissertation would want to read. I reckon I’ll be safe there.


It’s a small room, stuffed floor to ceiling with books, papers, programmes, sheet music, scripts . . . I’m meant to be resting, but I can’t resist. Double-checking to make sure there’s no librarian lurking around, I grab a chair and reach up to the very top shelf, skimming the top of a pile of sheet music with my fingertips.


I tug at the corner of a page too quickly and it pulls out a load of other papers with it, which cascade off the shelf and all over the floor. Seriously, I really need to get it together today. Talk about tragic.


There’s too much of it to put back in order, so I just start to sweep piles of it from all around the room into my arms. As I’m picking up the last pages, I notice something yellow sticking out from the bottom of the bookshelf. I grab at it, and pull out a brochure for an old production of Oklahoma!, barely held together by its ancient staples. Thinking it must be something an ex-Duke’s student performed in, I stick it on top of the pile of sheet music and take it to the table in the middle of the room.


I start trying to sort out the papers but something catches my eye in the programme, which has flopped open on the centre pages.


There she is.


She’s smiling up at me. Not the Mum I remember – a younger version, surely no older than twenty, with long black hair going all the way down her back. She always said she couldn’t remember much about her career as a dancer. I’d no idea she was in this production.


Thumbing through the programme, I see a section entitled ‘Oklahoma! Cast Discovers Denmark!’ which shows them all frolicking across the North Jutland coast, posing beside the statue of Hans Christian Andersen in Copenhagen, and lined up in arabesque in front of Rosenborg Castle. I find Mum in another snapshot, her head thrown back in riotous laughter (preceding a snort, I bet), arm in arm with a tall, pale-skinned, dark-haired girl, who is also mid-laugh. The caption underneath reads:




Best of friends: Anastasia Delaney-Richardson and Cecile Duke sharing a joke.





Cecile Duke.


What?


I drop the programme in shock. They were friends. Best friends, if the programme is to be believed. How could I not have known? Why did she never mention it? She knew I had my heart set on going to Duke’s.


The facts are mounting in my mind, like little yellow Post-it Notes, one by one, faster and faster:




	Friends help each other out.


	Friends help each other’s children out.


	Friends turn a blind eye to said child’s terrible audition and give them a place at their college regardless.





Oh, God. I’m a fraud. How can I have been so naive? Of course there was a reason I got in. That must be why Miss Duke keeps staring at me. She’s looking to see if I can dance like Mum. Well, she’ll be disappointed.


I don’t deserve to be here. I should get my things and go home right now.


That’s what I should do.


But . . . does any of it even matter? I mean really matter? Who cares if my audition was terrible, if – deep down – I know I’m good enough? It’s true my voice hasn’t been the same since the audition, but I can sort myself out. Nobody needs to know about Mum’s friendship with Cecile Duke.


Nobody except me.


I start rifling through the rest of the papers, searching for more pictures of Mum; a clue, anything that’ll help me to understand this thing I’ve just uncovered.


‘Excuse me, is this seat taken?’


Oh, God, it’s the cute guitar player. Why does he have to show up right when I’m having a major existential crisis?


‘It’s Nettie, right? Fletch. We met this morning?’


Sweet that he thinks I won’t remember. He’s still carrying his rough leather satchel and guitar, this time in a case.


‘Yes – sorry, let me shift this.’ I hurry back to the table and heap all my stuff into one pile.


‘Thanks. Bit of a shock, huh, starting at Duke’s?’


‘That’s an understatement.’ I smile. Inwardly I’m rolling up into a ball of cringe. He must think I’m a proper geek, sifting through a load of Duke’s memorabilia on my first day.


He smiles back and pushes a strand of hair out of his face, revealing straight, even teeth. I need to stop looking. He’ll think I’m staring at his mouth in a sex way.


‘I was ready to leave after my first day,’ he says, oblivious. ‘But here I am, a year later.’ He pulls a huge stack of manuscripts out of his satchel, and a few stray papers escape and float under my chair. I go to retrieve them, but he stops me.


‘No, you’re good. I can reach.’ Fletch bends down and fumbles around under my chair. The effort of trying to grab the errant papers wafts them further away and ten seconds later he’s still feeling around for them underneath me. His face is really close to my thighs. I know I’m going red. (I blush really easily. It’s a curse.)


‘Sorry. That was awkward.’ He resurfaces and sits back in his seat. ‘Nice boots, by the way.’


I briefly look down to check which boots I’m wearing (green, suede, vintage), murmur an embarrassed, ‘Thanks,’ and go back to sorting the spilt papers. Right now you could fry eggs on my cheeks and they’d be fine to eat.


He sifts through the enormous pile of tatty papers until he finds what he’s looking for. Then, after some noisy searching in his satchel for a pencil, he begins working.


I try to continue with what I’m doing but I can’t concentrate. There’s a Mum/Miss Duke soup sloshing around my brain. And I’m curious to know what Fletch is writing.


I give it a couple of minutes before sneaking a glance over at his work. It looks like he’s jotting down music. While I’m trying to decipher the notation, he looks up.


Busted.


‘Can I try something out on you?’ he says, totally out of the blue. ‘It involves me making a bit of a noise.’


‘Uh, yeah, sure.’ I hope I sound casual, rather than relieved I haven’t been caught nosing.


‘I can’t get the end of this song right.’ He grabs his guitar and spreads the pages along the table so they’re all visible. ‘I could do with another pair of ears. Do you mind?’


I shrug and nod my head. Then, worried it looked like a no, I shake it vigorously.


‘Is that a yes, you don’t mind?’ His eyes sparkle at me.


‘Er, sorry, yes.’ I. Am. Ridiculous.


‘OK. So, it’s a rough version, but you’ll get the gist. I’m going to play two endings. Here’s number one.’ He starts to play a few chords. ‘I’ll come in after the bridge. I won’t bore you with the whole lot.’


He plays the first ending, picking out arpeggios with his fingers that tingle among the soft chords. I barely breathe, he’s so good.


‘Right, remember that,’ he says, without giving me time to say anything. ‘Here’s the other one.’


The second one is different – less resolved, more melancholic. Equally brilliant.


‘What do you think?’ he says.


‘Uh, they’re both great.’ I’m trying to pull off not-too-impressed and yet incredibly knowledgeable. Not confident I nailed it. ‘Really great. But the second one was more . . . intriguing. It’s difficult to tell without the words.’


‘Good point,’ he says. ‘You haven’t heard the lyrics.’


An overwhelming curiosity creeps over me. ‘Maybe if you could tell me what it’s about?’


He puts his guitar down on the floor and looks back at me. His eyes are a warm brown, the colour of really strong tea.


‘It’s about loss,’ he says.


‘Loss . . .’ I feel scared but I don’t know why.


‘Loss, and a kind of longing, I guess. Hoping that someone will come back but knowing that they never will.’ He breaks away, looking back down to his sheet music.


I need to hear this song. I’m not sure why, but I need to.


‘It’s hard for me to help without hearing the whole thing,’ I venture. ‘Maybe – would you sing it?’


‘Definitely not.’ He breaks into a grin again. ‘We’ve just met; it would be unbearably self-indulgent of me.’


‘Oh no, I’d love to hear it.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Well, OK. If you’re sure. But feel free to stick a hook around my neck at any time.’ He picks up his guitar and looks up again with raised eyebrows to double-check.
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