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‘Look! Down there!’


‘What?’ Carly grumbled, rubbing her eyes.


Beside her, Dora was pressing her freckled nose against the aeroplane window. ‘London!’ Dora squealed.


‘Ugghh,’ Simone grunted. ‘Keep it down, will you? You’re embarrassing.’


Carly and Dora ignored her. Carly shifted in her seat and craned her neck to look through the tiny window. Dora leaned back to give her friend a better view. Carly gasped: there must be a million buildings down there!


Carly and Dora watched with open mouths as the city’s dark, winding river, grey rooftops and spires came into closer view.


‘I can’t believe it,’ Carly said. ‘We’re actually here.’


‘Of course we are, you idiot,’ Simone scoffed. ‘What did you expect?’


Carly knew it was best not to take any notice of Simone when she was grumpy, which was most of the time. Besides, she was too excited to be bothered about being called an idiot. She was just about to begin the biggest adventure of her life.


She was hurtling through the sky in an aeroplane, bound for London. On her right, in the window seat, was her friend Dora, and on her left sat Simone, her ... well, what exactly was Simone? Her classmate? Her foe? Her friend?
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Carly stretched her legs and wiggled her toes. She was cramped from sitting upright all night in the narrow seat. She had left Brisbane more than twenty hours ago and was tired, stiff and smelly. Her eyes felt as if they had been sprinkled with salt, and her mouth was gluey. She was dying to stand up straight, clean her teeth and have a shower.


Even more, she was dying to explore London!


‘Ladies and gentlemen, we will be landing at Heathrow in twenty minutes,’ a voice said over the sound system. ‘Please fasten your seatbelts, fold your trays and put the backs of your seats upright...’


Dora gripped Carly’s arm and grinned. Dora’s red pigtails stood out in wild, frizzy bunches. Her cheeks were creased from sleeping against the airline blanket, and her breath smelled as if she had been eating roadkill, but Carly felt a rush of affection for her friend. To think that she would soon be sightseeing in London with her best friend ... and Simone.


Simone didn’t look at all excited. In fact, her mouth was drooping and even her hair, which normally stood up in short, blonde spikes, was lying flat on her skull, as if standing up was too much effort.


For the hundredth time, Carly decided she would try harder to be nice to Simone. After all, she and Dora were here only on Simone’s invitation. The problem was that Simone made it so very hard to be nice to her.


Carly turned to her with the kindest smile she could muster. ‘Will your parents meet us at the airport?’ she asked.


Simone drew in a deep breath and replied through clenched teeth. ‘I told you that already. No! They’ll send their staff. They’re far too important to waste time on a bunch of kids.’


‘Still,’ Dora said quickly, ‘they did invite us to stay. They wouldn’t have done that if they didn’t want to meet us.’


‘That’s what you think,’ Simone said with a snort. ‘They just invited you so they wouldn’t have to bother with me.’


‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ Carly said uncertainly.


‘You don’t know my parents,’ Simone muttered.


Just then, Carly’s stomach rose up as the plane dropped steeply towards land. There was a clunk and a roar as it raced along the runway, and then Carly’s heart thumped while the plane slowed to a halt.


Nothing else mattered. They had arrived.


London!
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The excitement turned to impatience as the girls inched their way through the crowds and queues in the airport. With the help of a kind flight attendant, the girls showed their passports, shuffled through security gates, fetched their bags, and emerged into the vast and noisy Heathrow Airport.


They huddled together, waiting. Dora pushed her red-rimmed glasses nervously up on her nose and wrinkled her brow. Simone was flicking through her phone, doing her best to look bored. Carly tried to ignore the sudden hollow feeling that had opened in her stomach. It was a mixture of homesickness, fear and loneliness. But also, not too far below the surface, there was a spark of joy.


Simone looked up and groaned. ‘There she is,’ she said, pointing with her phone.


Carly followed her gaze and saw a tall, thin woman in a smart grey business suit. Her hair was pulled back tightly in a bun, and a stiff smile was fixed across her lips. She was holding a sign that said: ‘Simone, Carly, Dora’.


Seeing the girls, she bared her teeth more widely and clattered towards them on two-inch heels. ‘Simone, dear,’ the woman said. ‘Welcome to London.’


‘Hi, Bianca,’ Simone replied, stiffening while the woman planted air-kisses beside each of her ears. ‘These are my ... friends. Carly and Dora. Bianca.’


Carly stepped back from Bianca’s awkward hug. She was confused. She was pretty sure Simone’s mother’s name wasn’t Bianca, and besides, this woman looked too young to be her mother. ‘You’re not Simone’s mum, then?’ she asked.


Bianca gave a high, tinny laugh. ‘Heavens, no. I’m Simone’s father’s personal assistant. Her parents would have loved to meet you here, but sadly Mr Shaw wasn’t able to get away from work, and Mrs Shaw is at a very important charity afternoon tea.’


‘Told you so,’ Simone muttered.


Bianca ignored her. ‘Right-o,’ she said with obviously fake enthusiasm. ‘Let’s get your bags onto a trolley and find a taxi to take us to your apartment.’


The girls did as they were told. They fetched a trolley and piled it high with their bags. They followed Bianca’s clacking heels towards the exit, Simone trailing behind with a face like a thunderstorm.


Soon they were settled in the back of a big, black taxi. Carly felt a little thrill; she was really in London, in a car that looked as if it belonged in a scene from a movie!


The thrill soon turned to boredom as they crawled through the city traffic. Carly, weary from the long flight, nodded off to sleep.


The slam of a car door woke her. Her head snapped up and her eyes sprang open. ‘What’s going on?’ she mumbled.
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