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To my family, friends, and fans, for the love and continuous support

—Q. W.

To everyone at Belle Sherman Elementary School

—N. E. O.

To my mother, who always made it possible for me to do what I love

—S. M.
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SCENE 1

The New Girl

Shai Williams slipped on her sunglasses and strolled into drama class.

“Please, no photos!” she said in her best movie-star voice. She believed in making an entrance.

Everyone cracked up . . . except for a girl in a green sundress who just looked confused. Shai had never seen her before. Who was she, anyway?

“Shai!” Emmie Harper, Shai’s best friend, stage-whispered. “Stage-whispering” was something Ms. Gremillion had taught them in class last week. It meant whispering kind of loudly—like the way Shai’s parents did whenever she got restless in church or slipped food to Sugar under the table.

Shai took the seat next to Emmie. As she set her turquoise backpack on the floor, her rhinestone initials glittered in the sunlight—SRW, for Shaianne Rosa Williams. “Shaianne” was pronounced “Shay-Anne,” although it often got mispronounced as “Shy-Anne.” Still, Shai loved her name, which was a mash of her parents’ names, “Shaquille” and “Annemarie.”

“Nice entrance,” Emmie said, complimenting her.

“Thanks,” Shai stage-whispered. “Who’s that girl in the green dress?”

“She’s new. Libby heard a rumor that she’s a professional actor,” replied Emmie.
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Shai whipped off her sunglasses. “Excuse me?”

“Libby thinks she’s been on TV. Oh, and guess what else she heard?”

Emmie continued to talk, but Shai had stopped listening. She was still stuck on the part about the new girl being a professional actor.

The Sweet Auburn School for the Performing Arts was all about becoming a professional actor or a musician or a dancer . . . someday. It was an elementary school for kindergarten through fifth grade, and Shai and the other students were just starting to learn those performance skills.

So, what was a professional actor doing here? “Professional” meant having jobs; it meant already having serious acting skills.

“. . . on This Island! Wouldn’t that be amazetastic?” Emmie was saying.

“It’s not like I’m jealous or anything. Besides, it’s just a rumor, so it’s probably not even true,” Shai said with a shrug.

“Huh? Shai, did you hear what I just said? About the third-grade musical?”

Ms. Gremillion walked into the room just as the bell rang. The students fell silent and pulled their notebooks and pens out of their backpacks.

“Good afternoon, boys and girls,” said Ms. Gremillion.
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“Good afternoon, Ms. Gremillion!”

Ms. Gremillion paused dramatically and scanned the room. “Dramatic pauses” had been another recent lesson. It meant being quiet in an interesting way so that your audience listened carefully to whatever you said next.

“Before we begin, I want to make two quick announcements,” she said. “First, our musical this year will be Once on This Island. If you’re interested in trying out, the auditions will be this Friday.”

Emmie grinned. “See, I told you!” she stage-whispered to Shai.

Shai jumped to her feet. She couldn’t help it—she was really excited! Once on This Island was one of her favorite musicals. She had seen it last summer at the Little Theater four whole times because her aunt MacKenzie, a.k.a. Aunt Mac-N-Cheese, had played Ti Moune, the lead of the show.

“Shai, do you have something you’d like to share?” asked Ms. Gremillion.
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“Yes! I mean, no! I mean, I want to try out for Ti Moune!” Shai blurted out.

“That’s great, Shai,” Ms. Gremillion said.

The new girl sat up very straight and gave a little wave.

Ms. Gremillion nodded at her. “Yes, Gabby, you’re my second announcement. Class, this is Gabrielle Supreme. She and her family just moved here from Los Angeles, California.”

“Hollywood, actually,” Gabby said as she flipped her hair.

Hollywood? Shai scrunched up her face so hard that her nose hurt. Hollywood was where they made movies and TV shows.
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So maybe Gabby was a professional actor after all?

Not that Shai was jealous or anything.


[image: images]


In any case, there was no way Ms. Hollywood was going to replace Shai as the best actor in the third grade. Did Gabby own a shiny gold trophy that said future oscar winner? An Oscar was one of the biggest awards in the acting world. Granted, Shai’s family had given her the trophy for her birthday, but so what?

The new girl didn’t stand a chance.



SCENE 2

Penelope Periwinkle’s Guide to Great Acting

Shai sat cross-legged on her bed, reading Penelope Periwinkle’s Guide to Great Acting. Sugar was curled up next to her, thumping her tail and blinking her big brown eyes. She looked super-cute in a sequined ballet tutu and polka-dot hair ribbon.

Penelope Periwinkle’s Guide to Great Acting was an amazetastic book packed with useful information about acting. Shai had found it at the bookstore last month and had bought it with her allowance money.

The book would help her win the role of Ti Moune—not that she needed a lot of help in that department. She already knew Ti Moune’s part really well because of Aunt Mac-N-Cheese. Also, she had tons of stage experience. Last year she’d played nasty old Miss Hannigan in Annie. The year before, she’d played Ray in The Princess and the Frog.

Shai took her craft seriously—she wanted to be a movie star when she grew up. And a dentist, too, because she thought teeth were cool. Plus maybe a veterinarian like her mom. Her dad, who owned a pizza restaurant, liked to call her a “triple threat in the making” because of her three future careers.

Mostly, though, she wanted to be a movie star, and Penelope Periwinkle had lots of smart advice about that.

Shai turned to the chapter about breathing.
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A Great Actor must have excellent breath control, stated Penelope Periwinkle.

Shai took a couple of quick, panting breaths, like Sugar did whenever she wanted a Bitty Bites puppy treat. Shai pictured herself as Ti Moune, breathing very excellently as she rescued Daniel, the wealthy boy from the other side of the island, during a terrible rainstorm.
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