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CHAPTER 1




I’m back, in a place where I never thought I’d be again. Or want to be. The National Academy of Dance.

All familiar faces, but I feel alone, all the same.

Why is Ben in a tutu, twirling around? ‘Smile, my pretty,’ Grace says, taking a photo of him with her camera phone. ‘This is for Tara.’ Grace deliberately knocks me out of the way as she prances past.

Tara won’t answer my calls. She must be feeling devastated about her back but in my heart I know her silence is about me and Christian. How can we not still be best friends? I can’t bear it.

I have class in a minute, but I have to try her again. This time her mum answers. ‘Hang on, Kat, I’ll put her on.’

Great. My heart thumps. What will I say?


But then her mum says, ‘Sorry, sweetheart. She’s sleeping right now. Can I have her call you back?’

‘Okay, thanks, Mrs Webster. Bye.’

I feel sick as I hang up and look around the studio. Back in first year. Oh boy, look at them. All at the barre, stretching like there’s no tomorrow. And they all ignore me. Guess I’d better join them.

The class is familiar, too. Mixed Classical. Miss Raine watches me like a hawk but says nothing to me, thank goodness. I give it my all. Now that’s unfamiliar!

After class, the first years walk past me like a small army, Lulu at the front.

I plaster on a smile. ‘Hi, Lulu.’ Ignored again. Remi sneers at me.

‘Hello? Look, I’ve been the new kid twice too often this year, so, if there’s a problem, can we just sort it out now?’

Lulu stops. They all stop. That’s good.

‘The problem?’ Lulu says. ‘Is with your kind.’

Remi backs her up. ‘You’re a second year in a first-year leotard. And we don’t like the second years.’

Huh? ‘You don’t think that’s a touch yearist?’ I ask.


Lily speaks up quietly. ‘We wanted to compete in the Prix de Fonteyn.’

Remi jumps in again. ‘We deserved to compete. But the second years suck up all the attention.’

This is seriously weird.

Lulu says, ‘Which is infuriating because with the exception of Abigail –’

They all nod in agreement like sheep, and chorus, ‘We love Abigail.’

‘She’s so dedicated,’ someone pipes up.

‘– you’re more obsessed with relationships than ballet,’ Lulu continues, and sticks her nose in the air.

I blink, stunned. ‘Huh. Right. Carry on then.’

They sweep out of the room, and I shake my head. It’s so ridiculous, I want to laugh. But I can’t, quite.

It’s lunchtime and I grab some food and plonk myself down at a table with Sammy and Christian. I can’t wait to tell them about it. ‘Do you know there’s a whole creepy dictatorship going on that we’re not even aware of?’

Sammy gives us a funny look, and pushes back his chair. ‘I’ve got to get going.’

I turn to Christian. ‘Why does he have that face on?’


‘I don’t have a face,’ Sammy says.

‘It’s his running to the toilet face,’ Christian says.

‘No, it’s not,’ Sammy says, slinging his backpack over his shoulder.

‘Has he been eating green curry again?’ I ask.

Christian laughs.

‘It’s not my curry face,’ Sammy snaps. He glares at us both. ‘It’s …’ He sighs. ‘For weeks you guys have been using me as an excuse so you can hang out guilt-free.’

My mouth gapes open. ‘You don’t think we feel guilty?’ What is the matter with him? Christian and I are not together. Not really.

‘I’m not judging – actually I am judging. If you’re going to get together, fine, be together.’ He holds his hands up in surrender. ‘I just don’t want to be around to see it.’ And he walks off, just like that!

Christian can’t look at me, and neither of us says a word. We can’t be together – neither of us want to hurt Tara – but I can’t help how I feel about him. Where to from here? I have no idea, but that horrible, lonely feeling is getting worse.

When classes finish, I’m glad to see big brother Ethan, even if he is hanging out with Abigail yet again.

Only he seems to have said something that flusters her for a change. Interesting.


I wrap an arm around Ethan. ‘Family, you’re genetically obliged to talk to me.’

Ethan makes a face. ‘Can I do it while writing job applications? Today the Company decided it’s time I “spread my wings”.’

So he’s not having a good day either. ‘Y’ouch. Not to be selfish, but will you be seeking local work?’ Please let me at least have my big brother around!

He shakes his head. ‘Impresión said they’d look at my new showreel.’

‘Spain.’ Even Abigail looks a bit stunned.

‘I know, bad timing.’ He nudges Abigail’s arm and makes like he wants her to follow him, smiles at me and heads off down the corridor. Suddenly, behind me that little first-year army choruses, ‘Hi, Abigail.’ They’re smiling at her like she’s the Queen. That gives me an idea.

I turn to Abigail. ‘Hey, how do you get your hair like that? I mean, I spray and spray but – flyaways.’

I examine her hair and touch the flowers, but Abigail flicks my hand away and stalks off.

No problem – now I have a plan. If you can’t beat them, you have to join them.

 


As I warm up the next day in the empty studio, I try Tara’s phone – yet again. I get her voicemail – yet again. ‘Hi, it’s Tara. Sorry I missed you. Leave a message.’

I turn off my phone and swing my leg again. I’ve plaited my hair on top of my head with flowers threaded through, and my pointe shoes are shiny, brand new. Sheesh, if I didn’t know better, I’d think I looked just like Abigail!

Lulu and Remi stop in the doorway, surprised I’m there first for a change. I put on my cheeriest voice. ‘Top of the morning to you.’

Lulu stares. ‘Class doesn’t start for an hour.’

‘Endorphin overload,’ I chirp. ‘I’ve been in the Pilates studio since six.’

Lulu and Remi exchange a suspicious look, as Lily comes in, too.

I smile. ‘Did you guys know the American Ballet Theatre is in town?’

‘We’ve already booked,’ Remi says smugly. ‘Months ago.’

‘Drats.’ I lean down and grab a handful of tickets out of my bag, holding them up. ‘These are preview VIP.’

Lily looks edgy and I turn to her. ‘Lily, I couldn’t interest you, could I?’ I offer her the tickets, and she can’t help it – her eyes light up and she takes one.


‘Orchestra pit seating, exclusive entry to the after party,’ I say.

Lily stares in amazement at the ticket. Lulu and Remi can’t believe it either and Lulu glares at Lily.

‘Family connections,’ I say, and flash Lily a smile.

Score one to me!

On to Plan B. I soon have some of the other first years listening to my every word as we sit on the floor before class. Lulu and Remi are still glaring at me.

‘I know this is name dropping a little bit …’ I say, ‘but Misha once brought a donkey to my tenth birthday party. Which was hysterical because at the time we were living in a penthouse.’

Lily gasps. ‘Sorry, you mean Baryshnikov? The most famous dancer on the planet?’

The girls stare at me, gobsmacked. I shrug, trying to be modest.

Before I can answer, Miss Raine roars into the studio. ‘Why are you all just sitting there?’ she snaps. ‘Your influence, Katrina?’

Oops. As we all scramble to the barre, I can see Lulu fuming. Score another one to me.

 


Later, back at the boarding house, I continue my plan. The flowered dress is so not me, and I play with my hair in the hall mirror, wondering how far to go with this.

Ethan bounds down the stairs, stops and gives me an odd look.

‘Oh, wow, did you body-snatch Abigail?’

‘Thinking about it,’ I say.

‘If you see her, can you tell her I’m looking for her?’ I salute him obediently as he walks off. I flop down in an armchair. Grace is there. Great.

She smiles evilly at me. ‘So you’re going out? With all your friends?’

‘Uh-huh.’ I flick through a magazine, wishing she’d disappear.

‘So why did I get invited to join this group?’ she asks, showing me her phone. ‘“Stop Kat Karamakov from poisoning first year”. Look, nineteen members already.’ She smiles, happy as a clam.

I sit there, feeling sick for a few moments, then I know I have to find out what’s going on. I head to the Academy first, and find a whole bunch of the little gremlins in a studio, watching some kind of Powerpoint thing. I stop, horrified at what Remi is saying, not to mention the distorted photo of me on the screen.


‘You all know her dance failures,’ he says, ‘but this “fun-loving rebel” pitches herself as the best friend you’ll ever have.’

Lulu chips in. ‘And that’s what she will use to suck you in.’

The picture of me has a big red line crossing through it, like I’m a nuclear waste warning!

I have to speak out. ‘This is insane.’ I try to appeal to Lily and the other students, but they’re in the middle. ‘You realise they’re trying to control you.’

Remi clicks a button and the screen changes. ‘Let’s look at what happened to BFF casualty number one. Abigail Armstrong.’ Abigail’s perfect image appears on the screen. Remi continues, ‘Oral history reports that when Abigail decided to focus on ballet, Kat dumped her for being “boring”.’

What? ‘It was more complicated than that. And we were eleven.’

Lulu folds her arms and leans towards me, scorn on her face. ‘But you weren’t when you betrayed your most recent victim – Tara Webster.’

The slideshow changes to Tara, me and Christian in happier times.

Lulu’s in attack mode. ‘This so-called “friend” had a secret relationship with Tara’s boyfriend, causing a talented dancer to suffer a nervous breakdown which led to her being expelled from the Academy.’

I can’t take my eyes off Tara’s picture. It’s a public reminder of everything I did wrong.

‘Do we really want to let this negative influence destabilise our year?’ Lulu says. ‘Lily?’

Lily flinches and looks at me. I can’t say a word. All I want to do is cry. Instead I get out of there.

All I can think of to do is call Tara – for the thousandth time, even though I know she won’t answer. But I try anyway. I nearly fall over when she answers.

‘What? What do you want to say to me, Kat?’

I stop and sag down onto the steps.

‘Just … please don’t hang up.’ I suck in a breath. I can’t believe it’s really her, but I’ve got to give it my best try. ‘I think I need an estimate. Of how long you’re going to hate me. Because if there’s a goal, I can work towards that.’ I close my eyes and wait.

Finally, her voice comes. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Tara, I am so unbelievably …’

‘I know,’ Tara says. And then she hangs up.

‘Sorry,’ I finish, tears in my eyes. Will she ever forgive me? Or is our friendship really over?

I end up at the café, looking for comfort food. But even here, I feel guilty about everything, and buy half a grapefruit. I poke the spoon into it, not able to take a bite.

Abigail walks over and raises her eyebrows at me and the poor grapefruit.

‘I only eat it unsweetened,’ she says. ‘If you want to be authentic.’

I hunch over my spoon. ‘I don’t deserve sugar anyway. I’m a horrible, poisonous person.’

Abigail seems almost fascinated. ‘Okay. Enough with the self-loathing.’ I look up. ‘I don’t need people,’ she says. ‘But you obviously do.’ She pats my shoulder. ‘Come on.’

She drags me to the ballet studio – a bit surprising. Is she going to give me a dancing lesson? I shudder, but I stay quiet. The first years are in there, running some kind of extra class. Abigail pushes open the door and I follow her in.

Lulu stops dancing, her face alight. ‘Abigail. We were just giving ourselves an extra class. Would you like a seat?’

Abigail looks down her nose at them. ‘I’m not staying.’ She positions herself at the front of the studio and I trail behind her.

Abigail folds her arms and grimaces. ‘It’s come to my attention that you’ve been portraying me as a victim.’ She fixes Lulu with a steely gaze. ‘As your leader, I find that extremely condescending. This girl may not look like a typical Academy student but she has earned her place here.’

Oh, my god, surely this isn’t Abigail defending me? ‘This isn’t … We’re going.’ I grab her arm and use every bit of strength to pull her out of the studio. But she keeps talking to her peasants.

‘Cough in her direction and you will have me to deal with!’

Out in the corridor, I make her face me.

‘So first you train me to get into the Academy and now you’ve morphed into my human shield.’ I screw my nose up in disbelief. ‘We’re not becoming friends, are we?’

‘I really hope not,’ she says coldly. Good old Abigail. Always reliably nasty.

All I can do is laugh. And what’s even weirder is that Abigail takes pity on me back in the boarding house and we become roommates. Totally bizarre.

True to form, Abigail has rules. Of course.

‘No talking in the morning. I get full approval over all music. If you borrow something of mine you will be evicted.’ And she even smiles. It’s freaky. I dump my bag and sit down on my new bed, reading Abigail’s rules again. Well, I’m here now. Surely things will improve?








CHAPTER 2




It’s kind of nice eating with my big brother for a change, and I want to find out what’s happening with him. He hands me his phone so I can read the email he’s just received. It’s from Spain.

‘Hola, Barcelona. Impresión totes drooled on your showreel.’ I’m rapt for him, then Christian walks past and kind of smiles at me. I smile back. Well, I have to, but then I focus on Ethan again.

‘They said to call in for a coffee next time I’m in town. It’s polite for no thanks.’ He sighs like it’s ‘whatever’.

I gawk at him. Where has my obnoxious sibling gone?

He picks up the dance magazine on the table and flips to the job ads. ‘Local indie musical, seeking a dance captain.’


I snort. ‘Remember Pirates of Penzance? You walked out saying it was cheesy and insulting your dance sensibility.’

‘It was cheesy.’

‘You were five. You’ve always hated musicals.’

‘Well, maybe I’m the right person to re-invent them.’

Before I can say another word, he starts dialling the number in the ad, giving me this brave kind of smile, but I’m not fooled. He’s just trying to make up for Spain.

 

Later, on my way to class in my awful first-year leotard, I spot Tara with her dad. I rush up – I can’t help myself.

‘You’re here!’

Tara doesn’t say hi, she just kind of stiffens. Uh-oh.

Her dad grins at me. ‘Heya, Kat.’ Then he senses the awkward atmosphere. ‘Right, I’ll leave you girls to catch up.’

I try a smile but Tara stays silent, which makes me edgy. I fill the hole with chatter. ‘How’s your back?’


‘Still sore but the bone knit so it’s healing.’

I am rapt for her. ‘That’s fantastic. So does this mean …’

Then this voice rings down the corridor. ‘Tara!’

Grace barrels in for a hug and totally ignores me – of course. ‘I have been wilting in this place without you,’ she says.

Tara smiles! And still doesn’t answer me.

Grace stops, looks between us. ‘Ew. Awkwardness,’ she says. ‘You don’t need that.’

She hooks an arm through Tara’s and leads her away. I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll ever be friends again. All I can do is head off to my class with the first years and try to focus so Miss Raine doesn’t yell at me.

Back at the boarding house, I can’t stand feeling sorry for myself. This is not me! Baking always helps me feel better, even if I do get carried away with it. I pull out eggs and flour and pans and get stuck in.

A couple of hours later, Ethan wanders in, just as I’m icing the last of several hundred cupcakes.

‘Tara-related baking?’ he asks, trying to be sympathetic but I’m not going to be a sook.

‘So, run me through a synopsis of your news,’ I demand.


‘Well, you are looking at a newly employed choreographer.’

Aha! ‘I knew those Spaniards would come to their senses.’

He doesn’t look nearly as happy as he should. ‘No, the musical. I think it’s going to be interesting.’

‘Oohh, look at you being all non-judgey.’ I give him a big hug and put flour all over his shirt. ‘We are celebrating this biographical moment.’

‘We really don’t need to make it a big deal.’

‘At the very least, it’ll stop me baking.’ I look at the rows of cupcakes.

He gives in. ‘Fair enough.’ He doesn’t have much of a choice!

I come up with a majorly amazing plan for the celebration and, when everything is ready, I call him and tell him to come down to the wharf. He’s staring around so I have to leap out and yell, ‘Ahoy there, matey!’

He can’t believe his eyes. We’re all on this huge charter boat, waving and shouting.

He grins madly. ‘This was meant to be low key!’

We sail majestically down the harbour, stereo pumping, everyone eating and drinking and soaking up the sun. When we anchor in a bay, the boys have to show off with dives and jumps into the water. Just as the sun is setting, I find Ethan sitting alone at the table, concentrating hard on his phone.

‘That’s a serious look. Did someone de-friend you?’

Ethan looks up. ‘My phone says I just bought a ticket to Barcelona.’

It takes me a second to realise the implications, and I’m a bit blown away. ‘Wow, I think that’s officially an impulse purchase.’

He nods, that determined Ethan look on his face. ‘I’m going to have a coffee with Impresión. Every day. Until they realise they can’t live without me.’ He looks at me, concerned. ‘Are you going to be okay? Abandoned by your last remaining family member?’

Is he kidding? I stand and turn to the group. ‘Hey, everyone,’ I yell. ‘My big brother is off to conquer Europe! Finally.’

They all clap and I give him a hug. It’s cool. Really.

Until I have to actually say goodbye to him – he’s going so far away. I hug him fiercely, determined not to cry, but the tears come anyway.

Ethan hands Abigail a large envelope. ‘The song lyrics. I gave Finn your number.’


Abigail shakes her head, and he adds, ‘How about we don’t email regularly?’

‘I wasn’t planning on it,’ she replies. Now that’s odd.

Then he turns to Tara. ‘This is starting to feel very Wizard of Oz. It’s been special, Webster.’

‘It has.’

Ethan smiles and heads for the cab’s passenger door. It’s all too real now, he really is going.

‘Play nice,’ he says, and the cab drives away. I keep watching the space he left behind, wondering how I’ll survive without him.








CHAPTER 3




I was great at waving Ethan off – until it all sank in. Suddenly I have no one to lean on, and I just hope he’s having an amazing time in Spain. Tara may be back at the Academy but we’re certainly not back to being friends.

I head down for lunch at the café and they’re all sitting together at the table – Tara, Ben, Grace and Christian. One spare spot at the table and no way am I going to take it. Majorly awkward.

Then Ben yells, ‘Kat. Spare seat, if you want.’ I try not to look at Christian but I can’t help it, and Tara sees us.

‘Idiot me,’ I say. ‘Left my pointe shoes in the studio.’


‘They’re hanging out of your bag,’ Ben says, and everyone stares at my shoes. Grace smirks, and Tara sucks in a big breath.

‘Stay,’ she says. ‘Seriously, I’m taking the Zen approach. What happened is in the past.’

She looks at us both, and I relax just a tiny bit. Does she really mean it?

‘If you guys want to be together, be together,’ she goes on. ‘I’m still a cheerleader for love.’

But Christian gets up. ‘Okay, I’m gonna go.’ And he walks out.

‘Me, too,’ I mutter and bolt in the opposite direction. That was awful. Why did he do that?

Then Christian takes off up the coast with Sammy and I’ve got some breathing and thinking space.

The latest gossip is about Ben. Nobody knew he’d had cancer except Tara, but now everyone is talking and wondering. Surely he is okay now? Maybe I should say something to him. When I see him, he’s trailing a bunch of red and white balloons.

I say, ‘Ben! Ben, Ben, Ben. Do you remember my cheerleading tryouts?’

He turns. ‘In detail.’

‘You skipped your doctor’s appointment. Was that to …’ I feel bad but he just stares at me and walks on.


Then Abigail comes up to him, all sympathetic. ‘Biopics about cancer and genocide always get the Academy Awards. You’ll get fantastic marks.’

Ben is not happy at all.

 

I’m getting ready to go out when Christian knocks on my door. He’s probably come to tell me nothing is going to happen and we should just forget it, and I start babbling.

‘Don’t worry about me. We can just ignore the fact that Tara’s given us permission.’ I can’t shut up! ‘If there was a moment, we’ve probably missed it now so there’s really no point …’

Christian interrupts me with a kiss. I can’t talk, I can’t think, I kiss him back. And smile.








CHAPTER 4




Now that we’re a couple, Christian and I want to spend all our time together, but with classes and schedules, it’s hard. One night we go fishing off the wharf, and we actually catch a fish! But when we try to sneak back into the boarding house, it looks like war has broken out. First years against second years, flour and water everywhere and all over everyone. It’s a huge mess! Just as we make it through the front door, Ms Histead catches us.

‘And, you two,’ she snarls. ‘Don’t even try to pretend you were fishing.’ I show her our fish in the bucket as evidence but she’s not impressed. ‘In that case, you’ve broken curfew. Put that down and pick up a mop.’

Christian asks Sammy and Ben, ‘Another strike?’


Remi pipes up from his side of the room. ‘There’ll be more to come. We’re always one step ahead.’

‘Particularly where ballet’s concerned,’ Lulu says.

All the second years scoff and Ben laughs. ‘We could out-dance you any day.’

Remi pirouettes and smiles back. ‘Are you threatening a ballet battle?’

‘There’s no such thing,’ Sammy says.

‘A hip-hop war, then,’ Christian says and Sammy nods.

‘Second-year crew versus the ballet tragics,’ Ben suggests. I can tell the second years like this idea. Remi looks at Lulu – hip-hop’s not their thing, but they’re not going to back down. ‘Saturday afternoon.’ Everyone glares at each other, hands on hips, hostile.

‘We’re done here,’ Remi says. ‘Let’s bounce.’

The first years have finished cleaning their side already and they leave us with a horrible mess.

‘They’re well-oiled, I’ll give them that,’ Ben says.

They sure are, and we’ve got plenty more cleaning to do before bed. I sigh and pick up a bucket.

When I finally get upstairs, I’m texting and somehow I wake Abigail up. She groans under her eye-mask.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘But how is it possible you slept through that?’ Maybe she wears ear plugs, too.

My phone pings – Christian has texted me back already, and I smile.

‘Let me guess – Christian?’ Abigail says. ‘Because you’re not going to see him for a full six hours?’

‘Ha, ha.’

She stares at me. ‘Look at you. You’re addicted.’

‘I’m not addicted!’

‘Your pupils are permanently dilated. You made him your phone wallpaper.’

I scoff. ‘Coming from the girl who spoons her Pilates mat.’

But she doesn’t stop there. ‘Admitting you have a problem is the first step to recovery, Kat.’

I roll my eyes and turn out the light. Abigail is just being mean as usual. But her words keep echoing in my head.

The next day, they’re still there. I’m kissing Christian by the stairs and Tara walks past, making me feel horribly guilty all over again. Maybe this is OTT. I have to say something to Christian. ‘Hey. So we’re not one of those vomit-inducing couples, maybe we should introduce some guidelines for behaviour.’

‘Guidelines,’ he says. ‘Hmmm.’


‘It could be fun,’ I say brightly. I need to convince him about this. ‘Obvious stuff like a limit on PDAs. No hand-holding – we’re both capable of walking unaccompanied.’ He doesn’t look convinced.

‘I give you two hours before you crack.’ He lifts my hand up like he’s going to kiss it.

‘You’re not that irresistible.’ I try to walk off but he’s still got my hand, so I pull it away, give him a little wave and escape. See – I can be super-cool about this stuff!

 

I warm up with the first years in the studio. We’re all in unison, with Lulu counting as we throw our legs above our heads in grand battements.

Lily turns to me. ‘Are you going to be on our side?’

‘Pointless question,’ Remi says scornfully.

Lulu sneers. ‘She wouldn’t dare betray her boyfriend.’

What a cheek! ‘I’m sorry. Do you see him attached to this hip? I could cross lines if I wanted to.’ They look doubtful. ‘And I am exceptional at hip-hop. I might be the best chance you guys have.’


That took the smirks off their faces, except now I’ve undoubtedly talked myself into a pile of trouble. They need some heavy coaching, so later we all cram into my room. Abigail’s trying to ignore us, writing in her notebook. They’re all still in ballet gear. No baggy pants or T-shirts in sight. Not a promising start.

‘Okay, crew. Why don’t we start with a headslide?’ They look at me blankly.

Abigail says, ‘It’s a front chassé, but on your face.’

Lulu gazes at her adoringly. ‘Abigail, you have to help us. The second years don’t appreciate you like we do.’

Just then, Ben barges in. ‘Ladies of krump,’ he starts. Sammy is just behind him, and when they spot the first years, they look horrified. ‘Dude, the enemy’s invaded.’

‘Secret first-year training,’ Sammy says. ‘Say it isn’t so, Kat.’

I shrug. ‘Technically, I am a first year.’

Sammy angrily turns on Abigail. ‘Abigail? I guess your usual aversion to team sports still applies.’

Abigail looks from Sammy to her team of first years. ‘No, I like competition.’

She nudges me out of the way and turns up the hip-hop music, standing in front of the first years, pretending Ben and Sammy aren’t even there. ‘We’ll start with the basics. Plié, then isolate your rib cage. Devant, centre, derrière, return.’

They start copying her – they get it now it’s ballet. Sammy and Ben can’t believe it and leave in a huff. I guess I’d better join in.

My new guidelines are just as tricky. How many texts have I had from Christian since lunch? Six? I’m not answering, but I’m not so sure this is the right thing either. Where’s Ethan when I need him?

Later, outside, Tara and Grace walk right past me as if I don’t exist. Tara looks creepy, like a Grace clone all of a sudden, and they’re heading for the beach. Tara is skipping classes? That is seriously weird.

The second years are having a party and I shouldn’t go, but Christian is waiting for me. ‘I’m taking you to a party,’ he says.

‘That’s very masterful but I can’t. I’m with the first years so I really should …’

He just pulls me out of the room.

‘Okay.’ I give in.

Downstairs, the party is so not happening. There’s hip-hop on the stereo, and Sammy’s dressed up in big glasses, beanie, bum-saggy jeans and a fob-watch necklace. Neat stacks of cups and plates sit on the table. He’s tried hard but the room is nearly empty.

I stare at his get-up. ‘Sorry. Were we meant to dress up?’

‘No,’ he says. He picks up a box. ‘Look. Twist It.’

How could he think a nerdy game like that would be fun? Ben arrives in an afro, hoodie and gold bling, carrying a plastic water pistol. ‘Let’s get this party started.’ He high-fives Sammy, then spots the box. ‘Is that … it’s Twist It! I am a human pretzel!’

Sammy stops stressing out and Ben cons two girls into playing. Christian and I keep talking while they play, like we’re in our own little world, holding hands and laughing until Sammy comes over. ‘I appreciate you can’t live without him,’ he says to me, ‘but I need you on mingling.’

Here we go again. First Abigail, now Sammy. ‘I can live without him.’ I force out a laugh, trying to make it sound like a joke, but I hate to think how that sounded to Christian.

Suddenly, Tara leaps down the stairs into Grace’s arms, laughing hysterically. ‘Oh, my god, I LOVE you!’ she says to Grace.

Grace actually seems disconcerted. ‘I’ve created a monster,’ she mutters.


Tara makes some monster sounds, which just adds to the weirdness from earlier. Then she sees us watching her and pretends to ignore us.

‘You know what?’ she shrieks. ‘I’m totally going to pash somebody tonight. Hi, Ben!’

Ben looks uncomfortable. She’s only drinking orange juice, but Grace grabs it off her. ‘No more of this.’

‘Sammy!’ Now Tara is hugging Sammy, and sways into the wall. I don’t think that’s just orange juice somehow.

‘I’m not going to pash, Sammy.’ She giggles at Grace.

Sammy glares at Grace. ‘Did you do this?’

She makes a face. Guilty. She changes the subject to distract Sammy. ‘We just saw the first years with fire hoses. Check upstairs.’

I’m chatting with another girl when Christian comes over. ‘Sorry. Could I borrow my girlfriend for a second?’ He leads me to a quiet corner.

I don’t like how he looks and my stomach lurches a little. I’ve stuffed it up again.

‘Can I still call you that?’ he asks.

‘Of course you can.’ I pause. ‘I’m sorry. I just meant it about dialling things down.’


‘I thought we were cool,’ he says. He’s trying to say something else when Tara comes running across and pushes me out of the way.

‘You said you didn’t want to see your dad,’ she gabbles. ‘You broke up with me because I found your dad. And now you visited him?’

Christian is stunned. ‘How about let’s not do this now.’

‘How about let’s,’ Tara says.

I try to help Tara, attempting to lead her outside. ‘T, come outside. Come talk to me.’

She turns on me in a rage. ‘I don’t want to talk to you, ever again.’ She wrenches her arm away from me and stumbles. I feel like she has just punched me. I can’t believe she said that. She hates me!

Grace appears and tries to help, too, but Tara pulls away from her. ‘No. I’m dancing.’ She skips across the room. ‘With Ben.’ She grabs Ben and twirls underneath his hand. ‘Because Ben likes me, don’t you Ben?’

He makes a face at us, tries to smile. ‘Uh-huh. Sure.’ He makes a sudden decision and throws her over his shoulder. ‘Let’s go outside.’

She giggles madly again. ‘Oh, we’re kissing outside!’ And they disappear, thank goodness. I just want to crawl into a crack in the floor.


Ten seconds later, a first year yells, ‘Miss Raine is coming! Drain the hot tub!’ and we all bolt. I’m so glad this night is over.

I try to avoid everyone the next day but Sammy spots me in the corridor. ‘In here. Now.’

I can see Christian inside with all the other second years. My heart thumps hard. ‘I really have to …’

‘Now.’ He pulls me into the studio and closes the door, blocking it with his back. I try to smile at Christian but it doesn’t come out right.

‘Okay, I’m talking,’ Sammy says, ‘and no one’s going anywhere until I’m done.’ Everyone stares at him. ‘In fifteen minutes we’re meant to have this hip-hop battle and, as far as I can tell, none of you are planning on showing.’

Grace shrugs. ‘Let’s not. Then they’ll know we’re too cool to care.’

‘Okay,’ Sammy says. ‘We can be so cool that we never talk to each other again either.’ Nobody can look each other or Sammy in the eye, including me.

‘We have four months left of second year,’ he goes on. ‘And third year’s only going to be harder.’ He looks around. ‘This war isn’t about beating the first years. It’s about us being there for each other. And I don’t know about you guys, but I think that’s something that’s worth fighting for.’


I glance at Christian. Sammy’s right. But will everyone agree? Will they do anything?

Sammy goes to make a dramatic exit, but he bangs into the door. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry, but I know I feel guilty. About lots of things. I’ve messed up again, but can I explain it to Christian?

When Christian and I are alone, I say, ‘It’s a well-established fact, too much of me gets annoying. I’m annoying myself right now.’

He looks sceptical. ‘So you’ve been protecting me?’

‘I’m protecting me. If I get too addicted to this and then you change your mind … I don’t know how I’ll handle that.’

Finally, he gets it. ‘I’m not planning on going anywhere.’

‘But you can’t promise that,’ I say.

He just kisses me and there’s no more I can say. This has to be good enough as it is.

 

The first years are waiting for us on the wharf, all dressed in red. We march down together and I grab Christian’s hand. No more guidelines!


Behind me, Tara says, ‘I’m swearing off orange juice forever. Can we please leave it at that?’

Ben’s not going to, though. ‘I just … I can’t kiss someone unless it means something. It’s not how I roll.’

‘You take it seriously,’ Tara says. ‘Me too.’ She leans over to Grace. ‘I think “Rebellious Tara” is going back in her box.’

‘Noooo,’ Grace cries. I’m relieved. I don’t care what Grace wants, I just want Tara to be normal and happy. I leave Christian, joining the first years again and they cheer.

Lulu spots Abigail. ‘Abigail! Over here!’

But Abigail smiles, turns aside and goes with the second years. That makes everyone sit up. Both sides front up to each other. Sammy tilts his head at Remi. ‘You were saying?’ The first years look a bit devastated.

Ollie calls out, ‘Listen up. All battles are your own style – I’ll tell you when to step down. Let’s do this!’

Someone turns the music up loud and Sammy and Remi get into it. They’re both into big power moves, trying to outdo each other. We cheer them on, but Remi’s clearly not up to Sammy’s level and he drops out.


Christian and Abigail combine against Lulu and Lily, and I just love the way Christian is so powerful and graceful at the same time. They are both awesome! He and Abigail outclass the first years – again! Lulu scowls.

Then it’s three against three – Tara, Ben and Grace battle against me and two other first years. It’s a close bout but in the end Ollie holds up Ben’s hand in victory. The first years are all out of moves and they leave as the second years cheer and keep on dancing. I stay with my friends, and it’s a great feeling to be back with them – and with Christian.








CHAPTER 5




I wish I loved skateboarding. It’s scary to put your trust in something barely 20 centimetres wide. All I can do is wobble. Christian whizzes up behind me on his board and kisses me, and then our boards jam together and we have to stop. As we walk along the wharf, he says, ‘So what’s your schedule like?’

‘First up, inappropriate PDA. Tick.’ I cross it off my invisible list as someone toots behind me. A beaten-up, old red van drives towards us. ‘And then avoid getting run over by the dude who can’t read “Pedestrians Only”.’

It pulls up next to us and the dark-haired driver smiles at Christian like he knows him and says, ‘Hey. Not a bad place if you live in a city.’

Christian doesn’t answer that. He says, ‘What are you doing here?’


I look from one to the other – what is going on?

‘I thought …’ The guy hesitates. ‘Didn’t I text you?’

‘No,’ Christian says shortly.

‘Oh.’ He looks awkward. ‘Thought I’d take some time off.’

This is awful. I have to say something. ‘I’m going take a wild stab. You’re Christian’s …’

‘This is Raf.’

‘Oh. Well, I’m Kat.’ I stick out my hand. ‘It’s great to meet you.’

‘You, too.’ He shakes my hand and glances at Christian’s stony face. ‘I should probably find a car park nearby?’

Christian just looks down at his feet and I jump in again. ‘There’s one down there. We can show you if you like.’

Christian jumps in. ‘No, we’ve got to get to class. We’re running late.’

‘Then we’ll catch up later. If that’s all right?’ Raf looks hopefully at Christian, but Christian grabs my hand and walks away so fast I can hardly keep up. He doesn’t say a word, and there’s no way I’m going to ask. Not now, anyway.

 


After class, Sammy wants us to meet in the common room. I sit on the couch, hugging a cushion. Today seems like a big drama day, and now Christian is missing. Sammy stands in front of the television, looking like he’s about to give a presidential address.

‘Thanks everyone for being prompt.’

‘Is popcorn appropriate?’ Grace asks.

‘I wanted to tell you – the inner sanctum – before you heard it from someone else …’ Sammy pauses. ‘I’m seeing Ollie.’

I am so happy for him! I leap up and hug him. ‘Yay. I am so proud of you. And he is gorgeous.’

Everyone else is cool about it, too. ‘I knew it,’ Ben says. ‘I have the best gaydar.’

‘You have no-dar,’ Sammy says. ‘And I didn’t say I was gay. I just have a boyfriend.’

‘Kind of heteroflexible,’ Grace says. ‘Cool.’

Abigail stands up, and she looks annoyed. ‘I can’t believe I wasted studio time for this.’

I’m dying to know how it all happened. ‘Who asked who out? I’m suffering details deprivation.’

Sammy shakes his head. ‘I’m surprised you’re all accepting it so easily.’ He looks at Tara, who still seems to be struggling with it all. ‘Tara. You’re looking shocked. Are you feeling shocked?’


There’s a moment of silence, and then Tara jumps up and throws her arms around Sammy. ‘I have always wanted a gay best friend.’

I doubt this was what Sammy was expecting, but he goes with it and hugs her back. On my way up to my room, I grab a DVD. Grace and Tara are behind me but I keep moving. I don’t want another confrontation with Tara.

‘I can’t believe that was your first coming out,’ Grace says. ‘I averaged one a week at the Royal.’

Then Tara calls to me. ‘Kat.’

I stop, stunned. She’s actually talking to me. I turn around. She smiles at me. ‘We’re doing this circus thing this weekend. It sounds pretty fun.’

Grace pipes up. ‘Except I think it’s for second years only, T.’

‘Zach’s all about inclusion,’ Tara says. ‘I’m sure we can win him over.’ She smiles at me, kind of nervous and hopeful. ‘I mean, only if you want to come.’

I know my mouth is gaping open, but I’m not about to let this peace offering go. ‘Yeah, I … I think I have a sequined leotard somewhere. See you tomorrow.’ I smile back at her and escape upstairs before she can change her mind. I just hope this really does mean our friendship is mending at last.

 

Next day, the circus is mind-blowing. We follow Zach into the big top and it’s all amazing, so colourful and yet kind of old world. One guy executes an incredible backflip on stilts right in front of us. Two performers on a stationary trapeze wrap themselves around each other. And above us, a young woman spins at breakneck speed on a web apparatus hanging from the ceiling.

She grins down at us and shouts, ‘Who let you in here?’ Then she climbs down and heads over. Zach introduces us. ‘Everyone meet Charlie. Acrobat and –’ He’s kissing her! ‘Wife extraordinaire.’

That is even more amazing!

‘Nice work, Zach,’ Ben says.

‘I’m going to be like your flight attendant this weekend,’ Charlie says. ‘“Your safety is my priority.” Any questions?’

No one puts their hand up. Zach leans over to Charlie. ‘Ballet kids. No idea what they’re in for.’


This place is brilliant. I stare at the two guys stacking chairs up to the roof, and then one balances on the top. Are we going to be doing that?

Once we start, they get us to try all kinds of stuff. Grace and Abigail turn themselves upside down at the bottom of two brightly coloured silk ropes called a tissu that hang from the ceiling. Charlie watches, instructing, as the girls compete over who can extend themselves into a more flexible position. Those two never give up.

Next, we all have to put on protective elbow and knee pads so we can be stilt walkers, which is maybe just a little better than skateboarding. Zach supervises. ‘Core strength, people.’

Tara winces between me and Grace, and rubs her stomach. ‘My tummy is already cramping.’

‘Snap, we’re in sync,’ Grace says in a smarmy voice. ‘That happens, doesn’t it, Sammy?’

He’s wobbling on his stilts, and Charlie has to hold his hands. ‘What?’

‘You get your period at the same time as your best friend,’ Grace says.

I roll my eyes.

‘Only anecdotally,’ Sammy says. ‘It’s never been proven …’ He looks at her suspiciously. ‘Why would you ask me that?’


I’m still tottering away but Ben and Christian have totally mastered the stilts and are having a pretend sword fight with juggling pins. Zach snaps at them, ‘Christian and Ben, come with me.’

‘And me?’ Sammy asks. ‘Zach?’

But Zach’s not listening. ‘Ladies, you’re outside with Charlie.’

At last, I can get off the stilts. The world sways a little when I climb down but I’m glad to be on solid ground again.

But on the grassy area, Charlie is standing at the base of a flying trapeze rig. A really huge, high trapeze rig. My stomach clenches into a knot. We all gather around the net and look up at the two flying trapeze artists swinging above us.

‘So, the trapeze,’ Charlie says. ‘Trapeze is all about the bond you have with the other flyer.’ She gives one of the artists a nod and she pushes off from the platform, swinging back and forth. ‘Now, that connection is vital because when you’re performing without a net –’

The other artist starts to move, too, then leaps and connects cleanly with the catcher, and they swing, linked together. ‘– you’re putting your neck in someone else’s hands.’


My heart is in my mouth. We watch from below as they begin a simple but graceful routine. Tara turns to me as Grace inspects the net. ‘You should go up with Grace.’

Is she serious? But I don’t want to hurt Tara’s feelings. ‘Er, I doubt we’re that compatible. Connectivity wise.’

‘You’ve got heaps in common,’ she says. ‘You’re both …’

‘Blonde?’ Oops, that slipped out.

Tara’s not going to give up. ‘You’ll like her, once you spend more time with her.’

Joy. I’m really looking forward to that.

Charlie has got a safety harness ready. ‘So who’s going to be my first pair?’

I look across to Grace. Maybe I can make an effort for Tara’s sake. ‘Grace? You can be catcher.’ I hope this won’t be the death of me – literally. Once I’ve got the harness on, I climb up to the platform and Charlie joins me. Grace is already swinging on the trapeze upside down.

‘I am a fruit bat!’ she says.

Charlie keeps her serious face on, and I’m glad. I need a lot of serious here.

‘All right,’ she says. ‘Keep your arms firm, Grace.’ And then, ‘Kat, it’s all about the timing. Big leap.’


Right. Big leap. I have a bad feeling about this. I push off, swinging towards Grace. At the last minute, I can’t let go and swing back again.

‘Don’t you trust me?’ Grace calls.

Well, no. But I don’t want to look like a chicken. On the next swing, I take a breath and let go to make the leap. Grace misses me, of course. I fall and bounce in the net. She giggles. ‘Harness wedgie. Sorry.’

I glance at Tara and shrug. I don’t trust Grace any time, not just on the trapeze.

Then it’s Tara’s turn and I know she’s petrified. Grace is still swinging as catcher, and she’s no help. ‘Come on, T. You’re literally leaving me hanging.’

I watch from the ground as Tara leans backwards. I’m more scared for her than I was for me. She launches off the platform towards Grace … who misses the catch, so Tara drops down onto the net. Grace laughs and follows her down. ‘Sorry,’ Grace says, but she doesn’t sound sorry. ‘I thought you were all about the flying.’

‘I am,’ Tara snaps and turns away.

‘Awww. The little petal is scared,’ Grace teases and Tara flushes bright red as they climb off the net.


I can’t stand it anymore. ‘Of course she’s scared, Grace. She had a broken back. And do you really have to talk in that voice?’

‘Kat,’ Tara says.

‘Sorry. Just as the “best friend” you’d think she’d understand why you might be worried about getting injured.’

Tara faces me. ‘Grace does understand. She’s been there for me. Through all of it.’ There’s an edge in her voice, and of course Grace adds, ‘Unlike you who made it worse.’

‘And there it is.’ Now it’s out in the open, and I’m not backing down, but when I look at Tara, she stays silent. ‘Great jump to my defence, T.’

I walk away and she comes after me. ‘Kat.’

I’ve had enough of this. Tara needs to be honest with me. ‘Have you forgiven me? Or is this just punishment in closer proximity?’ I can tell by her face that nothing’s changed and my heart slides downwards.

‘I’m sorry …’ she says. ‘I honestly thought if I was over Christian but … it’s what you did.’

‘One kiss. And you guys were broken up.’

‘No. You liked him the whole time I was with him. And before that. You lied to me. I want to forgive you –’


‘But you can’t. So … we’re never going to be friends again?’ I can see she can’t get past it, even though she’s not being fair. I want to cry but Grace is hovering in the background with a smirk on her face.

‘I guess not,’ says Tara, and goes back to Grace. I feel like I can’t breathe, I’m so sad.

I follow them back into the tent, wanting to avoid everyone, but there’s a drama happening. Sammy is up on the tissu, all bound up in the silk, looking very stuck.

‘He’s having a moment,’ Abigail says.

‘Let yourself fall like I taught you,’ Charlie calls to Sammy.

‘Relax. Unwind, so to speak,’ Ben suggests.

‘Why don’t I just plummet to my death, too?’ Sammy says.

Zach looks exasperated. ‘Sammy, you’re the one who begged to do this.’

‘Really? He hates heights,’ Tara and I both say together. I can’t help glancing at her, but then Sammy groans and lets go into a twirling fall, screaming the whole way down until he finally sprawls on the mat.

‘Still breathing?’ Zach asks, and leans down to help Sammy up.


Ben laughs. ‘Apart from the lady screams, that was impressive.’

But Sammy jumps to his feet and pushes through everyone, and I can tell he’s really upset and humiliated. ‘Just get away from me, all right?’

I don’t get why he’s behaving like this. Usually we all support each other. Even Ben is looking puzzled.

We have some time out for a while and I notice Christian isn’t here. Ben tells me he went off with Raf. Okay, cool. I call him and he answers.

‘Hey. Where are you? What are you doing?’ I sound like an interrogator but I thought he was supposed to be here, no excuses.

‘Hey … Yeah, just hanging out. With my dad.’ He sounds happy about it, for a change, so I let him go. Circus is over for the day.

 

The next morning, I eat breakfast with Christian and he’s like a nervous cat. ‘You should come watch me get my learners,’ he says. ‘You could help me cheat.’ He holds up the road transport rule book.

I laugh. ‘No. You spend time with your dad.’

‘Does that sound weird to you? My “dad”.’

‘It sounds awesome,’ I say.


‘But …’ He looks guilty. ‘Will you be all right to go back to the circus?’

He gestures at the lounge room and I can’t help it – I turn around and there’s Tara and Grace on the couch watching TV together, cereal bowls in their laps. I can be brave about this.

‘I’m not being pushed out. Running away and joining the circus has always been my backup plan.’

He nods and takes off. I yell, ‘Good luck!’ And try not to look at Tara and Grace again.

But by the time we get to the circus, I’m definitely not ready to back down and be a wuss. While I’m putting resin on my hands by the trapeze, I decide to say something to Tara. I need her to know how I feel.

‘You don’t have dibs on feeling betrayed, Tara.’

‘Please can we just –’ she starts, but I’ve had enough of being the bad guy.

‘Yes, I liked Christian all that time and I tried to make it go away because hurting you is the equivalent of cutting off my own arm.’ She tries to interrupt me but I’m not finished. ‘But that doesn’t go both ways, does it. You are the one who ended our friendship. Like it never meant anything. So you don’t get dibs on feeling betrayed.’ I move past her and start climbing the ladder.


Charlie has teamed me up with Tara today. I’m going to be the catcher. I swing back and forth, my knees firmly over the bar. Even though I’m still angry with her, I know how scared she is, and I also know that I’m not like Grace. I call out to Tara. ‘I’m not going to drop you.’ She doesn’t look convinced. Then it’s like something shifts inside her and she leaps off the platform, swinging out and then looping her legs over the bar for the next swing.

It’s as though the whole world slows down. On my next swing, here she comes, and then she lets go. I reach out as far as I can, see her hands, feel them in mine, and I grip hard, harder than I ever have before.

‘I’ve got you, T,’ I say, as everyone cheers below.

‘I know,’ she says, and finally I wonder if it might be okay after all.

Neither of us can hang on any longer – we fall through the air, safely onto the net, and then jump up, laughing and hugging. That was awesome! I feel like I just climbed Mt Everest!

But even better, now I know I have my best friend back.








CHAPTER 6




I’m sitting on the stairs with Tara, eating lunch. It’s great that we’re friends again, but something’s up with Tara. She’s kind of tetchy and I can’t work out why. Neither can she.

‘Headache?’ I ask.

‘Nope,’ she says.

‘Backache?’

She thinks. ‘Uh-uh.’

Grace is sitting behind us. ‘I’m developing a severe case of invisibility.’

‘Pardon?’ Tara says.

But I get it. Grace is not happy with either of us. ‘Exactly,’ she says. She goes back to her magazine, while Tara frowns.


‘Sorry, I just don’t know what’s wrong with me. Dancing’s fine. My back is fine. Even this sandwich is fine.’ She tosses it back on the step.

Grace waves the mag at her. ‘Have you checked your star sign? Cosmic Carla doesn’t lie. Taurus?’

I try to be helpful. ‘No, she’s a Libran.’

Grace fakes a smile at me, but before she can read it out, Tara says, ‘Star signs are only useful when you’re in love. Or at least, have a crush.’

‘Ah. Mercury’s in retrograde. It’s disrupting your Libran balance,’ Grace says, but Tara’s face has gone dreamy and then she smiles.

‘Of course. I feel scratchy and unfulfilled. That’s what’s missing.’

‘A stable Mercury?’ Grace says.

‘A crush.’

Oh, no. Panic time. I’ve been here with Tara before. How can I derail her? ‘Oh, T, perhaps a hobby would be safer. I’ve heard quilting is making a comeback?’

Too late. ‘A crush,’ she says. And off she goes.

 

After class, in the common room, we play a game of Celebrity Heads with a pile of yellow Post-it Notes. Tara has Miss Raine stuck to her forehead. ‘Am I single?’ she asks.

‘Eternally,’ I answer.

‘You’d be surprised,’ Grace says. ‘Online dating has a lot to answer for.’

Tara tries again. ‘Am I hot?’

‘You could be,’ Ben says, ‘if you changed out of that formal jacket. Put on something floaty … Let your hair down in the middle of class …’

Tara suddenly gets it. ‘I’m Miss Raine.’ She peels the Post-it off her forehead, and shakes her head. ‘It’s a spinster omen. What is wrong with me? I used to turn around and – bam. Crush central. Now – nothing.’

I’m determined not to look at Christian.

Tara can’t help herself on this topic. ‘There are officially no crushworthy guys at the Academy.’

Ben blinks at her and looks away.

‘Ben’s hot,’ Ollie says.

‘Ben?’ Tara scoffs.

‘Nice,’ Ben says. I can tell he’s hurt.

‘Exactly!’ Tara says, digging herself in deeper. ‘You’re too nice. You’re all goofy and harmless …’

Now she really is offending him. It’s awful. I want to put my hand over her mouth!


‘Harmless?’ Ben’s got a strange look on his face, and then suddenly he launches towards Tara and kisses her. That sure shut her up. After a couple of long seconds, he sits back in his chair again like nothing happened. ‘Must be my turn,’ he says. ‘Do I have insured body parts?’

No, but maybe he should! Unfortunately, Tara is now looking at him like he’s the hottest guy on the planet.

 

The next day, after morning classes, Christian and I are skateboarding when Tara runs up to me. ‘Kat, please tell me you guys don’t have plans.’

I look at Christian. Now what is she up to? It doesn’t take long to find out. She wants to bring Ben and make up a foursome. We end up hiring tandem bikes and wheel them down to where the guys are waiting.

‘Ben only kisses someone when it means something,’ she says. ‘He told me so himself.’

I don’t like the sound of this one bit. I try some common sense. ‘But if you were going to fall for him, don’t you think it would’ve happened already?’


‘Look, I’m back. After everything. The old me, the hopeful me, is back.’ She laughs, and I can’t spoil her mood.

‘You always did need a project.’ We get to the boys and Christian screws up his nose.

‘Tandems?’

‘Who’s not a fan of tandems?’ I say brightly. Christian and I climb onto our tandem and take off. I don’t want to watch the Ben-and-Tara train wreck that I’m sure is about to happen.








CHAPTER 7




For once, I’m happy to be in first year. The second years seem to be in chaos yet again, and it’s hard to work out what’s going on. Even Abigail is acting strange. I see her coming back into the building, flushed and mentally miles away, and I have to ask.

‘Six dental appointments in three weeks. And you don’t eat any sugar.’ I sniff the air close to her. ‘I smell boy.’ That must be it – Abigail’s in love!

She doesn’t deny it, just smiles. Miss Raine appears so I make myself scarce but I can hear Abigail coughing all the way down the corridor.

Then someone leaks the staff email about who has the best chance at the Nationals, and Ben gives everyone a T-shirt with a tick or a cross on it. Except Ben, who has a question mark. It’s kind of funny – again, I’m just glad it’s not me. I hardly see Christian at all these days; he’s obsessed with practising – alone.

Tara and I are in the common room a couple of days later, and she’s still wearing that tick T-shirt like it’s magic or something, except it’s getting grubby. She catches my eye roll.

‘It was a present from Ben,’ she says. ‘The second thing he’s ever given me.’

I try not to gag.

Abigail comes in, looking desperate. ‘I need your help,’ she says, her voice croaky. ‘Mum’s had me doing Helen Keller since six a.m.’

Oh, no, not Helen Keller! I shudder. ‘That solo gives me nightmares. Not to mention your mother.’ Her mum is seriously OTT. ‘So what do you need?’ I ask.

‘She’s gone back to the motel, but she’ll be here soon. I have to go meet someone, so can you please –’

She starts coughing and looks so terrible, I’m really concerned. But happy she’s in a romance. ‘In the name of love, I’ll distract her,’ I say.

‘You’re in love?’ Tara says. ‘Me too.’

Abigail glares at Tara and is already heading out the door.


‘I’d advise no tongue,’ I call after her. ‘You give a guy the flu, they hold that against you.’

‘I don’t think Ben has germs,’ Tara says.

Oh, dear!

But we do our job and keep Abigail’s mum, Anthea, busy. We end up in my room, sewing costumes. My least favourite job. ‘It’s a regular sewing bee here, isn’t it?’ I say.

Tara is on the other side of the room, still fiddling with that stupid T-shirt. She’s lit candles and is performing a love spell and has sewn a red love heart on the shirt as well. ‘As these magic knots entwine, let thy heart be linked to mine.’

Anthea raises her eyebrows at me and I say, ‘Love spell.’ But Anthea’s off on another tack.

‘Tara,’ she says. ‘How come you don’t have Sunday training sessions like Abigail?’

Oops, our cover story is slipping. Tara isn’t quick enough to think of an answer.

‘Um … I have to bury this under an oak tree for twelve hours.’ She grabs her T-shirt and bolts out of the room, leaving me to explain. If I can.

‘You know how Abigail is,’ I say. ‘She’s so much more dedicated than everyone else here.’ I wave my hands around a bit. ‘Cardio this, Pilates that. And training … and more training …’ Yep, I’m babbling again. But Anthea has been ferreting through Abigail’s stuff and comes up with a red binder.

‘And rehearsals for Review. A new independent musical.’ She holds up the schedule for me to see but I’ve got no idea what she’s talking about. What musical?

‘Well, that’s a … curveball.’ So no romance?

As for me, I finally get to see Christian in the afternoon. He’s coming down the corridor with Ben, and I’m with Tara. I haven’t dared tell her about Ben having tests – Christian swore me to secrecy. Only we know that Ben has been worried that he might be coming out of remission with his cancer. Tara goes straight into slushy-Ben mode.

‘Look at you. You have that cold.’

For a moment, I think Ben has bad news about his tests, but then he smiles. ‘You’re right, I have a cold. That’s all I have.’ He shoots a look to Christian who grins, too. I jump up and down. He’s okay!

Tara doesn’t get it. ‘But if I’d known I could’ve made you chicken soup or …’

‘I love colds,’ Ben says. He picks Tara up and twirls her around, laughing.

Tara doesn’t need to know. It’s Ben’s life, after all.








CHAPTER 8




Tara and I are in the studio – I’m trying to make her feel better about the National competitions for the Prix de Fonteyn. Everyone agrees the judges were horrible and biased, and the scores were ridiculously low. Ben and Christian are sparring and suddenly Ben turns and calls out, ‘Hey, Tara. Want to hit the beach?’ and flashes her a big smile.

She smiles back, surprised. ‘Now?’

And away they go, together. Christian doesn’t look happy. I hope he’s feeling the same concern as I am for Tara. Concern that Ben might hurt Tara.

The next day, it’s the contemporary dance section in the Nationals. I wait backstage with Christian, being his support team, and it’s Ben’s turn next. Tara stands next to him. He looks nervous.


When his name is announced, he grabs her hand and squeezes it.

‘Try not to hurt yourself,’ Tara says, and he gives her a caring-sharing look. I have to know more.

‘T? That must’ve been some seaside adventure.’

She blushes. ‘We’re on the friend ladder.’

The what? ‘Yeah, no. He didn’t just look at you like a friend.’

She’s almost buzzing with it, and can’t take her eyes off Ben. He gazes across the stage at her, and then focuses. The music begins and Ben starts his dance.

‘Incredible, isn’t he?’

Christian is right behind us and hears. ‘Yeah. Maybe ask him why he’s suddenly all over you.’

I give Christian a look. ‘Because he’s enchanted by her winsome charms.’

‘He’s trying to psyche me out,’ he says.

Tara turns. ‘Really? I’m so hideous no one would like me unless there’s an agenda?’

I can’t let that one go. ‘And why, pray tell, would it psyche you out, boyfriend?’

‘It wouldn’t. Just don’t get hurt, okay.’ He walks away before either of us can reply. ‘Ignore him,’ I say. ‘The competition’s warping his brain.’ Totally.


Tara just nods and goes back to watching Ben on stage, but I can see a flicker of doubt in her face.

When it’s Christian’s turn to dance, I decide to sit in the audience and end up next to Zach. The music starts and Christian moves into his first steps but he doesn’t look focused and is making mistakes, pausing and overbalancing. I start biting my fingernails as I watch.

‘What’s going on with him?’ Zach asks, but all I can do is shrug. I don’t want to try and guess. Christian keeps dancing but we can all tell he’s not into it.

When Sammy comes onto the stage it’s almost a relief. His dad and brother are sitting near us, and I hope his dad is here to support him.

Sammy makes a great start, and then suddenly the music stops. What’s gone wrong? He looks around, and then he says, ‘Why don’t we make this an immersive experience and you guys just imagine the music?’ And he dances without the music! He is amazing – when the music just as suddenly comes on again, he doesn’t miss a beat, just keeps going to the end.

His dad leaps out of his seat and starts clapping madly, and we all do, too. He blitzed it, and his dad looks so proud.


At the medal ceremony, the main judge makes the big announcement and I hold my breath.

‘The following four dancers will be representing Australia in the International Round of the Prix de Fonteyn.’

I so want Christian to win – I don’t know what he’ll do if he doesn’t, but he really didn’t nail it. He must know …

Grace wins the girls’ silver medal. I’m still holding my breath – and Tara wins! I want to rush on stage and hug her, I’m so happy. But I also notice Ben and Christian glancing at each other.

Then it’s the boys’ turn. The silver medal goes to the guy from Tasmania, Michael Slade, but for some strange reason he’s not there to collect it.

Finally, the judge says, ‘And the gold medal is awarded to … Samuel Lieberman, National Academy.’

Wow, neither of them won. Sammy won! His dad is over the moon, leaping out of his seat again.

‘Australia, these are your representatives,’ the judge says, and we all clap and whistle. I think my hands are going to drop off, I clap so much.

Could that be me one day? I can’t think about that. I just want to celebrate with my amazing friends.








CHAPTER 9




After the Prix de Fonteyn has been announced, the four medal winners have to go on the local morning TV show. When Tara and Sammy arrive back at the boarding house afterwards, he looks devastated. We gather in the lounge to find out what happened, and Tara and I try to console him. He just stares into space like he’s traumatised.

‘Seriously, you were funny,’ Tara says. She turns to us. ‘He was funny.’

‘I don’t even remember what I said.’ Sammy frowns. ‘It’s this black haze of shame.’

Ben and Ollie are playing darts behind us and Ben says, ‘So what I’m hearing is – you want a party for when the episode screens tomorrow?’

Sammy shakes his head, but Ollie says, ‘It’s your fifteen minutes of fame. I’d lap it up.’


Somehow I don’t think Sammy agrees.

Christian passes, heading out, and Ben calls, ‘Reedo, I’ll need your help honouring our heroes.’

Christian just scowls. ‘I’ve got audition prep.’

He looks so grumpy, I decide to follow him and see what’s going on. ‘So no guilt, obviously, but I have been a dutiful Prix girlfriend for weeks now. You don’t really want to spend tonight in the studio?’

‘Why? Because I screwed up the Nationals, I should just throw the rest of the year away as well?’

Whoa, he is being a bit grim about this. ‘Uh – didn’t say that. Wasn’t thinking it. My only conversation agenda is that I thought maybe we could hang out?’

I smile but he keeps going. ‘You might be happy hanging out in the corps but I’m going for Hook. Try being supportive.’

He heads off, and I just stand there, stunned. What did I do to deserve that? I’m still trying to work it out later, sitting on Tara’s bed. She’s cutting up the tick T-shirt that Ben gave her, paying special attention to the heart she sewed on it. I eat more chips. I need food to help me with this.

‘I must’ve been desperate,’ she says. ‘He’s so … Ben.’

‘I’m thrilled Christian’s committed to ballet. I’m committed to ballet. I could be Tink.’


We hardly notice when Grace comes in.

‘You would be perfect for Tinkerbell,’ Tara says to me.

Grace shrugs. ‘It’s kind of earmarked. Zach basically offered it to me.’

Yeah, right. ‘And how does that work?’

‘I think he might be having a Lolita moment.’ She gets this little-girl simper on her face that makes me want to puke. Plus she’s lying.

‘Don’t even joke about that,’ Tara says. ‘Zach is old and married. It would be totally wrong. And gross.’

‘And fictional,’ I add.

Grace looks upset, so Tara picks up a pile of cards. ‘We’re going to play cards. Shall I deal you in?’

‘For another round of Tara and Kat versus Grace? Sounds super fun.’

Grace rushes out, like we’ve majorly insulted her but she doesn’t fool me.

 

The next day Christian finds me in the kitchen eating cereal. ‘Hi,’ he says. ‘So you were right, I’ve been –’


‘Neglectful? Yes. Yes, you have.’ I’m not going to let him get away with a quick sorry this time.

‘Can I make it up to you?’

‘I have an audition in a couple of hours. Although, I’ll probably only end up “hanging in the corps” so …’ He does actually look sorry, even embarrassed, so I relent. ‘How was Captain Hook? And don’t ever tell me I’m not supportive. I dream of dating a pirate.’ At least I still make him laugh. But I do notice he doesn’t answer my question. Instead he wants to take me out, so off we go, although he won’t tell me where. I soon find out, though. A motorbike training place, of all things! Next thing I know, he’s sitting on a bike, all kitted out.

‘Wow. I sure am one lucky girl,’ I say. Not.

Christian laughs. ‘I’ve been putting it off because of the Prix. You should get your licence as well.’

The instructor, a bearded guy, arrives. ‘All right, Christian. You ready?’

‘Born ready.’ He grins at me, and I try to smile back but I’m just not too sure what’s going on with him. Where did this come from? And I suspect he’s never been on a bike before, so I’m worried. Even more so when he wobbles on the first corner, but then he seems to pick it up and get into it quite quickly.


‘Go Wheels! Big cinnamon rolls!’ I call, trying to be that supportive girlfriend.

Christian pulls up beside me and asks the instructor, ‘Can we do the advanced circuit?’

‘Next lesson, mate,’ the instructor says. ‘You did well.’

He goes off to move the witch’s hats but Christian doesn’t want to stop. ‘Give me one more minute.’ Before I can say anything, he takes off again at top speed, and the bike wheel lifts off the ground. The instructor yells, ‘Idiot! Slow down!’ but Christian takes no notice. He gets to the corner and keeps swerving around hats, and the instructor runs across the tarmac towards him.

I feel sick. Why won’t he stop? Then he hits a turn and is still going way too fast. The bike veers, he puts his foot out and the next thing he’s down, skidding across the ground. He’s thrown off the bike altogether, rolling across into the dirt, and comes to a stop at last, holding his arm. All I can do is run to him, hoping he’s not hurt. But he is.

We get to Dr Wicks’ office and the doctor examines him and puts his arm in a sling.

‘It’s just dislocated,’ Christian says, like it doesn’t matter. ‘I’ve done it before. Skating.’

I shake my head, so angry I want to hit him.


‘Awww. You’re all cute and worried,’ he says.

I explode. ‘Of course I’m worried! I just saw you face-plant the road for no apparent reason. And I thought you were desperate to play Hook? What if it doesn’t heal in time?’

He shrugs, this obstinate look on his face. ‘Then it doesn’t heal in time. I didn’t feel like auditioning anyway so –’

I’ve heard this line before. ‘So, hang on. You blew off the end-of-year production because you felt like deliberately crashing a bike at 50 ks an hour?’

‘No. I didn’t say that.’

But I don’t believe him. I stand up. I’ve had enough of this rubbish.

‘Nurse Katrina. Where are you going?’

‘You might need excuses and gravel rash to protect your fragile male ego from … I don’t know … failing again. But I have an audition to get to.’ And I get out of there. I refuse to let him mess up my audition.

 

I’m not even sure I want to watch the TV screening of Sammy and Tara on that show, but I end up in the common room and Christian is there.


‘Zach said I could audition next week,’ he says. ‘Depending on my shoulder.’

Why should I care? I eat my biscuit.

‘Guess it was a good lesson early on, in terms of road safety. “Don’t ride angry”.’

Huh. Don’t ride stupid, more like it. I take another bite.

‘Can you make me one of those biscuit things?’ Christian asks.

‘Nope.’

‘So you’re going to be mad at me for a while?’

‘Oh, yeah.’ I focus on the TV screen. Lena, the host, has just asked Sammy a question and he’s staring at the camera, not saying a word. Suddenly he comes to and says, ‘Actually Lena, Slade and I can’t stand each other.’

Slade is the other medal winner and the show hosts immediately look interested. ‘Really? Intriguing.’

‘He has a signature headband,’ Sammy says. ‘And he tried to sabotage my performance, so –’

Sammy comes in behind us and Ben leaps up. ‘The guest of honour.’ And puts Sammy in the middle of the couch.

‘Can’t we watch something else?’ Sammy says. ‘There’s got to be some celebs in rehab needing our attention.’


But we’re all glued to the screen. And it gets worse. Sammy re-enacts how he had to dance without the music, and we kill ourselves laughing. The show hosts are entranced. I hate to think what Miss Raine will say, though.

Then Tara comes in and sits next to me. ‘Grace just left for London,’ she murmurs.

‘Why?’ Not that I really care, although I’m surprised at how sudden it is.

‘I don’t think she’s coming back.’ I can see Tara is upset so I give her a hug and we keep watching poor old Sammy, who’s now dancing around the TV studio while Slade looks absolutely horrified. At last even Sammy, sitting among his friends here, laughs at himself.








CHAPTER 10




We’re all in the studio waiting for Zach. Today’s the day he announces who’s got the roles in the end-of-year production. I’m so nervous – I really want to be Tinkerbell. I gave that audition everything. Strangely, Abigail strolls in late, looking distracted as she texts something on her phone.

I grab Christian’s hand, totally unable to be cool about this.

‘Zach, put us out of our misery,’ I plead.

He smiles at me but that doesn’t mean it’s a good sign, so I cross my fingers, too, as he consults his list.

‘In the end-of-year production of Peter Pan,’ he says, ‘the title role of Peter goes to …’

Everyone holds their breath. Ben even has his eyes closed.


‘… Christian Reed,’ Zach finishes.

I cheer and Christian looks pleased.

‘Tinkerbell will be performed by none other than Katrina Karamakov,’ Zach says.

I can’t believe it. Me!

Zach keeps going. ‘John Darling will be realised by the inimitable Sir Benjamin Tickle.’

Ben smiles, but he doesn’t look over the moon. He raises his hand. ‘Are you sure I shouldn’t be Peter?’ and everyone groans.

‘And last but not least, Wendy Darling will be performed by …’ Zach does this big pause ‘… Abigail Armstrong.’

Abigail glares at Zach. Why is she upset? She should be celebrating!

We all decide we’ll do exactly that and head for the café. I sit at a table with Christian and Sammy, who’s on his phone, but I keep jiggling with happiness.

‘Why don’t you take me to the Winter Festival to celebrate?’ I suggest to Christian. I lean in for a kiss and get one that’s pretty hasty by anyone’s standards.

‘Or we could watch a DVD,’ Christian says.

I sigh. ‘Fifth night in a row. Peter and Tink are stuck in a rut.’


As Tara walks over to join us, Sammy mutters into his phone, ‘The bird is in the nest.’

Tara sits down and immediately says, ‘If you could live anywhere in the world for a year, where would it be?’

But before we can answer, Ben arrives with a whole pile of gear – a microphone and speaker thing. ‘Tara Webster,’ he says loudly. ‘You’ve been avoiding me the whole time so this one goes out to you …’

Big band music starts. ‘Oh, no. Please, no,’ Tara says, her face turning bright red.

And Ben sings to her. ‘Well, you’re all wound up, you got so much to say, you’ve got a bee in your bonnet, come and kick it away.’

Ben does all these Frank Sinatra moves, even jumping on a chair. It’s hilarious!

‘You wanna push me and shove me, but you know you love me,’ he sings. ‘So babe, let’s call it a day, you know I’m sorry, just speak and I’ll obey – check out my chorey, ’cause I am here to stay!’

He lies across her lap and finishes, ‘You may kiss me noooowwwwww!’

We clap madly and Sammy yells, ‘Pash him!’

Ben grins at Tara, waiting for the kiss, and she leaps up instead, all flustered. ‘Can we go somewhere and talk?’


Ben’s smile fades. ‘No kiss? But I was a sensation.’

She hesitates. ‘Look, thank you for the song and I forgive you. The Nationals – using me as a challenge – in the past.’ And she walks away.

Ben picks up the chair and sits down and we get ready to be sympathetic, but he’s undeterred. ‘I’ll move on to Phase Two: Stay tantalisingly close but withhold my affections.’

‘Yeah, girls go crazy for that,’ Sammy says but he doesn’t sound convinced.

Ben is still trying Phase Two later, I think, when we find him in the house flapping his T-shirt at Tara.

Christian acts like nothing’s happening. ‘Doing a horror marathon if you guys are keen?’

What is wrong with him? We were going to do the marathon together. ‘You can share the corny picnic I thoughtfully prepared as well.’

Ben looks at Tara. ‘No, thanks. I prefer Russian cinema.’

Tara leaps up and heads for us, leaving Ben standing. ‘I’m in.’

So we have to share the picnic with half the world and then I get to watch yet another movie where some girl gets all chopped into pieces. Great.


The high point is when Abigail rushes into the room and stands in front of the TV. ‘Lieberman,’ she says. ‘How much do you know about fish things?’

Everyone groans and throws popcorn at Abigail, and we push Sammy off the couch to go and deal with it. The movie drones on until I think it’s me who’s going to scream. I’d rather join Abigail and Sammy and talk about fish and aquariums. Abigail must really like that guy who’s into them.

The next day, Abigail and Sammy are both missing for the first Peter Pan rehearsals. Tara is so happy when Zach says she can play Wendy for the day.

‘Fine, Tara. You’ll need to teach Abigail the chorey later.’

She turns to me, bubbling over with excitement. ‘I get to dance Wendy. I identify with Wendy.’

‘I can see that,’ I say.

‘Where is Abigail?’ Zach asks.

Suddenly I remember she’s at the aquarium and I’d promised to cover for her. ‘Oh, yeah, vomiting. Projectile style. Diarrhoea everywhere.’

Zach makes a face. ‘Thanks for that. All right. Today’s rehearsal is going to focus on character motivations, rather than getting the steps right.’

That’s cool – we all nod.


‘So Ben, Tara – talk through your brother – sister dynamic.’

Ben walks over to Tara. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’ She doesn’t look quite so keen now.

‘Christian and Kat,’ Zach says, ‘come and block Peter and Tink’s first pas de deux with me.’

This is fun! I get to dress up in the green Tink wings and be all cheeky. Even Christian is smiling at my dancing.

‘Nice and playful, Kat,’ Zach says. ‘Great work, guys.’

I grin at Christian. I just love dancing this role, especially with him. When Zach adds Tara to our dance and she’s with Christian, Ben scowls from the side.

I buzz around nearby and then run between Tara and Christian – my job here is to try to split them apart, but somehow I just don’t feel confident about this bit.

‘Come on, Kat,’ Zach calls to me. ‘Peter’s got a new girl on the scene and he’s taking you for granted. How does that make you feel?’

‘Hungry?’ Zach gives me a stern look. ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s my default emotion.’

‘Jealous,’ Zach says. ‘So show me what jealousy looks like.’


I keep dancing between them and fake a laugh. ‘I’m not a very jealous person.’

‘Tink is. Find a way to tap into that.’

I’d better do what he says. I dance around Tara and pull her hair. Is this what he means?

Then we get to watch Tara and Ben perform a brother – sister sequence. Ben licks his finger and sticks it in Tara’s ear. She squeals, ‘Gross, Ben!’

Ben shrugs. ‘Little brothers. They’re annoying.’ He dances away and we laugh.

Then Ben lifts her up in the air for the final pose. The music finishes but he keeps her in the air, twirling around, and Tara starts kicking. ‘Put me down!’ So he rolls her down and stops just before the floor.

Zach smiles, not realising Ben and Tara are really fighting. ‘Great job, guys. Very authentic. Okay, that’s lunch.’ He comes over to us with a laptop. ‘You three need to work through your motivations in the pas de trois.’ I take the laptop from him and he adds, ‘Jealousy, Tink. It’s in there somewhere.’

Hmmm, really? I’m not so sure.

We head outside to the park to get away from the studio for a while and Christian tosses me his phone. ‘Go through my phone if you want. Pretty standard jealous behaviour.’


I pretend to scroll through his messages and do a big fake gasp. ‘Who’s this girl sending you brilliant, witty texts?’ I pause. ‘Wait, it’s me!’

Tara says, ‘All right, I’ll break jealousy down for you. Your blood runs cold, your stomach tightens and then it’s like laser beams are shooting out your eyes.’

I listen carefully and nod, picking up a fashion magazine of beautiful models. ‘Right. You guys run the Peter – Wendy part. I’ll try to envy these girls who haven’t eaten for days.’

I press play, starting the music on the laptop, and keep flicking through the magazine while Christian and Tara begin to dance. I glance up from the magazine, and suddenly see my boyfriend dancing amazingly with his ex-girlfriend. I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all, but me being me, I need to make a joke out of it. ‘Something’s happening. Cold blood. Tight stomach.’ I zero in on Christian’s arms as they encircle Tara’s waist. ‘Keep going. This is useful.’

Christian and Tara laugh but as they keep dancing I realise my stomach really is churning and I’m not laughing anymore.

When we go back to rehearsal, we meet Ben in the corridor. He’s in a floral bra and pink tutu, executing a series of posé turns down the corridor, his nose in the air. Two first years laugh at him.

‘I’m the best ballerina in the whole world,’ Ben says in a falsetto voice. As he steps into arabesque, he accidently bumps into a student. ‘Out of my way, peasant. Don’t you know who I am? I’m Tara Webster.’

I can’t believe my ears. This is not how to get her attention. He’s never going to win Tara like this, but as she storms towards him, he looks happy.

‘That … personal piece of clothing is mine. Give it back!’ she yells.

Ben places both hands over the bra cups. ‘It’s very supportive.’ All Tara can do is grab him and push him outside to yell at him. I don’t envy the poor guy so when I see him talking to Christian by the vending machine a bit later on, I stop. I’m not really eavesdropping …

‘Okay,’ Christian says, ‘So you like Tara, obviously?’

Ben nods. ‘Yeah. She’s mental. She thinks life should be like the movies.’

‘Yeah. She does,’ Christian says, and I don’t like how he sounds when he talks about her.

‘And she thinks that I don’t get her,’ Ben says. ‘But I do.’


Christian sighs. ‘Then put the Benster away. Tara’s special. Do something that’s special for her.’

What? And since when does Christian do that for me? I walk up to them. ‘Hot tip, Ben. Christian’s idea of “special” is the quadrilogy of Humanoid Massacre. You might want to aim higher.’

Christian’s surprised but I don’t wait around, just keep walking. And back in rehearsal, I don’t have any trouble dancing the jealous Tink at all. I push hard between Christian and Tara, pull Tara’s hair and glare at him.

‘Brilliant, Kat,’ Zach says when we finish. ‘I can feel the jealousy oozing through your pores.’

I am so excited by how I’ve danced, and even Christian looks impressed. ‘That was frightening,’ he says.

‘Exactly what I was aiming for.’ I grin, pretending to be the same old me, but I hope this jealousy thing doesn’t last. It’s eating up my insides.

As we all towel down and drink from our water bottles, feeling really tired, everyone’s phones beep with text messages. I read mine. ‘Bondi Beach. All invited. Bring jumper. Intriguing.’

Tara grimaces. ‘And from Ben. Pass.’

Before I can respond, Zach sits down in front of us on a chair. ‘Big day. Let’s quickly debrief on your characters and then you can go have a weekend.’ He focuses on Christian. ‘Thoughts on Peter?’

Christian gives it a go. ‘Doesn’t want to grow up?’

Zach’s not impressed. ‘Insightful. Can you expand on that?’

Christian thinks about it. ‘He wants everything. He wants Tink because she’s awesome and she’s always there when he needs her.’ I’m listening hard to this, keeping my head down. ‘But … deep down … Peter loves Wendy.’

Zach’s happy with that but I just stare from Christian to Tara. Tara finds her stolen bra neatly folded in her bag.

‘And why’s that?’ Zach says.

‘She challenges him to be better than he is. But he’s scared of it so he gives her up. Which kind of makes him a sell-out.’

Something cold reaches in and grabs my heart. It sounds to me like Christian is talking about him and Tara, and I can hardly breathe.

 

It’s just as well Ben said bring jumpers – it’s freezing down at Bondi. Tara has come along but she’s frowning. And there is Ben, ice-skating on a huge rink right next to the beach, with fairy lights and everything! Ben waves up at us. I can’t wait to have a try.

‘Do we have to go?’ Tara complains. ‘All it’s doing is feeding his ego.’

She can stay up here – the rest of us head down and start pulling on rented ice skates.

Tara has walked down, too, but she hangs back and Ben, wearing a furry Russian hat, goes up to her. ‘Pra-sti me-nya. It’s Russian for I’m sorry. I do listen to you. But if you don’t want me to stay …’

‘Now you’re just being manipulative,’ Tara says, but she’s smiling.

He looks around and laughs. ‘Actually, I really do want to stay.’

Tara takes his hand. ‘Then stay.’ And off they skate, together. Thank goodness. As they glide across the ice, Ben grabs her and dips her backwards. She screams.

‘Do you trust me? Do you trust me now?’ Ben says.

Then I realise Christian is watching Ben and Tara together and I can see his jaw clench, how it hurts him to see her with someone else. I’m not even sure he knows it himself, but I can see it. ‘He got her a whole ice-rink,’ I say, joking as usual.


‘Trying too hard,’ Christian says.

I try to smile at him but my bottom lip quivers. ‘So this is the scene where the easygoing girl tells the boy she loves that it’s over … because he’s still in love with someone else.’

He looks at me for a moment but then he has to look away again, and I know what that means. ‘And this is the part where you fight for me and tell me I’m wrong.’

Finally, he is facing me. ‘That jealousy thing has really messed –’

I shake my head. ‘It woke me up. Made me see things the way they are.’

‘I’m not still … I don’t want to be with …’

But he can’t finish the sentence and I wouldn’t believe it anyway. I kiss him on the cheek and skate away before I start crying.

He lets me go, like I knew he would, and a few minutes later, he’s changed back into his shoes and gone.

I’m going to put on a brave face if it kills me, so I skate towards Sammy and Abigail. And off we go, them pulling me along between them. On the way, we pass Ben and Tara, who’ve fallen over, and are now kissing. Things are changing all over around here. For everyone.








CHAPTER 11




I can’t imagine how Tara and Sammy must be feeling with the Prix de Fonteyn so close – less than a day. The news that Grace is back, representing Great Britain, was a shock. But I’ve planned something special for them. When I go to wake Sammy before dawn, he’s already up, sitting on his bed, waving his arms around.

I open his door. ‘Why are you awake?’

Sammy frowns. ‘I was the candidate who never should have been put through to the Internationals, so of course I chose something technically demanding. I didn’t want to get laughed off stage.’

I ignore his worry and pull a pair of tracksuit pants out of his drawer for him. ‘Pants.’

Sammy wriggles into them but he can’t stop muttering. ‘But my contemporary solo means absolutely nothing. That’s why I’m not connecting to it.’

‘You’re going to need a cardigan as well,’ I say, and pass him his ratty old favourite.

Finally, he realises something funny is going on. ‘Where are we going? It’s 5 a.m.,’ he says.

‘Sshh,’ I say, glancing at Christian asleep. ‘Not him. Only us.’

And here we are, Tara, Sammy and I, on top of the Centrepoint Tower, right in the middle of Sydney. It’s cold, but a brilliant view at this time of the morning. Neither of them can see it. All they can talk about is the competition.

‘There’s a greater philosophical point at work here,’ Sammy says. ‘Why have I chosen this solo, ergo why do I dance at all?’

Tara is totally focused on the prize. ‘To win the Prix de Fonteyn.’

This is more serious than I thought. These two are off the planet! ‘No, petal. You dance to fly.’ I turn to Sammy for the right answer. ‘And you dance because …’

‘See? Not to rebel against my dad anymore. That’s debunked now he’s so unhelpfully approving.’

That’s it, I’ve had enough. ‘Okay, as of tomorrow, you’re representing the entire country. And I am one very proud leg of this friendship tripod. So stop talking and soak it up.’ I turn them around and finally they do as I say and watch the dawn break over the city.

Later that day in the common room, Sammy gathers us together for one of his ‘talks’. ‘Okay, so now I have you all here –’

‘You’re not coming out again, are you?’ Ben asks.

Sammy shakes his head. ‘No. I need your help. This morning I realised that I dance best when I’m with you guys so …’ He grins at us. ‘For my contemporary solo, I want you all on stage, doing it with me.’

We sit in stunned silence for a moment, then I say, ‘You want to make your Prix de Fonteyn solo a group activity?’

‘Yes. Yes, I do,’ he says.

‘What about the rules?’ Tara asks.

‘I’m not changing the choreography. I’ll be at the front. You’ll just be up there as well, making me look good,’ he says.

Christian says, ‘Sammy, there was a reason we didn’t cut it at the Nationals.’

Abigail snorts. ‘It’s just a gimmick. You’re self-sabotaging,’ and she walks out.


Sammy’s disappointed, but we all agree with Abigail. He’s just freaking out.

I’m upstairs getting changed for rehearsal when Tara decides to be concerned and caring, and I hate it.

‘I know it’s Christian,’ she says, ‘but I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk to me about it.’

I’m so glad I’m busy putting clothes on and don’t have to look at her. ‘And I totally would but it’s boring. I just got sick of ballet boys.’

Right then, Grace sticks her head around the door. At least she’s a handy distraction.

‘T. I know we’re technically rivals now,’ Grace says, ‘but this got sprung on me last minute and I was wondering …’

‘How did that work?’ Tara says. ‘What happened to Josie Mason?’

Yeah, I was wondering that, too. How did Grace manage to con her way into the Prix while she was in London?

Grace hesitates. ‘You mean, after I pushed her down the stairs and broke her ankle?’

She laughs, but how do we ever know when Grace is really joking?

‘Seriously,’ Grace says, ‘will you watch my tech rehearsal? I need your feedback.’


Tara nods, but I wish she hadn’t said yes. I have a bad feeling about it.

 

Back to rehearsals for Peter Pan, and Ollie and Abigail are dancing together. It’s the part of the ballet where Captain Hook kidnaps Wendy and the choreography is full of dramatic lifts and catches. Abigail is dancing with this determined look on her face but Zach doesn’t like it. ‘Abigail. Wendy is in battle but she’s still Wendy. I want to see that sweetness. Some vulnerability.’

Abigail rolls her eyes just as Sammy comes into the studio. Zach says, ‘Sammy, I’m told you’re not meant to be anywhere near a studio.’

Sammy says, ‘Just feeling adrift, sir.’ And gives us a big glare.

‘All right, make yourself useful,’ Zach says. ‘Grab that camera and film this for me.’

Sammy slumps across to the camera, picks it up and begins to film Ollie and Abigail as they dance. Then he has to film Christian and me, and I know it’s not working. We’re out of sync, going in different directions, and when Christian knocks me off balance I just want to strangle him.


‘It’s curtain up in three days,’ Zach yells, ‘and that’s not where it should be.’

But we just dance even worse and when Zach flicks the music off we stop, not looking at each other. ‘A bit of tension can make things interesting,’ Zach says, ‘but you two have slipped into dysfunctional. Take it outside and sort it out.’

The last thing I want to do is talk to Christian about anything, but I make sure I plaster a bright smile on my face, despite how much I’m hurting inside. ‘I don’t want to be jealous of Tara,’ I tell him. ‘And I’m not going to let this affect my friendship with her. Oh, wait, I invented that. You don’t care that she’s with Ben now, do you?’

He shakes his head, still in denial. ‘No, I don’t!’

‘Good, because she’s happy. She’s really happy and she’s over you.’ His jaw tightens and I know I’m right about this. ‘You should have a go at being in love with someone who doesn’t love you back.’ I head back to the studio but can’t help throwing one more parting shot at him. ‘Trust me, it’s character building.’

 

At rehearsal the next morning, Christian is nowhere in sight so Zach coaches Ben and me through the pas de deux, without music. I’m actually enjoying being Tink again at last. Abigail just danced really well and we’re all feeling happy and focused for a change.

Miss Raine comes in and watches us for a few moments and then clears her throat. ‘Zach, I need to interrupt rehearsal.’

We all turn around, surprised, but I can tell from Miss Raine’s face and voice that something is seriously wrong. Has Tara hurt her back again?

Then she tells us that Sammy has been killed in an accident and I can’t believe it. Surely she isn’t serious – but she is, and her words echo in my head. It’s like I’ve been hit by a sledgehammer and my legs go to jelly. How can Sammy be dead? How? This was his day, this was his whole life, and now it’s gone? Just like that?

I’m so full of pain, I can’t stand it. We leave rehearsals and head back to the boarding house, stunned. Nobody talks.

The common room is filled with Sammy’s friends. Miss Raine is there, too, and I’m crying as I insist to her, ‘We have to go to the hospital.’

‘I know how hard this is but the Liebermans have asked to be alone,’ she says.

‘We’re his family.’


Suddenly, Tara is there and I cling to her, hugging her tightly, tears streaming down my face. But Tara isn’t crying. She pulls away. ‘Abigail?’

We run upstairs and hear the shower in the bathroom. In the end cubicle, Abigail, still in her Wendy rehearsal clothes, sits huddled in the bottom, her arms wrapped around her legs, her teeth chattering from the cold. Tara turns off the water and we pull her gently out of the shower, wrapping a towel around her. She is crying so hard she can barely stand up.

That night, we all sleep in Sammy’s room on the floor. His team tracksuit and his bag are still laid out on his bed, and we leave them there. We don’t talk much – it’s like no one is able to believe it. We keep expecting Sammy to bounce into the room, and we can’t stand the emptiness. We need to be together, need to feel Sammy is still here somehow, even if we know we’ll wake up tomorrow and it will all be true, all over again.








CHAPTER 12




The day of Sammy’s funeral, everyone is quiet. Us three girls dress in black, the guys wear yarmulkes, and we all go together. It’s a Jewish funeral, and at the grave we stand across from the family. I hold Tara’s hand tight, and Sammy’s brother, Ari, stares at us like he can’t believe how this could have happened either.

The rabbi seems to talk forever but it’s over too soon. We walk out of the cemetery with Miss Raine, and Christian asks her, ‘What do we do now?’

But Miss Raine’s not listening. ‘Sorry?’

‘Miss Raine?’ I say.

But Miss Raine is a long way from here, and I guess she’s remembering … like we all have been, over and over, remembering all those moments with Sammy that we don’t want to let go.


We gather back at the studio and she looks around, exhausted. ‘Out of respect, the Prix de Fonteyn committee has decided to postpone the remaining sections of the competition for a week.’ Tara seems relieved. But Miss Raine hasn’t finished. ‘And we’re cancelling our production of Peter Pan.’

Abigail speaks up straight away. ‘He wasn’t even in it. So what are we doing here?’

Miss Raine takes a breath. ‘We’re still running classes until the end of the semester, but it’s up to you whether you feel like attending.’ Then she adds quietly, ‘I want you to know this is your home. A grief counsellor is on standby and your teachers are all here if you …’

Abigail isn’t listening. She walks straight over to the barre, kicks off her heels and begins to warm up. Tara follows, and then I do, too. Suddenly everyone is at the barre, warming up together, and Miss Raine and Zach say nothing, just watch, but I know they understand.

That night, I curl up with Tara in her bed. Neither of us wants to be alone. Abigail pretends to be asleep under her eye-mask, but I bet she’s not.

‘I’m not a funeral expert,’ I say, ‘but a couple of prayers, some bad sandwiches … How can anyone expect that to give you closure?’


‘I think today just felt formal,’ Tara says.

A great idea occurs to me – I sit up and flip on the light. ‘So we hold our own. A proper Sammy Lieberman tribute.’

‘Sshh.’ Abigail peels off her eye-mask, annoyed with us.

I grab a pen and paper. ‘So do you guys have any idea of what he would’ve wanted?’

‘There’s no point dragging it out,’ Abigail says. ‘That’s all anyone has done since it happened.’

I stare at her. ‘You’re bored of the grieving-talk, are you?’

‘It’s morbid,’ Abigail says. She grabs her doona and pillow and stalks out of the room, just as my phone rings. It’s Ethan and I answer it.

‘Ethan, you don’t have to call every hour. I promise, I’m fine.’ This is just like audition week when he was calling me every five minutes, even in Dr Wicks’ office waiting for my medical exam. I told Ethan back then, ‘I know it hurts but resist the urge to check up on me. Bye.’

I remember there was a boy waiting on the couch and it was Sammy, wearing glasses and writing on a notepad. ‘Hellooo,’ I said, being friendly, but he just smiled and went back to what he was doing, ignoring me. Well, I can’t stand being ignored, so I said, ‘What’cha got there?’ and sat down right next to him.

‘It’s personal,’ he said so I snatched the notepad up and read what he’d written – ‘Dr David Lieberman’ a hundred times.

‘Personal. Ha,’ I said. ‘I know parental fraud when I see it.’ This guy interested me.

‘My dad. He’s not a ballet fan so …’

‘Where does he think you are this week?’ I asked.

‘Science camp.’ We smiled at each other, and before he could object, I grabbed his permission form and scrawled the signature he’d been practising. He looked terrified and tried to grab it back. ‘Don’t. No. You’ll –’

But when he looked at it, it was just fine. He smiled with relief. ‘Thanks.’

I grinned. ‘So I’m gagging to bust out and you’re tunnelling in.’

‘You’re not though, are you?’ he said. ‘If you really didn’t want to be here then you would just dance badly. You’re self-protecting. Most likely fear of failure.’

I nearly choked – how did he know that, right away?

 


So that’s why I have to organise this thing for him. I get everyone together so we can plan it all out. I even have a whiteboard.

‘We’ll need a eulogy,’ I start. ‘Stuff like how he saw the world, saw us, in his own unique way. Christian?’

‘What?’

‘Do you want to write it?’

Christian looks stunned, but Ollie says, ‘I will, if that’s okay with everyone?’

I nod – great. ‘Okay, the venue is highly critical because it has to perfectly embody who he is.’ I can’t believe I said that. ‘Who he was.’

Later, Tara and I go up to the boys’ room but Christian won’t let us in. Sammy’s stuff is still laid out on his bed.

‘We need Sammy’s laptop,’ I say. ‘For his music library.’

Christian shakes his head. ‘No, that’s not going to happen. I’m packing everything up for the Liebermans. Nothing else is leaving the room.’

I fold my arms, ready for a fight.

‘Ollie came in before and stole Sammy’s cardigan,’ Christian says.

What does that matter? ‘Actions of a criminal,’ I say, scoffing. ‘And you’re overruled.’


I grab Sammy’s laptop off the desk and sit down on the bed, but Tara says, ‘Can I help you? Put everything into boxes?’

Before Christian can answer, I snap, ‘You’ve got Prix practice. Sammy would still want you to win. I may not have a clue what he’d want for his memorial but that I do know.’

But no matter what I think of, it’s not right, and I don’t know what to do. Later, everyone is back in the common room and they’ve given up, too, even Tara next to me can’t think of anything to say. I start to cry again.

‘Maybe we can’t make sense of it,’ I say. ‘The funeral didn’t and neither would a memorial. Even if we knew what he wanted.’

Then Abigail comes in, the person I least expected right now. ‘He told me,’ she says, and we all stare at her.

‘Energy drink incident,’ she says. ‘He thought he was going into cardiac arrest.’

A few of us smile. That sounds like Sammy.

‘It’s pretty simple,’ she says, and at last I feel some hope that we can do this right.

 


About an hour before dawn, while it’s still dark, we gather on the beach and light a fire. Christian connects Sammy’s laptop to some portable speakers and Tara lights the candles in holders. We’ve brought a big photo of Sammy and we put it up where we can all see it, then we snuggle under our blankets and Christian says, ‘Ready?’

They all nod, but I suddenly see something beyond us in the darkness. Someone is coming. ‘Wait.’ I’m on my feet, running – it’s Ethan! He gives me a big hug and I manage to say, ‘I wasn’t fine.’

‘I know,’ he says, and hugs harder. He joins us and Christian starts again, standing up.

‘How do you sum up Samuel Isadore Lieberman …’ He looks down at the computer screen, remembering … ‘This is a list he wrote before first year. Number 50: Disprove the validity of jock straps.’ We laugh – that was Sammy. ‘Number 49: Lobby to make ballet an Olympic sport.’

‘He asked me to help with that,’ Ethan says.

Christian keeps reading all the way down the list. ‘21: Get a tattoo.’ Ben smiles at that one.

‘20: Dance on top of the Harbour Bridge.’

Tara holds my hand tightly.


‘4: Stand up to my dad. Number 3: Fall in love so my heart takes over from my head.’

Abigail and Ollie are both crying now, tears dripping down their faces onto the sand.

‘Number 2: Get into the National Academy of Dance.’

Tara smiles. Christian pauses – his voice wavers and he wipes his face. He can’t hold back a sob. ‘Number 1: Make a group of friends I’ll know for the rest of my life.’

He looks up at us. ‘He didn’t complete all of these obviously, but he definitely did the last one.’

‘And now it’s time for his favourite song.’ I jump up and hit play on the laptop and a pop song blares out of the speakers. It’s quite possibly the most awful song in the history of pop songs. Everyone bursts out laughing, it’s so terrible.

Ethan says, ‘Wow. That’s …’

‘And it definitely was his favourite?’ Ollie asks.

‘He played it 368 times. We’re skipping to the ninth favourite.’ I flick the track and this time a beautiful ballad pours out over the speakers. Everyone smiles and I hug Christian and give him a kiss, friends again. How could we not be right now? As the song plays, we all sit quietly, remembering, holding hands, crying again. The sun is coming up and I stand, my legs feeling wobbly. I grab Ethan’s hand and pull him to his feet. ‘Up. We’re dancing.’

I drag Ethan with me, and we run fully clothed into the water. One by one, they all join us – Sammy’s friends – Christian, Ben, Ollie, even Abigail and Tara in the end. We dance in the water, celebrating Sammy’s life, twirling and jumping, and then finally holding each other as we watch the sun rise over the city. Sammy, we will never, ever forget you.








CHAPTER 13




We decide we will celebrate Christian’s eighteenth birthday, but we keep it low-key. No one is in the mood for a big party. We climb the hill and sit together on blankets, and I produce the present.

‘You guys shouldn’t have given me anything,’ Christian says.

I agree. ‘That’s what I said. We should ignore your eighteenth birthday.’ Then I throw it at him with a grin. Tara looks on anxiously as Christian pulls his gift out of the bag.

‘I hate that you’re riding,’ she says, ‘but apparently this is the safest. It’s all about the double stitching.’

The gift is a protective leather jacket.

‘It was Sammy’s idea,’ Abigail says. ‘He got us all to put in ages ago.’


Christian looks down at his present, choked up. ‘Thanks. It’s great.’ We go quiet for a moment, thinking about Sammy.

Ethan changes the subject. ‘So, summer plans.’ He looks at me. ‘Can I tempt you with Barcelona? We’ll get the parentals over.’

I shrug. Not sure I want to even consider Christmas with Tash, although Barcelona would be nice. ‘Karamakov family does Christmas Espanola.’ My Spanish accent is spectacular!

Tara says, ‘I was going to invite anyone who wants to come back to the farm. It doesn’t compare with Europe but …’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t been to Spain but the farm is pretty special.’ Christian smiles at Tara just as Ben arrives. Now that’s an awkward moment.

‘Benster,’ I say, leaping in to fill it. ‘I see no cake in your possession.’

Ben just looks at Tara, and he’s not too happy about something. ‘Can I talk to you?’

Tara nods, and follows Ben up the hill. I think we’re all wondering what is going on.

Now that Christian’s got his jacket, he’s flashing around his brand new motorbike licence. I watch Ben and Tara as Abigail joins in their conversation – I bet I know what that’s about. Ben has been asked to take Sammy’s place in the Prix. What a hard decision! But he should do it.

I’ve got my own problems. Exams. I know I’ve worked hard but now the crunch has come. I have to go in there and dance, despite how I feel about Sammy’s death. I know Sammy would want me to, but it feels awful.

Mixed Classical is first and I go to the barre to warm up, trying to ignore the others staring at me. Of course, Lulu has to say something. ‘Can’t believe she showed.’

Miss Raine sweeps into the studio and joins the other exam teachers sitting at the table. My stomach lurches.

‘We’re on a tight schedule because of the Prix so I assume you’re warm.’ She comes to a stop when she sees me at the barre. ‘Katrina.’

I plaster on a sunny, fake smile and turn. ‘It’s like a sauna in my leotard.’

Miss Raine hesitates and then almost whispers to me, ‘Your exams have been postponed until after the holidays.’

I wipe off the smile. I’m determined not to let her put me off. I couldn’t stand it. ‘I know. I want to take them now.’


‘We’re giving the second years special consideration. Why don’t you come back –’

‘I don’t want it hanging over my head again. Whether I’m coming back to the Academy or not.’ I swallow hard. ‘I couldn’t cope with that.’

‘If you sit them now, you’ll be marked on this performance,’ she warns me.

I suck in a breath and raise my voice. ‘Pass me if I’m good enough. Fail me if I’m crap.’

Miss Raine nods, and I can tell she is just a little bit impressed. She goes to the table and gestures for the music to begin. ‘Thank you, everyone.’ I move into my poses automatically at first and then I focus and settle. This needs one hundred per cent – all or nothing.

I get through Classical and Contemporary is next. My stomach is churning again and I pacify it with a huge bar of chocolate, munching as I pace up and down the corridor. I keep trying to tell myself that this is nothing – that Tara and Ben are competing in the Prix and that’s tons worse, but it’s not working.

Finally, the exam is over and I grab my stuff. Tara will be dancing at any moment and I’ve got to run as fast as I can.

I make it to the dressing room just as familiar music is playing over the internal PA. I rush in, still in my purple tutu, wearing trainers and a jumper.

‘I didn’t miss it?’ I can hardly breathe and the stitch in my side is crippling me. ‘Ran. Straight. From. Exam,’ I manage to get out.

Tara smiles. ‘How was pas de deux?’

My heart is bouncing around like a mad rubber ball. ‘If I make it into second year we’re working on my cardio.’ Abigail ignores me and keeps fiddling with Tara’s hair, but Tara hands me a water bottle. As I gulp it down, I work out that the music is for Grace and we all go up to watch. For once, she’s not pretending that she’s dancing hard, she really is putting everything into her performance and she’s spectacular. Awe-inspiring, even. I hope Tara doesn’t get dismayed by this, especially because they are dancing the same piece, that she realises she can do even better. I know she can.

‘Technically and artistically perfect,’ Tara says.

‘And yet …’ I’m more sceptical about it. There’s not much happening on Grace’s face.

Then Grace gets to the climax of the piece where she has to show great emotion, falling to the floor, and she does it in a way that you just know it’s all fake.


Abigail smiles. ‘Grace has never felt a genuine human emotion in her life.’ As Grace rises and curtseys gracefully to much applause, she adds, ‘And it shows.’

Grace runs into the wings, sweat gleaming on her skin, breathing hard.

‘That was beautiful,’ Tara says.

‘I think it was a nine. Nine point five.’ Grace’s smile is like ice as she looks at Tara. ‘How does it feel? To go out there knowing I’ve already taken away what you want most?’

I can’t believe my ears. The girl is poisonous! I want to scream at her, but the loudspeaker blares at us. ‘Representing Australia, Tara Webster.’

Abigail dismisses Grace in an instant and tells Tara, ‘Focus.’

Steven Heathcote announces to the world, ‘Also performing The Red Shoes.’

This is it. Tara doesn’t have time to worry about Grace. She has to go on stage and dance like she has never danced before. The music starts and she’s tentative at first, but then it’s like something changes, she changes before our eyes and becomes a whirlwind. She dances with such passion and energy and, yes, grief, that I cry with her. And at the end, when she collapses to the stage and the music stops, I’m not at all surprised to hear her sobbing. Even Abigail is crying.

When I’ve changed into my civvies, Abigail and I go to see Tara in the dressing room and find Ben there. ‘I need you out front,’ he says to Tara and then to us, ‘You, too,’ then rushes off. So we do as he asks and find seats in the audience. The other guys clap Tara and she smiles, but Christian seems distracted.

Abigail sits with Ethan, looking pleased with herself, and he teases her about how she’s been coaching Tara.

‘I bet they don’t dance like that in Barcelona,’ Abigail says.

‘They don’t dance like you either.’

I can’t quite pick up on what’s going on there, but before I can ask, they announce Ben.

‘In the Boys’ Contemporary section, Benjamin Tickle. Representing Australia.’

We clap madly as Ben walks onto the stage. For some reason he’s carrying a portable microphone. He taps the mike and says, ‘Hi.’ A pause. ‘My friend, Sammy Lieberman, was meant to be here and … he had some pretty unique ideas about what he wanted to do in this section. So I’m going to go with that.’


At the judge’s table, Steven interrupts. ‘I’m sorry Benjamin. But all choreography has to be approved in advance.’

‘I know,’ Ben says. ‘You’ll have to disqualify me then.’

We look at each other, stunned. He’s throwing it all away! Then Sammy’s voice comes over the speakers, and just the sound of it makes us smile.

‘Every dancer knows that being technically perfect is not enough. We need to know why we dance.’ Ben starts dancing, just as Sammy would’ve.

‘For me it’s to be connected. I’m inspired by my friends.’ Sammy’s voice rings out over the music, and then Ben comes to the front of the stage. ‘Guys? You’re leaving me on a limb here.’

What more do we need? We jump to our feet and join Ben, dancing for Sammy, celebrating him, remembering him, twirling and leaping, laughing. Even Miss Raine and Zach join us! The judges can only watch. Then Slade in the wings pushes a button and dozens of coloured balloons fall on us and the audience cheers and whistles. We kick balloons, hug each other and dance some more.

It doesn’t even matter when Grace wins the Prix. Tara seems to have found a prize more worth having, and her pride in herself and quiet happiness bonds us even closer. I want some of that, but I’m not sure how to find it.

 

When exam results are due to be posted, I go to the studio, fear eating away at my insides. What if I fail? What will I do? Ethan has gone back to Barcelona, taking Abigail (which doesn’t surprise me after all). But I want to face this alone. I need to. Even if I am scared to death.

The pages pinned to the wall blur in front of my eyes, but finally I blink hard and read.

There’s my name and there’s my mark … seventy per cent!

I read again, and smile. I do at last feel proud of myself. I did it!

I decide to spend Christmas on the farm with Tara, and I even braid my hair and wear overalls for it. She just looks at me after we’ve loaded the ute. ‘You know farm girls don’t actually dress like that?’

Surely she’s wrong? Okay, I wasn’t serious. ‘I’m getting into character,’ I tell her.

We hug and I get into the ute. The farm is going to be so cool, but next year will be even more cool – I’ll be in second year, and all that goes with it. More exams, performances, more classes. Kat Karamakov as a balletbot. I shiver, but it’s with excitement, not fear. I can’t wait.
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Read a sample from …

Tara

Everything To Lose




There’s a dream I’ve been having lately, where I’m all alone in the middle of a huge stage, wearing a floaty white dress and red pointe shoes.

As soon as I start dancing I know it’s one of those rare performances where everything is working perfectly. Every step, every turn, every arabesque is flawless.

As the music from the orchestra pit fills my ears I begin my series of fouettés, spinning effortlessly en pointe to the magical sound of applause from the audience.

This is it. This is what I’ve been striving for my whole life.

But then a knot grows in my stomach – a sense that I could either keep turning forever, or just as easily fall. And when I wake up, I can’t figure out if it’s a dream, or a premonition …

 


It’s just on dawn. I step out onto the veranda and breathe in the sweet early morning air. Beyond our garden, the wheat fields shimmer in the distance.

Christian is already up, sitting on the lawn cradling our latest rescue joey in his arms. He fumbles around with the feeding bottle, trying to get the joey to drink.

I smile at him. ‘You couldn’t sleep either?’

Christian tilts his head at the baby kangaroo. ‘He got me up,’ he explains.

‘You are such a pushover,’ I laugh. ‘Come on.’

Christian gently puts the joey down and follows me through the yard. We grab a couple of quad bikes from the shed and ride into the paddock, dodging sheep as we head up the hill. I spot Dad bent over a fence, wire cutters in his hand. He turns at the sound of our bikes.

‘Where are you two off to?’ he calls. ‘I thought City Boy was going to help me with this fence?’

I slow my speed and pull a face. ‘It’s our last day, Dad.’

Dad shrugs and grins, then goes back to his fence. I rev my bike and we zoom past him up the dusty track, heading for the very top of the hill.

We cut our engines and climb off our bikes. Below us, the golden fields seem to stretch on forever. There’s not a house or any other sign of humanity in sight. I love this place.

I turn to Christian to see if he feels the same way. ‘It’s like the whole world could have disappeared and we’re the only ones left,’ I tell him.

But Christian’s not looking at the view. He’s looking at me.

‘All right, Webster,’ he says, his voice serious. ‘You realise at some point this year we’re going to want to kill each other.’

I stare at him, my heart racing. What does he mean?

He breaks into a grin. ‘Let’s make a deal, okay? Nothing’s getting between us.’

I slowly exhale, relief flooding through me. He reaches for my hand and I shake it formally, sealing the deal. We sit on the side of the hill for a while, watching as the rest of the world slowly wakes up. Then we dance, performing dreamy pirouettes and lifts and arabesques, our feet as light as air in our chunky leather work boots.

Finally we stop, exhausted, deliriously happy. Christian pulls me close and kisses me gently on the cheek.

I think I’m going to enjoy this year.

 


A few days later we’re back in Sydney.

‘Can you believe this harbour?’ I say to Christian as we stroll hand-in-hand along the pier towards the ballet school. Ferry boats and yachts jostle for space on the sparkling water.

‘Tara!’ Kat shrieks, pulling me into a hug. Then it’s Sammy’s turn.

I hug them both back. Trust Kat and Sammy to be the first people we run into outside the Academy.

Kat shoots us a sly smile. ‘So how long exactly did the “just friends” rule last?’ she jokes, looking at our linked hands.

‘Yeah,’ says Sammy. ‘Who caved first?’

Christian and I point at each other.

‘He did.’

‘She did.’

I grin. We’ve become so close we even echo each other’s words. I stare up at the ballet school building, my skin tingling with anticipation.

‘Second year. Wow.’

Sammy nods. ‘Did anyone ever think we’d make it this far?’

Too late, he remembers one of us didn’t.

‘Oops. Sorry, Kat,’ he says, blushing.

Kat’s all smiles. ‘Hey, my new holding cell’s just around the corner. It’ll be like old times.’


But something in her eyes makes it hard for me to think she really believes that.

We wave Kat off to her new school and push our way in through the main doors. Inside, the corridors hum with people rushing about trying to find classrooms or hugging each other in greeting. I step back as a girl I’ve never seen before throws her arms around Sammy, pulling him into a kiss. Weird.

‘Check it out,’ Christian says, his finger pointing to the wall beyond them.

I look up to see my photo staring back at me. It’s an image from my performance as Clara in The Nutcracker last year.

‘You’re going to be the poster girl of second year,’ Christian tells me.

I shake my head. ‘Mmm. Somehow I can’t see Abigail letting that happen.’

‘Tara!’

Speak of the devil. Abigail launches herself at me, thrusting a giant leafy pot plant in my face as she envelops me in a giant hug.

‘Er, hi,’ I splutter, removing a leaf from my mouth.

‘I’ve put us down for our old room,’ Abigail chirps, then pauses, her face suddenly clouded with doubt. ‘I hope that’s not overstepping?’


I stare at her, wondering who replaced sly, grumpy Abigail with this new caring sharing model. Even Christian and Sammy have picked up that something here is very, very weird.

Abigail beams at them. ‘Christian! Sammy! Wow. Today we grow in strength with every forward step. This is Phil.’ She waggles the pot plant in their faces, then scampers off into the studio.

It’s going to be an interesting year all right.

 

I’m standing in the studio with the first and second year students, warmed up and ready to go. A hush falls over the room as Miss Raine walks to the front.

She clears her throat. ‘You’ve all heard the rumours so I’m going to get through this quickly.’

Christian and I trade looks. We’re pretty sure we know what’s coming next.

‘For the first time in thirty years,’ Miss Raine continues, ‘the world’s most prestigious ballet competition, the Prix de Fonteyn, will be held in Sydney.’


There’s a collective gasp from the first years behind us.

‘Preliminaries will be held at the end of the semester, followed by the Nationals, where it will be decided who goes on to represent Australia.’

I glance across to Abigail, certain that she’ll be wanting this just as desperately as I do. The Prix de Fonteyn is the Olympics of dance! But instead of sending me a snooty look, she smiles at me. Abigail? Smiling about something as competitive as the Prix de Fonteyn? Weirder and weirder.

Christian elbows me. Miss Raine is still speaking.

‘The Academy and the Company have been asked to be part of the launch tomorrow.’ She smiles at the man standing behind her. ‘Sebastian is choreographing.’

Sebastian Karamakov. Kat and Ethan’s dad. But I don’t want to think about Ethan right now …

Sebastian moves forward, arms folded casually, in control. ‘The international judges will be in the audience. I can’t stress enough that our school will be representing the entire dance community. This is your chance to make a lasting impression.’


I turn to Christian again, my face glowing. Is it just my imagination, or was Sebastian looking directly at me when he said those last words?

Don’t worry, I think, I intend to.

 

I’m standing behind the barre with Christian and Sammy, watching some of the first years rehearse their piece for tomorrow’s performance, when Sebastian lopes over.

‘Tara? I’d like you to do the solo.’

Me? The solo? You bet.

Christian grins. ‘Told you.’

‘Thank you so much,’ I gush to Sebastian. ‘I won’t let you down, I promise.’

Sebastian tilts his head. ‘Ethan will run through it with you.’

Ethan is here? I’d been so excited by Sebastian’s news I hadn’t noticed him come into the studio. But now he’s standing right in front of me, and there’s nowhere else I can look.

‘Hi,’ I manage, feeling lame. The next thing I know Sebastian’s called Christian away, leaving the two of us totally alone. ‘Um, how are you?’


‘Never better,’ Ethan says flatly, his eyes cold. ‘Can you meet back here at two?’

I shrug. ‘Sure. That should give me enough time to have lunch and unpack and …’ I stop, realising he’s not really interested in my schedule.

‘See you then,’ Ethan says, walking off dismissively.

 

Abigail’s already in our room when I finally arrive. She’s being weird Abigail again, burbling on happily about beds and sides of the room and morning sun. I’m not sure I can handle all this sweetness and light.

There’s a knock on the door and Miss Raine appears in the doorway, her arm around a slim blonde girl the same age as us.

‘Good, you’re both here,’ Miss Raine announces efficiently. She pushes the girl forwards. ‘This is my goddaughter, Grace, who’s visiting from London. I’d like one of you to show her around.’

Grace leans forward, her eyes flashing impishly. ‘I told her I was old enough to make my own play dates but Lucy keeps me on a short leash.’

Miss Raine’s name is Lucy? Who knew? I can’t wait to tell Kat.


Miss Raine smiles fondly at her goddaughter. ‘I’ve been trying to convince Grace to get back into ballet but perhaps you two will have more luck.’

As soon as she leaves Grace flops down on the bed beside me. ‘Yay. New people. I’ve been under house arrest the last month.’

‘What did you do?’ Abigail asks her, clipping some leaves from her plant.

Grace yawns. ‘My dad’s getting remarried and I upset the stepmothers. And I grew up here, so …’

Abigail puts down her clippers. ‘Well, I’m Abigail, and this is Tara,’ she adds, giving me a rapturous smile. ‘She’s the most naturally talented dancer in our year.’

That’s it. I can’t take it any more.

‘Okay, stop,’ I blurt, holding up a hand in protest. ‘You have to explain whatever it is you’re up to.’

‘Me?’ Abigail asks, her eyes widening. ‘Nothing.’

If only I could believe that.

Abigail’s shoulders droop a little. ‘Okay, I agree that last year I alienated quite a few people around me.’

‘So now you’ve decided to be … nice?’

Abigail nods enthusiastically. ‘Nice, yes. I think opening up to people could even improve my dancing. Today, I don’t have to be perfect, I just have to be me.’

Grace stares at Abigail for a long moment, then moves a little closer to me.

‘If I get a choice of chaperone,’ she whispers, ‘do you mind if I pick you?’

 

Ethan walks into the studio just as Grace is leaving. It was our last stop on her tour of the Academy. They exchange a few words and then she’s gone, leaving me alone with him.











Have you read all of the Dance Academy
 Season Two books?

[image: image]


Did you miss the Dance Academy
 Season One books?
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