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1

Up in the Air
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I’m 30,000 feet in the air and a million miles from everything I’ve known.

Up until now, I haven’t had a chance to really think about it. There was the excitement of getting through the auditions, acing my end-of-term exams and getting packed and ready to go; it kept my mind off the reality. But after several hours on a plane, I’ve realized I’m going to be on the other side of the world from the people I love: Mum, Dad, and my best friend Roxy. And Noah, my . . . I don’t really know what he is to me and I’m not sure it even matters now that I’ve left. I met Noah at The Box – a K-pop dance club in London. We shared the same interests, dreams and feelings. When he got through the Idol Academy auditions, like me, I thought it was fate. But he didn’t board the plane. Gave his place away. Said he has different plans for his future. I think he’ll wait for me, but who knows. I need to stop dwelling.

It doesn’t help that Astrid, a Norwegian girl who has the seat next to me, pulled down her face mask and fell asleep the moment we boarded. Maybe she’s already homesick.

It’s dark and silent. Just the strange flicker of a few screens. Airplanes are weird at night: 500 total strangers sleeping in rows as they’re propelled through the sky. Although, I have to get used to the first bit, I suppose: sleeping in rooms with other people. They told us that, when we get to the academy, we’ll be in dormitories. Cosy. One girl piped up and said that if anyone kept her awake snoring, she’d report them for disturbing the peace. Now I’m worried I’ll snore!

“Are you with the Idol Academy?” A flight attendant crouches at my side in a red and black suit and perfect make-up, bright as a button.

I nod.

“I’m a huge K-pop fan, and I just wanted to say good luck.” She gives me a big smile. “That’s my personal reason for disturbing you. In my professional capacity, I’m here to ask if you have everything you need? Are you cold? Do you want an extra blanket?”

“I’m fine. But thanks for asking.”

“No worries. Just press the button if you need me.” She taps her name badge. “I’m Kylie.”

“Kylie?”

“Yeah. When you get a job with Australia’s national airline, they make you change your name to Kylie for that real Aussie authenticity.”

“Really?”

“No, dopey! My parents were just huge fans of Kylie Minogue. She’s a national treasure. Try to get some rest now. Jet lag is a total bore.”

I snuggle down in my blanket, feeling grateful for the interaction, and smiling at Kylie’s sense of humour. I’ve heard that Australia has sunny people as well as hot weather. I hope so; I hope I’ll feel more at home when I get there . . .

A few hours later we’re woken up by lights, movement and the smell of breakfast. And not long after, we land in Singapore. It’s a four-hour stop-over. Jeremy and Faith, our travel chaperones, keep us all together in a group as we wander through Changi airport, passing time. Most of us are pretty bleary from the thirteen-and-a-half-hour flight, but three of the girls seem to have found time to bond. They skip ahead, wide awake, as if being strapped to a chair in an airborne tube has been a real treat. Back in London, right after the Big Wish auditions, the ten of us that got through hugged each other over and over as glitter cannons showered us with confetti; it felt like all of us would become one big friendship gang. But now there’s a couple of clear groups forming – the older girls and the confident ones. And a couple of other people, like me, at the edges. I don’t really mind. At home, it was always me and Roxy – I’ve never been part of a huge group; anyway, I’ve got weeks to make friends. And a goal to reach, too.

We’re allowed to choose food and drink from a buffet and take them to a comfortable lounge in a room with glass walls overlooking an indoor butterfly garden. The girl sitting next to me stares through the glass, chewing her sandwich mechanically. She’s been quiet since we left London and seems overwhelmed with tiredness.

“This place is amazing, isn’t it?” I say, trying to make conversation. She nods and chews. “I’m Jazz. From London.”

“Lila. From Amsterdam,” she says. I remember her from the auditions. She was one of the great dancers – the one before me who was so good, it made my confidence crumble. And my feet stumble. It was only thanks to that Big Wish exec, Song Min-young, that I got a second chance. If she hadn’t been there, I’m certain I’d have gone home.

I haven’t seen Lila smile yet. She’s beautiful and serious, a bit like JiWon. Speaking of JiWon . . . On the opposite wall, I notice a screen advertising GOLDL!FE’s world tour; the six boys are posing, elbows resting on each other’s shoulders, cute grins. Apart from JiWon, of course, who has his arms folded over his chest and a face that says, “I’m not here to make friends”.

I wonder if, like JiWon, Lila’s unfriendliness is an act.

“Have you spotted any butterflies yet?” I ask her. She shakes her head. “At Heathrow the only thing flying apart from the planes is crisp packets,” I try.

Nothing. But I’m not going to judge her. We’re all in a soup of uncertainty right now, not sure whether it’s worth making friends if we’re also competitors. And to add even more pressure, we’ve been told that when we get to Melbourne, we’re joining the ten girls who made it through the Australian-based auditions. That’ll make twenty of us in total, vying for just five places in the new idol group. But most of us won’t even get as far as the final cut. After six weeks, half of us will be eliminated early and on our way home again. Maybe that’s what Lila’s thinking about.

I snap a picture of the butterfly garden for Mum and Dad, and a picture of the GOLDL!FE poster for Roxy with the message ‘Airport Life’. Then I wonder if it would look too keen if I message Noah and reckon it probably would.

“Hi, girls, did you bring your bathers?” Faith stands by our chairs. Some of the other girls are standing next to her, rummaging in their cabin bags.

“Yep.” Lila stands.

“Wh-why did everyone bring bathers?” I ask.

“Because Changi Airport has a rooftop pool. It was mentioned in the correspondence.” Faith raises an eyebrow. I can see everyone read it but me. “Never mind. It’s worth seeing, even if you don’t swim.”

We follow the signs to Terminal 1, and then up to the rooftop pool. When we step outside, it’s hot and humid with a strong, warm wind. It’s hard to know if that’s the weather or the breeze from the planes taking off. They roar over our heads.

 Right in front of us is a huge blue tropical-looking pool with lounge chairs, parasols and cabanas. And a jacuzzi. I can hear some of the group squealing as they run to the changing rooms. I sit on one of the loungers and wonder how I even got here. I’m happier now that we’re out of the limbo of the air-conditioned transit lounges. Outside, it feels like the start of a holiday: a new, exciting experience.

The girls return, slipping into the pool and sighing loudly and contentedly as they float in the water. Lila stays separate from the others. I’ve worked out that she’s not shy. She’s just contained and happier keeping her distance – and I can’t blame her when some of the girls start splashing. My eyes flick between them, trying to work out who they are; tricky now they have wet hair. We introduced ourselves when we were airside in London, gathered by the programme facilitator, Michael Swift, who was holding up a sign saying ‘Academy’ just the other side of the security scanners. Then, in the departure lounge, we fell into smoothies, duty-free and K-pop talk – swapping favourite groups, who we wanted to be, that kind of thing – and most of the names dropped out of my head. I have to try and remember them.

I know Cassia – now wearing a hot-pink swimming costume – because she was over-the-top at the audition, like a frothy milkshake. She’s swimming with Rosa, who has a tiny rosebud mouth but laughs like a hyena. She shouts “bello” at everything, so I’m guessing she’s Italian. And I remember Renee and Priya. They arrived at the airport dripping with chains and graffitied clothing, like they would be more at home at a skatepark. Renee is chic, with a bob and a really angular face – French, I think – and Priya’s a mystery. She has dyed soft pink hair, shaved underneath; she looks like a caged tiger, the way she paces around the side of the pool. Some of the other girls – the splashers – have definitely formed a group. I get the feeling they all went to theatre schools and did dance classes.

I feel a bit of a spare part, sitting on a lounger out of the action. So, I give in to temptation and message Noah:

See what you’re missing out on – not too late to get on a plane!

I add a picture of the airport pool, knowing if he’s turned down a chance at being a pop star, a swimming pool is hardly going to change his mind! After that, there’s nothing more to do, and I reckon in a place this size there are better ways of passing the time. I look for Jeremy and Faith but can’t see either of them, so head back into the building and take the lift down to the main concourse.

The place is like a luxury spaceship with shops and restaurants, and I wander along the smooth aisles and carpeted avenues staring at designer sunglasses and handbags, displays of new technology and racks of trainers that cost more than my entire outfit. Then I see a rotating screen with luminous graphics of GOLDL!FE above a pop-up stall of merch. There are posters and light sticks and T-shirts. GOLDL!FE is coming to Singapore. I take photos and send them to my best friend, Roxy, with a simple message.

Wish you were here. K.

I’m waiting for her to reply ‘pop’ – it’s our little thing – but it goes unread. What time is it in the UK? I don’t even know what time it is in Singapore. The time zones and my body clock are all over the place.

“You want a T-shirt?” the woman asks me.

“I’ve already got three GOLDL!FE shirts at home,” I say with a smile.

“Not the new world tour one though? Just released.”

“No, not that one . . .” My fingers inch towards the pocket of my bag where my wallet is. But I don’t know how much of my allowance I should be spending before I’ve even landed in Australia. “Maybe another time.”

“Maybe you’ll have T-shirts with your own face one day.” She nods at my branded hoodie. Michael handed them out on arrival and insisted we wear them for identification. They’re black, with the words Big Wish wrapped in a shooting star. She taps her nose. “I follow all the K-pop news,” she says. “Good luck out there. Never give up. Hard work but big rewards.”

Her words make me tingle. Make it all feel real, but not real – like I’m holding a dream made of glass in my hands. I could be just weeks away from a pop career.

“Think positively,” the woman adds with a wink.

“That’s good advice. When I’m famous, maybe you’ll be selling my merch.”

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” she says, grinning.

I’m chuckling all the way back, through the malls, up the elevator to the pool. I must remember to note down funny exchanges like that to tell Roxy and Noah. I especially want to make Noah laugh, because I worry that I was too miserable when I left him at the airport; my disappointment that he’d decided not to come made my face all grumpy and I don’t think I handled it well. Although, it didn’t put him off stealing a kiss . . . I’m still smiling at the memory when I walk out on the pool terrace. Faith is just in front of me, and I stop behind her as she bellows, “Academy girls, stop!”

The pool falls quiet.

“Priya. Come here, please,” Faith says sternly.

I peer round the side of her to see Priya finishing a backflip on the paving at the side of the pool, so easily done, it looks no more difficult than going for a walk. She’s wearing a black tankini with a sports top and shorts bottoms. The muscles in her legs weave around her bones, lean and long, like a racehorse. Her arms are defined and strong. At the audition, I’m pretty sure she was wearing parachute pants – I had no idea some of these girls were so athletic. Next to them, I feel like a twig.

“What are you staring at?” she says. She’s looking at me. I stand back, embarrassed and a bit shocked at her tone.

Faith puts her hand out and Priya snaps her gaze back to the chaperone. “Gymnastics in a public space is absolutely forbidden. We don’t have the insurance to cover whatever damage you might do to yourself, or anyone else. We made it clear that your behaviour reflects on Big Wish. The only headlines we want to make are good ones. You’re not a star yet, Priya. And your chances of becoming one will decrease drastically if there’s any more of this behaviour. I’m extremely disappointed in you. Get dressed. Your swim is over.”

“But—”

“Now, Priya,” Faith says.

Priya puts her hands on her hips and sucks in her cheeks. Her eyes are watery, as if she’s about to cry. She turns and marches to the changing rooms while everyone in the pool gawps. I feel so bad for her.

“Ten minutes, girls. Then we need to get dry and get back to Terminal 2, and maybe grab some noodles before we board.”

“Noodles!” Cassia shrieks with glee, flicking her long red hair from side to side.

“Volume, Cassia,” Faith says warningly. She spots Jeremy arriving through the doors and walks towards him, no doubt to update him on what has gone on.

Priya returns, waterdrops still glistening on her cheekbones. Through her light brown skin, there’s a flush, like she’s applied red blusher.

“Priya, I’m really sorry. I’m sure Faith didn’t really mean it.” I smile, trying to convey warmth, but she stands in front of me and blinks, as if she’s waiting for more. I don’t know what she wants. “Y-you’re really good at gymnastics. I w-wish I could do—”

“Do you wish so hard that it would be easier for you if I wasn’t here?” she spits.

“Pardon?”

“I saw you, standing behind her like a happy little tell-tale.”

“I didn’t tell tales. I just—”

“For someone who didn’t rat, you did a really good impression of being a rat.” Priya does an incredulous laugh and shakes out her hair, spraying me with droplets. “Sorry, did I get you wet?”

“Look, Priya, I didn’t tell on you. I didn’t even know you were—”

She holds up her hand for me to stop talking. Everyone is standing round us now, like ringside spectators.




[image: Priya stands in front of large windows. She wears a cropped top and an open short-sleeved shirt with horizontal stripes. A chain hangs from her trousers. In the background, there are clouds and an airplane flying outside the window.]



“K-pop groups don’t usually have a snitch personality, but maybe they’ll create one just for you.”

I hear the sharp intake of breath from everyone around. I look at them for some kind of recognition that they don’t agree with what Priya’s saying, but they quickly look away.

And I know that the second leg of the flight to Australia is going to be harder than the first. As excited as I am to be auditioning for this band, not even an entire crew of Kylies is going to make me feel better on the way to Melbourne. Being in the air, there’s too much time to think. I just want to get there and focus on what’s important. Training.
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2

House Rules
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A minibus takes us from the airport to our accommodation. I sit at the front, staring out of the window at the landscape. It’s nothing much to talk about until the city comes into view with its cluster of gleaming buildings. The early evening sun bounces off the glass, making everything the colour of rose gold. There are oohs and aahs as everyone presses their faces to the window to see. Our bus crosses a bridge spanning a big river, and then we’re in the eastern suburbs on the other side. No skyscrapers here. Just villagey pockets with shopping streets, chopped up by trees and tramlines, cute one-storey houses and walls with artistic graffiti; every lamppost is covered in event posters.

“Here we are in . . . Brighton!” Jeremy declares. His grin is still in place, but it looks more like a G-force endurance test than a smile. I know how he feels. Twenty-four hours of flying has knocked the stuffing out of me.

“This place is called Brighton? Seriously?” It’s Cassia. “Is there a pier?”

We look out of the window to our right and see a stretch of golden sand. It’s not huge and wild like I expected an Australian beach to be, but there’s a sunset that takes my breath away. Streaks of red and purple. There are a few people down on the beach, wrapped in blankets and coats, drinking bottles of beer. It’s like we’ve stepped between worlds.

“Obviously, it’s Brighton on the other side of the world,” Jeremy continues. “But it’ll be your home for the next six weeks. Couldn’t bring you to Australia and not put you up in a beach suburb. Training will be at studios in another suburb, but we’ll ferry you around in our trusty minibus, don’t worry about that.”

The bus stops a couple of streets back from the beach, and we bundle out in front of a large square house with huge panes of glass. It’s been rented entirely for us. Inside, it’s spotless. On the ground floor we enter a large hallway where we hover, as if waiting to be checked in by an invisible receptionist. Two women appear from a door on the right.




[image: A two-storey house with a sloped roof and decorative arches above the windows. The house has two windows on the upper floor and two on the lower floor, each with a balcony. There are palm trees on either side of the house, and a bird is flying in front of it. A low stone wall surrounds the property, with a gate in the centre.]



“Can you shuffle back please, girls. Thank you. Welcome, everyone. My name is Chelsea.”

Chelsea is Australian, tall and blonde, about thirty years old maybe, with her hair scraped into a severe ponytail. The peach velour tracksuit makes her look like a PE teacher. She’s stern-looking; definitely not a Qantas Kylie. “And this is Yindi.” She gestures to the woman alongside her, who is smaller, with dark hair and skin; her eyes sparkle as she smiles. I like her instantly. “We are your housemasters and the bosses of your wellbeing while you’re in Melbourne. Please say goodbye to Faith and Jeremy, who are leaving us to return to Big Wish HQ.”

We turn and wave to our two travel chaperones, who are out of the door, quick as lightning. Can’t blame them.

“Now, when I call your name, please come to the front.” Chelsea looks up from her piece of paper. “Cassia, Jasmine, Lila, Priya and Caitlyn.”

We step up and for a moment my arm presses against Priya’s and she makes a big deal of moving away. She’s what Roxy would call “an ice-cold fish”. At the very thought of my best friend, my eyes sting, but I’m too disorientated with tiredness to cry. My eyes, brain and body don’t seem to be connected.

Chelsea hands each of us a key card. “This is for the front door. You’ll be sharing bedroom number four.” My stomach drops. Sharing a room with Priya the grouch, and Lila who doesn’t even speak! Cassia’s like a chatty, battery-operated toy, but at least she might talk to me. As for Caitlyn, I don’t know much about her, apart from that she’s Irish, but I reckon she’s definitely a theatre kid.

On our way to find the staircase, we pass through a giant kitchen with doors onto a terrace, and down a corridor with doors to a living room and a games room. At the end, stairs lead up, with one wall completely glass so you can look onto the street at the bottom, and at the top, see the sea. It feels like a reality TV show home. There are two bedrooms on the first floor, and their doors are open; we see clothes strewn on the beds and cases open on the floor, bursting with belongings.

On the next level up, there are two more rooms: one is ours. It’s a bunk room for ten but there are just five of us, so we get a whole top and bottom bunk each.

“Bagsy!” Cassia says, slamming herself on a bed that she’s chosen for no particular reason that I can see.

I quietly claim one by the window, sitting on my mattress and watching the others as they unpack like birds nesting. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together at work and rest, so I reckon it’s probably worth trying to make some kind of connection.

“Shall we share something about ourselves?” I ask, tentatively. “You know, to get to know each other?”

Priya swivels to look at me. “Really?” she asks, sarcastically.

“I love K-pop!” Cassia says, unrolling a poster of the K-pop girl group SSH. “Anyone got sticky tape?” She holds the poster against the wall, and I notice Lila rolling her eyes as she turns back to her unpacking.

“Such a good idea, Cassia,” I say. “Wish I’d bought my GOLDL!FE poster. Who do you stan, Caitlyn?”

But Caitlyn doesn’t hear. She’s looking in a compact mirror. And suddenly, it feels like our conversation is stuck in treacle. Caitlyn sighs and leaves the room. I hear a shriek two seconds later as she reunites with someone else she bonded with, in a room down the hall. With no one speaking, I may as well unpack, too. We have a wardrobe and a set of drawers each, and as I fill the drawers, I tell myself it’s only for a few weeks, to keep the tears at bay.

A head pops round the doorframe. It’s Chelsea. “Meeting in the living room. Chop chop.”

We abandon nest-making and file along the corridor and down the stairs to the living room. Ten other girls are already there, spread out on sofas and beanbags – the owners of the mess we saw earlier. We newcomers sit in whatever spaces are available. Chelsea stands in the middle of the room waiting for us to settle, while Yindi hands out dishes of raw vegetables and dips to pass round, and bottles of water.

“So, London audition group, meet the Australian audition group.” Chelsea smiles and nods, a command to greet each other. We all say “hi” to no one in particular. “The others got here yesterday, so they’re already quite at home in more ways than one. They’ve just been for a mooch around the suburb with Yindi, haven’t you, girls?”

There are murmurs. Some laughing.

Yindi smiles even more widely, which I didn’t think was possible. “I’m the good cop to her bad cop,” she says, pointing at Chelsea.

“She might be a soft touch, but nothing gets past me,” Chelsea says, trying to joke. “So, I’m going to take you through a few rules, while Yindi orders in some noodles for dinner. Don’t get used to take-out. It’s a one-off.”

Someone’s tummy grumbles – I think it’s Cassia’s – and everyone laughs.

“Okay, girls, I want you to pay attention. I know half of you are fried after that long flight, but it’s important we get some rules in place from the get-go.” The Australian accent makes her voice go up at the end like it’s a question, and I have to check the faces of the other girls to make sure it’s not. “First thing I want to talk about is mobile phones.”

I see several girls who have theirs in their laps cover them with their hands. Mine’s in my room. I turned it off for the flight and forgot to turn it back on again. Now she’s mentioned them, I’m itching for it, like it’s a lifeline.

“We’re a mixed group in terms of ages. Some of you are young, others are older. We have decided on a no-social-media rule. You can have messaging apps but no one needs to know what you had for breakfast, and you don’t need to check on other people living their best life, because you, girls, are living the dream. We want you to live in the moment with it, not boast about it like little divas. Got that?”

There’s a resounding ‘yes’, but a few resentful faces.

We’re waiting for Chelsea to ask us to hand over our phones to show we’ve deleted the apps, but she goes right on to tell us the house rules. Neat rooms, quick showers, respect, no music in bedrooms or anywhere after 9 p.m. While she’s reeling off the regulations, I catch a quick look at the other group of girls. They look bright-eyed. It could be because they haven’t spent the entire day on a jet plane.

“Finally, the boys are at a house in the next suburb. There will be no illicit meet-ups. Your journeys will be very much separate from each other. You have to think
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