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		Luke Jennings is the author of three novels,
			including the Booker Prize-nominated Atlantic. His memoir, Blood
			Knots, was shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson and William Hill prizes. Before
			becoming a writer, Luke trained as a dancer and worked with classical and contemporary
			companies for ten years. He is currently the dance critic at the Observer, and
			has also written for Vanity Fair and the New Yorker.

		You’re less likely to know his
			daughter, Laura Jennings, who is twelve and lives with her parents, two brothers and her
			dog Dusty. She says, ‘At school I’m quite sporty but I like drama best,
			because I have always enjoyed acting, singing and performing. I love books, and my
			favourite author is Stephen King.’
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		‘Well,’ said Peter Bailey.
			‘Here we are!’

		Jess looked about her. To her left, blue and
			gold against the roadside trees, was a large painted sign.

		
			ARCADIA SCHOOL
					OF PERFORMING ARTS

			
				Boys and Girls, 13–18 years
			

			
				Principal: Wanda Allen, OBE
			

		

		In front of her was a pair of iron gates, and
			beyond these, half hidden by trees, was a large red-brick building. She felt a sinking
			feeling and a sudden, sharp loneliness. She had wanted this so much, but now that the
			moment had come …

		Her father switched off the car engine, and
			reached for her hand. ‘You’ll be fine,’ he smiled, squeezing her
			fingers.

		‘And what about you, Dad? Will you be
			fine, without me to look after you?’

		‘I promise.’

		They drove through the gates and up the gravel
			driveway. To Jess’s relief, no bits fell off their ancient car as they did so.
			That would have been just too embarrassing. Close up, the school looked huge,
			old and a little shabby. Other cars were parked in front of the entrance, and half a
			dozen boys and girls – mostly around fourteen, Jess guessed – were standing around
			chatting. As she got out of the car they glanced at her, and one of the boys walked
			over. He was wearing a faded Radiohead T-shirt and had dark, untidy hair. A gold stud
			shone in his left ear.

		‘You look, like, new,’
			he said with a grin.

		‘Er … yeah,’ said
			Jess, struck by his confidence. But then this was a stage school, so perhaps it
			wasn’t so surprising.

		Suddenly she felt self-conscious. She
			hadn’t known what to wear for the first day so had put on the red school
			tracksuit. Wrong! Everyone else was wearing their own stuff. As she watched, a slim,
			sharp-featured girl walked past in shredded combats. The sides of her head were shaved
			and her hair gelled into little punky points. Bat-girl, thought Jess.

		‘That’s Spike,’ said the
			boy. ‘She’s pretty nutty, even for this place … But how come
			you’re joining now, in the summer term? All the other first years have been here
			since September.’

		‘I know. Long story. I’ve got a lot
			of catching up to do.’

		‘You’ll be fine.’

		‘I hope so.’ His eyes, she
			noticed, were a clear, icy blue.

		As soon as she’d spoken, her father
			appeared beside her with her suitcase.

		The boy stared at them. ‘The
			girls’ dorm block’s at the back of the main building,’ he said,
			pointing. ‘You should register with the office and then get your stuff over
			there.’

		‘OK,’ said Jess.
			‘Thanks!’

		He raised a hand, smiled, and turned away.
			He looked completely at home. Exactly the opposite of how Jess felt, right then.

		‘I guess we should go and
			register,’ said her dad, lifting her suitcase.

		‘Guess we should.’

		Jess had met the school principal, Miss
			Allen, at the audition. She was elegant, silver-haired, and a little scary, but smiled
			as she welcomed Jess to the school. There was some paperwork to sign with Mr Dye, the
			school secretary, and then they were back outside again, and it was time to say
			goodbye.

		‘I mean it, Dad. I’ll be fine.
			Please. Just … leave the suitcase and go.’

		‘OK, Jess.’ He gave her a quick,
			tight hug. ‘I’ll see you …’

		‘Soon, yeah?’

		‘I promise.’ He bent down and
			kissed the top of her head. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again he was
			gone.
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		Minutes later Jess was standing, suitcase
			in hand, in an echoing first-floor corridor that smelt faintly of floor polish. Other
			girls hurried past her, dragging suitcases and calling out to each other. Some of them
			slowed for a moment to glance at Jess in her red tracksuit. There was the distant sound
			of running feet and slamming doors.

		A notice board above a radiator held lists
			of names and room numbers.

		Upper Gallery Room 10, she read.
				Eleanor Fox, Ashanti Taylor, Verity Nash, Jessica Bailey.

		This was it then. Until that moment it had
			not really sunk in that she was going to a boarding school. That she would be sleeping
			here, night after night, week after week, month after … Never in her life had
			she so longed for her room at home. It was small, and it was usually pretty untidy, but
			it was hers, full of the things she’d grown up with. And now, for what seemed like
				forever, she had to share a room with strangers. Taking a
			deep breath, she pushed the door open.

		The room had four narrow iron beds in it,
			and hadn’t seen a new coat of paint in years. On the wall next to the window was a
			small mirror, on which someone had written ‘Fame and Fortune’ in marker pen.
			One of the beds was taken, with a suitcase beneath it and a bright red dressing gown and
			pink nightdress draped across it. A glance at the label on the case told her that it
			belonged to Ashanti Taylor.

		Jess was just wondering which of the other
			beds to choose – there were two beneath the windows and one behind the door – when a
			willowy figure swept into the room. It was the bat-girl. Earphone wires trailed from her
			head to her hip pocket and she was carrying a bulky backpack.

		‘Hi,’ said Jess.

		The girl didn’t answer, just gave her
			a wave and slung her pack on to the bed behind the door. Then, turning, she pointed to
			the bed nearest it and smiled questioningly.

		‘Er, yeah. Sure,’ said Jess, a
			little irritated that the girl couldn’t even be bothered to speak to her. Swinging
			her case on to the bed, Jess started to unpack into the nearest chest of drawers. Her
			dance gear took up the most space. Ballet shoes, jazz shoes, leg warmers, leotards and
			the rest of it. Apart from this, and the regulation school clothing, she
			didn’t have much. Her laptop and her phone. Jeans, trainers, a couple of hoodies,
			a few T-shirts, some underwear, and that was about it.

		Spike – wasn’t that what the boy had
			said her name was? – was another story. Unzipping her backpack, she poured the contents
			on to the bed – a rainbow cascade of belts, tights, scarves, wristbands, scrunchies,
			fingerless gloves, bandanas, make-up boxes, hair-gel, perfume sprays and nail polish.
			Jess was staring enviously at it all when the door swung open.

		‘Yay, Spike! And you must be Jessica
			Bailey?’ The speaker was a girl of mixed race, amber eyes in a heart-shaped face,
			hair cut in a short, fashionable bob.

		Jess nodded, returning the girl’s
			smile. ‘And you’re … Ashanti, right?’

		‘I’m Ash, yeah. And you’ve
			met Spike? Her real name’s Verity, if you’re wondering, but no one actually
			calls her that.’

		‘Er, well,
			we’ve …’

		‘She’s deaf,’ said Ash
			breezily, swinging the door shut behind her. ‘You’ve probably gathered
			that.’

		Jess glanced at the other girl, eyes
			widening, not quite sure what to say, and Spike shrugged back, as if
			telling her: Don’t worry about it – it’s no big deal.

		‘She lip-reads brilliantly,’
			said Ash. ‘So you can talk to her all you want.’

		Spike bowed, grinning broadly, and Jess
			smiled back. She’d never met a deaf person before. And this was a stage school,
			which seemed just about the most unlikely place in the world to find someone
			who … well, who couldn’t hear.

		‘She’s a dancer,’ said
			Ash, as if reading her thoughts. ‘She was born partially deaf, but the amazing
			thing is that she can hear music.’

		Spike’s fingers fluttered briefly.

		‘She says it’s the
			vibrations,’ Ash said. ‘She sort of half feels them, half hears
			them.’

		‘So was that sign language?’
			asked Jess.

		‘Yup. We’ve all learnt a
			bit.’

		‘Wow! Is it difficult?’

		‘It is, quite. But there are lots of
			good websites where you can learn. And it’s fun too. Like a secret
			language.’

		Jess nodded. Learning sign language did
			sound sort of fun and, if she was to be friends with Spike, she’d have to give it
			a try. Right now, though, it just felt like one more challenge she would have to
			face.

		Jess had done singing and dancing classes
			since she was at primary school. To start with she’d been pushed
			by her mother, who’d always dreamt of a career on the stage. It had also helped
			that the church hall where the classes took place was just one stop on the bus from her
			school, so she’d gone there every day.

		Gradually, she’d come to love it. The
			daily ritual of the classes, the familiar sound of the old upright piano, the tutus and
			tote bags, the suede-soled jazz and ballet shoes from Freed of London. She even enjoyed
			the exams. For the ballet grades their teacher, Miss Julie, would put the girls’
			hair up in buns and braid them with miniature silk roses. For her musical theatre grades
			Jess and her mum would improvise costumes and props. A swimsuit for songs from South
				Pacific, a cowboy hat for Oklahoma, a flowery skirt for
				Showboat.

		Best of all were the end-of-term shows.
			Somewhere, at the bottom of a drawer at home, Jess still had the pink satin rabbit-ears
			she’d worn aged six. Right from the start, she had loved performing. It
			wasn’t so much the challenge of the singing and the dancing; it was the sheer
			excitement of being on stage. That magical feeling of being an ordinary person one
			minute, and then, with the help of a costume and a dab of make-up, turning into someone
			completely different.

		‘You’ve got a real talent,
			Jess,’ Miss Julie had told her. And it was true. In that little
			world, she’d shone.

		Whether she would shine at Arcadia was
			another matter altogether. Here, she knew, everyone had been the best in their class and
			in their school. The best singers, the best dancers, the best actors. If Jess was going
			to survive – and she was determined that she would survive – she’d have
			to push herself harder than she had in her life.

		‘Did you share a room last
			year?’ she asked Ash.

		‘Yeah. The Fatal Four. Me, Spike, Foxy
			and Eve. Eve left. That’s her bed you’re taking.’

		‘Wow,’ Jess stared at her.
			‘I mean, I’m sorry. That’s …’

		‘It’s fine,’ said Ash,
			swinging her suitcase on to her bed and popping the catch. ‘Don’t worry
			about it.’

		Jess frowned. When people told you not to
			worry, that was the time to start worrying. The four of them had obviously been really
			good friends. Why had Eve left?

		Her musings were interrupted by a brisk
			knock at the door. ‘Good afternoon, girls. Ashanti, Verity … and you
			must be Jessica.’

		The speaker was a neatly dressed woman in
			her forties with a sharp, bird-like gaze. Jess nodded, a little nervously.

		‘Excellent. Welcome to Arcadia. I’m
			Miss Pearl. You’re something of a dancer, I gather?’

		‘Er … a bit.’

		‘Well, I expect we’ll soon find
			out.’ She looked briskly round the room. ‘Eleanor’s not yet back, I
			see?’

		‘Not yet,’ said Ash, glancing at
			Spike.

		‘Hmm. I hope she’s not going to
			be late again, or –’ At that moment Miss Pearl’s phone trilled. She left the
			room.

		‘Wow!’ breathed Jess.
			‘She’s scary.’

		Ash nodded. ‘She’s head of
			ballet. And you’re right, she’s dead scary, specially if you’ve got
			two left feet, like me. Spike, of course, gets away with murder …’

		Spike grinned, and curtseyed. Then, a
			questioning look in her eye, lifted her arms and circled her hands around each other
			above her head.

		‘She says, are you really a
			dancer?’ Ash translated.

		Jess shrugged. ‘Well, I’ve done
			ballet classes since forever,’ she began. ‘But I wouldn’t say I was
			that brilliant.’

		‘So what was La Perla going on
			about?’

		‘I think she meant my audition,’
			replied Jess, wincing. ‘God, I go hot and cold all over just thinking about
			it.’

		‘Tell,’ said Ash firmly, and Spike
			nodded.

		Jess took a deep breath. The audition had
			taken place three months earlier. Most of the other boys and girls there had been
			thirteen-year-olds, auditioning to join the first year the following September. But
			there had been a dozen girls
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		Late-afternoon sunshine lit the school
			grounds as Jessica Bailey hauled her suitcase across the drive towards the girls’
			dormitory block. Around her, other students were pulling their luggage from cars,
			blowing kisses to parents, waving goodbyes.

		‘Well, that’s summer
			over,’ said a voice behind her.

		Jess swung round. ‘Foxy!’ she
			yelped, dropping her case. The two girls hugged. ‘How are you? Wow, you
			look …’

		And Eleanor Fox, as usual, did look amazing,
			the red cascade of her hair clashing spectacularly with her pink mohair coat. ‘So
			how was your holiday?’ she asked. ‘Lots of glam parties, super-fit
			guys …’

		‘Not too many of either,’
			admitted Jess. ‘Although the boy from my aunt’s pet shop did try to snog me
			when we were cleaning out the hamster cages.’

		‘Try to?’

		‘Well, he was nice, but he smelt just
			a bit too much of gravy-flavoured dog chews.’

		‘Ew!’

		‘So what about you, Foxy? How was the
			south of France?’

		‘Weird, as usual! Dad on his
			Blackberry by the pool, turning bright pink; Mum freaking out because they’d asked
			too many people to stay …’

		‘And you?’

		Foxy smiled. ‘Under a beach umbrella,
			covered in factor fifty. The vampire of St Tropez.’ She glanced around her.
			‘It all seems a long way away now.’

		‘Boys?’

		‘Well … there was this one
			boy.’

		‘Go on.’

		‘He was Moroccan, I think, and he sold
			caramelized peanuts on the beach. He used to stare at me with these sad golden eyes. We
			never spoke. It was the perfect relationship.’

		‘And that was it for the entire
			summer?’

		‘Not quite …’

		‘Eleanor, Jessica. How nice to have
			you back!’

		Instinctively, the two girls straightened
			their posture. ‘Thank you, Miss Allen,’ they replied in unison, as the
			principal of the Arcadia School of Performing Arts walked past.

		‘I never know what that
			woman’s thinking,’ hissed Foxy.

		‘I think that’s what she
			wants,’ said Jess. ‘It gives her power over us. But she hasn’t totally
			gone over to the Dark Side.’

		‘You think not?’

		‘Well, she could have expelled all
			four of us last term.’

		Foxy nodded as they made their way to their
			room. Neither of them particularly wanted to revisit that day, the previous June, when
			they and their two room-mates had bunked off school to appear as walk-ons in a feature
			film. Everything had gone horribly wrong. Alex Karman, the star they’d risked
			everything to get close to, had turned out to be an arrogant drama queen, and shooting
			the scene with him had gone on for so long that they’d had to ring the school and
			ask to be picked up. Unsurprisingly, Miss Allen had not been amused, and they’d
			been grounded for the rest of term.

		‘You’re right,’ said Foxy.
			‘I guess that could have turned out worse.’

		Jess shuddered. Being expelled from Arcadia
			would have meant the end of everything. Her dreams of a career on the stage, on TV and
			maybe even in films. In the end, though, Miss Allen had been merciful, and the cloud had
			proved to have a silver lining. Grounded, Jess had spent much of the
			time working on her acting. She’d understudied the lead in the First Year
			end-of-term play, and a lucky break had seen her step into the shoes of the scarily
			beautiful Shannon Matthews. For a single, never-to-be-forgotten performance, she’d
			played the role of Titania, queen of the fairies, in A Midsummer Night’s
				Dream.

		As if to greet the two friends, the lights
			flickered on in their dormitory block. Inside, there was a faint chill, and the familiar
			smell of school. Dragging their cases up the stairs to the first floor, they arrived,
			panting, at Room 10.

		‘So, here we are again,’ said
			Jess, throwing open the door.

		‘Ladies,’ said Ash, stepping
			towards them, arms outstretched. ‘Welcome back!’

		Ashanti Taylor was still wrapped in her coat
			and scarf, and, as the three of them hugged, Jess felt a tremor run through her.

		‘Look,’ said Ash, holding out a
			slim hand. ‘I’m shivering. Why can’t they turn the central heating on?
			Seriously, girlfriends, I wasn’t brought up to live like this.’

		Jess laughed. ‘Ash, you are such a
			princess. It’s only September.’

		‘No sign of Spike?’ asked Foxy.
			Verity Nash, otherwise known as Spike, was the fourth of the room-mates.

		‘Not yet,’ said Ash.

		Jess swung her case on to her bed.
			‘Let’s go to the dining hall,’ she suggested. ‘I’m
			starving.’

		‘Already?’ Foxy raised an
			elegantly arched eyebrow. ‘Jess, we’ve only been back here five
			minutes.’

		‘That’s quite long
			enough,’ said Jess firmly.

		Five minutes later, they were sitting with
			steaming cups of tea in front of them. Other Arcadians drifted into the dining hall in
			small, chattering groups, looking around as they entered, waving, hugging, and searching
			each other’s faces for signs of change.

		The hubbub grew. Further up the table, a
			long-established trio took their places: Shannon Matthews and her side-kicks Kelly
			Wilkinson and Flick Healey. As usual, all three were dressed to impress in
			designer-branded hoodies and T-shirts. For much of the previous term Shannon and Jess
			had got on so badly they’d barely been able to speak to each other, and it
			hadn’t helped that Shannon had suspected Jess of trying to steal her
			boyfriend.

		Shannon had been wrong; Jess hadn’t
			tried to do anything of the sort. But Johnny Finn was very good-looking, and he had
			seemed to like her a lot, and somehow – she really, really hadn’t planned
				this – they’d ended up kissing in the boys’ locker
			room, and for a split second everything had been wonderful. But only for a split second,
			because they’d been seen, and shortly afterwards – Jess still froze with horror
			remembering the scene – she had walked into the dining hall to be met with a chorus of
				‘Bitch, bitch, bitch!’ from Shannon and her friends. That had
			been bad enough, but what had been worse was the realization that, in the end,
			she’d never really meant that much to Johnny. All that attention he’d paid
			her – all those meaningful looks, all those text messages – had been just been part of
			his game. He was a player, and she’d been played.

		Well, it wasn’t going to happen again,
			and she and Shannon were now officially quits. They weren’t friends exactly, but
			they had a wary respect for each other, especially since Jess had taken over
			Shannon’s role in the end-of-term play in July. Now, the summer was over and the
			autumn term was beginning. From today, they were all Second Years. A chance to start
			again, surely?
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UNIQUE and exclusive digital content!
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The Puffin Blog is packed with posts and photos from Puffin HQ and special guest bloggers. You can also sign up to our monthly newsletter Puffin Beak Speak.
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        It all started with a Scarecrow.
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        Puffin is over seventy years old.
            Sounds ancient, doesn’t it? But Puffin has never been so lively. We’re
            always on the lookout for the next big idea, which is how it began all those years
            ago.
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        Penguin Books was a big idea from the mind of a man called
            Allen Lane, who in 1935 invented the quality paperback and changed the world.
                And from great Penguins, great Puffins grew, changing the face of
                children’s books forever.
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        The first four Puffin Picture Books were hatched in 1940
            and the first Puffin story book featured a man with broomstick arms called Worzel
            Gummidge. In 1967 Kaye Webb, Puffin Editor, started the Puffin Club, promising to
                ‘make children into readers’. She kept that promise and
            over 200,000 children became devoted Puffineers through their quarterly instalments of
                Puffin Post.
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        Many years from now, we hope you’ll look back and
            remember Puffin with a smile. No matter what your age or what you’re into,
                there’s a Puffin for everyone. The possibilities are endless, but one
            thing is for sure: whether it’s a picture book or a paperback, a sticker book or a
            hardback, if it’s got that little Puffin on it – it’s bound to be
                good.
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