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‘Have you ever wanted something so much that you can’t imagine your life without it?’


Chloe Bayliss was born to perform, and after years of hard work and
determination she’s on her way to becoming a ballerina. At sixteen, she gets accepted into an international dance school and her dream is about to come true.


Then overnight, a mystery illness takes Chloe from performing in Swan Lake to clinging to life in a hospital bed.


Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined the hurdles she would face –
but also how she would eventually triumph. Against all odds, Chloe finds a whole new way to flourish.


En Pointe is the real-life story of how an aspiring ballerina became an inspiring young actor after overcoming a life-threatening illness.


Miracles really can happen, even if they’re not the ones you asked for.




En Pointe


CHLOE BAYLISS
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To those who have almost given up hope,
this is for you.
Keep fighting, you good things.
Sometimes miracles really can happen.




Introduction


I’ve been on the stage since I was three years old. Three! Insane when you think about it, but that’s when my addiction to dance and performing started.


When I was fourteen and a half, I left my family home in Port Macquarie to go and train at a full-time dance school. Thinking about it now, I can’t believe how confident and certain I was that it would be fine to leave my family and friends behind. I was a girl on a mission, that’s for sure. Even today, I can’t comprehend how I had the knowledge and maturity to know exactly what I wanted to do with my life, let alone to live away from home, taking on the enormous demands both physically and mentally that come when you’re part of the dance world. But I knew that furthering my training was my only option if I wanted a career in dance, and in my mind, there was no doubt I could do it. Then, at seventeen, my dream was stopped in its tracks and my life was turned upside down.


I’ve put a lot of thought into whether or not I should reveal my past. The idea of writing a book and having my most personal information out there for all the world to read terrified me. And once it’s out there, it’s out there forever! So I pushed the thought to the back of my mind as something I might do in the future. But after a visit to my home town of Port Macquarie in December 2017, that fear turned into a drive—I had to write this book. I went back home as an adult to judge and teach scholarship classes at the dance school where I’d trained from the age of three, and I had a ‘moment’, you might say. This town had given me so much joy as a child, and something about it brought back so many wonderful memories that it was almost too overwhelming for me to be there. A wave of emotion came over me as I remembered a time when I had been one hundred per cent happy. I was a young girl with big dreams, goals and aspirations, ready to take on the world. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined what was to become of my life and the extreme hurdles I would face. All those hurdles flooded my mind and I literally woke up in the middle of the night with an urge to write about them. So I did. Straight away.


When I was seventeen and my world came crashing down, journalling helped me deal with my emotions. I had always kept a logbook of sorts, and when I started doing research for this book, I came across old journals, letters, cards and speeches that I had kept from that time. All those journal entries have been reproduced and reworked in these pages to show the emotional rollercoaster of contracting a serious, life-threatening illness and how I managed to navigate through those tough times while still pursuing my dreams.


Now, at twenty-eight years of age, dance is still very much a part of my life. But for the past eight years I have found another creative passion that has fuelled my desire to tell stories: acting. I’ve been so fortunate to have a career that has enabled me to share my love of storytelling through different art forms such as dance, TV, theatre and film. But during this acting journey, I was incredibly scared to reveal my medical history out of fear that people would see me as my past and not… well… just me. I wanted to prove myself as an artist without my personal life influencing the way audiences saw the characters I played. But after much thought, I came to the conclusion that if revealing my past might help even one person going through a tough time, then that’s what I had to do.


I didn’t have anyone to relate to when my life turned upside down, so hopefully you can take something away from this book. Perhaps you’re in a similar situation and in these pages you hear a familiar story, or perhaps you just need a little encouragement to go after your dreams. Whatever it is, I hope this book gives you the inspiration you need to never give up. Today, I am recovered and have gone on to have a wonderful and interesting career. I hope you enjoy reading about the wild journey that brought me here.




CHAPTER ONE


The budding ballerina


OCTOBER 2003


Have you ever had an addiction? An obsession? Have you ever wanted something so much that you can’t imagine your life without it? For me, that’s dance.


From the moment I first stepped on to the stage when I was three years old, I loved it. And at twelve years old, I live for that adrenalin rush from nerves and excitement right before you step out into the unknown. The bright lights that shine down on you, making you feel like there’s magic in the air. The music that ripples through every inch of your body. I love how I can make an audience feel things they’ve never felt before. The silence that covers the whole room as the audience becomes one with you. The costumes, the make-up, the playing pretend. I love it all. But most of all, I love escaping into another reality that isn’t my own. Somehow, stepping into the skin of all those different characters makes me feel far more important than myself.


* * *


Standing backstage, I hear the audience gathering in the hall. Their laughing and chattering quickly diminishes as the house lights go down. My stomach begins to quiver and bounce around with nerves, as though a hundred butterflies are trying to escape. It’s almost time.


The stage manager standing next to me announces the first competitor, who disappears through the thick black curtains and on to the stage. Oh god. I’ve got exactly three minutes before I’m up.


I pop my hip out to the side and use my bum as a punching bag to loosen up the muscle in an attempt to gain some last-minute flexibility. My hands drop to my ankles, and I allow my body to ragdoll between my legs, careful not to hit my gold tiara on the floor. My red-and-black Spanish-inspired tutu tilts forward as I try to look at the ceiling through my legs. I snap back up and start bouncing from side to side like I’m in a boxing ring to get the blood flowing through my body and fight off those nerves. After cracking and stretching the muscles in my neck, I split my legs into a turned-out squat, cracking my back and stretching my inner thighs. My tiara is cemented in place atop my slicked-back hair and I shake my head vigorously up and down and side to side to make absolutely certain it’s secure. It doesn’t feel like it’s going to go flying off into the audience, so all’s good in that department. I hope.


My routine plays on repeat in my head as I pace up and down. It’s always in this moment, right before I’m about to go onstage, that the anxiety creeps in and I start to second-guess the steps I’ve practised all year. I’ve rehearsed a thousand times but I can’t remember which leg I start on. I think it’s the right one.


The other dancers behind me giggle and whisper, and I realise how strange my pre-dance routine must look. Girls in the dance world are competitive, and support for one another at competition time is almost unheard of. It’s hard not to become wrapped up in all the gossip and rivalry that goes on, and I have to work hard to stay focused. My parents continually tell me and my siblings that we need to work hard, be kind and stay humble. Though sometimes I can’t help but listen in to the gossip that quietly hums in the background of most dance events.


My presence in the finals of the Port Macquarie ballet Eisteddfod scholarship is surprising. The girls tell me what a great jazz and contemporary dancer I am, but I have to wonder if they’re complimenting me or having a dig at the fact that I could never make it as a ballerina. It’s hard to tell. My mediocre feet and tiny stature aren’t exactly made for ballet, but I have to believe that I am meant to be here. If I don’t, I will crumble and break into a thousand pieces.


Trying to shake off their remarks, I check the satin ribbons on my ballet shoes to make sure they’re tucked in— my ballet teacher will kill me if they come out onstage.


It’s time. I take a deep breath and run out on to the stage to take my position.


Silence.


Standing in a classical pose with my left leg stretched behind me, I wait for what feels like minutes before my music begins. The heat of the stage lights warms my skin. The audience is dark as I’m blinded by the lights.


The first ding in the music and my mind and body are transformed into another person. Another character. A Spanish ballerina. The music creates a fire in my belly, allowing me to dance with passion and a fiery flavour as I chaîné, turning multiple times rapidly down the stage, flirting with the audience. I can’t see any of their faces, but I know they’re there. Or at least I pretend they’re there. I can feel their energy joining mine.


My mind stays focused, at the same time ticking over and over as it tells me to adjust my turnout, stretch my feet, use my plié, jump higher, resist and hold my pirouettes, land in fifth position and roll through my feet. All of this happens somewhere in the back part of my brain so the rest of me can be calm and present as I draw the audience further and further into my world.


Sweat drips down the back of my neck as heat rises under the thick layer of stage make-up that’s caked on to my skin. Finally, one swift hop lands me in a kneeling position, and I extend my leg and arm on a diagonal in a sharp and dynamic end to my piece.


A few seconds of silence, then there’s a roar from the audience, cheers and claps escaping high into the ceiling, piercing the air. Most of the applause comes from the centre of the hall where my parents, my brother Zac and sister Phoebe are sitting. They are my whole world. My biggest supporters.


I can’t wipe the smile off my face as I hear both Mum’s and Dad’s cheers travel up and over the crowd towards me. The dance mums always clap the loudest for their own daughters and aren’t as enthusiastic in supporting anyone else. Sometimes I think they’re more competitive than the dancers themselves.


I curtsy, then run off into the wings once more. My breaths are fast as adrenalin rushes through my body. I did it. I feel so alive.


As the next competitor takes to the stage, I quietly grab my tutu at the sides and fold it up around me so I can squish past the other dancers waiting in the wings. Breaking free from the sea of tulle, I walk downstairs and inspect the lipstick kisses all over the wall. It’s a tradition I’ve never quite understood, where before a performance the dancers press their shiny red lips to the wall. Maybe it’s for luck. The perfectionist in me is too scared I’ll mess up my make-up.


Heart still pumping from my performance, I make my way down the corridor towards the dressing room. I love corridors. Every time I see one, I get an overwhelming urge to jeté down it, splitting my legs apart in a huge balletic jump.


I glance around to make sure no one’s watching, then, unable to help myself, I sprint down the corridor in my tutu. I jeté and jeté and jeté until I reach the dressing room, where I do a little happy-dance jig and quickly change into some tracksuit pants beneath my tutu.


‘Mmmm.’ The sound escapes me as I cram food into my mouth. Chicken on white bread with a pinch of salt. Probably not the most nutritious meal, but that salty goodness tastes so good. I can never eat properly before I dance. Too much food in my stomach makes me feel sick, so I always stick to bananas, yoghurt and red frogs.


In the silence of the dressing room, I splay my legs out in a side split and munch on my sandwich while I go over my performance in my head. I did okay. Actually, more than okay.


For the first time in my life, I felt like a real ballerina. I took the whole year to focus on my ballet technique and it seems to have paid off. My turns were on, my jumps landed softly, no falls or slip-ups. Thankfully. I have a history of slipping over on stage, but that’s meant I’ve also had to become a master of disguising my slip-ups with some sort of ‘in the moment’ dance move that gets me back into a standing position. I try to convince myself that no one ever notices, but I’ve had more than one dancer come up to me post performance to ask, ‘Did you fall over or was it meant to be like that?’ in a tone that I know is supposed to make me feel insecure.


‘All girls, would you please line up backstage for the adjudication,’ the stage manager announces over the PA system.


I get to my feet and shimmy my tracksuit pants down my legs from underneath my tutu, then head back up the stairs. I hate this part, when they announce the winners while we all stand in a horizontal line like robots.


As the tutus file into the wings one by one, everyone looks nervous. I consider making small talk with the girls beside me, but they don’t seem in the mood. So I stand in line, content that I did my absolute best, before we are filed out on to the stage.


The MC gives a long speech about how wonderful it’s been to watch everyone dance. My legs start to go numb from standing in a classical pose for so long, and my mouth quivers from plastering on a smile. When they rank our dancing with prizes, I feel as though a little of the magic of what we all just did is extinguished. But here I am, and I mean, I was the one who entered the competition in the first place. And the prize money does sound appealing. I always give my parents any money I win to help with my dance tuition fees. Every year, they tell me that if I quit dance we could all go on numerous holidays, so I contribute wherever I can.


The leg I’m standing on is getting pins and needles, and I quickly change legs hoping I don’t draw too much attention to myself. Just as I feel myself looking bored, the adjudicator starts her speech, rattling off what she was looking for in the dancers this evening. I know I’m not in the mix for a prize, so instead I focus on the crazy patterns emerging on the floor as light bounces off the sequins and crystals from everyone’s costumes. I’m also dreaming about taking these ballet shoes off. I think the ribbons are starting to cut off my circulation.


‘Chloe Bayliss.’


I look up. Huh? My name is being called. The adjudicator just called my name.


A little confused and disorientated from staring at the sequin light display, I stumble towards the adjudicator who is smiling at me.


She hands me a trophy and an envelope full of money, and a sash is placed over my head.


I won. How on earth did I manage that?


I hear a whooping in the crowd that could only be my dad—it’s the kind of whoop that he usually reserves for the footy. Whoa. If my dad is whooping, this must be real.


Slowly, the reality of what is happening starts to sink in, along with an underlying realisation that makes my heart sing: maybe I do have what it takes to be ballerina after all.




CHAPTER TWO


First kiss


LATE 2005


My alarm goes off at 7 am and I groan, not wanting to open my eyes. There’s a dull ache in the tops of my thighs. Pain. Just like every other day.


Almost every morning for the last two years, I have woken up with at least one part of my body begging for rest from my hectic dance schedule. I’m currently training a minimum of twenty hours a week. Most mornings I will get up and do Pilates exercises at home or head to the dance studio for a lesson before school. I thrive on a busy timetable, though I worry that my family can’t keep up with me.


During the week, Mum has to juggle three schedules— between me and my siblings—while Dad travels around New South Wales working as an electrician. I’m sure she does at least six car trips most evenings, zooming around town, dropping me off to ballet, getting Zac to martial arts practice and sometimes even making another trip back to me to give me dinner between my late-night dance classes. Guilt occasionally creeps into my mind as my little sister gets dragged from one end of town to the other. I occupy most of Mum’s time and I haven’t quite figured out how to make life easier on my family without skipping ballet class. I wish I had my car licence so my parents could share their time more evenly with my siblings.


As I lie in bed, my thighs ache from contemporary class last week. I’ve been practising rocking back on my toes from the ground and hovering in a sitting position—it’s a killer on my quads.


Oh shit.


My eyes flicker open as I remember what I did that weekend. I kissed a boy.


I bounce out of bed, my sore and tired legs forgotten, and hop in the shower. Water flows deliciously warm over my aching body.


I KISSED a boy.


A strange awkwardness fills me, and I try to reassure myself that I’m just like any other teenager now. People do this all the time. Maybe I’m a little late to the game, but it’s cool, it’s hip, and I tell myself it will be fine.


At fourteen, it feels like I have waited an eternity for this moment, but I didn’t expect to suddenly feel awkward about it.


I’m not sure I like this feeling. Dance consumes my every thought while at school, but I try my best to stay out of trouble and concentrate on my schoolwork before heading straight back to the studio as soon as the afternoon bell rings. Even though it was just a silly little kiss, I am concerned that this could be the start of me losing focus on my dream of becoming a dancer. I also wonder how this will change the way my peers see me. My dedication to dance has made me cultivate a particular kind of image—the perfect ballerina. Will that change now?


My internal commentary keeps running as I dry off my hair and tie it into a neat slicked-back ponytail to match my perfectly pressed school uniform with a white hair ribbon to match. Clearly I’m not ready to give up this image just yet.


I don’t know why, but I feel nervous when I think about arriving at school. It was just a kiss. No one cares, Chloe. Standing in front of the mirror, I trace my finger around my lips as images of my weekend flash through my mind.


* * *


My best friend Katy has a habit of trying to drag me out of the dance studio every couple of weeks to ‘go have fun’. Nine times out of ten I say no to her pleas for me to loosen up and go to parties like a normal fourteen-year-old. This time I said yes.


In a hot-pink sequined top, my back was bare and my long black hair was pulled high into a pony. I felt… pretty. No. Hot. I think. It’s something I had never felt before. Katy stood a whole head taller than me, looking gorgeous as ever with her long legs, beautiful blonde hair and sun-kissed skin. My tiny frame, porcelain skin, dark hair and blue eyes are the complete opposite to her beach-babe beauty. She exudes a playful energy and is always taking risks and bending the rules ever so slightly. I’m a rule follower, a goal setter, a girl who doesn’t let anything—including boys— distract her. Katy likes to party and socialise and carries a don’t-give-a-crap attitude with her everywhere she goes, but she isn’t rough. No. Her free spirt and slightly careless manner make her a magnet for attention, and I watch boys and girls consistently try to befriend her, but no one can ever quite catch or impress her. Except for me. I’m not sure why we became friends. I guess it was just a case of opposites attracting. She’s constantly trying to shake me up.


So there I was. Standing next to Katy in line to enter the Port Macquarie under-eighteens Hot House party. No drugs. No alcohol. Just a huge dance party. I could handle that.


As the night heated up, the room became more and more crowded with what looked like almost every high school student in town dancing and making out. My eyes were glued to the Year Eleven girls bumping and grinding against each other on the raised dance platform in the centre of the floor. They were moving in a way I’d never seen before; no choreography, just bodies moving to the beat. Desperate to move the way they did, I began swaying my hips in a circular motion, trying my hardest to feel the music while my body contorted and swayed about. I’d never danced like that before; so freely. No technique or dance combination. No voice in my head shouting out corrections.


Just as I was starting to get the hang of this energetic pelvic swirling, someone yanked twice on my arm.


‘Chloe, Caleb wants to make out with you.’


Before I had time to protest, Katy was dragging me through the crowded room, past sweaty-faced teenagers smelling strongly of BO mixed with salt-and-vinegar chips. Then I came face to face with Caleb, a short but cute boy with sandy hair and tanned skin. A typical Port Macquarie surfer type. I had seen him a few times at school, always hanging out with the cool kids. I stared blankly at him. I’d never spoken to him. Ever. Not even a passing hi in school. I half smiled, waiting for him to tell me he had the wrong girl.


He stood slightly sunk into his hips, hands in his pockets, while a bunch of boys nudged his shoulders, egging him on to kiss me.


I looked to Katy, and she gave me a cheeky grin and pushed me forward.


It’s now or never, I thought. It felt like the whole school had kissed someone except for me, the girl who spends all her spare time in a dance studio. Without saying a word to each other, he grabbed me by the waist and I slung my arms around his neck like I’d seen in the movies. I opened my mouth and before I knew it his tongue was down my throat. His lips were slippery and wet as he tried to eat my face off. Or at least that’s what it felt like. Remembering the girls dancing on the podium, I tried to imitate their moves and my pelvis edged closer to his. Girls behind me cheered and the boys behind Caleb began whistling and chanting.


When he finally broke away from me, he smiled and disappeared into the crowd without a word. I had successfully completed my first kiss. With someone I had never spoken to before. Oh god.


And now it’s Monday. A school day.


* * *


At breakfast, I sit at our four-seater wooden dining table and stare out the window at my sister, who’s tearing down the garden path towards the house in her tiny red-and-cream toy car. Her legs drum along the pavers. I catch a glimpse of our dog Sammy’s black-and-white furry legs behind her, desperately trying to keep up with her madness. I would do anything to stay home and run around outside with our dog today. My stomach churns at the thought of facing my friends post-kiss and I can’t finish my Weet-Bix.


‘What’s up with you?’


Snapping out of my daze, I turn to see my brother, who’s slumped in the chair across from me. Surprised that he has taken a moment to drag his eyes away from his phone screen to pay me some attention, I sit up straighter, shrug my shoulders, then divert my gaze to my untouched breakfast. I know his dark-blue eyes are piercing holes through the top of my head. I have no interest in bickering with him this morning. My reckless weekend consumes me and my voice box seems to have checked out. My heart pumps hard at the thought of my brother worming his way into my mind and finding out that I’ve been kissing boys. He’s going to sense something’s up if I stay silent for too long. Or worse—he might spot my slightly pinker lips today.


‘Have you even brushed your hair today?’ My weak attempt at an insult doesn’t go very far.


Zac scoffs and pushes his chair back to stand up and lean over me. He inspects my face for a moment, then says, ‘Weirdo.’ He smirks as he steals a piece of my now stone-cold toast, picks up his school bag and heads for the door.


My body sinks into my chair.


* * *


I get off the bus and make my way down to the school’s main sheltered area. Teenagers huddle together gossiping or line up at the nearby canteen to chug down chocolate milk and eat cheese toasties before class.


Arriving at the shelter, I see Katy bounding towards me, hands outstretched. My hands fly to cover my head as she grabs at my ponytail, yanks out my ribbon and messes up my hair. She grins. ‘Much better.’


We go through this routine almost every day. I like to keep my hair nice and slick for dance class in the evening, but Katy thinks it makes me look prissy—or in other words, not cool. I don’t care. Having my hair like this reminds me to stand up straight, activate my core and practise walking like a dancer. Every little bit helps.


‘The whole school knows about your pash off with Caleb,’ Katy tells me as I hastily fix my hair.


Uh-oh.


I look around to see the other Year Eight students staring at me with their I know what you did eyes. I’m probably overthinking it. Then a couple of boys run past me yelling, ‘Chloe and Caleb, sitting in a tree.’


Although I’m a little embarrassed that my good-girl reputation is ruined, at the same time I feel as if I’ve reached a milestone and I’m on my way to becoming a mature woman. There’s also no way I will let high school gossip ruin my last few weeks of school.


Yep, I’m in my last few weeks of high school. After that, I’m not stepping into this school or any other school ever again. I’m leaving. I’m moving to Newcastle. And I’m going to be a dancer.


* * *


Fourteen is around the age that serious ballerinas have to think about upping their training schedule. A career in dance can be incredibly short, so you have to mould and strengthen your body while you are still young and agile. And there’s nothing in the world I want more than to be a dancer. I already spend every spare moment I have in the studio each week, not including my own practice. Every Sunday, my dad reluctantly takes me to the studio and waits for hours on end while I practise my routines and perfect my technique. Well, I say ‘reluctantly’, because he grumbles half-heartedly as we make our way to the studio after his busy week working away from home. But I know he secretly loves our little training sessions; I think at times he feels like he’s training a football player. And his knowledge in that area is second to none.


My life is dance, and the only way I know I can make my dreams a reality is to leave my family home in Port Macquarie to train and study dance full-time, 8.30 am to 3.30 pm, five to six days a week, with the end goal of obtaining a Diploma of Dance and Performance. I know that accepting a place at one of Australia’s most elite dance training colleges—The National College of Dance in Newcastle—is the path I need to take. The college is a three-hour car trip south of my home, but out of the goodness of her heart, my nan is moving from her home in Tuncurry, away from my pop, to come and look after me in Newcastle. My parents always support anything I want to do, but they have to think about Phoebe, who is only six, and Zac, who is doing his Higher School Certificate. So it’s been decided that I’ll live with my nan for the first year, then my parents will move to Newcastle too.


I’ve spent half of Year Eight travelling across the countryside for dance competitions, ballet exams and workshops to further my training. The times I’m at school, I cram everything in, scrambling to stay on top of all the work I’ve missed. Surprisingly, I actually maintain pretty good grades, but it’s not easy.


So it’s time for me to take the next step.


Katy already knows I’m leaving. In fact, she’s told me every day for a month that she hates me for leaving her, that she won’t be able to survive at school without me. But after a lot of tears, she’s finally accepted that staying in school won’t work for me. I was born to dance. I’m an athlete. An artist. A performer.


I still haven’t told my other friends, and along with leaving my family, leaving them is the hardest part of my decision.


I’m a little bit of a coward when it comes to goodbyes, preferring to shove my emotions deep into my soul so I can pretend they don’t affect me. I don’t know about the viability of that strategy, but I’d rather focus on the exciting things my future holds. And I just know that dance is the path I’m supposed to take.


* * *


It’s the last week of school, and the time has come to say my goodbyes.


Standing at the top of the hill, I can see the dew on the grass disappearing as the morning sun comes up over classrooms and lands right on the faces of my girlfriends, all huddled together in a circle on the basketball courts. I’m going to miss seeing them each morning. I’m even going to miss hearing them chatter about their fun-filled weekend activities, none of which I ever attend. They’ve been a welcome escape from the dance world, a breath of fresh air, and given me the space I’ve needed to forget about my hectic schedule and turn my mind instead to who’s dating whom in the schoolyard.


Gathering myself, I run down the hill to meet them, and we do our usual morning hugs and hellos.


‘So,’ I say. ‘I have some news.’


Katy’s standing right beside me. She hasn’t got to my hair yet; she knows this is going to be a hard day for me.


I try to make my announcement lightly, like it’s no big deal. So I deliver it super quick. ‘Ah, so, um, I am moving to Newcastle next year to go and dance full-time.’ Then I crack a joke about my intellect staying forever at a Year-Eight level and reassure them that I’ll come back to visit.


But they know me too well. Tears stream down their faces as they smother me with hugs and tell me they’re going to miss me, but are so excited for me. It’s strange, but I don’t think I expected this reaction, even though they’re my closest friends. For years, they’ve been upset with me for missing their birthday parties and not turning up to their hangouts because I always have dance. But I let them shower me with love and listen to their words of admiration about how I am making them proud. It feeds my soul, and that’s all I’m searching for.


Afterwards, Katy grabs my arm and drags me to the silver seats that line the outside of the classrooms.


‘You sure you want to leave little old Port Macquarie and move to a big city?’ She takes my hands in hers, and my heart sinks. I thought we had both already come to terms with me leaving. Then Katy’s mouth starts to twist until her lips break apart and a cackle escapes her. ‘Clo, it’s okay—I was just joking.’ She throws her arms around me and squeezes me tight. ‘Crazy girl. I really am excited for you. I’ve seen how hard you work, and I know you’re going to do amazing things,’ she says, almost squeezing the life out of me. Trying not to cry, I kiss her on the cheek, before jumping up and setting off in the direction of the classrooms.


News spreads fast in this school, and I’m thankful that my weekend escapade has been overshadowed by my new adventure as other friends and people I don’t even know come up to congratulate me. I even get an awkward, ‘Hey, congrats,’ from Caleb as he walks past me. I’m glad to learn that the boy who gave me my first kiss actually has a voice.


I race up the two flights of stairs to my Maths classroom and knock on the door, wide eyed and grinning from ear to ear. So is Mr Carney when he opens the door.


Katy and I shared first place in a Maths exam, and our teacher was so impressed (and perhaps quietly relieved that the most talkative girls in the class had finally had a breakthrough) that he decided to give us a reward: a chocolate bar. So I’m here to claim my winnings.


In one big breath, I rattle off my big plans to move to Newcastle to pursue a career in dance. When I’m finished, my eyes feel like they’re bursting out of their sockets with excitement.


My teacher stares down at me through his square, silver glasses, and the blood visibly drains from his face. He looks angry. Or disappointed. ‘What a stupid idea,’ he says. My face drops and my insides start to ache as he continues to spit disapproving words. ‘What happens if you break a leg? You need a proper education. Dance is not a real job.’


My legs don’t move and I start to stutter. Struggling to fight back tears, I tell him with a shaky voice that I have everything under control. Perhaps he’s mad because he has worked so hard with me this year to get good results, and he thinks I’m throwing away my education. Which I’m not. I’m still going to get an education. Just not in a school. I’m going to dance all day and study by distance education at night. I want to tell him that I will be living with my nan and she’s an ex-principal, so she will be the perfect homeschool teacher. I want to tell him that I’ve got all the support of my family and friends, that I won’t be a failure.


But I can’t. He’s made me feel so small and insignificant that all these thoughts get jumbled up in my head along with my insecurities that I might never be able achieve my dream, and all the things I want to tell him never make it out into the world.


It takes me a long time to overcome the fear and uncertainties Mr Carney planted in me, but deep in my heart, I know this is the right decision for me. I can’t see how I will ever make it as a dancer any other way.




CHAPTER THREE


A typical day


FEBRUARY 2008


Two years have passed, and I’ve reached my final year as a full-time Diploma of Dance student. My biggest year yet. Looking back, I can’t believe how much I have grown and changed. My first year away from home was incredibly difficult. I no longer woke up to my baby sister playing with her toys in the room we shared. I could no longer enjoy a little morning banter with Zac, and I didn’t have my parents right next to me encouraging me to keep going. I missed my old life terribly, but I was able to experience a little piece of home each time Katy travelled down from Port Macquarie to see me. She never failed to brighten up my life with her wild adventures and scandalous stories.


During that first year away, my nan created a warm and loving home environment, and not a day went by that I didn’t have a home-cooked meal placed in front of me. A pile of schoolwork would always be set out with detailed notes from her to help me stay on track with my education after a big day of dance. She would sit with me for hours and coach me through my homeschooling before taking me to the park after I would insist on trying to run laps for my cardiovascular fitness. Running is the worst. But I’d always high-five Nan after every lap.


The following year, my whole family made the move to Newcastle after Zac finished his HSC. My parents grew up here, so it was just like coming home for them. Our new home buzzed with life and chaos once more. Zac went to university, Phoebe joined a performing arts school and I had my entire family surrounding me and supporting me as I completed my Certificate IV in Dance and Performance.


Training at an elite level for two years has shaped my body into something far greater than I could have ever imagined. The muscle definition supporting my small frame has helped me rapidly reach my dance goals sooner than I expected and I’m on my way to finally tackling my Diploma of Dance with the strong and precise technique I’ve always dreamed of having.
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