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			For everyone who has ever felt 
that they aren’t good enough.

			

			Chapter 1

			I pulled my top on, arranging it so it looked as good as possible. At least wearing a uniform meant I didn’t have to decide what to wear to school every day.

			The top ballooned out because of my short waist, and the skirt skewed to the side. Everything was out of balance. Even my face was a little lopsided. My nose tilted to the right, and my teeth weren’t perfectly lined up beneath it.

			I’d always noticed it and hoped no one else had. Until Uncle Frank at Mum’s birthday party. ‘Ah, Kate. You look more like your mum every day. Almost the spitting image. Except for the nose, of course.’

			I’d tried to take it as a compliment. I really had. My mother had a sweet, heart-shaped face, although her eyes were hazel and mine were brown. But the nose! Did he have to remind everyone that I had the same nose as Dad?

			Every day since then, I’d felt the weight of my looks. What if they stopped me from the career I dreamed of?

			Acting. I wanted to tread the boards on stage. I wanted to see a clapper loader snap the clapperboard shut while I stood in front of a camera. I signed up for every school play. I’d been getting singing lessons since I was nine. I always performed something—anything—at every family gathering. They clapped madly at each performance, but they were my family.

			Would my looks prevent me from getting into a drama course? Most of the girls I saw online were flawless. Blemish-free skin. Straight noses. Pouting lips. Perfect figures.

			I turned my attention to my hair. It was sitting nicely. My eyes were large and brown like Dad’s. Hopefully, everyone would look at them during the auditions at school.

			

			‘Kate, are you ready yet?’

			‘Coming!’

			I headed out of my room, grabbing my lunch on the way—a wholemeal wrap with avocado and tuna, as well as some carrot sticks and an apple.

			Mum was waiting by the door and kissed me. ‘I’m off, sweetheart. Dad will be two minutes. Hope the auditions go well today.’ She went down to the driveway and jumped in her car.

			Dad came down the hall, keys in hand. ‘Ah, there’s my beautiful girl. Shining like a star with that bright smile.’

			‘Oh, Dad!’ He greeted me the same way every morning. It made me cringe.

			He led me out to the car, and we hopped in.

			‘I saw your lunch in the fridge. It looks good and healthy.’

			‘It is.’ Healthy eating meant a healthy body, clearer skin, and a lighter feeling inside.

			‘What’s on at school today?’ Dad asked.

			

			‘The auditions.’ Just thinking about them made me feel nervous.

			‘Oh, yes. That’s right.’ Dad had been delighted when he’d heard that the Year 10 class was going to get the lead roles in a new musical. It was called Last Chance for Millie and had been written by Jane Hammond, one of the Year 12 students. She was the standout drama pupil of the school. Ms Whitney, one of our music teachers, had written the songs for it.

			But the Year 12 students had another play lined up to perform that year, so the musical had been given to the Year 10s. Jane was still getting a part, though. Which one would she get?

			‘Did you do your vocal warmups this morning?’

			‘Yes, Dad.’ Surely he’d heard me warbling my scales.

			‘It’s always best to keep your voice ready to go. Just like Grandpa.’

			I always kept quiet about that. The kids at school would roar with laughter if they knew my grandfather had been an opera singer. Except for my friends, Michael and Tash. But could the voice I’d inherited from Grandpa get me the part of Millie?

			‘Do you think I’ve got a chance?’ I asked, twisting a piece of hair around my finger.

			‘Of course!’ said Dad. ‘They’d be mad not to choose you, though I know I’m biased, as I’m your dear old dad.’

			‘What about …’ My looks. I couldn’t make myself say it. I’d also formed a plan, but I was pretty sure Dad would stomp on the idea. Though that was more Mum’s style. Sometimes Dad just took a bit of convincing.

			I’d been reading it on the internet last night—how easy it was to get your nose straightened. It was really affordable, depending on where you went. ‘Do you think I need some work done?’

			Dad kept one eye on the road, but there was a concerned tilt to his mouth. ‘What?’

			‘You know, cosmetic surgery.’

			A frown creased his face. ‘Why would you need that?’

			‘Well, to straighten my—’ I stopped the words cold. Everyone knew where I’d gotten my nose from. The man I was talking to. But it looked okay on him. It seemed to fit his face, not like mine.

			Could I convince him? ‘If I want to be an actor—’

			‘Not all actors look like supermodels, my love. Remember that thing we watched about AI and all the changes they make to images now? It makes girls and boys think they can look like that when it’s not even physically possible.’

			‘It was just an idea.’ And it sounded like Dad would stand guard over me forever to prevent it.

			‘If acting means you want to change parts of you, then we’ll have to have a serious talk. And it’s better not to look like everyone else. If you’re different, you’ll stand out from the crowd.’

			‘Not in a good way,’ I mumbled.

			‘Yes, in a good way,’ Dad said. ‘Grandpa was hardly an oil painting, and he was in the industry for years.’

			Yes, but he was a man.

			

			Dad’s face looked set in stone. There would be no surgery for me.

			Dad patted my hand. ‘Trust me, sweetheart, you’ll shine with the natural light you have inside.’

			

			Chapter 2

			When I entered the schoolyard, I usually took evasive action. I knew I shouldn’t walk through the covered area beneath the Science block, and I also shouldn’t walk near the tuckshop. Jake Marlin usually hung out there.

			But when I was heading to the music room for the auditions, I was too busy daydreaming to pay attention to anything else.

			A scuffed pair of black shoes stopped in front of me. I could feel my face paling as my eyes panned up. I saw Jake’s scornful blue eyes narrowing at me, his rat’s tail flung over his shoulder.

			‘Wow, Kate, are you actually going to audition for the dumb musical? Why bother?’

			I tried to step around, but he puffed out his chest and let out an off-pitch warble. ‘OOOOOOOOOOH, I think I can sing! I’m a star!’ His mocking laughter rang out. ‘What a joke. You in a play? Just because Grandaddy could sing?’

			How had he found out about that? I wanted to sink into the quadrangle paving.

			I felt someone grab my arm.

			‘Get out, Jake,’ spat Tash, almost barrelling into him, even though he was at least a head taller than her. ‘Leave her alone.’

			I saw his eyes waver. Tash’s father was a boxer, and she’d been taking lessons. Her arms rippled with muscles, and she poked Jake in the chest with a finger. ‘Get away.’

			‘Huh. Do you think I’m scared of you?’ But he backed off quickly as Tash launched herself towards him. He disappeared around a corner, although his laugh echoed back at us.

			Tash’s eyes were still stormy when she turned back to me. ‘Just ignore him.’

			Didn’t Tash realise I would ignore him if I could? But I couldn’t. Did that make me a weakling? Maybe I needed boxing lessons alongside my acting classes, although Mum would probably object to that. She would certainly want to know why, and I wasn’t about to tell her that Jake Marlin had turned Grandpa into a joke.

			Then I looked at the time. ‘Oh, no. I’m going to be late for the auditions!’

			‘No, you’re not.’ Tash glanced at her smartwatch. ‘But maybe we should hurry just a little bit.’

			She linked arms with me and we marched off. I tried to hold my head high, even though Jake’s words still weighed me down. Who was I kidding? He was right—I had stars in my eyes, but it would never be anything more than that. I was insane to even think of trying.

			

			Chapter 3

			The music room was crowded with students from primary age to senior. I knew that the little kids had been asked to audition for the roles of some children in the musical. Many of them were jiggling on the spot with excitement.

			I glanced out of the corner of my eye to see which Year 10 girls had turned up. Sadie Beckett was there, but I was pretty sure she’d get the role of Alice, Millie’s youngest sister. She looked younger than the others, and her voice hadn’t matured yet. Mum had told me that was important in singing the lead role.

			So who was there to try out for Millie? Fairly Mackenna would, and Bronwyn Stellar. But I was sure my biggest competition was Ashleigh Monahan.

			

			I looked at Ashleigh’s face. It was full of confidence, her perfect nose tilted up as she brushed her golden curls. It was exactly the description Jane had given of what Millie looked like. Had she written the part especially for Ashleigh?

			Tash must have felt the tension in my arm because she gave me a playful punch. ‘Don’t worry. Even if you don’t get to play Millie, there are plenty of other roles.’

			Yes, but none that would be so involved and allow me to sing the beautiful songs I wanted to perform. I hoped I would get to sing the soft, romantic ‘You Are My Always’ and the fast-paced ‘I Will be Seen’.

			Tash’s words gave me courage. ‘You’ll get this. You’re too good not to.’

			‘You’re not going to audition?’ I asked.

			She shuddered. ‘Stage design is enough for me. I don’t want to actually stand on one in front of people. Ick!’ She left me with the Year 10s and went to sit with the others doing the behind-the-scenes work. Michael was there already, sketchpad in hand, as he prepared to sketch costumes for everyone. He gave me a wink before I looked away.

			‘All right, everybody,’ said Mr Graham, stepping up to a podium in the middle of the room. He nodded at Ms Whitney, who took a seat at the piano. ‘Thank you all for showing such interest in our musical this year. It’s Last Chance for Millie, and it’s been written by our own Jane Hammond. Thanks so much for all your good work, Jane.’

			Jane lifted a hand in acknowledgement, giving Ashleigh a knowing look. Yes, it seemed she’d designed Millie especially for someone, and it wasn’t the dark-haired girl with the crooked nose.

			‘It’s set in Brisbane in 1919 and tells the story of 18-year-old Millie, who lives with her two sisters and two brothers in her mother’s boarding house. They’re trying to make ends meet since their father was killed in World War I. She falls in love with the handsome soldier, Major Clarkson. She intends to marry him, but his parents don’t approve because she’s so poor.’

			Mr Graham turned a page in his notes. ‘There are quite a few characters, both in the two families and also boarders in the building. So there’s a role for just about every level of talent and multiple age groups.’

			A rumble of eager anticipation ran through the room. It seemed everyone had read the script that had been put online, along with an audio file for all the songs. I wondered if anyone else had read it 43 times like I had. I could recite everyone’s lines backwards and knew every note of the music compositions.

			‘I’ve put tape on the floor where you need to go to sign up for each part. Feel free to sign up for more than one in case you don’t get the first. The only parts we’ll be testing today are Millie and Major Clarkson. We’ll cast the next round tomorrow.’

			Everyone hurried to different corners, squinting at the ground to see which names were written there, before hurriedly scribbling theirs. There was a bit of jostling, and I tried to wait patiently as I was shoved to the back of the line for Millie. I hoped there wouldn’t be so many that Mr Graham would decide he needed to cut some without even hearing them.
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