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For my mother,



Who did the absolute best she could.














  
  

For my own Miss Leonie,





Thank you for allowing me the chance to grow and never pushing me to conform.


Dance class was my safe space for a long time.









  
  Chapter 1


“No Tash today?” asked Hailey as Jade climbed into the passenger seat of the zippy white hatchback. 
Jade checked her iPhone for any messages. Nothing from her sister, just a single blue love heart in messenger from Deme.
“Nothing from Tash,” she confirmed.
“Your Mum tells me you have to be at the studio half an hour early today. So, we shall dash home, and you can get changed and grab a quick snack, okay?” Hailey spoke while she looked over her shoulder before pulling out in the school traffic.
“Yeah, sounds good.” Jade quickly sent her signature green love heart back to Deme before shoving her phone into her school bag.
Staring out the window, she watched other kids being collected from school by their parents. There were lots of them smiling and laughing, and the younger students showing off their latest artwork. There were, of course, many older children shepherding their younger siblings out the gates and holding hands as they crossed the road. It had been several years since Tash had done that for Jade. Now Natasha was at Bayton Girls Grammar, which was next door to Bayton Grammar Primary, where Jade currently went, she finished half an hour earlier than Jade and was allowed to catch the bus home. On rare occasions, she would wait until 3:30 to get a lift with Hailey, usually if her books were really heavy.
Jade waved at Cassie as they drove by. Her friend grinned and rolled her eyes as she stood next to her mother, who was deep in conversation with two other mothers. Jade knew that Cassie could be standing there for quite some time before her mum finished chatting. Cassie found it annoying. Jade thought it would be wonderful to have a mother who came to the school and helped in canteen and knew the other mothers’ names. Instead, she had Hailey, and before Hailey it had been Shelly and before Shelly it had been Amanda—all lovely young women in their early twenties who were studying Early Child Care that needed a couple of hours work a night until they got their diploma and moved on.
Within ten minutes, they were home. Jade lived in a huge house that had large white marble columns and a balcony that went around the whole second floor. It had five bedrooms, each with their own ensuite, two studies, one for each parent, and a ten-seater home theatre, where the seats could be removed and replaced with bean bags. Jade went quickly to her room to get changed while Hailey went into the kitchen to whip up a banana and honey smoothie for Jade. Jade pulled on her pink tights and black leotard before checking her dance bag for her ballet slippers, pointe shoes, tap shoes and jazz shoes. Unlike other dance schools where you could wear any pretty dance outfit you liked, Miss Leonie had very strict ideas of what dancers were supposed to wear to class and how they were to present themselves.
Quickly she made her way into her personal bathroom and opened the cupboard and looked inside in dismay. She promised herself that when she got home tonight she would definitely clean out this cupboard, she just didn’t understand how it got so messy. Scrounging around, she finally found a few bobby pins and hair net. Grabbing the hairbrush off the counter, she picked up the bag and headed downstairs to the kitchen to the sound of a Thermomix beeping.
Plonking down on a kitchen chair, she pulled out the elastic that held her ponytail in place and began to brush her hair while Hailey poured out two smoothies.
Hailey placed a banana and honey smoothie on the light wood kitchen table and called, “Tash, your drink is ready.”
Natasha, Jade’s fifteen-year-old sister, sauntered into the kitchen with her shoulders slightly slouched, ear buds in, cancelling out all noise and the chance to speak to her and grabbed the glass.
“Thanks.” She flicked her long, dyed blonde hair over her shoulder and sauntered back out.
Jade frowned and muttered under her breath, “Oh hey, Jade, how was school? It was great thanks, Tash. How was your day?”
Hailey ignored the grumbling and took the brush from Jade. Much more quickly than Jade was capable of, Hailey had put Jade’s thick, waist length, brown hair up into a slick ponytail and expertly twirled it into a bun, stuck a few bobby pins in and wrapped the netting around it twice to keep it all perfectly positioned for Miss Leonie.
“Get that drink down; we gotta go in five.”
“Thank you, Hailey,”
Jade sipped the drink, having learned from experience that if she drank it too fast, she could end up with terrible tummy pain in the middle of a dance class. Hailey quickly cleaned up the kitchen, grabbed two cold water bottles from the fridge, tossed one to Jade before they both grabbed their bags and headed to the car. Hailey’s bag was full of her school books, as she typically studied in the car while Jade was in class.  
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  Chapter 2


Jade smoothed the gold satin, bat-like sleeves over her arms and hooked the small elastic loop over the middle finger of each hand. She raised her arms out to the side, like she was a bird, and the sleeves spread out like wings. The effect of the swirling sequins was stunning and Jade knew this was her new favourite troupe costume. Quickly she pulled on the matching tight, gold short shorts and grabbed her jazz shoes and the gold sequined ribbon that still hung from the hanger and ignoring the rest of her troupe, who still either giggled or struggled to figure out how to get the bat sleeved top on. Jade moved out of the changing rooms, through the parents empty waiting room and into the main studio where she was greeted by several oohs and aahs by the mothers who waited for their daughters to emerge. 
She came to stand before Miss Leonie and her favourite dance mum, Rose. Rose was a dressmaker and the mother of her friend and fellow dancer, Zarna. Rose was everything Jade’s mum wasn’t. She was relaxed, spoke softly, had wild, dreadlocked dark brown hair and smiled warmly at everyone. Catherine, Jade’s mother, spoke firmly, always wore the latest fashion, drove the newest car and was never home. Yes, her mother helped people, as she was a lawyer, but it was hard to remember that when everyone else’s mother was here to see the new costumes for the competition this weekend and to take notes of anything that was needed. 
This was the final costume for the troupe dances, and they only had to try on their solo costumes for final adjustments. Jade stood quietly as Rose took the ribbon from her and demonstrated to the gathered mothers how to thread the ribbon through their daughter’s hair. The rest of the troupe finally arrived, and each mother spent the next several minutes practising threading the gold ribbon in their daughter’s bun. Once everyone was satisfied, the troupe walked through the dance routine under the watchful eyes of Miss Leonie and Rose to make sure all the costumes were identical and everyone’s sleeves stayed in place.
“Wonderful. It looks incredible, Rose,” Miss Leonie congratulated Rose.
Miss Leonie clapped her petite hands, and everyone faced her. “Ladies and Mothers, please remember to fake tan on Thursday after class to allow for mishaps and or a second coat on Friday. Now, please line up at the clothes horse to receive your solo costumes.”
While the mothers quickly made a note of the tanning on Thursday night, the girls lined up and began to giggle and tell stories of their hilarious tanning mistakes over the years. Jade wished she could join in, but there were no tanning mistakes for her as she had always been taken to her mother’s favourite Spa to have her tan professionally sprayed on. One girl, Tameeka, had everyone laughing as she explained how her
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