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  Chapter 1


Cassie twirled around in her dress, loving the way the satin felt on her bare legs. 
“You okay in there?” asked Jia through the dressing room curtain.
“I need someone to help zip me up.”
“No problem. I’m coming in.”
Cassie’s friend, Jia, opened the heavy curtain and slipped inside. She was wearing a gorgeous black dress that had rhinestones all over the square neckline. The dress was short but had long sleeves.
“Do you really think your mum is going to let you wear something that short?”
Jia laughed and looked at the skirt in one of the fitting room mirrors.
“I’m hoping she is happy with the long sleeves and doesn’t notice the length.” She indicated for Cassie to turn around.
“Good luck with that, but have you meet your mother?”
“Very funny.”
“Jia, she is the scariest person I have ever met and that includes the old lady at the Nursing Home that glares at us when we laugh too loud.”
“Mum’s not that bad. It’s all about compromise and distraction.”
“If you say so.” Cassie was doubtful.
Jia began to zip up the red dress that Cassie was trying on. It was a snug fit over her hips but fit well around her waist. When it came to her rib cage, it just wouldn’t go up any further.
“Cass, it’s stuck,” Jia whispered.
“Huh?” Cassie was trying to look over her shoulder and in the mirror at the same time.
“I can’t get it to budge past your ribs.”
Cassie’s face grew hot. “OMG, my mum is right. I’m getting fat.”
Jia snorted. “You are not getting fat. You are getting boobs.” She looked down at her own chest. She had started her period several months ago but her boobs were slow in catching up; they were little more than lumps. “I’d be thrilled to have boobs.”
“What is going on in there?” Emma asked through the curtain.
“Hang on. Jia is just helping me with my zip.”
Jia undid the zip for Cassie and gave her a wink before slipping back through the curtain.
“Cassie is getting dressed. She looks ill in that red. We need to keep looking. Wow, Deme, that outfit is incredible.”
Cassie gave a silent thank you to Jia for giving her a reason to not come out and show off the dress or explain what had happened. She knew her friends would understand, but she didn’t want to deal with the humiliation of not being the same dress size, while all her friends were thinner. Well, Deme isn’t thin either, she reminded herself. But Deme was almost as tall as her, had Mediterranean heritage and had been a swimmer, so she had a powerful physique that she now kept fit through playing football.
She quickly got dressed back into her favourite faded denim overalls, with a baggy pale pink shirt underneath. After tying her magenta, high-top Converses she gathered up the red dress and hanger, grabbed her bag, and exited the change room. Before she left the changing area, she handed the dress back to the shop assistant.
“The colour is all wrong for my skin; it brought out my freckles,” Cassie explained, even though the shop assistant just looked bored and couldn’t care less. She always over-explained when she felt uncomfortable.
Her friends stood before her, giggling and singing to the song being blared over the speakers in the trendy dress shop that Jade had insisted they shop at. Jade wore a soft, chiffon dress that had floaty half sleeves and large mint green flowers all over it. She looked pretty and gentle and tiny. Deme wore a white jumpsuit that accentuated the curves she was developing. It had a racer style back that exposed her defined shoulders and arms perfectly. With a little high heel and her dark brown curls falling down one shoulder, she would stand out from any group she stood amongst. Emma looked beautiful, but uncomfortable. She wore a striking shift dress that had geometric patterns in black and white, which made her alabaster skin and bright red hair even more accentuated.
“I am so jealous that you guys have a colour theme for your graduation,” Jade moaned. “You all look fabulous in black and white.”
Cassie moved closer to Emma. “You good?” she asked casually.
“My mum and dad can’t afford a dress like this. All they do is argue about how much mum’s nursing degree is costing and how long it will be until it is paid off and she is making better money.”
“You’ll find something to wear. It’s black and white, so there will be heaps of cool dresses when the weather starts to get warmer. We have months to go yet,” Cassie reassured her.
Jade had overheard the exchange and was looking a little guilty as she had been the one to suggest the shop. Cassie knew that sometimes Jade forgot that some of her friends didn’t have as much money as she did.
“Let’s get changed and get something to eat before we have to meet Deme’s mum.” Cassie watched as Jade spoke quietly to Emma. “If you can’t find the perfect dress, you can always shop in my wardrobe. I have some great dresses that would look absolutely amazing on you.” She gave her a quick squeeze. “Come on.”
Cassie wandered around the upmarket dress shop while she waited for her friends. She knew that the only reason they were allowed in here without parents was that Catherine, Jade’s mother, was a regular client and had rung and told them to expect the five girls. Cassie’s own mother shopped at places like this, but not as often since the divorce. Now, she didn’t usually have anywhere fancy to go so didn’t bother to buy gowns or evening wear as often. Unlike Catherine who was a lawyer and married to a man who owned a chain of Real Estate businesses, they were always attending fundraising events and special functions.
It didn’t take them long to get changed and return their dresses to the shop assistant, who only bothered to make an effort to smile when Jade told her to put the dress aside, as her mum would be in sometime this week to buy it.
“So, what are we eating?” asked Emma as they headed for the food court.
Cassie thought about the dress that wouldn’t zip up and made a decision. It was time to get serious about losing some weight before graduation.
“I’m not hungry. I ate a huge breakfast, so I’ll just get a skinny hot chocolate.”
She promised herself that she would do one hundred sit-ups before bed.
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  Chapter 2


Jade and Cassie stood huddled under an umbrella as they waited at the school gates for their lifts. It was a miserable, drizzling winter’s day and Cassie couldn’t wait for spring to begin next month. 
“Hey,” Cassie heard as the rain grew heavier. Jade lifted the umbrella to reveal Alec Fitzgerald huddled under his own umbrella. He waved before he moved to open his mum’s SUV and put down his umbrella, giving it a shake and climbed in.
“Hey,” Jade called out in reply. She was rewarded with a smile as they pulled away from the curb.
“Maybe if I was thinner he might ask me to dance at graduation like Logan asked Deme at the disco?” Cassie muttered to herself.
“Huh?” asked Jade.
“Just thinking out loud. I started a diet on Monday.”
“A diet? What for?”
“Because I didn’t fit into that red dress last weekend,” Cassie sighed.
“So? You know we are growing. I personally hope to get as tall as you.”
“Easy for you to say. You are skinny and people don’t instantly notice you for your height.”
“Cass, really, you are worried about nothing. You are gorgeous. You have awesome blonde hair, cute freckles, and are smarter than the rest of us.”
“You have to say that because you’re one of my best friends.”
“Nope. I say it because it is true.”
The wind blew the rain into their safe space under the umbrella, making both girls squeal.
“Is your dad still away?” Jade asked.
“I know you are changing the subject.” Cassie narrowed her eyes at her friend.
“Of course I am. You are not fat and I am not talking about it. Your dad…?” Jade prompted.
“Dad will be home tomorrow. He promised to come to my netball semi-final on Saturday.” She shrugged. “Though we both know his track record of getting to my things has changed since his promotion and girlfriend happened.”
“When is Mandi due to have the baby?”
Cassie didn’t want to think about it. Her dad’s girlfriend having a baby and Cassie losing her only child status were not high on her priority list.
“About a month away.”
“You don’t seem very excited.”
“I’m not. I barely have any time with Dad. It used to be the two of us when he and Mum got divorced. We would spend all those weekends playing video games, eating pizza, and watching Star Trek.”
Jade laughed. “You are such a nerd, Cass.”
“I know. I’ve just started watching Star Wars, so now I’m an even bigger nerd.”
“Really? Who watches that stuff?”
“Plenty of people, or they wouldn’t keep making new stuff.” Cassie tried not to sound defensive. She never told anyone about her gaming or Sci-Fi viewing habits, as she knew she would be teased. It was fine if you were a boy, but to like that stuff as a girl was not cool in anyone’s opinion.
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