




[image: ]










[image: ]









For Mum and Dad, with love x











‘No one is without difficulties, whether in high or low life, and every person knows best where their own shoe pinches.’


– Abigail Adams












Chapter 1


Cassie smacked the palm of her hand against her forehead. ‘If there was one day I should have got things right, it was today. I can’t believe this is happening to me!’


‘Like you couldn’t believe you forgot your PE kit last week or that you hadn’t done your Maths homework?’ said her sister Emily, who was two years older than Cassie. ‘Or that you’d left your coat tied around a tree trunk on the playing field—’


‘This is completely different. It really matters!’ said Cassie, breathlessly. She jumped up from her bus seat.


Emily pulled her back. ‘Stop acting like it’s an emergency! It’s not the end of the world to wear your school uniform on wear-your-own-clothes day.’


‘But it is! A fashion emergency is literally the worst!’ Cassie wailed. ‘Azra says that the first non-uniform day of our high school career is the biggest of our lives. That it’s basically our fashion debut.’


Emily rolled her eyes. ‘Azra says a lot of things . . .’


Cassie looked out of the bus window. It was quarter-past-eight in the morning and already the bus had reached the pizza place on the outskirts of the village. That meant they had ten minutes, tops, before they pulled up outside Pipson High School.


‘But there’s nothing you can do now so just try and—’


‘Focus,’ said Cassie, loudly. She tried to ignore how fast her heart was beating. ‘I’ve got to focus and think of something fast.’


‘I don’t really see what—’


‘Because there is NO WAY that I am going into school dressed like this.’


Cassie pulled at her school skirt. It’s called non-uniform day for a reason, she told herself, furiously. NON-uniform! Her mind raced. She thought about her favourite fashion-history creators. The ones who posted hacks to put a spin on what they were wearing. Old shirts were repurposed into sixties’ mini dresses; pairs of tights upcycled into 1930s’-style headbands. There had to be a way to elevate her outfit. There had to be.


Her brain threw up an image of the first ever school uniform from back in the 1550s. If she put her coat on and wrapped her tie around her waist like a sash, she’d look like a Tudor schoolgirl. Yes, technically she’d still be in uniform. But it was a serious style twist . . .


Emily looked worried. ‘You need to do that breathing-through-your-nose-and-out-through-your-mouth thing.’


Cassie covered her face with her hands. ‘Today’s going to be as bad as—’ Cassie felt a surge of humiliation as she remembered that last week she’d misread her timetable and gone to a swimming lesson when she should have been in Spanish. She’d done half a length of the pool before a girl in another form pointed out that she was in the wrong place. Cassie had jumped out, panic-dressed, and raced, dripping wet, to the classroom. The whole class had exploded with laughter.


Emily gave Cassie a friendly shove. ‘Wet Spanish? Or remember when you wore those flowery knickers as a hat to my birthday party?’


‘I was three, Emily!’


Emily delved into her bag for her breakfast. ‘You have to calm down. Remember what we said about trying to relax on the bus?’ She tore a cinnamon bun in two and gave Cassie half.


‘And now all that money I spent on that sweatshirt dress is wasted.’ Cassie’s shoulders did an involuntary shiver.


‘You should have worn your 1920s’ flapper dress.’ Emily bit into the bun.


Cassie felt a sharp jab of pain, like she’d pricked her finger with a needle. She didn’t want to think about how much she wished she was wearing that dress.


Cassie loved fashion history. Whenever she couldn’t sleep at night, she recited the timeline of frocks, from funky beadnet dresses (high fashion for the Egyptians), to eighteenth-century elaborate hoop skirts, to the Y2K dresses-over-jeans trend (what was everyone thinking?!).


She loved wearing clothes from different eras, and pulling everything together with jeans, bracelets and hair scarves. She had a genuine sixties’ mini skirt that used to be her gran’s; an eye-catching vintage brooch, and a top with puff sleeves (from a second-hand clothes app, but it looked oh-so Georgian).


And her pièce de résistance was a shimmering gold 1920s’-style cocktail dress, which her parents had given her for her twelfth birthday. It had an iconic drop waist, crystal droplets around the neckline, and sparkly fringes in a zig-zag pattern, which gave it an irresistible swish as she moved.


At home, Cassie liked to go ‘Full Flapper’ and dance around the flat in the dress with her mum’s scarf tied into her bobbed hair, and a string of classic pearls. For non-uniform day, though, she’d planned to wear the twenties’ dress like a pinafore, with a tee underneath, and her chunky trainers. Timeless with a twist: the perfect example of Cassie’s fashion-history aesthetic.


But Azra had said NO WAY. According to Azra, letting people know you were a hundred years behind the fashion curve was one of the biggest mistakes you could make at high school.


Cassie’s best friend Azra was warm, friendly and excitable. She had a thick fringe she could flip up and down like a stage curtain, and although they’d only met at the start of term three weeks ago, she and Cassie were already super-close. They ate their lunch together, messaged each other constantly, and whenever the teacher asked them to work in twos, she and Azra would immediately pair off.


But Azra was also impressively blunt.


In the canteen the other day, Cassie had excitedly announced that she was going to wear her twenties’ dress for non-uniform day, and Azra had screamed. ‘Anything but that!’


And when Cassie came up with other ideas (like her sixties’ skirt from her gran) Azra said she was waaaaaaay off track. She told Cassie that she would find her something to wear. It was crucial to get it right, according to Azra, because today wasn’t only a non-uniform day; it was the launch of a new project for year sevens.


No one knew the details (there was going to be a big announcement in Assembly later) but the rumour was it was something to do with fashion. And if that was true, then it was more important than ever to get their non-uniform day looks exactly right.


‘Azra said if we both wore sweatshirt dresses for non-uniform day, it would not only show the power of our friendship, it would create a “fashion moment”.’


‘You’ve only known each other a moment!’ Emily brushed some crumbs off her skirt.


Cassie flinched. Who cared how long it had been? When you knew, you knew. And from the first moment Cassie had walked into 7B’s form room and Azra had leapt up yelling ‘Hair Twins!’ – she and Cassie both had plaits to the side of their heads – she knew they would be friends for ever.


But now Cassie cringed thinking about how excited Azra had been about the sweatshirt dresses, snapping up the lavender ’fit as soon as it went on sale and instructing Cassie to get it in grey.


It had only just been Cassie’s birthday, so there was no way she could ask Mum and Dad to buy her the dress, but when Cassie’s mum heard about the 50%- off sale she offered Cassie an advance on next month’s allowance. Seconds later, Cassie had screen-grabbed the words: your order is complete! and sent them to Azra, who responded with new links, this time to pineapple pendants and cherry earrings and the words: ‘time to accessorize!!!!!’.


Now though, Cassie’s hand flew to her neck. ‘What’s Azra going to say when she sees I’m not even wearing any fruit jewellery?’


‘Message her,’ Emily said, firmly. ‘It’ll give her time to process the shock, which means we won’t have to see her self-implode at the gates.’


Suddenly the bus jolted forward. Cassie’s head jerked up to the window. They’d reached the crossroads, opposite the pub, which meant they were a minute away from the shiny copper-and-glass buildings of Pipson High School for Girls swinging into sight.


Cassie’s brain snapped into focus.


She yanked her PE kit onto her lap and pulled out her trainers. She shoved them on. There had to be something else she could wear, there just had to be. She tipped her satchel upside down. Was there any chance she had a spare tee-shirt? Pencils, sandwiches, fruit, biscuits and books fell all over the bus seat.


‘What are you doing?’ Emily scrambled around, picking things up.


‘Looking for a paper bag to put over my face. I need something to cover me up so that no one—’


As the bus lurched around the corner, Cassie nearly lost her balance. She grabbed her sister’s arm to steady herself. Emily was wearing a shirt so thick it was nearly a jacket and it was so baggy that Emily hardly noticed when Cassie yanked it.


Wait!


Cassie stared at her fistful of fabric. Emily’s shirt-come-jacket was so oversized it was basically a tent. Cassie’s heart pounded. I could wear pyjamas, or a bikini, or even nothing at all under that, she thought, and no one would be able to tell. She’d literally be hidden in plain sight.


This was PERFECT.


She moved faster than she ever had in her entire life. Within seconds, she’d tucked the collar of her shirt down and tied the laces of her trainers. She whipped off her tie.


Emily did a double take. ‘What’s going on?’


‘I need to borrow your shacket!’


Emily threw it over.


‘Thank you!’ Cassie’s fingers desperately ran up and down its sides, trying to find the zips, buttons or press studs.


The bus was pulling up at the bottom of the school driveway. Emily was sweeping up the rest of Cassie’s books and snacks.


Emily grabbed Cassie’s arm and hauled her down the steps, just in time.


As they ran towards the gates, Cassie felt a burst of confidence. No wonder people said shackets were an essential hero piece! You could dance in a storm wearing this, she thought. You could battle a blizzard.


It was swingy and joyful, and the colour! Golden yellow paired with a glossy block of red. Cassie hoped it made her warm chestnut hair and her hazel eyes shine. And yes, thought Cassie, underneath I’m wearing school uniform. But no one will ever know.


This is what you call being fashion fearless.


Emily opened the door of the student entrance.


‘I want to give you a massive hug, Em, and say a proper thanks! But I can’t let go of this until I find the fastenings—’


The door swung back and hit Cassie in the face. By the time she’d rubbed her cheek and rearranged herself, so she had a free hand to push the door open again, Emily was halfway down the corridor.


‘Wait! How do you do this thing up?’


‘You can’t!’ shouted Emily, as she disappeared around the corner. ‘It’s a buttonless piece, remember? It’s meant to hang loose!’


Cassie flattened her back against the wall of the corridor. Hang loose? What a TOTAL DISASTER! She caught sight of her reflection in the glass windows of the corridor. OMG, I look like a walking beach towel.


‘Watch it!’ said Holly and Bea as Cassie nearly smacked into them.


‘Sorry,’ said Cassie, automatically.


They eyed Cassie’s shacket like a panther does its prey. Cassie pulled the sides more tightly together.


Holly and Bea were unnerving at the best of times. They called themselves The Populars and went around laughing at people and saying things like ‘life’s not perfect but your trainers should be’. If we lived in Tudor times, thought Cassie, Holly and Bea would have loved public executions.


Today, they were in sweatpants and statement pieces – they were into extreme high-low dressing. Bea had a necklace so sparkly it wouldn’t look out of place in the crown jewels. Holly had an enormous fluffy jacket, which she trailed along the floor like it was a dog on a lead.


‘It’s not National Cosplay Day, by the way!’ said Holly.


‘Hahaha!’ Bea sounded like fake audience laughter on TV. She smoothed her hands over her trademark slicked-back hair. ‘Or is this your new aesthetic? I’ve heard Cheese Core is really in right now.’


Cassie’s chest went tight with panic.


‘You’d better Brie joking.’ Holly’s deep-set dark eyes were flashing. ‘Tell me you are.’ She put her hand on her hip. ‘Holly needs to know.’


Cassie felt her cheeks burn.


‘I was just on my way to . . .’ Cassie nodded her head in the direction of the loos. If she could just get there, she’d find a way to fasten her shacket. A kirby grip holding the top together might work. Sellotape down the middle? Worst-case scenario she could use her tie like a sash around her waist . . .


There was a moment of silence.


Bea tried to contain a laugh. ‘To get some honey!’


‘Honey?’ Holly did a double take. Her long hair swished out so far that it nearly smacked Cassie’s face. ‘Tell me that you haven’t dressed as Pooh Bear?’


‘Of course I haven’t dressed up as—’


Bea pointed at Cassie’s top half. ‘He wears that cropped red jacket and that shacket is yellow teddy fabric and it’s so big that—’ she broke off, as if she couldn’t even finish the sentence, it was that funny.


Cassie tried to get past them. But she and Holly did that annoying thing where they both moved at the same time, and her way was blocked. ‘Sorry,’ she said, again.


Just as she thought they’d let her go, Holly scooped her own coat up under her arm and made a show of opening the door. Cassie felt herself being shoved into the form room.


‘People of 7B!’ boomed Holly. ‘Let’s give a big welcome to a very special visitor from the Hundred Acre Wood . . .’


‘Excuse me.’ Before she could say anything else, an older girl pushed past them and went into the form room.


There was a sudden change in atmosphere.


The girl was Mira Lal.


Mira was in year eleven, with dramatic eyeliner, a Taylor Swift cardigan, and a super-cool reputation. She and her friend Bella (who had a guitar slung over her shoulder, and wore clogs that clattered on the school floors) were what Azra called corridor celebrities.


During lesson change, if Mira and Bella walked past, the year sevens spoke in awed tones: ‘Did you see the paintings in Mira’s Art folder?’ Have you heard Bella play?’ Even Holly and Bea instinctively held doors open for them, like they were teachers.


Bea did a little squeak and shot into her seat. Everyone else pretended not to stare. Holly hastily reapplied her lip gloss and went into hyper-enthusiasm mode. ‘Can we help you with anything at all?’


‘No thank you,’ said Mira, sweeping past.


Cassie’s heart skipped when she saw the beautifully knitted silver stars on Mira’s cardigan sleeves.


‘There it is!’ Mira pulled a bright-yellow-and-red shacket off one of the painting easels near the window.


No one moved. Holly and Bea’s mouths dropped open as they slowly looked from Cassie’s shacket to the exact same one that Mira was now holding. Cassie held her breath.


‘Left this in here yesterday,’ Mira said. At the door, she flashed a smile to Cassie. ‘Love your style, by the way!’


The second Mira was gone there was a loud scraping of chair legs on the floor. ‘Let-me-see, let-me-see!’ Azra was shrieking with excitement. She ran over to Cassie and stroked her sleeve like it was a newborn puppy. ‘You’re so full of fashion surprises!’


Cassie flushed.


‘You didn’t tell me you were getting a jacket as well as the sweatshirt dress!’ Azra said, breathlessly. ‘Wait,’ she rubbed her fingers on the fabric of Cassie’s sleeve. ‘Is it a jacket or is it a shirt?’


‘I guess it’s both!’


Azra looked really impressed. ‘Wow, Cassie! I would normally say that the colourways are way too much . . .’


– last week, when Cassie had worn a bright yellow scrunchie, Azra had wailed ‘GLARING!’ and pretended she needed sunglasses –


‘. . . but if Mira Lal is wearing it—’


Cassie laughed. ‘It’s Emily’s! It’s her great taste, not mine.’


‘Well, it’s both your great tastes,’ said Holly, with sudden friendliness. Bea nodded.


Cassie ignored them. She pulled her top around her shoulders.


‘Wait.’ Azra’s eyes suddenly narrowed. ‘Why are you wearing it wrapped around you like that?’


Cassie did a little shiver. ‘Just feeling cold.’


Azra’s eyes flicked to the window. Warm September sunlight was pouring into the classroom.


Quick – change the subject! Cassie pointed to Azra’s ears. ‘Love your earrings! Cherries are so cool!’


Cassie swiped her phone. She’d researched cherry prints in retro fashion only the other day. She clicked on her images. Swingy skirts from the fifties; the famous cherry wiggle dress worn by a film star in the sixties; and a sensational frock from the end of the nineteenth century. Glossy cherries were beautifully embroidered onto realms of silk. She felt a rush of excitement. ‘Look at this, Az! The pattern is just like your earrings. This dress was gifted by a princess to a museum in New York in the 1930s . . .’


‘And these were gifted to me from my auntie only last week. She got them from Claire’s.’ Azra looked a bit put out. ‘They’re not hundreds of years old!’


‘I wasn’t saying—’


‘They’re brand new and on trend. Just like our sweatshirt dresses!’


Cassie shoved her phone back into her bag.


Azra suddenly jumped up. ‘I’ve got an idea! Our dresses will create a real moment, we know that, but we can’t waste this amazing shacket either.’


‘It’s OK. I’ll keep it on.’


Azra shook her head. ‘What I mean is, we need to share it, that way we both get the benefit. But we can still create a moment later on—’


‘I can’t just take it off . . .’


‘Tell you what we can do.’ Azra clapped her hands. ‘We can have a Rota.’


‘A Rota?’


‘You can wear it for Maths, we’ve got that first lesson. I’ll be in it for Drama. And break . . .’


‘I think we should just stay as we are.’


‘What’s third lesson? French. OK, you could wear it then . . .’


‘It’s Emily’s, though, I can’t risk losing it.’


‘We’ll split lunch so we can both wear it when everyone’s in the canteen. The place will be heaving. It’s only fair if we both get to be seen in it . . .’


Cassie could feel the room beginning to spin. Emily had been right. She should have messaged Azra when they were on the bus. Telling her anything face to face was impossible. ‘I think it’s best if I keep the shacket on and—’


‘Honestly, this is going to be so great.’ Azra’s green eyes were shining. ‘I’m so excited that you’ve worn this! Just let me try it on before Mr Jackson gets here for registration.’


Cassie’s stomach flipped. ‘I’m cold right now and—’


Azra held her hand out. ‘Quick!’


‘Give her a break!’ said a loud voice. ‘How many times does she have to tell you she doesn’t want to take it off?’


Cassie’s head whipped around. Fern Larksie was sitting on a desk near the window. She was twisting paper clips into a hair slide to accessorize her outfit. She was wearing a handkerchief dress she’d made from scarves, and cowboy boots, which she’d rescued from landfill.


Fern had blazed into the form room on the first day of school, wearing a homemade uniform and delivering an impassioned speech about sweatshops, the planet-polluting fashion industry and how she wanted to kickstart a fashion revolution.


Azra rolled her eyes. ‘Here we go . . .’


Fern put the slide in her hair. She looked up to see Cassie looking at her. She grinned. ‘I saw the price of some slides like this on Etsy the other day, and I thought, what the heck? That’s basically wire and old ribbons! So, I thought I’d make one.’ She did a funny walk, turning her head in a comic way so everyone could see the clip. ‘From rubbish to runway . . .’


‘It’s rubbish alright,’ murmured Azra, touching the side of her head. Azra had her trademark clips in every shade of purple.


‘To other people, maybe!’ Fern spun around. ‘But to me, this trash is treasure.’ She suddenly looked serious. ‘But back to the fashion bullying—’


‘It’s a shacket,’ said Azra.


Cassie’s insides swirled. Bullying was maybe a bit strong.


‘And it’s not bullying. It’s a private conversation,’ said Azra. ‘Between best friends.’


‘But you’re asking Cassie to publicly remove her shacket within the school setting,’ said Fern. ‘So, technically it’s not private. And sorry, but you seemed a bit pushy, so I thought I’d step in and—’


‘Interfere.’ Azra sounded upset.


‘Help out,’ said Fern. She threw Cassie a supportive smile.


Azra turned to Cassie. ‘All I’ve asked for is—’


Just then, the door swung open and their form teacher Mr Jackson strode in. ‘Sit down! Thought I’d come in my casuals too,’ he announced, as he plonked his bag on the desk. ‘I might do it every Friday.’


Mr Jackson was wearing Dad jeans and a tee-shirt that read ‘This is what a feminist looks like’ and trainers that looked like they’d time-travelled from the early 2000s.


Holly’s mouth dropped open. ‘This is what a fashion crime looks like.’


There was a general murmur of agreement. Mr Jackson clapped his hands. ‘You can thank me later for being the coolest form teacher ever,’ he smiled, as he started the register.


An hour later, and Cassie had got through Maths (easy because Azra was in the set above her, so they weren’t together) but the shacket now had a starring role in Drama.


They had been doing improvizations to a theme of Life on the Ocean Wave. Cassie was pretending to steer a boat over the sea in Scotland. She had one hand on the invisible wheel and another on the sides of the shacket, to keep it closed. She was pretending this was to keep out the driving rain. She’d been telling Fern how the shacket looked like the iconic yellow mac created by the Scots in the nineteenth century and Fern said to totally go for it.


Azra was a lighthouse on the rocks. She was frantically spinning around and around. Fern and a girl called Jules were pretending to be passengers riding the waves.


‘It’s beautiful out here,’ said Jules, her hand on her eyebrows, scanning the imaginary water. ‘I can see a whale!’


Cassie laughed. Jules was smiley, friendly and always in a good mood. Nothing got her down and when anyone else was down, she cheered them up with comedy videos of her cat.


‘Take your mac off!’ yelled Azra. ‘Pretend it’s flown off in the wind. Throw it on my head. The light will go out and you’ll have to—’


‘I can’t take it off. I’ve got to steer this thing!’ said Cassie, with feeling.


‘Talk about immersive acting,’ said Mrs Blych, the Drama teacher. She grasped her hands to her chest. ‘With that coat, I can really believe you’re out there battling the waves . . .’


‘This coat is EVERYTHING to me right now!’ said Cassie, emotionally.


‘How moving!’ Mrs Blych got everyone to gather around. She explained that Cassie’s coat showed how costumes can bring a performance to life. It definitely brought Azra’s facial expressions to life, thought Cassie. Her scowl could probably be seen from Scotland.


The tension went up a notch at lunchtime. Carrying a bowl of pasta all the way from the canteen queue – through the shoving and noise – back to their seats beside the window was like doing an awkward dance. Cassie’s arm was actually beginning to ache from the strain of holding her shacket together all day. She wished she’d bought a couple of milkshakes. At least she could have sucked them through a straw.


And outside, the September sunshine was filtering down onto the field. As they walked around, everyone was taking off their top layers and enjoying the warmth. Cassie was hot and sweaty. She couldn’t have felt more out of place if she was wearing a Christmas jumper on a boiling hot beach.


But she was doing a good job of pretending not to notice Azra’s increasingly desperate attempts to share the shacket. Whenever it got super tricky, Cassie pretended to have a coughing fit, and had to turn around until the moment passed.


Now all she had to do was get through Assembly and she could go home.


‘In a way, it’s a good thing that you’ve kept the shacket on,’ said Azra, as they walked to the hall.


They sat down. Cassie carefully wrapped the sides around her like a dressing gown.


 ‘It means we can surprise everyone!’


‘Surprise everyone?’ Cassie’s stomach flipped. The hall was filling up with over two hundred year sevens.


‘When Ms Ginty announces the fashion project, you can throw off the shacket and show you’re wearing a sweater dress like me. The surprise is our fashion moment!’ Azra paused, then forced a smile. ‘And it’ll be a surprise to me too because I’ve still not seen you in it.’


‘Quiet, please!’ said Mr Jackson.


Ms Ginty, the head of lower school, stepped onto the stage, giving off her usual sparkle and shine. Floaty ombre blouse, pastel-blue wide-leg trousers, glittery eye shadow, and a smile as radiant as a lead vocalist in a popular girl band, which once upon a time Ms Ginty had been.


Ms Ginty was a major part of Pipson High School’s appeal. Along with everyone else, Cassie had seen the photos and videos of Ms Ginty (or Ginty Fresh, as she’d been known back then) as a pop star when she was young. And everyone knew about how the band had split; how Ms Ginty had reinvented herself as an owner of a chain of tea houses and later, after a well-publicized sale, she’d decided to switch track again and become a teacher.


One of the best things about Ms Ginty was that she was always upbeat. It was like there was a film crew following her around for a programme called Is This Britain’s Cheeriest Teacher? But even by her high standards of cheeriness, Ms Ginty was fizzing with energy today.


‘I’m excited – no, I’m electrified – to announce the new year-seven project, which – yes, the rumours are right! – is all about fashion.’


The tension was bristling off Azra. Her green eyes were flashing like traffic lights. ‘Get ready,’ she hissed to Cassie.


Ms Ginty flicked a switch. A slideshow of photos of girls wearing the Pipson High uniform came up on the big screen. ‘Pleated skirts in the twenty-first century!’ said Ms Ginty. ‘Shirts and ties! Is this what we really want?’


An outbreak of excited murmuring went around the room.


Yes! Cassie screamed inwardly. That is really what I want. The uniform was hands down one of the best things about starting year seven. Cassie loved everything about it from the pleated navy skirt to the silky striped tie. She hadn’t been able to wait to get shot of her red primary school sweater and grey dress.


‘I thought not! So, who wants to design a new uniform?’


Hands flew into the air. People were throwing out suggestions like a different-coloured top for each day of the week or workwear for English and Maths, boilersuits for Design Tech, costumes during History to match the era . . .


Azra was shifting about on her seat. ‘This is supposed to be about fashion. No way am I wearing a medieval tunic!’


‘How about maxi dresses?’ shouted a girl called Mei, who was in another form. ‘We could wear florals in summer!’ She threw her arm out theatrically. ‘And we could design a pattern with leaves and acorns for autumn . . .’


Azra nodded. ‘That’s more like it.’ She turned to Cassie. ‘When everyone sees our matching dresses, they’ll see how on it we already are.’


‘And a special party one for Christmas!’ said Mei’s friend Reeta.


Mei pointed her finger, approvingly. ‘With sequins!’


‘It’s a no to the dresses,’ Holly said equally loudly. She pulled at her joggers. ‘Especially any with leaves on! Unless you want to be covered in squirrels on the field every lunchtime.’


Bea did her automatic laugh.


‘But fluffy PJs or sweats?’ said Holly. ‘I’m here for that!’


Bea nodded. ‘We need a low-key vibe for school on normal days.’ She twirled her necklace in her fingers. ‘Because there’s nothing about this place that says party.’


After a minute or two, Ms Ginty did her trademark ‘woo-hoo!’ shout to get everyone’s attention. ‘Exciting, isn’t it? Just think about the impact this could have. According to all the research I’ve read, most of us only wear a small percentage of what’s in our wardrobes. But that’s not true of school uniform. You’re in it five days a week! We need cosy, covetable clothes that are an everyday reminder of the stars that you are!’


‘Get in!’ Azra was ablaze. She turned to Cassie. ‘Whoever designs the new uniform will be fashion famous! We’ve got to win this thing!’


Ms Ginty put her hand above her eyes as if she was scouting the crowd for interest. ‘Anyone with an idea for a cool school aesthetic? Can anyone use a sewing machine? You can sketch out your design, but I reckon there’ll be extra points if you make a prototype . . .’


Cassie wriggled around inside her shacket. Already her school clothes felt like a part of her. And she loved how it showed she belonged to Pipson, like all the girls across the ages who she’d seen in the school photos on the corridor outside the library.


She thought of the photo from the 1960s with girls wearing berets, the knitted tank tops that came in during the eighties, the oversized style of blazer in the early 2000s and the sweatshirts of the past few years. And through it all, the girls were united by the same basic uniform: navy blue pleated skirt, crisp white shirt, school crest on the blazer . . .


She imagined the next school photo on the wall of the corridor. Would everyone be in fluffy pyjamas?


She felt a rush of nerves. She knew a fashion design competition was exciting, but there was a big part of her that didn’t want to change. I’d go back to the berets and the blazers if I could . . .


Ms Ginty explained how everyone had to get into pairs and work on a design. The school was looking for an affordable, inclusive, climate-friendly outfit that could take you from Maths to Music to Modern Languages.


They had three weeks. After that, there’d be a special Assembly to showcase the designs, and everyone would vote for their favourite.


‘We’ll need a couple of coordinators from year seven. Their job will be to encourage people to enter, and to make sure the designs are inclusive and affordable. But we can decide who can do that later . . .’


Bea and Holly’s hands shot into the air.


Ms Ginty laughed. ‘I think your hands were up before I finished that sentence!’ She pointed at Holly and Bea. ‘OK. You’re our Fashion Coordinators! See me afterwards for the details.’


Cassie’s heart dropped. There was no way anything would be left of the traditional uniform if they were involved. Holly would want everyone to wear coats the size of Old English sheepdogs. And as for inclusive and climate-friendly?


‘Tell you what, I’m in a decision-making mood. So, let’s decide on Team One! Our first Fashion Dream Team, if you like. I’m not saying that they’re more likely to win – we want lots of you to enter – but we all know first impressions do count . . . So, anyone ready to team up?’


There was a loud cheer.


Azra whacked Cassie on the arm. ‘Put your hand up!’


Cassie’s heart was in her mouth. She was so close to the end of the day, there was NO WAY she could wreck things now.


She held her sleeve carefully and half-heartedly put her hand up, hoping it wouldn’t be visible from the stage. For a second, Ms Ginty’s eyes rested on her. Cassie pretended to have a coughing fit, so her hand came down. Ms Ginty’s gaze moved on.


Phew. Cassie pulled her shacket around her so tightly it looked like she was hugging herself.


Suddenly, Fern was on her feet. ‘I’ll do it! I’ve already made my own uniform from fabric that would have gone to waste. I’m 100 per cent against fast fashion because in my opinion it wrecks people’s lives as well as the climate.’


‘And in my opinion, you need to sit down,’ said Mr Jackson, tightly. He glared at Fern.


Fern pulled an apologetic face at him. ‘Sorry, Mr Jackson, but the fashion revolution is calling! This project is bang on perfect for me because we need a new way of dressing ourselves while we’re at school, and we need it now. We can use this redesign as a rallying cry for—’


‘You’ll be crying in a minute if you don’t sit down. NOW!’ Mr Jackson raised his voice.


Ms Ginty held her hand up. ‘Thanks, Mr Jackson. Fern, you should listen to your form teacher . . .’ There was a pause. Ms Ginty bounced up on her trainers for a moment. Finally, she said, ‘But I can’t think of anyone better to be in our very first team. So, Fern? It’s a yes from me!’


Fern’s face lit up with excitement as she made her way to the stage. Even when her homemade hair clip fell out as she went up the steps, she was still glowing as she stood next to Ms Ginty.


Azra was incandescent. ‘This should be our moment! She’s stolen our fashion surprise!’


‘We have the first member of our Fashion Dream Team.’ Ms Ginty looked at the sea of hands in the air. ‘OK, Fern, you know your fellow year sevens better than me. Why don’t you choose who you want to work with?’


Azra looked desperate. ‘Remember, if she picks you, Cassie, you have to say no because we’re already a pair.’


‘She’s not going to pick me!’


‘Cassie Coltsfoot,’ said Fern.


What?


Cassie’s face went bright red. She felt everyone staring at her.


‘Lovely! Up you come, please,’ Ms Ginty gestured.


Cassie’s heart was racing. There was a big lump at the back of her throat. She could feel the stress of the day about to explode inside her. This was too much, way too much.


Mr Jackson leant over towards them. ‘Is there a problem?’ he said, in a tone that made it clear there had better not be a problem.


Cassie swallowed. ‘It’s just that—’


‘You can’t do this without me. You can’t just be on a team with Fern! What about me?’


‘Come on now,’ said Ms Ginty.


Cassie cleared her throat. ‘I don’t think I can—’


‘—come alone!’ said Azra, loudly. ‘She can’t work with you, Fern, because Cassie and I have already paired up!’ She looked distraught. ‘We’re best friends and it’s not fair if we are separated on a fashion project that’s—’


‘—that’s meant to be fun, I agree! Maybe we shouldn’t restrict everyone to pairs?’ said Ms Ginty. She clapped her hands. ‘Come on up, Cassie and Azra. Let’s make this team a trio!’


Azra stood up so fast she nearly knocked her chair over. She grabbed Cassie’s arm and yanked her towards the stage. It was all Cassie could do to keep one hand on the shacket and not trip up. The way Azra was dragging her along there was every chance she was about to fall flat on her face.


‘Don’t look so terrified!’ said Ms Ginty. ‘I love those bright colours. But if you’re nervous, why don’t you stand in the middle of your friends for the photo?’


‘A photo?’ said Cassie.


Take off the shacket,’ Azra said, urgently.


Cassie’s grip tightened. Ms Ginty was swiping the camera settings. Cassie’s stomach did a nasty lurch. ‘Az, I really—’


‘Are you OK?’ Fern looked worried. ‘You look like you’re going to be sick.’


‘Now!’ said Azra. ‘This is our moment.’


‘What I’m looking for is some real energy,’ said Ms Ginty. ‘Tell you what, can you hold hands and whip your arms up when I take the photo?’


Cassie felt every cell in her body slam into panic mode. ‘I’m not sure I can—’


‘One . . . two . . .’


‘Three!’


As the camera flashed, Cassie’s arms were whipped up high, like she was a puppet. Her shacket flew open. And captured on the big screen was the meme-able moment of Cassie in her school uniform, Azra’s shocked face and the words: Meet the FASHION DREAM TEAM!
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