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CHAPTER ONE

Goal

 

The sound of a doorbell chiming penetrated Cassandra Jones’ dreams, lulling her from her sleep. But she didn’t recognize the chime. The doorbell at her house didn’t sound that way. She must be dreaming still.

The doorbell chimed again, and someone groaned beside her. Someone was in her bed! Cassie opened her eyes and sat up, and then laughed when she realized she was at her best friend Andrea’s house, in Andrea’s bed. For a moment she’d forgotten.

The front door opened with a creak, and adult voices carried down the hall. She recognized her father’s voice. Cassie fished around the side of the bed for her phone, then pulled it in front of her face to check the time. “What?” she hissed. Not even eight in the morning! What was he doing here?

A soft tap came on the bedroom door, and then Mrs. Wall opened it and poked her head inside.

“Cassie,” she whispered, “your dad’s here.”

“Thanks,” Cassie murmured. She rolled out of bed and grabbed her clothes.

Andrea stirred and opened one eye. “What are you doing?”

“My dad’s here.”

Andrea pushed up on an elbow. “Are you leaving?”

“Yeah.” Cassie tossed on her clothes and threw her pajamas into the duffel bag. She leaned over and hugged Andrea. “Bye, Andrea.”

One arm came up and hugged her back. “Thanks, Cassie. You were so great this week.”

Cassie slipped out the door, having very serious doubts about that. Andrea had made some poor decisions, and Cassie hadn’t been able to talk her out of them. 

“Ready to go?” Mr. Jones said when she got to the front door. He wore navy blue soccer shorts and a colorful green jersey. 

“Why are you here so early?” Cassie said, not bothering to speak quietly as they stepped outside. “We were still asleep.”

“You’re lucky you got to be here today at all. Your mom and I got in from our trip last night, and we could have come to get you then.”

Cassie doubted her parents let her stay one more night for her sake. More likely, they weren't quite ready to have four additional people under foot at home after a few quiet days of just the two of them. But she thought it in her best interest not to mention that. “So what’s going on today?”

“I need you at the store. Should be a big day. Lots of teams start up next week, and last-minute shoppers will be looking for things.”

“Oh, okay.” Her dad owned a soccer store, and Cassie didn’t mind hanging out there. “Any friendship bracelets sell?” She made bracelets for the store, but so far she’d only managed to sell one and give one away.

“Not yet.” He took another look at her. “Did you have a nice time?”

“Sure.” She settled into the passenger seat and flipped the visor down. Her face looked less round every time she checked, proving her diet was working. She pinched the skin around her waist and was pleased to see there wasn’t so much to grab. No one would call her the fat girl now.

She helped her dad organize the new clothes shipment, and then he switched the sign in the store from “closed” to “open.” Cassie settled behind the register and pulled out her book. She’d worked here enough to know that some days were busy, with lots of people flowing in and out, and other days were completely dead, with just her and her dad to keep each other company.

The bell rang as two customers come in, and she straightened up. While they shopped, another family came in. Soon the store was hopping, and a line formed at the register as people waited to check out. Cassie rang them up as fast as she could, not liking to have people wait on her.

It continued that way for most of the morning, then died down around lunch time.

“Well, that was great,” she said, turning to her dad. 

“Yes,” he said, looking quite pleased with himself. “The store seems to be doing well. Soccer’s a really big sport right now, and the community supports us.”

“I was thinking I need some new pants,” Cassie said. She pulled at the waistband of her jeans, noticing how loose they were. 

“You can get new shorts here.” Her dad gestured to one of the racks of clothing. “Go ahead, pick a pair. Any you want.”

That wasn’t what she had in mind. She thought of Cara Barnes with her skinny legs and fancy jeans, the ones with the glittering gems on the back pockets. She wanted jeans like that. “I’ll just ask Mom to take me shopping.”

Something like hurt flashed across her dad’s face. “You don’t want one of these shorts? I have some really nice brands here.”

She hated to disappoint him. “Okay, sure.” Standing up, she came around the counter and examined the satiny soccer shorts, with all bright colors. These shorts were great for a flashy game, but nobody wore stuff like this to school. She picked out a purple pair just to please her father. “I’ll take these.”

“Wonderful.” He beamed behind his mustache, apparently happy to contribute something to her wardrobe. Cassie smiled back, deciding not to worry about it. At least she’d made him happy.

After lunch it picked back up again. A few more families came in, and then a group of teenage boys burst in, chattering and laughing boisterously. Cassie hunkered down behind the register and examined them. They didn’t look much older than her, maybe thirteen or fourteen. All four of them wore baseball caps and flip flops. They didn’t notice her as they picked out shoes and laughed at the soccer ball calculators and soccer ball whistles.

One of the boys wandered over to the register and plopped his box of soccer cleats on the counter. “Hi,” he said, his eyes sweeping over Cassie.

“Hi,” she said, standing up and starting to ring up his shoes. 

“Are you from around here?” he asked. The other boys stepped up behind him, holding onto their purchases.

“Yes,” she said, pushing back a strand of her dark brown hair. “I go to school at Southwest Junior High. You?”

“We’re from Fayetteville,” he said. “We got to Ramey Junior High.”

“Oh, okay.” She handed him his bag, and he gave her cash.

“Are you an eighth grader?” he asked.

She straightened her shoulders, for some reason pleased he thought she was older than she was. “No. Seventh grade.”

They all kind of laughed a little, and he smiled, his eyes friendly. “Bottom of the food chain.”

Cassie smiled back, and then another boy shoved his way forward to buy his things. 

“What was your name?” the first one asked, standing off to the side.

“Cassie.” She finished ringing everyone up, and they headed for the door.

“Bye, Cassie,” he said, holding his bag in one hand and pushing open the door with the other. The bell chimed, and he said, “See ya next time we come in.”

“See ya,” she echoed, her whole body humming with an excited energy.

Her dad came out of the back and frowned at her. “Did those kids buy anything?”

“Yes.” She checked the register. “They all spent about forty dollars.”

“Humph.” He
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