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CHAPTER ONE

Soccer World

 

With the advent of spring, the weather began to get nicer. Cassandra enjoyed this time a year for two reasons: the warm sunshine and her birthday.

“Your science teachers and I have been discussing a new idea for you seventh graders,” Ms. Talo said on Monday morning. “We had the idea to have a week of outdoor school as soon as the weather gets warmer. How would you like to have school outside?”

There was no question about it. All of the students were in favor. The clamor began at once, everyone excited to say their thoughts about an outdoor school.

“When will it be?” Nicole asked.

“Well, we are still discussing the details, but we expect to do it after spring break. Maybe the first week of April.”

“And where will it be?” Cassie asked. Before she got her hopes up, she needed to make sure this would be somewhere interesting, and not just in the courtyard behind the school.

“There is an excellent science study and observation center at Lake Fayetteville,” Ms. Talo said. “That’s where we plan to do it. Now, everyone pull out your book reports.” A flurry of groans filled the room, but Cassie didn’t mind. Her book report had been the easiest part of this weekend. She waited her turn to give her report and then sat down again, wishing every class consisted of nothing but book reports.

Nothing exciting happened in any of her other morning classes. She ran into Luke after fourth hour, and together they walked to the cafeteria.

“Hi, guys,” Luke greeted as he sat down at the table. 

Cassie smiled at him, pleased with how much he’d warmed up to them. Just a few months ago he’d been shy and reticent.

“Cassie’s birthday’s in a week,” Riley announced, plopping down at the table with her typical mozzarella sticks and a side of carrots. 

Cassie glanced at Riley, surprised she had the courage to bring it up. She and Riley had an awkward history surrounding Cassie’s birthdays. One year Riley just didn’t show, and the next year she didn’t come because she was mad she hadn’t been invited to spend the night.

“Sweet.” Farrah texted furiously on her phone and barely glanced up, the grease coagulating on her pepperoni pizza. “What are you doing for it?”

“I don’t know yet,” Cassie said. “Something small.” Against her will, her thoughts wandered to Andrea, her former best friend who had come to all of her birthday parties since Cassie had moved to Arkansas. If Cassie asked her, would Andrea come this year?

“Who are you inviting?” Riley asked, taking a bite of her carrot stick. Her eyes never left Cassie’s face.

Cassie shifted. Her family had a tradition of only inviting two friends. If she could get Andrea to come, that only left room for one other. She couldn’t decide with Riley and Farrah both sitting next to her. “I don’t know yet.”

“Well, you better decide.” Riley snapped off the end of another carrot stick with her teeth. “Your birthday’s this Saturday.”

Cassie bobbed her head. Riley kept better track than she did.

Cassie saw Andrea before fifth hour. No longer in glasses, her hair sleek and styled and her clothes fitted to show off how much weight she’d lost, Andrea hardly resembled Cassie’s old best friend. Cassie took slow breaths to calm her racing heart, and told herself to just walk up to her and invite her. But Andrea was giggling and poking a tall eighth-grade boy in the stomach while her new friends, Amity and Cara, stood by laughing. Then they walked past Cassie without even noticing her, and the opportunity passed.

Tomorrow, Cassie told herself. Tomorrow I’ll invite her.

After school Cassie walked over to her dad’s soccer store where she worked several days a week, a little exhausted from trying to beat the traffic on the busy streets.

“Hey, Daddy,” she said, heading for the stockroom in the back.

“Hey,” came the reply. He looked up from the screen-printing machine, donning a bright blue and white soccer jersey. “Did you know we offered the soccer league a discount to put all of the numbers on the backs of the jerseys?”

Cassie shook her head. “I didn’t know. That was very generous of you.”

Mr. Jones grunted. “Yes. Very generous. But they took their business elsewhere, ordering from an online company instead.”

“What?” Cassie exclaimed. “Why would they do that?”

“I don’t know.” Mr. Jones heaved a sigh. “I would like to think it’s simply that they got an offer too good to refuse, but I’m starting to think maybe they don’t like me. “

Cassie scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. The Fayetteville league has been using you for all their soccer things.”

“Yes, and that’s why I think it might be personal. I’m offering the same discount to both Springdale and Fayetteville leagues, but Springdale is taking their business elsewhere even though the store is right here. I have customers that come in from Missouri, from Oklahoma, even Kansas, but I can’t get the people right here in Springdale to shop at my store.”

His frustration was evident in his voice, and Cassie felt bad for him. “The store is still pretty new. Maybe people are just used to shopping elsewhere.”

Mr. Jones tossed his hands into the air. “We are trying so hard to make money here, just to break even. But I can’t compete. I can’t compete with the prices of Walmart or Target, even though my store offers much higher quality products. And I’m offering them so cheap that I’m hardly making anything.”

Cassie said nothing. She wasn’t even sure what to say. The store, her dad’s dream, seem to be going down the drain. And it was sucking the family with it. She hated the paper route that her parents did in the mornings, hated that her mom had to work early hours at a fast food joint. She didn’t even enjoy being at the store anymore because hardly anyone came in.

“There’s a big tournament in two weeks. I doubt I’ll get any shoppers. Everyone will probably buy what they need online.”

“I’ll work the shop for the tournament,” Cassie volunteered. 

Her dad looked at her and sighed again. “Never mind. I’m being all gloomy. Help me price these shoes, will you?”

Cassie pasted a smile on her face. “Sure.” She picked up the pair of shoes and ran the sku under the scanner. The retail was almost two hundred dollars. She knew her dad wouldn’t charge the full retail price, but still—who was going to buy them?

She marked the shoes and set them on the shelf, all the while wondering why they kept at this store.

*~*

Today I’m going to talk to Andrea, Cassie told herself as she lay in bed Tuesday morning.

But somehow talking to Andrea wasn’t any easier Tuesday than on Monday, and Cassie found her stomach knotted from her second day of failure as she rode to Girls Club with Riley. They practiced putting on eyeshadow and lipstick without looking like clowns.

“Any more pages of your book, Cassie?” Leigh Ann asked. “I love it so far.”

“Me, too,” Janice said.

Cassie
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