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CHAPTER ONE

Viral Attack


The attendee list is almost finalized. It’s almost my birthday party, and Mom has given me permission to invite twelve people. Twelve! I’ve never had such a big party before.

Chris and Emmett are both a no, but everyone else has said yes. 

Miles still hasn’t given an answer.

“What did he say?” Andrea, my best friend, asks at recess. We sit on the sidewalk in the sunshine, picking flowers. I especially like the little yellow ones.

“He didn’t see my invitation yesterday,” I say with a sigh. “He has to ask his mom.”

“That’s all right. I’m so excited. What are we going to do?”

“Well, we got a piñata. So we’ll probably do that first. Then eat, and cake and ice cream, of course.”

“Nice. And then?”

“Presents!”

Andrea and I both giggle.

“Once everyone leaves, we’ll put on a movie,” I continue. “Sleep out in the living room, like last year.”

“Wait,” a voice says behind us, interrupting. “She’s spending the night?”

We both look over our shoulders to see Riley standing on the sidewalk.

“Were you just standing there listening to us?” Andrea says.

Riley’s face reddens. “I was coming over to say something. Then I heard you. So is she spending the night?”

“Yes,” I say, feeling defeated.

Riley huffs, her chest puffing out. “I thought you said this wasn’t a slumber party!”

“I only get to have one friend spend the night,” I say, resenting that I need to explain this. “What were you going to say?”

“It was about your party,” Riley says. “But it doesn’t matter now.”

“Why is that?” I ask, though I already have a sneaking suspicion.

“Because I’m not going!” Riley turns and stomps away.

I look at Andrea, who tries to look serious but then bursts into giggles. She buries her head in her arms and mimics, “Because I’m not going!”

I can’t help but smile. For a moment, Riley made me feel guilty for not asking her to spend the night. Now, I just feel grateful for Andrea.

#

Miles hasn’t said anything about the party on Thursday, and I don’t want to ask. Finally, on Friday, I break down. I need to know.

I trail him after lunch, staying close enough to snag him before he goes into the classroom.

“Miles,” I say, clutching at his sleeve. I let go as soon as he turns to me.

“Yeah?” he says, looking at me expectantly.

Doesn’t he remember? My fingers lace and unlaced. “I was just wondering about my party. If you can come.”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you.” He faces me now. “My mom says we have some church thing to go to. I’m sorry I can’t make it.”

“Sure.” I nod, my shoulders sagging. Once again, he turns me down. “It’s no problem.”

Andrea is watching me when I come into the classroom. I shake my head and sit at my desk. Andrea winces and mouths, “Sorry.”

I try to let the disappointment go and focus on my upcoming party. When the bell rings to let school out, Maureen calls, “I’ll see you at your party, Cassie!”

“Yes!” I say, brightening.

“Me too,” Andrew says with a wave.

“Cassie, I’m sorry I can’t come,” Miles says, grabbing his backpack and hesitating next to me. “It does sound like fun.”

“I’m sure you’d come if you could,” I say sweetly.

He nods, his expression downtrodden. He seems genuinely sad, and it warms my heart.

“Well, I’ll see you Monday,” I say.

Andrea meets me at the door and takes my hands. “I’ll be over in an hour,” she says. “Just as soon as I get home and get my stuff together.”

I squeeze her hands. “I’ll be watching for you.”

#

I’m immediately greeted by the delicious aroma of baked cake when I step through the front door. “We’re home!” I call.

There’s no response from the kitchen, so I run downstairs to see if Mom is in the sewing room. No one there, either. “Mom!” I call. I run back up the stairs, taking them two at a time. “Mom!”

Emily appears in the hallway. “She’s in her room.”

“Okay.” I go down the hall and step into Mom’s room. “Mom! I’m home!”

I stop short when I see her lying in a ball on the bed, the blankets bundled up over her body. “Mom?” I say, approaching carefully.

Mom rolls over, her hair tangled and disheveled, dark shadows under her eyes. “Hi, honey,” she whispers. “I baked your cake.”

I stare down at Mom and feel my throat tighten. “You’re sick.”

“I’m so sorry,” Mom responds, holding out a hand.

I take it, feeling how cold and weak it is. I can’t be angry at Mom for being sick. But this is my birthday. How am I supposed to do it alone?

“Your dad will be home soon,” Mom continues. “He’ll help you with whatever you need.”

I nod, withdrawing my hand. I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Thanks for making my cake.” I try hard to keep the resentment out of my voice. “I’ll see what I can do to help.”

I try to keep calm as I close the door to Mom’s room. I hurry to the kitchen, checking the clock anxiously. Andrea will be here soon. People will arrive. I pick up the phone and call Dad.

“Hello!” he says cheerfully.

“Daddy,” I say, my voice catching. “When will you be home? Mom’s sick. I need help getting ready for the party.”

“I’m on my way home, Cass,” he says, his tone becoming more serious. “Did she bake the cake?”

I glance around the kitchen and spot the oblong shape, un-iced, on the stove top. “Yes, but it doesn’t have icing yet.”

“I’ll bring some home. You make sure the house is clean. Get all the toys into the bedrooms and vacuum the living room. Then sweep the kitchen floor and put away everything on the counter.”

“Okay,” I say, breathing out a sigh of relief. Having orders helps.

I’ve just put the broom away in the laundry room when the doorbell rings. My heart immediately jumps into my throat, and all the nerves I’ve managed to calm down flare into excitement. Where is Dad? I rush to the door, relieved to see Andrea’s red-gold hair.

“Andrea,” I say, grabbing my friend in a hug.

Andrea turns around and waves goodbye to her mother, then faces me. “What’s wrong? You seem nervous.”

I pull Andrea into the house. “My mom’s sick. Nothing’s ready for the party. I cleaned the house, but we don’t have anything decorated, nothing’s set up.”

“That’s okay.” Andrea goes down the hall to my room and dumps her duffel bag. “What do we need to do? I’ll help.”

“Of course you will.” I can already feel myself relaxing. “We need to blow up the balloons and set up the piñata. Then set the table. My dad is bringing the food.”

“Oh, easy.” Andrea waves a hand. “Let’s start on those balloons. Where’s your sister? She can help us.”

“I’ll find her.” I grab the balloons and candy from the pantry. I put the plastic bag on the couch, then run downstairs. “Emily!”

Emily has the TV on and is watching a show with the younger kids. “What?” she says without turning away from the screen.

“I need your help. Can you come blow up balloons with me?”

Now Emily looks up. “You need help? Yeah!”

“Come on.” I beckon, and Emily follows me up the stairs.

“Hey,” Andrea greets from the dining room. She already has a pile of three balloons rolling around her feet. She hands the bag of colored latex to me.

“What’s that noise?” Emily asks.

“What noise?” I say, and then I hear it too. A rustling sound comes from the living room, like someone shaking a plastic bag or crumpling tissue paper. “Scott?” I call. “Annette?” No one answers, so I put down the balloons and go to the living room to investigate. “Pioneer!” I exclaim when I see the family dog. He has his nose in the bag of candy, one paw scratching at the opening. Half-eaten candies and torn wrappers litter the ground around him.

“No!” I groan, wrestling the bag away from him. “This is for the piñata!”

Not anymore. While the dog has only actually eaten maybe a quarter of the candy, he’s managed to mangle and drool on almost all of it. I swallow hard. This party is going downhill fast.

“What is it?” Andrea asks, coming out of the dining room. She ties up the balloon she’s blown up and lets it fall to the floor.

I sigh and wave at the candy bag. “The dog ate the candy.” I look down at Pioneer, who lowers his head shamefully.

“Well . . .” Even Andrea looks exasperated. Then she shrugs. “Emily can blow up the balloons. Let’s clean this up.”

“Yeah,” I say. I kneel down and begin picking up the slobbery, wet pieces of candy.

“Is your dog okay?” Andrea asks.

“He’s fine.” I put the trash pieces in the grocery bag. “He just gets into everything.”

“No, I mean—have you looked at him?”

“What? Why?” I finally turn my eyes toward Pioneer. The dog lies on his side, his legs trembling and his head bobbing with tiny convulsions. Soft whimpering noises escape his clamped jaw.

“Oh no.” I drop the bag and huddle next to him. “He’s having a seizure.”

“What do we do?” Andrea’s eyes go wide.

“Emily!” I call. “Get me a towel!”

“What is it?” Emily comes into the room and sees the commotion. “I’ll get Mom!”

“No, Mom’s sick!” I shush the dog and rub behind his ears, trying to keep him calm. “Just get me a towel!” Drool collects around his mouth, and I keep one hand out, waiting expectantly for the towel. As soon as Emily drops it into my hand, I sop up the slobbery mess.

“How often does he do this?” Andrea asks.
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