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CHAPTER ONE

Lonliest Number

 

The forecast for Halloween called for clear skies and nice, balmy, sixty-degree weather. Cassandra Jones checked over the costume laid out on her bed, complete with hospital gown, a white shirt and pants to wear underneath, and a makeup kit to transform her into one of the Undead. Perfect, since her heart felt dead. 

In spite of all the emotional trauma she’d endured this month, the thought of getting dressed up and collecting gobs of candy stirred something to life within her. This was a holiday, and she planned to indulge. She wanted chocolate. Lots and lots of chocolate.

But right now, she needed to get to the bus. She darted out the bedroom door, clutching her binder and calling as she hurried down the hall, “Let’s go! Time to catch the bus!”

“I see it, it’s coming!” her little sister Annette yelled, throwing open the front door. 

Not a good sign. If she could see the bus, it would reach the stop before they got there. “Run!” Cassie shouted, practically throwing Scott and Emily out the door after Annette.

Rhonda, the bus driver, had just started to close the bus doors when Cassie and her siblings appeared in the street, waving and yelling. The doors halted in their motion and swung back open. Cassie exhaled in relief. She would hate to explain to her mom that they’d missed the bus because she’d spent so much time admiring her costume.

“Thank you,” Cassie said to the bus driver.

Rhonda rolled her eyes and gave a quick nod, tossing back her short, wavy blond hair. “I won’t always wait,” she warned, but Cassie knew it was an empty threat. She always waited.

She scanned the bus seats, hoping as always that she might spot a friend. There was no one. For a moment, dark thoughts threatened her mood, reminding her that it wasn’t just on the bus she didn’t have friends. She brushed the thought aside, refusing to let it bring her down. She had Farrah. Maybe someday they would be best friends.

She settled into the seat behind Emily and pulled out a book, excusing herself from having to make conversation with the second grader sitting beside her.

Cassie stopped in the bathroom before school and brushed on some lip gloss, the only makeup she felt comfortable wearing. Then she smiled at her reflection. “Operation: Become Cool” had gone into effect this week. Cassie was trying to dress trendier, not wear her hair in a ponytail, and smile at everyone she saw. But so far she hadn’t noticed any changes. Not in her appearance nor in the way kids treated her. She glanced down at her clothes, pleased to see how loosely the jeans fit her. And the t-shirt was cute enough, gray with a smiling sunshine on it.

She stepped out of the bathroom and forced the smile to stay as she went to her locker. Friendly, confident, likable. That was the air she wanted to give off. That she was someone everyone wanted to be friends with.

She just wasn’t sure how on earth to accomplish it.

She put away the books she’d brought home for homework and pulled out the ones she’d need for first and second hour. She turned around and came to an abrupt halt.

Andrea, her former best friend, stood in front of her, so close that Cassie took a step backward. Andrea clutched her binder to her chest and smiled at Cassie, a great big smile that stretched across her face.

“Hi,” Cassie said, startled. She recovered quickly, her own smile timidly touching her lips. Her heart beat a little faster, afraid to hope Andrea might be re-initiating their friendship. She seemed different. Had she changed her mind about only needing her new friends? “How are you?”

Andrea just smiled at her, so big both top and bottom rows of teeth showed. 

And then Cassie realized what was different. “You got contacts!” she gasped out, her eyes going wide as she took in Andrea’s new visage without her glasses. 

“Yes!” Andrea squealed, clutching her books to her chest and bopping up and down.

“I love them,” Cassie said, basking in Andrea’s attention. “They really bring out—”

“Andrea!” Kitty appeared from behind, laughing so hard she sagged against Andrea’s shoulder. She looped her arm through hers. “You won’t even believe—” 

Kitty couldn’t finish her sentence, she was laughing so hard, but that made no difference. Andrea was already giggling, laughing without knowing why.

“What? What is it?”

Kitty just laughed, and Andrea continued to pester her.

Cassie’s heart sank into her toes. She felt like a cloud of invisibility had just descended on her. She turned around and made her way to first hour, filled with bitterness. What was wrong with her? Why didn’t Andrea want to be her friend anymore? What made Kitty and Amity and Cara so special?

Cassie didn’t know what they had that made the seventh grade class flock to them, but she was determined to figure it out. And she was determined to get it. She took her glasses off and glared at them before slipping them back on. Suddenly she hated them. And she hated her jeans, which hung awkwardly from her frame, and the t-shirt that she’d tucked into them with the stupid smiley face. And her stupid zombie costume that she knew for a fact neither Andrea, Kitty, Amity, or Cara would be caught dead in, pretend or not.

*~*

That evening at home, Cassie took out the trash without being told, then helped her youngest sister Annette do the dishes. She made sure the table was set and her homework done before she plodded down the stairs to her mom’s office in the basement. 

“Hi, Cassie,” her mom said. She had the hot glue gun out and several different colors of felt. “Remember tomorrow you’re riding with Riley to Girls Club.”

Girls Club met once a week, though Cassie had very little interest in the club right now. Or anything, really. “Okay,” she said. She didn't ask what her mom was working on. It probably involved a new chore chart. “Can I get contacts?”

Mrs. Jones glanced at her briefly before returning to her work, placing the felt blocks in a prearranged pattern on a piece of fabric. “Why?”

“I’m tired of my glasses. They make me look childish.”

“You’re too young for contacts.”

Well, that simply wasn’t true. “No, I’m not! Lots of my friends have them already.”

Her mom shook her head. “Contacts are too expensive. And you’re just not ready for them.”

Cassie stomped her foot, frustration forming a heavy lump in her throat. “I do all my chores, all my homework, I shower and get dressed by myself, I’m twelve years old! I’m ready!”

Mrs. Jones heaved a sigh, a sign that she was tired of this conversation. “Not now, Cassandra. Ask again when you’re fourteen.”

Cassie swallowed hard, past the lump in her throat. “Can I get my hair cut, then?”

“Your hair’s so long and beautiful. Why would you do that?”

“Because I’m tired of it!” Cassie shouted.

Now she had her mom’s attention. Mrs. Jones looked up and narrowed her eyes, and Cassie regretted her outburst. 

“That’s enough, young lady
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