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CHAPTER ONE

Dance Off

 

Sleepover at Andrea’s house. Her first school dance.

Cassandra Jones tapped her toes anxiously against the linoleum in fourth hour, her sleeping gear stuffed in her locker. The more time she spent with Andrea, the closer she got to being a part of the exclusive in-crowd. And Andrea had been excited this morning, telling her they’d do makeovers, warning her not to let anyone else know. The sleepover was a secret.

The day was halfway over. Just a few hours to go.

Ms. Talo, Cassie’s English teacher, dropped two envelopes on Cassie’s desk.

“What are these?” Cassie asked, picking one up.

“Congratulations, Cassie.” Ms. Talo winked and walked away.

Cassie cocked her head, her heart rate quickening in anticipation. What was this? Could it be related to her book somehow? She’d written a book the year before and recently submitted it to a publisher. She glanced around to make sure none of her classmates were watching, and then she slipped her finger beneath the flap and opened it. She unfolded the paper inside.

Dear Cassandra Jones,

Congratulations! You have been selected to attend the Fine Arts Camp in Mena, Arkansas. 

The letter went on to list the dates and supplies she would need. 

Cassie pressed a hand to her mouth, surprised and delighted. The summer camps! Cassie had forgotten all about her application to the art camp, where she’d sent in a writing sample and recorded a monologue and song. She’d been accepted into the writing portion of the camp, which had been her first choice. It also stated that if she changed her mind and decided to do theater, they could make a spot for her there as well. 

She opened the other letter now, already anticipating what it would be. The Holocaust camp listed her as an alternate in case someone else dropped out. 

She shrugged it off. She’d gotten into the one she wanted. She bounced in her chair, suddenly more excited for summer than ever before.

*~*

“What did you decide about the dance, Cassie?” Cara asked when Cassie sat across from her at the lunch table.

“Oh, yeah,” Cassie said. “I’m going.” Thanks to Andrea, but she couldn’t say that. For some reason Andrea wanted her to keep their sleepover a secret.

“Really?” Maureen looked at her, arching one eyebrow above her light brown eyes. “Your mom’s letting you?”

“Yes,” Cassie said, a bit defensive. “Why not? She let me go to a church dance last month.”

For some reason, Maureen and Amity both burst out laughing. 

“A church dance!” Maureen chortled. “Did everyone wear hats and suspenders?”

“We’re not Amish,” Cassie said.

“I bet they weren’t allowed to hold hands!” Amity hooted.

“Can I walk in front of you and pretend we’re dancing?” Maureen said, imitating a boy with her voice low.

The two girls laughed like they thought they were hilarious, but Cassie felt only irritation. She rolled her eyes.

“I bet it was fun,” Janice said, leaning closer so Cassie could hear. “I’d like to come some time.”

“It was fun,” Cassie said, her face warming. “And I’d love for you to come next time. We have another one in May.”

“Really? Do you do them often?”

“Almost every month.”

Janice looked impressed, and Cassie felt a bit better.

*~*

“Do you want to ride to the dance together?” Maureen asked in choir while Ms. Berry did sectionals with the altos. “You can ride my bus home with me.”

Cassie looked up from her sheet music. “Why?” Maureen never invited her to do anything. Mostly she didn’t talk to Cassie unless she was teasing her.

“I don’t want to go by myself.”

“I thought you always go with Cara.”

“She’s staying after school to help with StuCo.”

That explained the invitation. Cassie turned back to her sheet music. “I’m riding over with Andrea.” She could say that, couldn’t she? Andrea had said not to tell about the sleepover. Cassie hadn’t.

“Oh.” Maureen shrugged. “I’ll see if I can go with Amity, then.”

“Sounds good.” Cassie didn’t say anything else. Maureen’s mockery at lunch still bothered her.

“Maybe after the dance I could spend the night.”

Cassie lifted her eyes again. “With Amity?”

“With you.”

Cassie furrowed her brow. This conversation was getting weird. “I don’t think that would work out.” Since Cassie was going home with Andrea, anyway.

“You never know. Ask your mom and tell me at the dance.”

“Sure.” Cassie wanted to laugh at the irony. A week ago she would have loved an invite from Maureen. Right now it only annoyed her.

After school she evaded Maureen and pulled her sleeping gear from her locker.

Andrea joined her and helped her stuff it in her backpack. “That way no one asks questions. You’re just going with me to the dance,” she said.

Mrs. Wall was already at the curb when they walked out, so Andrea and Cassie just waved goodbye to Amity and climbed into the car.

“Did you see Amity’s face?” Andrea said, laughing from the passenger seat as she turned to looked at Cassie. “She was so jealous she wasn’t coming!”

“Why are you mad at Amity?” Mrs. Wall asked.

“Just girl stuff, Mom,” Andrea said. She faced forward again, but not before Cassie saw the pleased smile on her face.

But when Amity called an hour before the dance and asked Mrs. Wall for a ride, Mrs. Wall said yes.

“Mom,” Andrea said. “I don’t want to ride with her.”

“It’s just the five-minute drive to the dance. And Maureen is with her. You don’t have to talk to Amity.”

Andrea sighed and huffed and dragged Cassie back to her room.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get ready for the dance.”

Andrea did her best to curl Cassie’s hair, though only the ends retained any of the styling. She put Cassie in a white, sleeveless button-up shirt, and Cassie turned in the mirror from left to right to admire her tanned, skinny shoulders contrasting with the pale color.

Andrea fluffed her own hair, which had taken perfectly to the curl and softened her face as the strands fell around her cheeks. Dark mascara framed her blue eyes, and Cassie tried not to feel envious. She’d never be as pretty as her friend.

“Ready?” Andrea said, turning to her with a smile. She grabbed some red lipstick and ran it over Cassie’s lips. 

“Ready,” Cassie said, catching a glimpse of her reflection again. She looked fourteen for sure.

“Let’s go then.”

Andrea sat in the back with Cassie. When they stopped at Amity’s house, she rolled down the window and told Amity to sit up front. Maureen climbed into the back with the two of them.

“You look really pretty, Cassie,” Maureen said.

“Thanks.” Cassie looked down at her dark hair, longer than her shoulder blades and twisting slightly at the ends. Then she looked at Maureen, who had pulled her long wavy hair into a braid over her shoulder. “You too.”

Andrea didn’t say anything, but every time Amity spoke, she made ugly faces and mimicked her words. 

The basketball gym had been decorated for the dance. The lights were down low and kids milled about inside and around the concession stand. They paid their
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