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Episode 1: Becoming Cassandra













CHAPTER ONE

No More Mustache



Why would the phone be ringing so early on the first day of summer break?

The ear-piercing siren jarred Cassandra from her dreams and jerked her into an upright position. Where was that dratted phone? She reached her hand around the pillow until she found it.

Sunlight streamed through the window behind her bed, indicating that it wasn’t as early as she’d first thought. But her sister Emily still slumbered, mouth slightly open as she slept on the twin bed beside Cassie’s.

Andrea’s name flashed across the screen. Andrea! Cassie flipped the phone open to talk to her best friend, forgiving her for waking her. “Andrea? What’s up?”

“I need to come over,” Andrea said, her sobs filling the space between the phone and Cassie’s ear. “My mom and I got in a huge fight. Can I spend the night?”

“Hang on.” Cassie rolled off the bed and padded out of the bedroom she shared with Emily. She stepped into the kitchen, where she found her mom already doing dishes. A quick glance at the clock on the stove showed it was after ten in the morning. 

“Mom,” she said, “Andrea’s on the phone. She fought with her mom and wants to know if she can come over and spend the night.”

Mrs. Jones turned off the sink and sighed. “All right. That’s fine.”

“Thanks.” Cassie flashed her a grin and went back to her room. “Sure, Andrea. You can come over.”

“Okay,” Andrea said, her voice still choked. “Thank you so much. I’ll be right there.”

Cassie closed the phone and glanced around at the mess on her bedroom floor. Good thing her mom hadn’t come in, or she certainly would have said no to Andrea spending the night! Cassie gathered the dirty clothes into her arms and dropped them into the hamper, then organized her books onto the shelf and put her shoes away.

Two hours later, Andrea still hadn’t arrived. The room was clean, Cassie was dressed, and now she stared vacantly at the television with her brother and sisters, wondering when she’d see her friend. When she tried calling Andrea, no one answered.

Typical.

“Is Andrea still coming?” Mrs. Jones asked at two in the afternoon. 

“I don’t know,” Cassie replied, too frustrated to elucidate.

Six hours after she had called, Andrea’s mom pulled the car into the driveway. Andrea flounced out, her hair coiffed and curled, a light floral dress bouncing around her thighs.

“Hello!” she crowed as she came in and dropped her bags on Cassie’s bed, all radiant smiles. 

“How are you?” Cassie asked, searching her face. She didn’t see any signs of trauma.

“Have fun,” Mrs. Wall said, giving Andrea a hug. “See you later. Love you.”

“Love you too,” Andrea said, beaming.

As soon as Mrs. Wall left, Cassie said, “So? Are you and your mom okay?”

“Oh, yes,” Andrea said breezily, pulling her toiletry bag onto the bed. “She took me shopping. Do you like my new dress?”

Andrea twirled for Cassie, and Cassie eyed the gorgeous material. 

“Yes,” Cassie said. “Did you guys even fight?”

“Yeah, but then we went shopping, and everything’s all better.” Andrea opened a small white box. “I brought this for you.”

Cassie’s annoyance at Andrea’s melodramatic behavior faded as took the box from Andrea. “What is it?”

“It’s a hair removal product. It melts the hair right off your face. We can try it on your mustache!”

Cassie frowned. Thanks to her ethnic heritage, she had darker hair on her upper lip. She didn’t love it, but she wasn’t thrilled at the idea of melting it. “That sounds scary.”

“It’s perfectly safe! I’ll do it for you.” Andrea grabbed Cassie’s shoulder and steered her into the bathroom. “Let’s see. It says to leave it on for two minutes.” Andrea squeezed the tube until the white cream landed on her finger, and then she smeared it all over Cassie’s upper lip. “Yours is pretty dark, though. We should probably do three minutes.”

The cream felt cool at first, and then it warmed up, getting hot on Cassie’s skin. “Ouch.”

“Does it hurt?”

“It’s getting a bit uncomfortable.”

“That means it’s working.”

Cassie wanted to wipe it off now, but she knew it hadn’t been on long enough. “So you’ve tried this?”

“I don’t have any dark hairs to remove. I got this for you.”

They waited in silence while Cassie fidgeted. “How much longer?”

“Another thirty seconds.”

It really burned now. Cassie stared at her reflection, the dark almond-shaped eyes with blue contacts, the olive skin, the straight hair, and the creamy mustache. “Now?”

“Yes.”

Cassie grabbed a washrag and began removing the offending substance. “Oh, it stings!” she said, wincing each time the rag touched her face.

“Rinse it with warm water.”

Cassie did so, and Andrea turned her to face her. 

“There! The hair’s all gone!”

Cassie swiveled away and looked at her reflection. Sure enough, the small hairs on her lip were gone. But the skin was bright red and raw-looking. She touched it with the tip of a finger and drew in a hiss. “Is it supposed to be like this?”

“Oh, sure. It will be normal in a few minutes. That’s just a reaction from the cream.”

Andrea said this as if she knew from experience, but Andrea had just said she hadn’t tried it.

“Girls?” Mrs. Jones poked her head into the bedroom. “Want to go out for Mexican food?”

“Yes!” Andrea said, tugging Cassie into the room.

Mrs. Jones’ eyes landed on Cassie’s mouth. “Is your lip okay, Cassie?”

“Yes,” Cassie said, her face warming. “We did this hair removal cream. It still hurts.”

“It worked, at least.”

A little too well. The burning had not subsided by the time they reached the Mexican restaurant, and Cassie couldn’t even eat the chips and salsa because her mouth hurt to move. If the salt or tomatoes touched her lip, it burned worse.

“I think we burned my lip,” she told Andrea.

“Sorry,” Andrea said, and she collapsed in a fit of giggles. “I hope it doesn’t look bad later.”

Cassie glared at her. “Thanks a lot, Andrea.”

The next morning was worse. Instead of looking red and exposed, the skin on the upper lip had crusted over and was a darker brown. 

“Crapola,” Cassie murmured, grabbing her makeup bag and dabbing concealer over the scab. “Ow, ow, ow, ow!” The wound immediately began to burn. Cassie’s hands trembled as she wet a washrag with warm water and hurriedly removed the make up. Then she scowled at her reflection and the brown scab, now dabbled with bits of peach-colored concealer. 

“Great way to start summer vacation,” she grumbled.

*~*

Cassie did her best to conceal her scab the next morning at church. It had hardened a bit and didn’t hurt when she put on makeup this time, but she felt conspicuous in Sunday School. The color didn’t match her skin tone, and it didn’t glide smoothly over the bumpy scab. 

Still, no one seemed to notice, or at least say anything. Cassie sat with Riley, her other best friend, and talked about their summer plans when class ended.

“I’m leaving for Camp Splendor this afternoon,” Riley said.

A pang filled Cassie’s heart as she remembered the previous summer, the fun she’d had there, and Ben. “I wish I could be there.”

“Maybe you can come later.”

Cassie nodded. “I hope so. I have a family reunion in Iowa. But maybe after that.”

Tyler, Jason, and Beckham walked by and waved at them. Cassie waved back, glad that she no longer had a crush on Tyler. It made it a lot easier to be friendly with him.

“And then we have church camp together,” Riley said.

Cassie frowned. “And the youth retreat.” Suddenly she worried she wouldn’t see her other friends all summer. Would Maureen, Cara, Andrea, Amity, and Janice forget her if she didn’t hang out with them? Would they have a whole collection of inside jokes without Cassie? She already struggled to fit in with them.

“So we will get to spend most of the summer together!” Riley said. 

“Yes.” But what about the other girls? In August they would start high school. Cassie wanted her ring of popular friends around her. She needed them so she wouldn’t feel alone or out of place at the big building with all the other kids.

“I guess I better go.” Riley stood up, stooping to give Cassie a hug. “See you soon.”

“If you see Ben—” Cassie began, and Riley waited. 

Cassie shook her head. “Nothing.”

Riley gave her a small smile. “I will.” 

*~*

Mrs. Jones had all the kids packing for the family reunion on Monday, and Cassie’s thoughts were on Riley at Camp Splendor. Was she there with all their old friends? It was different this year, because Riley hadn’t gone as a camper but as a kitchen helper, like Ben had been the year before.

Cassie hadn’t thought of Ben in months, but she thought of him now. The summer before had been magical, the way the two of them came together, and she wished something like that would happen again.

Her family had just sat down to dinner when Cassie’s phone rang. Her dad gave her a stern look. “No phones at the table.”

“Let me just see who it is.” Cassie peered over at it on the counter. “It’s Riley! Can I talk to her? Please? She’s at camp and this might be her only time to call!”

“Go ahead,” Mrs. Jones said, and Cassie leapt from the table. 

She hauled the phone back into her room and closed the door. “Riley! How’s it going?”

“Great, it’s great.” Riley giggled. “It’s a lot of work, but I’m having fun. I’ve seen lots of our friends from last year. And—” she let the word linger. “Guess who else?”

Cassie already knew. How could she not? “Ben.”













CHAPTER TWO

Memorable Dishes



“Yes,” Riley said into the phone. “Ben’s here. He hung out with us last night while we cleaned dishes.”

Cassie gripped the phone tighter, hardly breathing. “And? Did he say anything?”

“So I was complaining about Connor Lane, how he’s so arrogant and mean at school, and Ben said, ‘guys are jerks.’ I looked right at him and said, ‘yes, they are.’ And he kind of laughed and said, ‘yeah, I know what you’re thinking about! I know it!’”

Cassie laughed along with Riley, but she wanted more. “Then what?”

“Then we went back to cleaning and didn’t talk about anything else.”

“I wasn’t brought up again?” Cassie let out a sigh of disappointment.

“No.”

“And you didn’t ask anything else?”

“No.”

Why not? Cassie wanted to ask, but she knew she couldn’t put that on Riley. It wasn’t her job to fish out juicy details for Cassie.

Besides, she and Ben were over. Ancient history.

But it was fun to remember.

Andrea called the next day wanting Cassie to spend the night.

“Can I?” Cassie asked Mrs. Jones.

“Are you packed for reunion?”

“Yes.”

“You have a youth meeting tonight. You can go after that.”

Cassie didn’t feel like going to church. She just wanted to go to Andrea’s. But she agreed.

“We’re going to teach you girls how to do hair and makeup tonight,” Sister Mecham said in the youth room inside the church building that evening, smiling at the girls in front of her. “We’ve brought in a professional hair dresser and makeup artist to show you tricks.”

What fun! Cassie’s spirits lifted. Now she wished Andrea were here. Andrea loved makeup, but Cassie thought she often wore too much. Cassie touched the skin on her upper lip, evidence of Andrea’s obsession with appearances. She was glad the scab had peeled off and her mouth didn’t look discolored anymore.

Cassie got in line for the hairdresser first. She watched him pin up the other girls’ hair so that soft tendrils fell out and framed their faces. Others he put in a fancy bun. Cassie didn’t want a bun. She fingered her stick straight hair and hoped he’d find a way to pin her hair up, too. 

Then it was her turn.

“Your hair is very straight,” he said, gathering it in his hands. “And it’s thick but super fine. So you’ll have to use lots of pins to keep it in place or it will slide right out.” He twirled it on one side. “It will be a lot easier to put it in a bun. Let’s do a French bun.”

Cassie sighed inwardly. She wanted something trendier, but she didn’t complain.

“What do you think?” he asked when he finished, showing her a mirror.

The hair pulled away from Cassie’s face but did nothing to mature her features or make her look elegant. She may as well have it in an odd-shaped ponytail. “It looks great,” she lied.

“Perfect. Now go get your makeup done.”

The woman had Cassie sit in a chair. She examined her face, pushing her finger into Cassie’s skin and smoothing it. “Your skin is perfect. The kind of skin tone every model wants. Your eyelashes are long and dark and definitely your best feature, followed by your eyes. But they’re a tad bit too close together. So you want to put eyeliner on them and tail it out at the end to lengthen your eyes.” She ran the eyeliner over Cassie’s eyelids and showed her the effect in the mirror. “See?”

“Yes,” Cassie said, pleased with the result. Now she looked older than thirteen. Never mind that she was fifteen; people often confused her age for someone younger.

“And you definitely want to use mascara and a little lipstick. You don’t need much, but you don’t want to leave your face naked.”

Cassie kept quiet while the artist made up the rest of her face.

“You are so pretty!” the woman said, stepping back and examining her. “You could be a model! Everyone come look at her!”

Cassie felt a blush creeping up her face, but as the other girls gathered around and exclaimed over her, she couldn’t help feeling pleased.

Mrs. Jones dropped Cassie off at Andrea’s house, French bun and all.

“Your makeup looks good,” Andrea said as Cassie dumped her overnight bag on the bed. Andrea’s hair was curled, her blue eyes framed by thick mascara, and she wore a blue tank top with shorts.

“Thanks.” Cassie felt frumpy in her white blouse and jean shorts. She sat next to Andrea at the vanity and pulled out the French bun. “We did makeovers at church.”

“Lucky! Come on. We’re going to the store with my mom.”

“The store?”

“She needs groceries. I bet we can find some hot guys.”

Hot guys sounded nice. Andrea was always on the lookout for those, and Cassie didn’t mind the eye candy.

Cassie and Andrea loitered in the parking lot while Mrs. Wall went inside to get her groceries. A truck with two teenage boys pulled up beside them.

“Hi,” the boy driving said. He only looked a year older than them. “You guys from around here?”

“Yes,” Andrea said, tossing her hair and smiling. 

The boys smiled back. They weren’t very cute, Cassie thought, but in the end, what did that matter? At least they had nice smiles.

“We’re just here for a swim meet,” the driver said. “Maybe we could meet up with you guys sometime tomorrow?”

“Absolutely,” Andrea said, tilting her head and batting her lashes.

“What is there to do for fun around here?” the passenger asked.

“Lots of stuff,” Andrea said. “Swimming, movies, food. The normal.”

The boy looked at Cassie. “Does your friend talk?”

Cassie’s face warmed, and Andrea said, “Sometimes. She’s shy.”

Cassie elbowed her, embarrassed, but what else could she say? It was true. Boys made her get all tongue-tied.

“Well, we better go,” the driver said. “Can we call you sometime?”

“Of course,” Andrea said, and she gave him her number. Then she looped her arm through Cassie’s and started to pull her away.

“Wait,” he called. “We didn’t get your friend’s number.”

“Oh,” Andrea said, and even Cassie heard the note of surprise in Andrea’s voice. “Cassie?”

Cassie cleared her throat and gave them her number also.

“Thank you, Cassie,” the passenger said, and he gave her a shy grin that made something lurch in her stomach.

Maybe he was cuter than she’d first thought.

“See you girls later,” the driver said, and they pulled away.

“We didn’t even get their names,” Cassie said. Something about the interaction left her giddy, almost glowing, inside.

“That’s okay. They won’t call.”

“They won’t?”

“Nope. It’s just fun to get numbers.” She pulled Cassie inside the grocery store. “Let’s get donuts.”

*~*

Andrea got Cassie home by noon the next day since Cassie was leaving for her family reunion in the morning. Cassie unloaded the dishes, swept the floor, and emptied the trash. Then she sat down on the porch to play with the kittens. 

Her phone rang, and she tilted her head, studying the unknown number before answering it. “Hello?”

“Hi, is this Cassie?” a male voice asked.

She leaned back on the porch. “Yes.” Who knew her but she didn’t know him?

“This is Trevor. We met yesterday at Harps.”

“Oh!” That same tremor of pleasure rippled through Cassie, and she sat up straighter. Andrea had said they wouldn’t call! “Hi!”

“Hi. I’m the one who was sitting in the truck. Not driving.” He cleared his throat. “So are you busy?”

“No. We’re going out of town tomorrow, but today I’m just sitting around.”

“Great! Want to hang out?”

Hang out. 

Just a boy and a girl, hanging out. Going to the movies. Getting fries. Driving through town.

She couldn’t. She didn’t know him. And she wasn’t old enough. 

He was still talking. “We could meet at Harps. You can drive, right?”

He thought she was sixteen. Cassie bit on her lower lip, then said, “Yeah, but my mom has my car right now. She’s running errands before we leave on our trip.”

“I can pick you up, then.”

Crapola, why was he being so congenial? “I don’t live in the city. You don’t want to come all the way out of town.”

“I don’t mind.”

Cassie sighed. “I’m sorry, Trevor. I can’t today. Maybe when I get back.” Yeah, right. And then she’d have to admit to him that she had lied.

“Well, tell me about yourself. What do you like to do?”

Read. And write. She sounded so boring. “I like to sing.”

“Really? Sing something for me.”

“Oh, no way.” Cassie laughed. 

“Why not?”

“Over the phone? I’m too embarrassed.”

“Come on. Someone as pretty as you has to sing good.”

The flattery won her over. She hummed for a second and then sang a few lines from the latest song Ms. Malcolm had her working on.

“I knew it. You sing pretty.”

“Thanks,” Cassie said.

“You’re sure I can’t come get you? We could just go to the mall for a few hours.”

“I can’t today.”

“Okay. Call me when you get back in town, then. Maybe I can come to Springdale.”

“I will,” Cassie said, though she doubted it. 

They hung up, and Cassie grinned at the phone. Then she called Andrea.

“Andrea! Guess who just called me!”

*~*

For once, the family wasn’t driving to another state. The Joneses were out the door early so they could catch their flight to Iowa.

“I’ve never been on a plane,” Cassie’s littlest sister Annette said, her eyes wide as she eyed the big jets on the runway.

“Yes, you have,” Cassie said. “You just don’t remember. We all flew to Grandma’s house a few years ago.” While her mom’s mom lived in Fayetteville, Cassie’s dad’s parents lived in Arizona. They’d gone out to visit when Cassie was eleven—right before she got bit by a snake and spent a week in the hospital.

“Oh,” Annette said. “Is it scary?”

“Nah.” Cassie looped an arm over Annette’s shoulders. Annette was nine now, six years Cassie’s junior but hardly a small child. “They’re lots of fun.”

That was what Cassie told herself as the plane bumped and dipped through a patch of clouds for an hour. Around her, she heard people vomiting into the little paper bags, and Annette squeezed her hand.

“It’s just like a ride at Disney World,” Cassie said, squeezing back. “Easy peasy.”

“Is it supposed to be this way?”

“This is normal,” Mr. Jones said, not even looking up from his book.

Annette looked to Cassie for confirmation, who gave her a tight-lipped grin. “Yep. Perfectly normal.”

And it must have been, because they landed without incident.

As soon as the Joneses got checked into the hotel, the kids changed into their swimsuits and ran to the pool.

“Now we can watch everyone arrive!” Emily said, keeping her eyes on the check-in desk. 

“Do you think we’ll recognize anyone?” Cassie asked. “It’s been years since we had a reunion.”

Emily shrugged, not looking away from the lobby.

Cassie tried to remember her cousins. She knew a set on her mom’s side fairly well, since they saw them at Thanksgiving nearly every year. But her dad’s side, she didn’t see them often. She remembered Emma, who was a year older than her, and Clementine, a year younger. And Jordan, her male cousin who was about her age. She and Jordan had grown up together in Texas before the family moved to Arkansas. Cassie hadn’t talked to him since then, and she wasn’t sure they would still be friends.

“Look!” Emily cried, jumping up. “It’s Bridget! Uncle Mike is here!”

That meant Jordan was here also. Cassie straightened up in her deck chair, watching the group of tow-headed children rushing toward the pool.

“Hi, guys!” Bridget cried, bursting into the solarium. Her hair was cut short to her chin, her blue eyes sparkling. She was about Scott’s age, maybe eleven or twelve.

“Are you coming swimming?” Annette asked.

Jordan came in behind her, and Cassie felt her jaw drop. He had added about a foot to his height since the last time she saw him, and he’d bulked up, no longer looking like a scrawny kid but like a strong young man. 

“We don’t have our swimsuits on,” he said. “We’ll have to swim later.” He spotted Cassie, and his eyes widened. “Cassie?”

“Hi,” she said, giving a timid wave.

“We’ll get our swimsuits on and come back,” Bridget said, and she hurried from the pool room.

“Yeah, we’ll see you guys later,” Jordan said, following her out.

The other cousins slowly arrived. A few quickly changed into swimming suits, but before long the parents came and called all the kids out.

“We’re going to dinner,” Mr. Jones said, hussling everyone out the door. “You can talk with your cousins there. Let’s go change.”

Cassie quickly changed into something more appropriate for dinner, shorts and a tank top. Then she continued down to the hotel restaurant.

Her dad and his brothers all hugged each other, and the cousins were sitting in clusters around tables, having small, friendly conversations. Cassie spotted her cousin Emma and tried to catch her eye, but Emma didn’t look her way. So Cassie sank into a chair at a different table by herself.

“Hey.” Jordan sat down across from her. “How are you, Cassie?”

“I’m great.” She smiled, pleased he wanted to sit with her. “You’ve gotten taller.”

“I hope so. It’s been like five years.”

She nodded. “Even I’ve gotten taller.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think you’re gonna catch me.”

She laughed. “How’s life in Texas?”

“Hot and humid. Arkansas?”

“About the same. It’s nice. You guys should come visit. It’s not that far.”

“You’re right. I wonder why we haven’t ever come? I’ll tell my dad.”

The waiter came, and Cassie looked over her menu while her siblings placed their orders. When he got to her, she said, “I’ll take the veggie burger and sweet potato fries, please.”

“Veggie burger?” Jordan squinted at her. “You know there’s no meat in that.”

“I don’t eat meat.” She grinned. “I’m a vegetarian.”

“Whoa. We totally can’t mix, because I’m a vampire.”

Cassie laughed. And she didn’t stop laughing throughout the meal. When their burgers arrived, Jordan showed her the blood still oozing from his meat, and he flinched when Cassie waved the garlic-laden veggie burger at him. He flicked a tatertot at her, except it went right past her and hit Uncle Chad in the head, and when he turned around, Jordan ducked under the table. Cassie snorted as she took a sip of her water, and the liquid splashed out on their plates and the table.

“Nose water,” Jordan said, using his napkin to mop at the table. “That’s a new one. Is it good on burgers? Because I’m pretty sure mine’s covered in it.”

Cassie couldn’t even answer, she was laughing so hard. 

She had the feeling she and Jordan were going to be great friends this week.













CHAPTER THREE

Nose Water



The next morning, the family members gathered in the lobby to head to a park for a concert. 

“How boring,” Emily murmured next to her.

“I know,” Cassie whispered back. “I don’t even want to go.”

Jordan jumped to Cassie’s side, bumping her arm with his. He crossed his arms over his chest and put on a stern face as he listened to Uncle Chad explain the details of the concert in the park.

Cassie bit her lip, reassessing her analysis of the day. It might not be boring after all. “Did you sleep well?” 

“I had a terrible cough,” Jordan said, tapping his throat for emphasis.

“A cough? Are you sick?”

“Garlic.” He thumped his fist against his neck and grunted. “It affects my fangs. Makes me sick.”

She pressed her lips together to keep from giggling.

Uncle Chad finished talking. “All right, let’s move out to the cars!”

“But it’s all right,” Jordan added as they turned to leave the lobby with the rest of the family. “Nose water helps clear it up. I think it could have been worse.”

Now Cassie couldn’t keep the laughter inside.

They rode in the Jones’s car together with her family, and Cassie and Jordan teased each other the whole way. It almost felt like—flirting. But it couldn’t be, because he was her cousin, right? So it was just teasing. Really fun, harmless teasing.

The park had an amphitheater set up near the baseball diamond, and a small band warmed up on the stage. The children looked for a playground, but there wasn’t one. Just a fountain. The little kids dipped their fingers in it until the adults shooed them away.

“This is so boring,” Scott said.

“Totally agree,” Bridget said, and a handful of younger cousins murmured their agreement.

“I have an idea,” Cassie said. “Come here.” She motioned to Bridget.

Bridget stepped over uncertainly, and Cassie took her hands.

“Ready?”

“For what?” Bridget asked, and then Cassie lifted her into the air and spun her.

Bridget squealed and laughed, and the other kids clamored around, wanting their turn. Jordan joined her, taking smaller children by the hands and spinning them.

Cassie panted after setting down her fourth child. “That’s tiring. Who’s going to spin me?”

“My turn!” Annette said, running to Cassie. 

Cassie grabbed her little sister’s hands and twirled her around.

“I’m pretty sure I can do it,” Jordan said.

“Do what?” Cassie asked, glancing at him as she set Annette down.

“Spin you.”

“No you can’t. I weigh like—”

“What? Sixty pounds? Come on.” Jordan took her hands.

He might have gotten her feet off the ground. Cassie wasn’t sure. What she was sure of was that the next moment Jordan dropped her hands, and she fell flat on her stomach in the grass beside Jordan as he also collapsed in a heap. He struggled for breath, and Cassie gasped as she laughed, clutching her side.

“I’m so sorry,” Jordan said. “I couldn’t hold on.”

“I thought I pulled your arms off!”

“Nope.” He grinned and lifted his arms out. “Still there.”

By the evening, Cassie felt like she’d found a new best friend. And he was her cousin. It couldn’t get any better than that.

The next day had nothing planned until dinner. So Cassie changed into her swimsuit after lunch and headed for the pool.

She spotted Jordan in the hot tub with Emma and her brother Liam, and her smile dimmed. She wasn’t sure Emma liked her. Cassie dipped into the big pool and splashed around a bit, then settled into a lawn chair with her book. Her cousins laughed and joked with each other, and Cassie felt left out. Why didn’t they include her? 

Why don’t I just join them? Being shy wasn’t doing her any favors. Gathering her courage, Cassie wrapped the towel around her and walked over to the hot tub.

“Hi, Cassie!” Liam said, and Emma scooted over to make room for her.

“Hey, nice of you to join us!” Jordan said.

“I didn’t know I was invited,” Cassie said.

“Of course you are,” Emma scoffed. “You’re our cousin.”

“Not that anyone would know that from looking at us,” Liam snorted.

It was true. All of them took from her dad’s side with blond hair and blue eyes, while Cassie’s family had enough of her mother’s ethnic heritage to have darker skin and darker hair.

“I wish I looked like you,” Emma said. “So exotic.”

“Thanks,” Cassie said, not sure what else to say to that.

Jordan pressed the On button on the hot tub. Big white bubbles spilled out, bubbling up over their shoulders. “Bubble fight!” He grabbed a handful and threw them at Cassie.

She shrieked and threw some back, then splashed wildly in Liam’s direction when he also tried to attack her. Emma joined in, and Cassie couldn’t even see who was splashing who as she squinted her eyes against the onslaught of water.

The jets turned off and the four of them sat there laughing, soaking wet.

“That was the most fun I’ve had all week,” Emma said.

“It’s always fun around me,” Jordan said.

It was, Cassie thought. But she hoped Emma and Liam wouldn’t hang around. She liked having Jordan to herself.

The families drove back to the park for a barbecue dinner and a game of soccer. This time Cassie rode with Jordan’s family. She skipped the hamburgers and hot dogs, piling up on potato salad and grapes with chips instead.

“Do you know how healthy hot dogs are for you?” Jordan asked, sitting across from her under the pavilion.

“They’re terrible for you!” Cassie said.

“No. You’ve got it all wrong. You’re buying into the conspiracy theory.” He waved the bunned hot dog at her. “There is enough protein in here to keep a starving child alive for four days.”

“Did you, like, just make that up?”

“Yes,” he said, not cracking a grin. “But it’s a statistic that sounds good and is likely to play on the sympathies of the common people. So, like politicians, I don’t care if it’s factual or not.”

She cracked up. Somehow she could never be serious around Jordan.

“Soccer time!” Mr. Jones called, gathering the families together. “Who wants to play?”

“I’m in!” Jordan said, jumping up. “Cassie?”

She stood slowly. “I like soccer. But I’m not very good at it.”

“I’ve never played.” He shrugged and grabbed her hand. “Let’s do this.”

Cassie ended up on a team with Liam, Jordan, Emma, and Clementine. They played against Scott, Bridget, Uncle Mike, Uncle Chad, Emily, and Mr. Jones.

“Uh, Houston, we have a problem,” Jordan said into his hands. “We’re outnumbered.”

“You’re also younger and fitter,” Uncle Chad shouted. “You can do this.”

“We got this,” Liam said, nodding.

“Yeah, there’s no problem here.” Jordan dropped his hands.

The game began. Cassie forced herself to run even when she got tired, and she only winced a little when the myriad of elbows and knees collided with her body. She didn’t have shin guards and knew her legs would be black and blue the next day.

“I’m out,” Clementine said, stopping and clutching her side. “Good luck, guys.”

“Me too,” Emma said, gasping for breath.

“What?” Jordan said, his jaw dropping. “You can’t abandon the team!”

“Let them,” Liam said. “We’re winning anyway.”

“Cassie?” Emma said. “You coming?”

Cassie sure wanted to. But when she saw the way Jordan looked at her, with such expectancy, she knew she couldn’t. “No, I’m good.”

Jordan crowed and Liam gave her a high-five.

They finished the game on a win and sat in the grass, panting and rubbing their sore legs.

“Good game,” Jordan said, holding his hand out to both of them for palm slaps. “We rock.”

“I’m sore,” Liam groaned.

“Me too,” Cassie said. She hadn’t played soccer in years. She needed a drink.

There was a water fountain in the pavilion. Cassie stood up just as Jordan did. They glanced at each other but didn’t say anything as they started walking side by side toward the pavilion.

He must be getting a drink too. Cassie moved a little faster. His strides matched hers. Cassie bit her lip, and then she broke into a run.

Jordan didn’t miss a beat. He broke into a run beside her, and she quickened her speed, racing him to the fountain.

She inched in front of him, her side aching from the sprint. Almost there. The fountain was in sight.

She didn’t know there was a step up into the pavilion until she missed it. Her foot twisted beneath her and she lurched forward, flying over the lip of the concrete. Her hands lanced outward, searching for support, and she grabbed Jordan’s shoulder as he ran past her. It twisted under her hand and Cassie let go, grabbing instead a pole next to the table. She swung around it and landed on her rear, tears leaking from her eyes as she grasped her ankle and laughed hysterically, trying desperately not to cry.

Jordan came over, holding his shoulder. “Congratulations. You just broke the long jump record.” He took her hand and helped her to her feet, putting an arm around her waist as she hobbled. “Still want that drink of water?”

“Yes.” She cried and laughed at the same time, slapping his hands away. “That was so your fault.”

“You did that all on your own. I’m lucky I got to keep my shoulder.”

She shook her head and sucked up the cool water, happiness bubbling in her chest like the liquid from the fountain.

The families gathered in the lobby after dinner when they returned to the hotel.

“It’s been a fun reunion,” Uncle Chad said. “We hope you’ve all been able to spend quality time together. This is our last night, so we invite you to stay down here and play games as long as you’d like.”

Cassie couldn’t believe it. It was already almost over. She hadn’t expected to enjoy it so much, and it hurt her heart to think of not being around Jordan. Why couldn’t her cousins live closer?

He set up a table with a card game on it and pushed a chair out for her. Emily and Clementine and Scott joined them.

“I’m dealing,” Jordan said, setting up the game.

Everyone accepted their cards, but they had only made it through one round before Mr. Jones came over to their table. 

“My crew, we have to go to bed. Our flight is super early in the morning.”

Cassie’s heart sank. “One more game, Daddy.” This couldn’t be the end.

“Nope. Time to go.”

Cassie looked at Emily and Scott, and they all stood. Was this goodbye? She turned to Jordan, who had also stood. “Bye,” she said lamely, then reached up and hugged him. “It was fun to get to know you again.”

“You too,” he said, giving her a tight squeeze.

The elevator ride was silent. Just as they reached the room, Mr. Jones said, “Cassie, if you want to stay downstairs and play with your cousins, I guess that’s okay.”

“Really?” Cassie said.

Her younger siblings immediately began to complain, but Cassie hobbled back to the elevator before he could change his mind. Her dad could handle them.

But when Cassie got back downstairs, everyone else was clearing out, also. Jordan stood next to Bridget and his mother waiting for the elevator.

“My dad said I could play another game,” Cassie said, disappointment evident in her voice when she saw them. “Are you going to bed?”

Jordan looked at his mom, who shook her head. 

“Go on. You can have ten more minutes.”

“Yes.” Jordan fist-bumped her, and they returned to the lobby.

“Yahtzee,” Jordan said, setting up the unfamiliar game. “You know it?”

“No,” Cassie admitted.

“Well, it’s time you learned.”

The game had a bit of a learning curve, and Cassie lost terribly on the first round until she got the gist of it. But by the third round, she knew how to play, and she rolled the dice with enthusiasm, then cheered as she added up her points.

Ten minutes turned into twenty, and then thirty, and finally Aunt Kayla called Jordan’s phone. He listened without a word, then made a face and said, “Okay.” Putting the phone away, he said, “I have to go to bed.”

Cassie looked at their points, but it wasn’t the thought of not finishing the game that left her disappointed. “Yeah. I probably should too.” 

“What time is your flight tomorrow?”

“At six in the morning. We leave the hotel around four.”

“Whoa. That’s super early. Are you sure vegetarians are supposed to get up that early?”

She giggled. “What about vampires?”

“Way too early.”

They took the elevator together, though Jordan got off first. He turned and gave Cassie one last hug.

“It’s official,” he said. “You’re my favorite cousin.”

His words warmed her. “And you’re mine.”

He stepped out and waved, and then the doors closed behind on him.	













CHAPTER FOUR

Return of Splendor



Four o’clock in the morning came too early for Cassie. Mr. Jones woke the family, and the light turned on in the hotel room as her siblings stuffed objects into their bags and checked under the bed for socks. She buried her head under the blankets as long as she could before her dad shouted, “Cassie! We’re not missing our flight because of you!”

Groaning, she stumbled to her feet. She’d slept in her clothes the night before, so basically all she had to do was haul her suitcases to the car.

The door was open as the family made multiple trips to and fro. Cassie spotted Annette going up the stairs when Cassandra exited the elevator to put her first suitcase in the car, then she turned around and went up the stairs to get her second. 

As she pulled her second suitcase from the elevator, she noticed Scott standing at the stairs talking to someone. “What are you doing, Scott?”

Scott turned around. “Cassie, it’s Jordan!”

“What?” Cassie tugged the suitcase forward. It couldn’t be. Not at four o’clock in the morning.

Sure enough, Jordan’s lanky body was stretched over the stairs as he sat there watching them. 

“Jordan!” A lump of emotion formed in Cassie’s throat. “What are you doing here?”

Jordan shrugged. “I’ve been up since four watching you guys pack up your stuff.”

Cassie hauled her last bag to the car and then returned, climbing the steps to sit by him. “Do you always get up this early?”

He bumped her shoulder with his. “Only on special occasions.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

She returned his shoulder bump. “You’re my favorite cousin too.”

They stayed that way until the car was loaded and Mr. Jones called Cassie away. Her siblings climbed up to say bye to Jordan, but Cassie already had. She went to the car without glancing back, knowing it would be a long few years before she saw him again.
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Riley called almost as soon as Cassie walked in the door at home.

“My mom talked to Zelda,” she said, “and it’s okay if you come and work in the kitchen with me.”

“Really?” Cassie had so much to tell Riley. She wanted very much to go up to Camp Splendor and spend time with her. She would tell her all about Iowa and Jordan.

And she might even see Ben.

“I guess it’s all right,” Mrs. Jones said when Cassie asked, though she looked drugged from exhaustion. “Do all your laundry and repack, and I’ll take you tomorrow.”

“How long can I stay?”

“Let’s start with one week.”

One week. That would be enough time to see all her friends.

It only took a few hours to do her laundry and repack, so the next morning Mrs. Jones took Cassie to Camp Splendor.

Riley greeted her as she came out of the car. “You can put your stuff in my cabin!”

“We have cabins?” Cassie followed.

“Yes! No tents. We’re not campers, we’re staff!”

Staff. Cassie liked the sound of that. She still had the staff dog tags Ben had given her last year.

Was he here? She looked around but didn’t see him.

Mrs. Jones said goodbye, and Cassie set about unpacking her things.

“Knock knock.” 

Cassie looked up as Zelda stepped into the cabin.

“I told Riley you could come. But I just want to lay down some ground rules,” Zelda said, looking directly at Cassie. “You don’t eat with the campers. You don’t do special activities with them. You don’t visit their units. And there will be absolutely no flirting or fraternizing with members of the opposite sex.”

Cassie nodded, working hard to keep her jaw from dropping. She slid a glance toward Riley as soon as Zelda left. No eating with the campers? No activities with them? “What’s going on? It’s like a prison camp!”

“At least we’re allowed to talk to the campers.” Riley shrugged. “I got the same speech. Minus the last line about flirting.”

Cassie smirked. “Ha.” Then she sobered. “Have you seen Ben lately?”

“He comes by every few days. I told him you were coming to Camp Splendor.”

Cassie’s stomach twisted at that. Would he come by to see her or would he avoid her?

She stayed near the doorway at dinner time, watching the campers come in and looking for familiar faces. She spotted Tiffany, her friend from two years earlier, and waved. Tiffany ran over, and they hugged tightly. She also saw Brittany, the girl who had kissed up the counselor two summers earlier and stolen Cassie’s Keeper of the Ashes award. She swallowed past any lingering feelings of jealousy or misgivings, giving her a hug also.

Satisfied she’d seen everyone there was to see, Cassie returned to the kitchen. She spotted the big freezer and gave a laugh. “Ben locked the two of us in there once,” she said.

“Why did he do that?” Riley asked.

“So we could make out without his sister seeing us.” Cassie grinned, remembering. She hadn’t liked all the kissing, but she wouldn’t mind just one kiss now. It had been too long.

Cassie set out the food plates for the campers to take to their tables, accepting them from the cook. Then the vegetables came out of the scullery, and she paused in mid-motion.

Okra.

She stared at the green star-shaped slices, a sharp pang in her chest. Maybe being here wasn’t such a good idea. It brought back memories. So many memories.

She hurriedly put the plates out for the campers to grab and then excused herself to the bathroom. She’d come back out when the food plates were gone.

A tap came on the bathroom door. “Cassie? You in there?”

Crapola, she’d been noticed. Cassie flushed the toilet and came out, all smiles. “Did I miss something?”

Riley eyed her suspiciously. “You were gone awhile.”

Cassie shrugged, trying to look innocent. “I didn’t want to serve the okra.” 

Riley didn’t know about the private joke between her and Ben. She wouldn’t know how Cassie had just admitted to missing him.

“Well, come on,” Riley said. “Zelda said we can sit with the campers during singing time.”

“Oh, great.” Cassie followed Riley into the dining hall and sat by her friend Tiffany.

“So,” Tiffany said, lowering her voice, “I guess we’ve both gone out with Ben now.”

Cassie winced. Not Ben again. She’d tried to forget that Ben went out with her friend the year before he went out with her. “I hope you’re not mad.”

Tiffany shrugged. “I kind of was, when I first heard. But we’d broken up. It was a long time ago.”

“Same,” Cassie said. “It was a year ago for me.”

“Would you go out with him again?” Tiffany asked, settling back to study Cassie.

“I would,” Cassie admitted. “But he’s different now. I’m different. It wouldn’t work.” At least, that’s what she told herself. 

“He’s had like three girlfriends since you.”

That hurt. “I guess we all move on.” 

The girls sang the familiar songs, but Cassie’s heart wasn’t in it. Suddenly she just wanted to go home. Some things were better left in the past.

She was quiet as she and Riley washed dishes in the kitchen once the campers left.

“Are you okay?” Riley asked. “I thought you’d be happier here.”

Cassie took a moment to answer. She didn’t want to admit her feelings to anyone; they made her feel weak. “I guess I’m thinking a lot about last year.”

“About Ben, you mean.”

“Yeah.”

“He did say something,” Riley said. “That he’s afraid to see you because he thinks you might cry.”

“He said that?” Indignation burned up in Cassie’s throat, shoving her achy-heart down to her toes. “What does he think, that I’m still not over him?” Suddenly she wanted to see Ben just to laugh in his face and show him how much she didn’t care.

“I know. I told him in his dreams.”

“Yeah! That’s right!” Cassie said, all fired up.

“So you won’t cry if we see him?” Riley sounded relieved.

“No way! I’m like, so done with him!” She grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat from her brow. “This is hard work.”

“No kidding.” Riley grinned. “Why do you think I wanted you here?”

“Ha!” Cassie snapped the towel at her, and Riley leapt out of the way.

“You need a camp name,” Riley said, picking up another soap-covered dish. “Since you’re staff.”

“What’s yours?” 

“Twiggy.”

“What should mine be?”

“I don’t know. Violet because you like the color purple?”

Cassie tossed her head back. “Olive. I’ll be Olive.” Because she had olive skin and it sounded cute.

“Olive it is, then,” Riley said. “Get to work, Olive, before Ben sees you being lazy.”

Cassie whipped around, eyes wide. “Is he here?”

Riley rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you’re so over him.”

She laughed at Cassie, who scowled.

“Just you wait,” she grumbled. “I’ll show you.”

She’d show them both. She hoped she’d get the chance.













CHAPTER FIVE

Lost in a Memory



Zelda put Riley and Cassie in charge of the camp out for the younger girls.

“This is one of your assignments as junior staff members. You figure out what the campers are going to do,” she said. “Plan the evening and build the bonfire. They have to pass off an outdoor camp out, and this is your major project while you’re both here.”

After the dinner dishes, Cassie and Riley gathered in the empty mess hall.

“What should we do?” Riley asked, sitting down at a table with a paper and pencil.

Cassie sat across from her. “Music, of course. We have to sing songs.”

“And s’mores, then. Everyone loves s’mores and a campfire with songs.”

“Then I guess we better have a campfire!”

“Ha, yeah.” Riley wrote that down too.

“Maybe we can do a one-match A-frame,” Cassie said, her mind flashing on a memory.

Riley squinted at her. “A what?”

“Remember what they taught us in Girls Club all those years ago? The best fire is the one you can light with one match. We have to try it!” No one had succeeded at the camp out they’d had three years earlier, even though Trisha had yelled at them all and insisted she could do it.

“Yeah.” Riley grinned. 

“Where should we do this awesome camp out?” Cassie asked.

“We could do it here in the mess hall.”

Cassie shook her head. “It has to be outside for a big bonfire!”

“I know! We could do it at the amphitheater. Where they have the last night ceremonies.”

Cassie pictured the round outdoor theater, with benches ringing the concrete slab. “Great idea! We’ll have the girls bring their sleeping bags and pillows, and we’ll sleep under the stars.”

“And hope it doesn’t rain.”

She and Riley spent the afternoon gathering the wood and setting it up in the amphitheater. Cassie layered the kindling on top of the tinder, and Riley loaded up the wood into an A-frame.

“We’ll light it after dinner,” Cassie said, standing next to Riley and staring at the fire with hope and expectation.

“With one match.”

All they could think about during dinner was the upcoming camp out.

“Should we have any snacks besides s’mores?” Riley asked as they washed the dishes.

“I don’t think so. The girls just ate dinner.”

Ma came into the kitchen and examined their work. “Don’t you girls have a campfire to prepare?”

“Yes,” Riley said. She and Cassie grinned at each other and hurried back to the amphitheater. 

The wind blew their hair as they crouched beside their A-frame pile of logs. Cassie looked at Riley, and Riley pulled out the matchbox.

This was it. Their chance to make the perfect fire.

“One match,” Riley whispered.

“One match,” Cassie breathed.

Riley lit the match. Cassie leaned forward and watched as Riley held it to the tinder. A piece caught, then another. Then the kindling on top smoked and burst into flame. And then finally, the fire beneath the large branches engulfed one of the larger pieces of wood, catching it with the flame.

“We did it!” Cassie cheered.

Riley whooped, and they hugged, pleased with themselves and their one-match fire.

The campers arrived as it began to get dark. Cassie led them in songs, but they wanted scary ghost stories, so Riley took over. Cassie cozied up in her sleeping bag and let her drowsy eyes close.

And then several sleeping bags crowded around her. 

“Can we sleep next to you, Olive?” a voice said, and several others picked up the chorus.

“We’re scared,” another girl said. “We want to be close to you.”

“Twiggy!” Cassie groaned, barely remembering to call Riley by her camp name. “You scared all the girls!”

“Sorry,” Riley said. “Good thing they’ve got you to keep them safe!”

The girls moved their sleeping bags closer to Cassie. They whispered and giggled and talked for hours. It was well after midnight before they finally, finally drifted off to sleep. 

Only then could Cassie also close her eyes and rest.
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The campers woke before seven the next morning, as soon as the sun lit the horizon. They went up to the mess hall, where their well-rested counselors led them to their unit. Grumpy and exhausted, Cassie cleaned up the fire debris and gathered up the trash left behind from the s'mores. Barely had she and Riley finished dumping the trash before it started raining.

“Good thing we did the camp out last night,” Riley said.

“Good thing,” Cassie said, though her head pounded and all she really wanted was to find a bed and sleep.

She and Riley stayed in the dining hall all day, helping with meals and cleaning and the trading post.

“I can’t believe you go home tomorrow,” Riley said in the afternoon.

“Has it already been a week?” Cassie had lost track of the days. To be honest, she didn’t really mind. This wasn’t the fun reunion she’d envisioned. A part of her had been wanting to relive the magic of the previous summer, but those events had been a one-time thing. “I guess so.” 

So much for seeing Ben. That ache would have to stay in her heart.

Because of the rain, there was no closing flag ceremony, and the campers left quickly after singing time. Cassie washed up and then went to use the bathroom, but Riley was in it.

“Riley!” she crowed. “I need to go!”

“Go to the one in the other building!”

Cassie would have to go out in the rain, and she didn’t want to. “I’ll just use the men’s.” There were no men here, anyway.

She was almost done in her stall when Riley banged on the door.

“Cassie!” she hissed loudly. “Hurry and come out! Ben’s here!”

Cassie’s stomach lurched. Ben was here? Cassie washed her hands and dried them, then smoothed her hair down in the mirror. Deep breaths. She stepped out, trying to appear calm.

Ben stood at the sink helping Riley with the dishes, and she was chatting a million miles a minute. Then Ben looked up, looking at her with the same startling blue eyes, the same face, the same crinkle around his lips.

“Hi,” he said, breaking into a smile.

“Hi,” Cassie said, raising her eyebrows as if surprised to see him. “You haven’t changed much.”

“You either,” he said. 

“You look good,” she said, and then her face warmed.

Riley turned from the sink, dripping water everywhere. “Water fight!” She splashed water at both of them.

Cassie shrieked and Ben laughed. She ran for the ice maker and grabbed a handful of ice.

“She means business!” Ben said. 

Cassie threw the ice on the floor as he ran toward her with a glass full of water, and Ben slipped. He clutched the wall for support and threw the water at her.

Riley joined Cassie at the ice, and soon they were slipping and sliding all over the floor. Cassie fell, twisting her sore ankle but laughing too hard to care. Riley helped her up, then straightened just as Ben dashed over with a glass in his hand.

What happened next happened so quickly that Cassie couldn’t quite be sure how it occurred when she played it back in her head. All she knew was one moment Ben was running toward them, and the next, Riley had knocked her face into the glass and split her forehead open.

The glass shattered when it collided with Riley’s head. The gash spewed blood down her shirt and onto the floor.

“Riley!” Cassie cried.

“Here, put this on her,” Ben said, his expression instantly sobering. He grabbed a rag from a drawer and placed it in Cassie’s hands, then pressed her hands against Riley’s face. “Stay here. I’ll get my dad.”

He ran out of the kitchen, avoiding the mess of ice and water and broken glass. Riley began to cry, and Cassie swallowed a hard lump in her throat. “Riley, I’m so sorry. It’s gonna be okay.” She sure hoped it would be.

Ben’s dad, Mr. Fix-It, returned shortly after in the jeep, with Ben beside him. Ben hopped out, and his dad taped the rag to Riley’s forehead before putting her in the jeep.

“I’m taking her to the hospital,” he told Cassie. “I called Zelda and told her what happened. She’ll be here in a minute.”

“I want to come,” Cassie said, trying to climb in.

“No,” he said firmly. “You and Ben stay here and clean up this mess. You’ll be in enough trouble with Ma and Zelda as it is.”

Cassie nodded, tears running down her face.

“I’m sorry,” Ben said when she turned around. “It was my fault.”

All she’d wanted was a moment alone with him. A moment to see how she felt, what he felt. But now that she had this moment, she just prayed Riley would be okay. She nodded and pushed past him to clean up the blood and shattered glass shards.

They worked together in silence until Zelda arrived. 

“That’s what you get for horsing around,” she scolded both of them. “I’d send you home if you weren’t leaving tomorrow anyway, Cassie. Riley had to get four stitches.”

“Four stitches!” Cassie’s stomach knotted. Her eyes welled up with tears again.

Ben looked at her. He reached over the dustbin and gave her hand a quick squeeze before facing Zelda. “She didn’t do anything wrong. They were washing dishes and I came in goofing off. There’s no one to blame but me.”

“Go home, Ben,” Zelda said. “Go to your cabin, Cassie. Riley will be back soon.”

Ben bobbed his head and left the kitchen without a backward glance.
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Cassie cried when Riley returned that evening with stitches above her eyebrow, but Riley was fine.

“I’ll have a scar,” she said. “But it won’t be noticeable because my hair will mostly cover it. And it makes a great story.”

“I feel so bad,” Cassie said. 

“You got to talk to Ben at least, right?”

“Not really,” Cassie mumbled. “Zelda came along and sent him home.”

“At least you saw him.”

Yes, she’d seen him. But as Cassie tumbled into bed, she wished she’d done more than that.

She helped set up for breakfast in the morning, taking Riley’s spot even though Mrs. Jones would arrive any moment. Ma threw sausages on the griddle, and Cassie ignored the ache of disappointment in her chest. 

“Hey, you’re doing my job.”

Cassie turned away from the plates she’d stacked as Ben stepped into the kitchen. “I didn’t think they’d let you back in here!”

He had on a baseball cap again, like he always had when they’d dated. “I have to cover for Riley until she’s able to be in here. So a few days, at least.”

“I’m about to leave. My mom’s on her way.” Cassie tried a smile, but it felt fragile. “It was good to see you.”

“You too.” His eyes crinkled in a smile. “I like your eyes.”

“My eyes?” And then Cassie remembered her colored contacts, the ones that turned her brown eyes blue, and she laughed. And laughed harder. “The funniest thing—no, maybe it’s not funny.”

“What?” Ben tilted his head.

“I got these before we broke up,” she said, her voice dropping. “And all I could think about was how I couldn’t wait to show you.”

“Huh. That is funny.” But he didn’t laugh. “I’m sorry about all that.”

She shrugged. “We were just kids.”

“We’re still kids. And I’m still sorry.”

Her heart pounded a little harder at the way he looked at her, and suddenly she remembered how his kisses made her feel. Would he kiss her now?

He looked like he might. But then he said, “I have a girlfriend.”

“Oh.” Her hopes plummeted. “That’s awesome. Good for you.”

“I mean.” He held her gaze. “If I didn’t, I would kiss you. Because I want to. But it wouldn’t be fair. Not to her, not to you.”

Her heart soared upward again. So he did still like her. She gave him a small smile. “That’s all right.” 

Mrs. Jones arrived, and Cassie left, but she didn’t feel bad anymore. She’d gotten what she needed out of Camp Splendor.







CHAPTER SIX

Matchmaker Fail


Cassie didn’t see Riley for another week. She hoped things were going well at Camp Splendor. 

Oddly enough, when Cassie got home, she didn’t feel like talking to her other group of friends. She almost didn’t call any of them, but she finally called Amity and Janice, just to say hi before she left again for the church youth retreat.

“It’s so good to hear from you!” Amity said. “We miss you so much!”

She said it over and over again, enough that Cassie started to believe it. She hadn’t seen them in so long, it almost felt like they weren’t a part of her life anymore.

The youth retreat was in Dallas, and Cassie rode with her neighbor Beckham and his sisters to the campus. As soon as they arrived, she looked for Riley.

“Riley!” Cassie called, spotting her and waving.

“Hey!” Riley said. She came over and pushed the hair back from her face. “No stitches.”

The stitches were gone, but the painful red mark remained. “Ouch.”

“It doesn’t hurt. And the doctor said it will fade to a small white line. So it’s all okay.”

“How was Ben?” Cassie couldn’t help asking. “Did he seem okay after I left?”

“Yeah, he came by a few more times. But he didn’t say anything about you. Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” Cassie said, and she meant it. She had Ben’s last words, and she’d
























































































































OPS/images/header-season-6.jpeg





OPS/images/cassandra-all-books-black2.png
Southwest Cougars Year 2: Age 15

~. / e
AP

| PR R
N -

|

v O e

N /]

\// I g VS

11
g Ne—
Ta Hart Heiner Tamara Hart Heiner Tamara Hart Heiner





OPS/images/cover.jpg





