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​The Ninja Course

​Chapter 1: Last Day Of School
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Casey’s heart was racing. Sitting at her desk, she was bouncing her foot in time to her beating heart. That made signing the yearbook in front of her hard to do – the whole desk was wiggling! Everyone else in school knew where they were going for summer vacation. It was all anyone was talking about. And yet, she didn’t have an answer. 

Her parents always waited until school was over for the year to tell them. Her younger brother, Jake, had asked them every day this week, but Casey knew they wouldn’t budge. Never did. 

Where might they go? An all-in-one resort where they could learn to waterski? The awesome indoor waterpark Josie went to last year? She'd even love a road trip. The time traveling in the car wasn't her favorite thing to do, but nothing beat a view like the grand canyon, the thrill of white water rafting, or becoming a sticky mess while eating s'mores by the campfire.

Where was she? Oh, right. Signing the yearbook for Colton. I enjoyed getting to know you in the debate club this year. - Casey

Brrrriiinnnggg!

The bell! Casey stood up to hand Colton’s yearbook back before the class stampeded out of the room into the hallways. Movies always showed school hallways on the last day of the year filled with paper airplanes, desk contents being emptied into trash bins, and cheering students partying in the halls.

Madison Middle School looked the same as any other day. If anything, the halls were more empty – the lockers containing only the most essential supplies that were needed to make it through the last day of class – and students exiting as quickly as possible.
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Casey emptied her locker and headed to the school bus. Forty-five minutes on bus 60 and then she was free! Jake was already on the bus, along with half the students who usually rode. Their district elementary school and middle school were attached, so they still had the same class hours and rode the same school bus. After sitting down, Casey tuned out the world and worked on reading her current book. She could usually finish a book a week just by reading to and from school and didn't want today to be different.
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​Chapter 2: Summer Vacation
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Dad was home when they got off the bus. He looked up from his book and smiled at Casey and Jake. “Are you ready for summer vacation?” he asked. 

“Yes!” said Jake as he bounced into the house and proceeded to fling his school gear into the corner by the door. Then he raced through to the back door and into the yard. His mission appeared to be getting first dibs on the new ninja obstacle course strung up between two old oak trees. He had gotten it as a birthday gift last month and was having a hard time sharing it.

The oak trees were perfectly situated to provide shade to the person on the course at any time of day. Their thick girth meant Mom and Dad didn’t have to worry about damaging the trees.
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She took a more relaxed approach. "Jake may be ready for a break from school, but I'm more interested in how we’re going to spend the time." Dad smiled back, probably remembering how he spent the summer months at her age. Then his eyes hardened slightly and he tilted his head while focusing his gaze back on Casey.

“Are you worried you’ll get bored?” he asked. “The city just did a ribbon cutting on the new water park. And I thought you wanted to do a 4H project this year.”

Casey returned his gaze questioningly. He had to know what she was referencing, but she gave him the benefit of the doubt. “Every year we take a family vacation. And every year you wait until school is out before you’ll tell us. So, where are we going?”

“This year Mom and I thought we’d do a staycation. You know, skip the travel and explore more of what our local community has to offer! There’s a museum downtown we’ve never visited, the AA baseball team is supposed to be pretty good, and I heard the hotel downtown will be hosting a famous magician in July.”

As Dad mentioned other local attractions, Casey felt her smile slipping. Stay home? When had they ever stayed home for the whole summer? Not in her memory. Dad could tell he had lost Casey’s attention.

“Honey, are you ok?”

“I just... I had hoped for a trip away. Someplace new to explore.”

“I know it’s a disappointment for you. With Mom out of work the last six months we’ve had to reprioritize our finances, and a big vacation isn’t going to work this year. Her new job is willing to let her take some vacation this summer though, so she’ll get to stay home and enjoy the activities with us,” he said.
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Everything Dad was saying made sense. Mom and Dad always prioritized their money well. When Mom lost her job, Casey could tell they weren't stressing about putting food on the table or keeping a roof over their heads. Instead, the fun budget decreased. She had secretly hoped that the changes they had made were enough to salvage a summer vacation trip. Especially after Mom landed her new job at the insurance agency. 

Casey guessed it was too much to hope for. "At least Mom will get to come with us too," she said, shrugging off her backpack and slumping into the nearest couch to contemplate what effects a staycation was going to have on her summer.
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