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CHAPTER ONE

Girls Camp

 

There were very few times that Cassandra Jones wished her sister Emily was with her, but as her mom pulled into the primitive campsite for church camp, Cassie suddenly wished she wouldn’t be attending alone.

“Why couldn’t Emily come?” she asked, not budging from the passenger seat of the van. She pulled the ponytail holder off her wrist and secured her long dark hair, careful not to dislodge her glasses in the process. Tall deciduous trees, covered with green leaves and the vines so typical in Arkansas, shaded the grassy field. A few green portable toilets hung around the periphery. Yuck.

Mrs. Jones put a shocked look on her face. “You actually want your sister here? That’s a first.”

Cassie didn’t feel like pointing out how much Emily stuck up for her whenever they attended camp together. “I just don’t know anyone.”

“Emily’s only ten. You get to come because you’re twelve, but church camp is only for kids twelve and up. And what do you mean you don’t know anyone? You’ve been going to Wednesday night activities with these kids since March.”

Thus the root of the problem. Cassie frowned, watching the girls from church as they wandered around the four or five dome tents set up on the grass. In the five months since she’d joined the youth group, none of the girls had friended her. Cassie didn’t know them, and they didn’t care. 

“Come on.” Mrs. Jones undid her seatbelt and slid out of the car. “Let’s get your things.”

Cassie heaved a sigh and joined her mom, retrieving her duffel bag and sleeping bag from the trunk of the car. They made their way over to Sister Lofland, the girls’ youth group leader, where she knelt in front of a fire pit and worked on the logs. Cassie recognized the A-frame formation from the lesson they’d had on fire building in Girls Club, though she wondered why anyone would be trying to build a fire in this heat and humidity.

She wished she was at Girls Club camp instead of church camp.

“Hi, Cindy,” Mrs. Jones said.

Sister Lofland looked up, shoving a strand of black hair out of her face that had escaped her bandanna. Her skin, olive-toned even in the winter months, had darkened to a chocolatey brown in the summer sunshine. “Well, hello there!” she said with a cheerful smile. “Hi, Cassie! So glad you could make it!”

“Hi,” Cassie said, wishing she were pleased to be here.

“You’re in that tent over there,” Sister Lofland said, pointing to a small orange dome. “You’re sharing with Michelle.”

“Thanks.” Cassie hefted her bags and headed over to the tent, wishing more than ever that she could get back in the air conditioned van with her mother and go home. The hot August sun beat down on her brown hair, and sweat beaded along her face. The humidity sucked the oxygen right out of her lungs. She threw opened the tent door and groaned as the stifling air wafted out.

Michelle’s stuff was already in a corner, with her sleeping bag unrolled and laid out across the tent floor, but Michelle was nowhere to be seen. She would be with her best friend Sue Copper. The two of them didn’t have room in their friendship circle for anyone else.

“Cassie!” her mom called. 

Cassie rolled out her sleeping bag and exited the tent, removing her glasses to wipe more sweat from her face. She rejoined her mom at the campfire, where Sister Lofland had succeeded in lighting it.

“Why are you building a fire?” Cassie asked, curiosity winning over her reluctance to speak.

“We’ll be cooking our dinner on this,” Sister Lofland said with a beaming smile. “It might take a few hours to get the coals we need, so it’s best to get started now.”

“Oh,” Cassie said. All sorts of negative thoughts flitted through her head, but she resisted. She didn’t need her mother accusing her of murmuring.

“I’m leaving now, Cass,” her mom said, giving her a big hug even though Cassie did nothing to encourage it. “I hope you have a wonderful time.”

Cassie met her mom’s eyes as Mrs. Jones pulled back. “Please don’t make me stay,” she whispered. “None of these girls like me.”

Mrs. Jones brushed back a strand of Cassie’s dark hair. “Then make new friends, sweetheart.”

If only it were that easy.

She watched the light blue van drive away from the campsite, then turned back to Sister Lofland. “Where are the other girls?” she asked.

“I told everyone once they finished unpacking, they could explore, meet the campers from the other units. There are units here from Rogers, Bella Vista, Bentonville, and Fayetteville. You can go look around. Just don’t get in the river.”

River? Cassie wandered away from the campsite, searching for the forewarned river. She found it just beyond the trees. It wasn’t huge, maybe ten feet across, with a small divot just passed the bank were the water ebbed and swirled around a protruding rock. Grayish-green in color, Cassie had no trouble heeding Sister Lofland’s advice to stay out.

She went back up through the trees, passing the campsite where her unit, the Springdale one, had set out their tents. She’d only taken a few steps when she bumped into two girls. They both wore shorts and matching green t-shirts that said “Rogers Rabbits.”

“Hi,” the shorter one said. Her long blond hair was pulled into a ponytail, and her striking blue eyes crinkled in a smile. “I’m Elise. Who are you?”

Cassie hunched her shoulders, instantly intimidated by the other girl’s prettiness. “I’m Cassie.”

“I’m Tesia,” the taller one said. Her curly brown hair was cut short, just below her chin, and freckles adorned her wide, friendly face. “We’re from the Rogers unit. What about you?”

Gathering her courage, Cassie said, “Springdale.” She gestured to their shirts. “What’s with the rabbits?”

Elise groaned and Tesia giggled. “The theme this year is animals,” Tesia said. “So our leader thought rabbits would be perfect. You know, because we’re from Rogers?”

Cassie frowned. “But it sounds like the cartoon.” Cassie had never seen the cartoon Roger Rabbit, but she’d heard of it, and she knew it involved a very sexy bunny.

“Oh, we know,” Tesia said as Elise buried her face in her hands. “But I guess our leader didn’t. By the time we told her, it was too late. Now we all have matching Roger Rabbit shirts.”

“It’s kind of funny,” Cassie admitted. 

“Yeah,” Tesia giggled, and even Elise laughed, pulling her hands from her face and shaking her head. 

“What’s your unit’s animal?” Elise asked.

Cassie shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything about it.”

“Want to see our campsite? We’re right next to Springdale,” Tesia said. Without waiting for a response, she turned and walked away.

“Come on, then,” Elise said, tossing her long ponytail over her shoulder. “We can hang out.”

I’d love that, Cassie thought, the tension rushing out of her in a whoosh. 

The Rogers campsite looked very different than her own. Instead of five individual tents, the unit had one giant tepee. Cassie’s mouth fell open as she circled it.
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