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EPISODE 1

The New Girl

Episode 1: The New Girl
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CHAPTER ONE

New School

​

THE VAN DOOR SLIDES shut behind me as my brother climbs out, but still I stand in front of my new school, staring up at it. My heart thumps out a staccato rhythm in double time. Duh-dum, duh-dum, duh-dum. I know where my classroom is; my mom showed me when we visited the school a few days ago. That's not the problem.

The problem is, I don't know anyone. Last year was the best one ever at North Ridge Elementary. I spent every spare moment with my best friend, Tammy. My mind flashes on those images now, eating lunch together, running on the playground, trying to see who could go the highest on the swing set at Tammy's house.

My family left Texas right after the last day of school. As in, I walked out the school doors, talking with Tammy, and saw my mom's van waiting in the pick-up line. Everyone was already inside, the vehicle packed to the rafters with what the moving truck didn't take.

And in that moment, the weight of the situation hit me like a grand piano. I threw my arms around Tammy and sobbed into her shoulder.

"Cassie. Cassie!"

My mom's voice behind me makes me zone back into reality. I blink back moisture and turn to the open window and the van that hasn't moved.

"Cassandra, I'm holding up the line," my mom says, weary lines etched around her eyes. Still, I know from the way she purses her lips together that she isn't unsympathetic to my plight. "You've got to go inside, Cassie. You're going to be fine."

I nod and force my feet to step forward. My younger brother and sister are already gone, fearless in the face of the unknown. 

They don't know enough to be scared. I do. I'm a fifth grader now, and I know how mean kids can be. I had a good group of friends in Texas, solid protection. I have nothing here.

Being late isn't the first impression I want to make, either. I quicken my pace and duck into the classroom, depositing my lunch box next to the others lined up against the wall. I find the desk Ms. Dawson showed me last week and settle into it. I keep my eyes down while surveying my new classmates out of the corner of my eye. A boy with brown hair and glasses chats with another boy, and a girl with short, reddish-blond hair shows off her new folders to a larger brunette. A few glance my way, but most pay me no mind.

The breath slides out of me, and some of the tension works its way out of my shoulders. Nobody laughs at me or points me out as the new girl.

The eight o'clock bell rings, and the teacher starts the class by calling roll. I try to pay attention to the names, but they pass by in a blur. I remember to call out "Here" when Ms. Dawson reads, "Cassandra Jones."

"Sometimes I go by Cassie." The sentence is at the tip of my tongue, but I delay too long and am too timid, and Ms. Dawson has already moved on.

Ms. Dawson gives out orders to organize our school supplies before copying down the sentences on the board. Copying sentences. This is familiar and easy, even if boring. The class works in silence, and I don't have to worry about whether anyone will speak to me.

"All right, it's time for morning recess," the teacher says, and my traitorous heart starts to gallop again. Will anyone play with me? Will I be left alone at the sidewalk?

"Let's line up alphabetically." Ms. Dawson reads our names, and we stand in turn and line up at the door. "Matthew Higgins. Riley Isabel. Cassandra Jones."

I stand, smoothing down the skirt of my first-day-of-school dress. I never wear dresses except Sundays and the first day of school. In fact, I’ve always considered myself a tomboy, happier up in a tree than with a doll. But I felt a secret thrill of pleasure when my mother removed the curlers this morning and I caught a glimpse of my reflection, red pleated dress and full curls of dark hair tumbling down my back. I look pretty.

The girl with the short strawberry-blond hair is in front of me. She casts a glance back at me and faces the front again. I want to say hi, but the thought of speaking out loud makes my throat go dry. Instead, I plan what I will say the next time she turns around.
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We march down the hall in a semi-straight line, some kids dragging their feet or walking slightly out of sync with the rest. As soon as we burst through the back doors to the play yard, however, the line dissolves. We scatter like ants from a kicked anthill. It's a large play yard, with a soccer field on one side, swings, tetherballs, monkey bars, a metal dome climber in the middle, and trees on the other side.
"Wow," I say, speaking in spite of myself. "It's so big."

"There's more on the other side," Matthew says, still standing close to me. "This is the upper grades’ playground." He looks at me and then turns away, his cheeks coloring. He dashes off the sidewalk and joins the other kids.

I smile. I'm not an outsider, then. Someone has spoken to me.

I don't join the other girls at the tether balls. I don't know them well enough. Instead, I go to the swings. I pump my legs and go as high as I can. Up here, with the wind streaking through my hair and around my ears, no one else exists. It doesn't matter if I know anyone or have friends.

Ms. Dawson blows her whistle, and my classmates withdraw from different areas of the play yard, regrouping as if sucked in by a magnet. "Line up in order!" she shouts.

I look around for the short-haired girl. I wait until she has stepped into line, and then I get in behind her. "Hi," I say, gathering up my courage.

She doesn't even turn around. Maybe she didn’t hear.

i
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We clean up after recess and do a book assignment before going to lunch. Kids with lunch boxes line up on one side, and those buying lunch line up on the other. At least I won't have to be next to the short-haired girl who won’t talk to me.
I don't have the chance to wonder who will sit by me, either. We file into the cafeteria and sit down at our table in the same order of our line. I open up my blue lunch box, hoping my mom remembered I don't like peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.

Someone taps me on the shoulder. "Cassandra?"

I look up, trying to hide my surprise. The brunette from my class stands there. She brushes her shoulder-length hair back, balancing her lunch tray on her hip. 

"Want to eat lunch with me?"

I look toward the table by the windows where she points, with another teacher and several other kids. "Am I allowed to do that?"

The brunette smiles, showing colorful elastic bands around the braces on her teeth. "Yep."

"Sure." I pack my lunch back up and follow the other girl. I try to smile too big, but I’m giddy with relief. Someone I don't know wants to eat lunch with me.

"I'm Danelle," the girl says as we sit down with the other students.

"And I'm Ms. Buckley," the teacher says. She has short blond hair and tiny wrinkles around her eyes. She smiles. "I'm the school counselor."

"Hi," I say, unwrapping my peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Great. "I'm Cassandra. You can call me Cassie."

The other kids introduce themselves, and I realize half of them are new, too. I nod at them and put my sandwich aside for the other food offerings in my box. Grapes, chips, thermos of milk.

"You don't like your sandwich?" Danelle asks.

I shake my head. "Not really."

"Here, trade with me." Not even asking, Danelle swaps out my sandwich for her chicken fingers from the hot lunch line. "It's my favorite."

"Thanks," I say, staring in wonder at her. What would it be like to have that kind of confidence? To be so sure of herself and others around her?

"So where did you move from?" Danelle asks, biting into the soft white bread and speaking around the food.

"Texas," I say, and I can’t help getting excited. "I loved it there. I miss all my friends. But my dad, he got a job transfer. So now we're here."

"In Arkansas," Danelle says, taking a swallow of milk.

I nod, feeling my smile slip a bit. "Yeah."

"What do you think of it so far?" Ms. Buckley asks.

I hesitate in my response. 

I hate it here. 

We've only lived here three months. I hate the small apartment that passes for our house, hate that all my friends are still in Texas, hate the snakes and spiders I spot anytime I walk outside.

But I know I can't say that. "The people are nice," I say. I tack a big smile onto the end of the sentence, hoping Ms. Buckley will buy it.

"That's right," Danelle says, nodding. "The nicest people ever live here."

i​

Turns out that Danelle's last name is Pierce, and she stands two people behind me in line.

"Hi," she says to me when we line up for afternoon recess.

"Hi," I say back, grinning. We meet up again outside.

"Do you like to swing?" Danelle asks.

"My most favorite thing!" I reply. 

We race to the swings, each of us pushing harder to make ours go the highest.

When Ms. Dawson blows her whistle for us to go inside, Danelle jumps off without even stopping her swing. 

"Come on, Cassandra!"

I hesitate. Tammy told me horror stories about people jumping off swings and cracking their heads open. I've always been too afraid to try.

"Silly goose!" Danelle says. "We have to line up!"

I tuck my legs under me before I can over-think it. I straighten them, take a deep breath, and jump. 

The momentum flings me forward, and my legs struggle to keep up. I stumble through the grass until Danelle grabs my arm, laughing.

"I can tell you haven't done that before," she says.

"Yeah," I agree.

"You'll have plenty of chances to practice." She races on ahead, and I follow, breathless.

i​

Today, and today only, Mom will pick us up in the car line. Tomorrow we will all ride the bus to the apartment in Fayetteville. The idea excites me. I've never been on a bus before except for field trips.

I find my brother and sister, Scott and Emily, waiting outside with in the mob of students. "How was school?" I ask them.

"Great," Emily says, launching into a lengthy description of the classroom rules and what activities they did. I tune her out. I didn’t really want a play-by-play.

"Scott?" I ask.

"Boring," he replies.

"You're in first grade!" I say. "How can it be boring?"

He shrugs.

I wait for someone to ask me, but no one does. So I state, "Well, my day was great. I've already made a best friend." I wait for a reaction, but Emily and Scott just stare at me. I let out a dramatic sigh. "Don't you get it? If you don't have a best friend, you don't have anyone to hang out with. No one to tell your secrets to. No one to celebrate with you when you do great. No one to play with at recess. Having a best friend is the most important part of school!"

Emily's face lights up, and I know she's caught on. "Yeah! I made a best friend."

"Not me," Scott grumbles. "I didn't make any friends."

"Bye, Emily!" someone calls. All three of us swivel to view a girl with long blond hair and big blue glasses waving as she gets into a car.

"Bye!" Emily calls back, waving enthusiastically. "See you tomorrow!"

"Is that your new best friend?" I ask.

"No. I can't remember her name. My new best friend is Alyssa. She sits by me."

"Ah," I say. "My best friend is..." 

My words trail off as I take stock of the waiting area. About five kids still linger around the curb, but there are no more cars in line. "Where's Mom?"

A teacher comes out of the school, a slight frown crinkling her forehead. "All right, everyone inside. We'll start calling parents in a few minutes."
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"Were we supposed to ride the bus?" Emily says, her brown eyes wide and fearful. "Maybe Mom's at home waiting for us!"
"No, we weren't!" I snap, my sudden worry making me cross. My head pounds with an oncoming headache. Mom wouldn't forget us, would she? She never has before. At our old school, we would walk several blocks and meet up with the car. Had she expected us to walk? I shake my head. We wouldn't even know which direction to go.

We troop into the hallway between the entrance and the office. The other kids sit down on their backpacks or rest their heads on them, all looking tired and defeated.

"Where's your mom?" Scott asks a little boy.

He gives a shrug. "She'll be here. She's always late."

"Late," Scott echoes, as if tasting the word.

I squeeze my fists together and stare out the tall window, willing the blue van to appear. Any moment now, my mom will come into view, apologizing for whatever kept her from being here on time.

A yellow car slides against the curb, and the little boy jumps up and runs outside.

The teacher comes back. "Okay, let's start calling parents." She points at me. "We'll start with you."

I stare at the teacher, my mouth suddenly going dry. I've just remembered something. 

I don't know our new phone number.
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CHAPTER TWO

Misunderstandings

​

IFOLLOW THE TEACHER into the office, squeezing my hands together as I go. The woman picks up the phone and hands it to me. 

“Um, it’s just,” I whisper.

“What?” The woman leans closer. “I can’t hear you.”

“I don’t know my phone number,” I whisper.

The teacher sighs and puts the phone down. She goes behind the desk and opens up a filing cabinet. “What’s your last name?”

“Jones.”

She thumbs through and stops on one. “First name?”

“Cassandra.”

The thumbing resumes until she finds what she wants. She pulls a card from the cabinet and picks up the phone. “Is this a cell phone or a landline?” she asks, punching the numbers into the phone.

“Landline,” I answer.

The woman hands the phone to me. I press it to my ear, listening to the monotone ring. Then it stops, and my mother’s voice on the machine picks up.

“You’ve reached the Jones’s. Leave us a message, and we’ll get back to you as soon as we can!”

I hang up before the beep and shake my head. “No answer.”

“Well, she must be on her way here.” The teacher doesn’t look too pleased. She ushers me back into the hallway and disappears into the office with another student.

“Did you reach Mom?” Emily asks, chewing on her fingernails.

I look down at my own nails. I broke the chewing habit this summer, but I have the urge to start up again. “No. She’s probably almost here.”

The words are barely out of my mouth when the blue van pulls into the parking lot, coming to a hasty stop at the curb in front of the doors. Emily and Scott bolt from the hallway. I follow behind, my relief morphing into anger. First day of school. How could she do this to us?

I climb into the front seat and settle my backpack on the floor as Emily blabs away about what a great first day it was. Putting on my seatbelt, I interrupt. 

“What happened? Was there a car accident? An emergency?”

My mother shoots me a weary look. “No, Cassandra. No emergency. I’m very sorry I’m late.”

And that’s it? No further explanation? I’m not ready to let it go. “First day of school, Mom. And you weren’t there.” I don’t feel like talking about the way the teacher looked at us, the way it felt to be forgotten. “Why weren’t you there?”

Mom presses her lips together. “We live farther away than I thought. It won’t happen again. From now on, you’re on the bus.”

I lean my head back and release a sigh. 

“What about you?” Mom says, attempting conversation. “How was school?”

I shrug. “Fine. It was fine.”

We pull away from the curb, but we don’t head in the direction I expect. 

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“To the new house.” Mom gives me a smile. “We should have everything ready to move in this weekend.”

“Really?” I gasp.

“Yay!” Emily cheers in the back. Even Scott looks excited, and nothing excites him. Anette doesn’t look up from her dolls. She probably doesn’t care.

“Put something on over your school clothes,” Mom says. “There’s grungies in the bags.”

We take back roads out to the countryside. No wonder my mom wasn’t on time. It feels like we drive for half an hour before we turn up a long hill. At the top sits our plantation-style with four pillars in front of the brick steps house. I’m more anxious than ever to move into it. The two-bedroom apartment we’re staying in is way too crowded for the six of us. I want my space back.

Dad’s small green sports car is already parked in the driveway, a large white moving van in the circular drive. He greets Mom with a kiss, and then I explode out of the van, heading for the house.

“Grab a box,” he shouts, gesturing to the moving truck. “Don’t go in empty-handed.”

“But we don’t know where things go,” I say.

“Just put it inside somewhere.”

We trudge back, and I pick up a smaller box labeled “kitchen.” Okay, so maybe I can figure out where this one goes. I push open the front door, walking through the tiled entryway and to the kitchen. Both tables have already been set up. I put the box on the dining room table and head for the bedroom I share with Emily.

I sigh in contentment. It isn’t a big room, but it will just be the two of us, instead of all four like it is now. The bunk bed is already set up. I pull open the accordion doors that shield the closet. There’s a bookshelf for my books. Suddenly, I want to get all those boxes into the house. I can’t wait to start unpacking and make this place mine.

i​

It doesn’t take long to settle into a routine at school. Each day becomes predictable. I have Danelle, and having a good friend helps my feel more comfortable with my other activities.

By the end of the weekend, we’re mostly settled into our new home. Dad surprises us with a dog and cat from the local animal shelter. Everyone seems excited except Mom.

Tomorrow I have my first Girls Club meeting. I was a part of the same unit for four years in Texas. One of the first things my mom did was sign me up here. I hope I’ll make friends.

Ms. Dawson hands out little blue books to everyone in class Monday morning. I open mine up. It only has one page inside: a white sheet with twenty blank squares centered around an ice-cream cone.

“What is this?” Emmett Schrimmer asks.

“This is your reading log,” she says, stepping to the front of the class and smiling at everyone. “When you finish reading a book, you come and tell me, and I’ll give you a sticker. Put it in one of the squares. It has to be a chapter book, not a picture book. Once you have all your squares filled in, I’ll take you out for an ice-cream cone.”

This announcement is met by cheers and excited chatter from the students. I grin. Twenty books. I can get that done in a month.

“Clear your desks and put your books away,” Ms. Dawson says. “Then everyone line up.”

I glance at the time. Morning recess. I get in line behind Riley, the blond who never says a word to me. I turn around and smile at Danelle, who winks at me.

“Let’s go!” Ms. Dawson says.

I start after Riley and nearly trip. Glancing down, I see my shoelace is untied. I step out of line to tie it, pausing to tighten up the other one, too.

The class continues without me. When I look up, everyone has gone, including Ms. Dawson.

I jump to my feet, anxious to catch up with my class before anyone notices I'm missing. I know my way to the play yard, at least. I head that direction, folding my arms in the hall so no one will question why I'm out by myself. I march so that my ponytail swings like a pendulum. My shadow on the walls entertains me.
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The first place I head is the swings. I ride higher and higher into the wind, enjoying the exhilarating feel of freedom. I’m certain Danelle will notice me and come and join me. I pump my legs as hard as I can. My eyes sweep the play yard, trying to locate my friend with the shoulder-length brown hair. I don’t spot her. I slow my swinging a bit as I swivel to search the soccer field, just in case Danelle decided to play.
No Danelle. For that matter, I don't see anyone I recognize.

My momentum stops as trepidation creeps through my chest. I hop off the swings and run over to the monkey bars. I climb along with the other kids, feigning calmness, all while looking for a familiar face, another classmate. I jump down and make my way to the other side of the play yard, checking the younger grades’ playground just in case.

My class isn’t here. I'm sure of it now.

Maybe they’ve gone back to the room. Maybe Ms. Dawson decided to do indoor recess today just for a change.

No one objects when I hurry back into the building. My heart pounds in my throat, and I can imagine the trouble I’ll be in for losing my class.

The classroom door is open, and I take a deep breath before stepping inside.

No one. The room is empty. A chalkboard and twenty empty desks stare at me.

I stand there, blinking back tears. Now what? I'm all alone and have no idea where to go.
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CHAPTER THREE

Club Girls

​

IT'S TIME TO ASK FOR help. 
I know what to do, but the very thought makes my knees weak. I need to walk into Ms. Wade’s class and tell her I'm lost. Ms. Wade will fix this. 
I wipe my eyes and prep myself with several deep breaths. Then I walk across the hall.

The door is closed. Should I knock? Or just walk in? I opt for a brief knock before pushing the door open.

Ms. Wade turns from the blackboard and looks at me expectantly. “Yes?”

I focus on her, ignoring the curious staring eyes that latch onto me. I walk over and whisper, “I’ve lost my class.”

Ms. Wade blinks, her expression bewildered, and then it melts into what I hope is sympathy. “Come on. I’ll help you find them.” She looks at her students. “I’ll be gone for a few minutes. Work on your reading assignment. Monica, take names. If anyone talks or makes noises, let me know.”

“Ms. Dawson’s your teacher?” Ms. Wade asks as she leads me from the room.

I nod. “We always have recess right now. But I went outside and no one’s there.”

“Hmm.” Ms. Wade’s reply is non-committal reply. She doesn’t say anything else as we troop through the school. “Wait here,” she says, stopping outside a room.

She disappears inside, and I read the plaque next to the door. “Teacher’s Lounge.” So this is a room just for teachers. Is Ms. Dawson here? Where is my class?

Ms. Wade emerges with Ms. Dawson, who looks me over with bewilderment.

“I’ll be going now,” Ms. Wade says with a wave.

“Thank you,” Ms. Dawson replies, and then she focuses on me, staring down the bridge of her nose at me. “Why aren’t you with the class?”

I swallow and blink quickly to discourage the gathering tears. “I stopped to tie my shoe. When I looked up, everyone was gone. I thought they went to recess, so I went too. But no one was there.” The treacherous tears are forming in my eyes, in spite of my best efforts. I long for my old school. I long for the familiarity of the routine, the hallways, the teachers I knew, the classmates I grew up with since kindergarten. This school isn’t my place.

Ms. Dawson puts a hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right. The class is at P.E. We have morning recess every day during the first week of school. After that, we only have it on Mondays. The rest of the week, it’s P.E.”

“Oh,” I say dumbly. What an idiot I was to assume I knew the schedule around here. “Where’s P.E.?”

“In the cafeteria. Come on, I’ll walk you there.”

I'd rather not go. I don’t want to show up for a class fifteen minutes late and have everyone wonder what happened to me. But I can’t tell Ms. Dawson no. I trudge along behind, no longer excited about today.

i​

I walk into the cafeteria timidly. I don’t expect anyone except Danelle to notice I was missing, but several of my classmates spot me.

“Where did you go?” Karla asks. “You just vanished.”

“Cassie!” Danelle gives me a hug. “Did you get sick?”
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“I got lost,” I say, going for the humble pie. “I thought you guys were at recess.”
That earns some polite titters from my classmates, but nobody mocks me. In fact, everyone is super nice about it, as if they understand how traumatizing this is for me.

Maybe it’s not so bad here. Maybe I need to give it more time.

“Remember, Cassie, you’re not a bus rider today,” Ms. Dawson says after lunch as I put my homework in my backpack. “Your mom sent a note. You’ve got Girls Club after school.”

“Thank you, Ms. Dawson,” I say. Not that I’ve forgotten. How could I? My stomach is in knots at the thought of meeting my new unit. I’d been a part of my old troop for five years, starting in kindergarten. Had this unit been together just as long? I’d be the odd girl, the intruder.

The final bell rings. I put on my backpack and pick up my lunch box before making my way to the cafeteria.

I spot the group immediately. A lunch table is still out, three girls and two women seated around it. I approach but don’t sit down.

One of the women looks up. She is thin with short brown hair and a round, friendly face. She smiles at me. “Hi, I’m Margaret. I’m your leader. You must be. . . ?” Her question trails off in expectation.

I put on a brave smile. “I’m Cassandra Jones.”

A girl at the table turns around. A girl with short blond hair and a face very similar to Margaret’s. Riley. “Oh, I know her,” Riley says. “She’s in my class.”

“Well, great!” Margaret stands up and takes my arm, guiding me to the table. “We’re so excited to have you. And how nice that you and Riley are already friends!”

Riley hasn’t spoken more than three words to me since school started. I don’t think standing in line next to each other makes us friends. But now she scoots over to make room beside her. “You can sit by me.” She points out the other girls. “That’s Ciera, Leigh Ann, and Jaiden. My mom’s our leader, but Trisha—” she points to the other woman, a taller woman with broad shoulders and wavy red hair. “She’s the assistant leader. She’s Jaiden’s mom.”

Trisha doesn’t smile at the mention of her name. She glances up and stares at me as if trying to figure out why I’m here.

I wait until Trisha looks down, then I whisper to Riley, “I don’t think she likes me.”

Riley shrugs. “She’s moody.”

I nod and shrug it off as well. I try to place all the names and faces together. “We’re a small group.”

“There’ll be more,” Margaret says, handing me a book.

Sure enough, more girls file in. Mareen, Cheyenne, Stacy, Kei, Janice. Still a small group, but not as bad as I’d feared. My last troop had about fifteen girls in it.

Margaret leads us in a song and a game, and then we work on our first merit badge: what to do in an emergency. We finish up with another game, then hold hands and sing a song about friendship.

Riley doesn’t let go of my hand when we finish. She gives it a squeeze. “We’re friends forever now.”

“Yeah?” I say, caught off guard but also hopeful. I could use another friend. I see my mom’s van pull up outside and gather up my things. “Bye,” I call, running toward the exit.

“Bye,” the girls chorus back.

“See you tomorrow!” Riley says, waving.

I let myself into the passenger side and plop down with a sigh.

“How was it?” my mom asks, giving me a worried look.

“Great!” I say. “It was great. I made lots of new friends.”
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