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Episode 1: A Fresh Start














CHAPTER ONE

Tree Huggers



The End.

Cassandra Jones settled back at the kitchen table, still gripping the pencil as tightly as she had while she wrote the last words to her book, feeling immensely pleased with herself. Done. This little book was finally done.

Little, ha. By the time she’d finished writing it, squishing her words onto the lined paper she’d folded in half to imitate a real book, she had over three hundred pages. While she had to admit there were times the plot wandered in her fictional adventure about four kidnapped girls, overall, it was a solid story.

“I’m done!” she shouted out into the living room for anyone to hear.

There was no answer, but she hadn’t really expected any. School had been out for the summer only one week, and her siblings still gathered in front of the television downstairs every day until noon. 

Cassie gathered the pages of her book in her hands and pushed away from the table. She ran to her mom’s room, knocking on the door before bursting inside.

“What is it, Cassie?”

Mrs. Jones was awake, though deep shadows ringed her eyes and her hair was in disarray. She still had on her work uniform even though she’d come home half an hour ago from the breakfast shift at Wendy’s. The buttery scent of biscuits and pancake syrup sifted about the room.

“I finished my book.” Cassie waved it at her mom, feeling a bit guilty that her mom wasn’t in bed sleeping. But that wasn't Cassie’s fault, she reminded herself. 

Mrs. Jones’ face wreathed in a tired smile. “Good job, honey. Can I read it?” 

She extended a hand, and Cassie pulled back. “Later. I’m going to finish typing it up and then I need to revise a bit. It’s still a rough draft, you know.” Cassie knew these terms from her seventh grade English class. Rough draft first, but then revise, revise, revise, proofread, and finally it would be a finished novel.

Mrs. Jones nodded. “Good idea.” She gestured to the bed. “I’m going to take a nap. Will you get lunch for everyone?”

“Sure.” Cassie would have without being asked. Her dad was at the soccer store after having done his morning paper route. She was the oldest of the four kids, and she knew it was her job to keep the household together while her parents tried to provide money for them. 

She meandered out of the room, closing the doors behind her. Maybe she could get a few pages typed before everyone asked for lunch.

The computer was downstairs, in a room next to the den. Cassie sat down and turned it on, then pulled up the word document she’d been adding to little by little. She had about ten chapters typed up. Ten of thirty. She stretched her arms over her head and wiggled her fingers. She wasn’t the fastest keyboarder, but she managed to hammer out two chapters before her youngest sister, Annette, wandered in almost an hour later.

“Cassie, I’m hungry,” Annette said. Like a miniature Cassandra, she had brown eyes and straight brown hair, though both her hair and her skin were lighter than Cassandra’s, who took after the her mother’s darker-toned line. At seven, Annette was precocious and talkative and affectionate. She turned her eyes to the computer.

“Can you get me some lunch?” she asked, still looking at the screen.

“Yes.” Cassie pushed out of the chair. “Ramen?”

Annette nodded, and Cassie went into the den. She leaned over the couch where her other siblings lounged, eyes glued to the television. 

“I’m going to make ramen for lunch, okay?”

They didn’t even glance at her. Cassie bounded up the stairs. Her fingers itched to get back to the computer and continue typing, but she forced herself through the routine of filling the pot with water and waiting for it to boil. 

While she waited, she surveyed the kitchen. With a groan, she realized it needed cleaning. Loading the dishes was her job, not sweeping and mopping and wiping down the counters and sink. But she lacked the authority to rally her siblings into a cleaning brigade. And she knew she couldn’t expect her mom or dad to do it, not when they both worked so hard just to try and keep food on the table. With a grumble, she grabbed a rag.

Twenty minutes later, she and her siblings gathered around the kitchen table to eat ramen and crackers. Even Emily and Scott had torn themselves away from the television long enough to fill their bellies.

“Emily, clear the table when you finish,” Cassie said, putting her own bowl in the sink. “I’m heading back downstairs.” She didn’t wait for Emily’s answer, just took the steps two at a time back to the computer room.

The screen had gone dark in the time she’d been gone. Cassie settled into the big computer chair and wiggled the mouse. The screen flickered and then came to life, the bright white image of a word processing document filling the frame. Cassie waited another moment for the words to appear, but they didn’t. She moved the mouse curser over to the up arrow and scrolled the page to get to the last thing she’d typed.

Except, no matter how much she scrolled, nothing appeared. Her heart pounded a little harder. Trying not to panic, she hit the Home button, going all the way to the first page.

Nothing. There were no words, no title page with her author name beneath, no bold header proclaiming “Chapter One.”

Gone, gone, it was all gone! “No!” she shrieked.

In an instant, she knew what had happened. She’d left Annette alone in the computer room, and her little sister, illiterate and curious, had touched something. Done something. Whatever she had done had deleted every word, and Cassie didn’t know enough about computers to fix it. Her dad might, but he wasn’t here.

Hot liquid burned behind Cassie’s eyes, and she jumped up, running from the room before anyone could see her cry. Anger battled with the discouragement, and she slammed her bedroom door as hard as she could, only remembering afterward that her mom was sleeping. Cassie stomped to her bed and threw the books onto the ground, then tossed herself on top of the blankets. All her hard work for the past few months, gone. 

*~*

Mrs. Jones knocked on the bedroom door a few hours later and poked her head in. Cassie lay on her bed reading, though her body felt stiff from not moving. She simply lacked the motivation to get up and do anything else.

“Is everyone still watching TV?” Mrs. Jones asked, a note of disapproval in her voice.

Cassie shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t been downstairs in a few hours.”

Her mom frowned at her. “You need to pack for camp. We leave on Sunday.”

Camp Splendor! Her dismal mood had taken over her thoughts, and she’d forgotten she would be at camp in two days. “Thanks.” 

That gave her something to occupy her mind, at least. She pulled her duffel bag out from under the bed and stuffed enough clothes for one week inside. But no, this year she was going for two weeks! She grabbed her phone and texted Riley. She still didn’t know if she considered Riley a best friend, but Cassie didn’t have anyone else. And Riley had been going to church with her for months, so they saw each other all the time.

Excited for camp? She sent off the text and put the phone down to search out her swimsuit.

It chimed two seconds later, and Cassie sat on her bed to read the response. 

Can’t wait!

Well, that was a good sign. Sometimes Riley acted morose and moody. So much better when she was chipper. Cassie texted back and forth with her, her mood lightening with each word.

By the time Mr. Jones got home from work, Cassie had managed to conquer her disappointment. It would take some time, but she hadn’t lost the handwritten book. She could type it up again.

Mrs. Jones placed a simple dinner of rice and canned green beans on the table. “Everyone hold hands so we can bless the food.”

Cassie reached out and took her brother’s hand on one side and her mom’s hand on the other. After the blessing, Mr. Jones grabbed the bowl of rice and spooned some onto his plate. 

“Thanks, honey, this looks great.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Emily said, and Cassie chimed in with her own appreciation. 

“How was your day, Annette?” Mr. Jones asked.

Annette began a lengthy and excited rendition of her activities for the day. Cassie noted, somewhat bitterly, that she didn’t mention touching the computer and destroying Cassie’s book.

“And you, Cassie?” Mr. Jones finally turned his attention to her. “How was your day?”

“It had its ups and downs,” Cassie said, casting a quick glance at Annette. “Someone touched my computer file and deleted the whole thing.”

Annette’s mouth froze mid-chew, and her eyes grew wide.

“Oh no!” Mrs. Jones said. “Can you save anything?”

Cassie shook her head. “The whole document is blank. I think I’ll have to start over.”

Mr. Jones frowned at her, his jaw working on a bite of green beans. Pausing to take a swig of water, he put his cup down and focused his blue eyes on Cassie, peering at her through his glasses. “Did you try to open the last version you saved?”

“Um, no.” She hadn’t thought of that. 

“Unless you saved the empty document, you should be able to access your old document before the changes happened. Even if you did save, we can probably pull up a backup copy somewhere.”

Cassie’s heart gave a little thump of hope. If all she had to do was redo this morning’s work, it would be so much easier than starting over. She scooted her chair back and stood. “I’ll be right back.”

Nobody stopped her as she bolted down the stairs to the computer room. Taking a deep breath, she hit the Close button on the word document. A little gray box popped up.

“Do you want to save the current changes?”

“No!” Cassie said, hitting the button emphatically with her mouse. A moment later the screen went gray. Heart pounding in her throat, shaky with anticipation, Cassie opened up her book document again.

Little black type on a white background flooded the computer screen. Cassie let out a whoosh of air and collapsed into the chair. It wasn’t gone! All of it was right here! She scrolled down to the bottom, a little laugh bubbling up in her throat. Sure, she’d lost the work she’d done that morning. But compared to thinking she’d lost the whole thing, that was nothing.

Smiling to herself, she saved the document before closing it. She would spend tomorrow at the soccer store helping her dad. There wouldn’t be time to work on this until after camp. But she knew it would be here waiting when she got home.

*~*

Riley greeted Cassie as soon as she opened the car door in the church parking lot.

“Ready?” she asked Cassie.

“Ready,” Cassie said. She patted the pillow and duffel bag on the car floor beside her. “Camp Splendor right after church.”

“You’re going to love it. Two weeks is so much more fun than one.”

Cassie pushed aside the stab of jealousy that Riley had gone to camp for two weeks last summer. It hadn’t worked out for her last year, and if it weren’t for the Girls Club scholarship money, it wouldn’t have worked out this year. But she didn’t say that. Her dad didn't like them to talk about how they struggled with money.

“Let’s get inside, girls!” Mrs. Jones said.

Riley leaned in close to Cassie as they headed across the parking lot. “I already saw Tyler. He’s looking sooo hot.”

“Hmm,” was Cassie’s noncommittal reply. She was quite familiar with Tyler, the cute boy her age who went to the other junior high in town. His good looks did nothing to make up for his arrogant attitude. She’d rather talk to his older brother Jason, who always had a smile and a kind word. But she had already figured out that Riley had a crush on Tyler. She looked for him every time they came to church and talked about him nonstop.

Never mind that Tyler had never spoken a word to her.

This Sunday wasn’t any different. Cassie sat through the sermon with Riley next to her, both of them fidgeting and writing back and forth to each other on a piece of paper. 

“Remember,” Mrs. Jones said to them when the sermon finished, “we’re leaving right after Sunday School. Riley, did you put your things in the car already?”

“Yes,” Riley said, straightening. 

“Riley’s riding with us?” Emily said, standing next to Cassie.

Cassie glanced at her younger sister. At first, she’d resented that they’d be at camp together again, but then her mom told her Emily would be staying with a different group. Besides that, how could Cassie forget the way her sister looked after her last time? Maybe she should be more concerned that her sister wouldn’t be with her.

“Yes, I told Mrs. Isabel that we could take Riley. Not much sense in both of us driving out there.”

Riley shot Cassie a grin, and Cassie returned it.

“Come on, let’s get to class,” Riley said, grabbing Cassie’s hand and tugging her down the hall.

“What’s your hurry?” Cassie said, but she already knew the answer.

They stepped into their Sunday School class. Riley scanned the room and deflated when she spotted Tyler sitting next to Sue. They spent every Sunday flirting together, even though Sue was a year older, the same age as Jason. Cassie had always wondered if Sue liked Tyler.

“Let’s sit here,” Riley said, falling into place beside Sam, a younger boy.

Sam’s brown eyes lit up. “Hi,” he said, scooting over to make room.

Cassie gave him a smile, then pulled out her scriptures and paid attention to the instructor. Sue and Tyler whispered through the whole class, earning several glares from the instructor, Sister Meredith. Sister Meredith was an older, plump woman with fluffy dark hair.

Riley poked Cassie, trying to get her attention, but Cassie kept her eyes on the teacher. She and Riley would have plenty of time to chat later.

As soon as class let out and they were heading to the car, Riley said, “Why didn’t you look at me? I was trying to tell you something.”

“I wanted to pay attention,” Cassie replied. “I didn’t want to be rude to Sister Meredith.”

“So you were rude to me instead?” Riley scowled.

Cassie kept quiet. She knew Riley well enough to know when she was becoming moody. She wanted to enjoy these two weeks together at camp, and keeping Riley distracted and happy was the best way to do that. “I finished my book,” she said instead, changing the subject.

“Good for you,” Riley grumped.

Figured. Cassie opened her purse and pulled out her phone. “I better text Farrah and let her know. She was really anxious to read it.” Farrah had moved away last year, but she always cared what Cassie was doing.

They reached the van and stood beside it while Mrs. Jones got the other kids in. Riley stayed silent as Cassie sent the text message. Finally she said, “Did Farrah respond?”

“Not yet. But I’m sure she’ll want to read it. I’ll send it to her as soon as I have another copy.”

“Do you have it with you?” Riley sounded completely put out that she had to ask.

“Of course,” Cassie said. She climbed into the car, claiming the chair behind the driver’s side. “Why?” She knew why. But she wanted to hear Riley say it.

“No reason,” Riley replied. She sat in the other captain’s chair behind the passenger and turned her head to the window, not looking at Cassie.

Cassie rolled her eyes. Seriously? But that was fine. She pulled out a book and read for the next hour as Mrs. Jones drove them to Camp Splendor.














CHAPTER TWO

Competitive Edge



Mrs. Jones dropped Emily off with her unit first, and Cassie put her book away to breathe in the familiar surroundings of platform tents tucked into the wooded area. She watched her mom talk to the counselors while Emily hauled her bag away to her tent. Someone already had a small fire going in the campfire ring, and several girls stood near the logs surrounding it. Never mind that it had to be nearly ninety degrees outside. So far this June was proving to be hotter than most.

But not as hot as Texas. It had been three years since the Jones family moved to Arkansas from Texas, but Cassie still remembered the heat. She had never wanted to play outside unless it involved swimming.

Mrs. Jones got back in and backed away from the campsite.

“Ready, girls?” she called back.

“Ready,” Cassie said, leaning forward in excitement. 

“Yes,” Riley said, sounding only slightly less disgruntled than earlier.

They drove down a bumpy dirt road and around a bend before a second campsite came into view. Just like the one where Mrs. Jones had left Emily, a dozen platform tents sat in a semi-circle around a small campfire. Cassie opened the van door just as it came to a stop, not waiting for Riley as she bolted toward the leaders standing at the pavilion. 

“Hi!” she said, dragging her duffel bag and pillow behind her. “I’m Cassandra Jones.” 

“I remember you, Cassie,” one of the leaders said. Cassie focused on her and realized she’d met her two years earlier, but she didn’t remember her name. “I’m Skippy,” the counselor added with a smile.

“Oh, hi!” Cassie exclaimed. She wondered what her counselor’s real name was. They kept their names a secret until camp was over. 

Another counselor stepped up, her blond hair pulled back by a bandanna. “Cassie! Hey! I’m Rainbow. I was your counselor a few years ago!”

Rainbow hadn’t been as nice to Cassie last time. She’d acted annoyed that she had to help Cassie, since Cassie was on crutches after a week in the hospital from a serious snake bite. But maybe Rainbow had changed.

“We picked your tent, I hope that’s okay,” Rainbow said. She consulted a clipboard in her hand. “You have a friend, right? Where’s Riley?”

Cassie turned around, almost disappointed Riley was coming. “There,” she said, pointing as Riley trudged up the path behind her.

“You girls are both in tent three. Do you need help with your things?”

“I got it.” Cassie shouldered her bag. One, two, three. She stopped at Tent Three and took a deep whiff of the air. The latrine had to be close by.

“Right next to the latrine?” Riley joined her, her forehead wrinkled in a familiar scowl.

“I didn’t pick it,” Cassie said, refusing to let Riley spoil her mood. She pulled her duffel bag in and set it on the cot nearest the door. “Hi,” she greeted the girl in the tent. “I’m Cassie and this is Riley.”

The girl sat cross-legged on her sleeping bag, writing on a sheet of stationary. She looked up and smiled. “I’m Brittany! Nice to meet you.”

Riley plopped her things down on the cot behind Cassie’s. “Who’s the last girl?”

“Tiffany. She’s by the fire ring.”

Tiffany. Cassie remembered a Tiffany from a few years back. Could it possibly be the same person? She left her bags and went out to the fire ring.

“Tiffany!” she exclaimed when she spotted the girl. Though she had gotten taller and filled out a bit, Cassie would recognize the blond hair and freckles anywhere.

Tiffany turned around, her eyes widening at the sight of Cassie. “Cassie! Wow, you’ve grown up!”

Was that a compliment? Cassie glanced down at her T-shirt and jeans, feeling self-conscious. Last year she’d more than grown up—she’d grown out. She’d spent months trying to get the extra weight off her frame. This would be a good week for it, since she’d be outside so much and walking everywhere. If she could resist dessert, even better.

“You, too,” she said, bringing the conversation back to Tiffany. “Great to see you.”

Tiffany gave her a hug and then turned her around to see people. “This is Tina, Ashley, Sara . . .” She rattled off several more names, and Cassie smiled and nodded, unable to keep track of everyone.

“And this is Cassie,” Tiffany finished. “She’s the funnest, nicest camper you’ll ever meet. She was bit by a snake once. And she can sing!”

Cassie’s face flushed, but she beamed under the praise. The other girls crowded around, greeting her excitedly as if she were someone special.

Yep. Cassie loved Camp Splendor.

*~*

After dinner, the counselors gathered all the girls into the pavilion. 

“The camp leader has asked us to nominate one girl from each unit to be on the camp council,” Skippy said. “That girl is in charge of making sure her campsite is clean and her campmates are well.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow. This was new. Last year she’d only gone to camp for one week, and there hadn’t been a camp council.

“Raise your hand if you want to nominate someone,” Skippy continued. “This girl should be friendly, kind, and a true Girls Club girl in everything she does.”

Oh, how Cassie hoped she was that kind of girl.

“How are we supposed to know?” a girl with red pigtails said. “We just got here. We don’t know anyone.”

“You’ve met each other. Maybe you came with a friend or know someone from a previous year. If you can’t nominate someone, don’t worry about it.”

Tiffany raised her hand, and Skippy pointed to her. “Yes?”

“I nominate Cassie,” she said.

Cassie’s face warmed. She glanced at Riley to see what she thought, but Riley had her hand in the air. 

“I nominate Brittany,” she said the moment Skippy pointed at her.

Cassie bit back a gasp and tried not to feel betrayed. How could Riley pit someone against her?

“Thanks, Riley,” Brittany said, beaming at her.

“I second for Cassie,” a girl she didn’t know said.

“Me, too,” another chorused.

“Great, two nominations,” Skippy said. “Let’s put it to a vote. Raise your hand if you vote for Brittany.”

Was Cassie supposed to vote for herself? Was that considered rude? She kept her hand down and surveyed the other girls, hoping no one thought she was horrible for not voting for Brittany. About seven girls had their hands up, including Brittany and Riley. 

“And for Cassie?”

The rest of the hands went up, voting Cassie in by a landslide.

“Congratulations, Cassandra,” Skippy said. “You’re on the camp council.”

Her first council meeting would be in the morning, and she would help plan the Thursday night social. Tiffany chattered nonstop about it, just as excited as Cassie that she’d been voted in. But when they reached the tent with Riley and Brittany inside, Cassie waved at Tiffany to hush.

Tiffany looked at them climbing into their sleeping bags. “You guys aren’t jealous, are you?”

“No, it’s totally fine,” Brittany said. “I mean, everyone seems to know you. I didn’t really stand a chance. I'm new here.”

“But if everyone knew you, they would have voted for you,” Riley said. She rolled over on her cot and opened a box of cookies. “After just a few hours of knowing Brittany, I know she’s a much nicer person than Cassie.”

Tiffany’s mouth dropped open, and she gaped at Riley. “How can you say that? I thought you were her friend!”

Cassie waved Tiffany off, totally not even caring. “She always treats me this way. It makes her feel better.”

“Better about what?” Tiffany looked back and forth between the two of them, blinking her confusion. 

Better about the fact that everyone likes me more than her. Cassie bit back the words. They weren’t kind or the kind of words someone on the camp council would say. What could she say instead? “Better about new places. She’s a little shy.” That was probably true, anyway.

Tiffany tilted her head, seeming to consider that. “You’ll make friends here too, Riley,” she said.

“I know I will. And I’m not shy.” She glared at both Tiffany and Cassie, and Cassie knew even though she’d tried to be nice, her words hadn’t appeased Riley.

She also found she didn’t much care.

*~*

Monday morning after breakfast, Cassie stayed at the mess hall for the camp council meeting. Tiffany sat outside with the other buddies who had to walk their camp councilor back to the unit when it was over.

“Welcome, camp council!” Zelda, the camp leader, said. She wore a spirally tie-dye shirt, her poofy blond hair cascading around her head in a mess of bouncy curls. “Before we plan the Thursday night activity, I would like a report on your units and how things are going.”

Cassie listened to the other girls and formulated her own answer. When it was her turn, she said, “Things are going well. Everyone’s pulling their weight at the campsite, keeping it clean. We do seem to have a division in the group. One girl seems particularly upset that her friend didn’t make it on the council and has been a bit angry about it. We’re all doing our best to be kind to her and help her feel included.”

“Excellent. Make sure the girls feel like they all have a voice, and hopefully they won’t be upset for long.” Zelda pointed to a board on the wall behind her. “You see here the weekly duties. Help your counselors remember when it’s your turn for cleaning up.”

Cassie found her unit on the board and wished she’d brought something to write with. She hoped she wouldn’t forget.

“What about dish duty? I don’t see that on there,” an older girl from another unit said.

“We have hired staff this year to do the dishes,” Zelda said, and the girl nodded.

“On our last Thursday night,” Zelda continued, “we’ll have our big luau party. All the girls are encouraged to be creative and wear flowery shirts and leis. We’ll have prizes for the best dressed.”

Dressing up. Cassie hated this part. Other than writing, she had no creative bone in her body. Unless someone laid the clothes out for her, her costume would be the worst one. But she dutifully memorized everything Zelda said so she could take it back to her campsite.

“And for those of you who don’t know, at the end of the camp session, we have an ending night bonfire. It’s a special time with memories, skits, and songs. As a council, I expect you to come up with a skit to put on.”

“And Keeper of the Ashes?” another girl said, squirming a bit in her chair. “Do we have any input on that?”

Keeper of the Ashes, Keeper of the Ashes. Cassie wracked her brain, trying to remember that from the last time she’d come.

“No,” Zelda said. “Only the counselors have a say. But all of you are just as eligible as any other girl.”

Cassie felt a spark of interest. Keeper of the Ashes sounded important. And Cassie was also eligible. 

“How was it?” Tiffany asked when Cassie finally emerged from the mess hall. They began the trek down the path back to the campsite. “What did you talk about?”

“The big luau party and when we’ll be cleaning, that sort of thing.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“Not really.” But Cassie didn’t mind. She felt honored to be on the council at all. “What’s Keeper of the Ashes?”

“Oh, you don’t know?” Tiffany picked up a rock and chucked in into the leaf-covered ravine to their right. “During the session, the counselors pay attention to the girl who helps the most and is kind and embodies the true Girls Club spirit. She’s announced as the Keeper of the Ashes at the bonfire, and some of the ashes are put into a jar for her to take home. She’s supposed to bring the jar back to camp the next year and pour the ashes into the fire.”

“Oh, wow.” A kind, helpful, spiritual girl. Cassie was that kind of person.

As if reading her mind, Tiffany said, “I bet you’ll get it. You’re the perfect example.”

“Oh, I’m sure there are others who deserve it,” Cassie said, though she wasn’t sure at all.

Tiffany turned around and walked backward for a moment, shooting Cassie a mischievous grin. “Did Zelda talk about the dishwasher at all?”

Cassie blinked, a little confused why this would be intriguing. “The dishwasher?”

“You know, the one she hired.” Tiffany lowered her voice, even though they were the only ones in the forest. “He’s supposed to be really hot.”

“Oh. Oh!” Cassie raised both eyebrows. “She mentioned they hired someone, but she didn’t say it was a cute boy.”

“No, of course not!” Tiffany laughed and faced forward, almost taking out a low-hanging tree branch. “Watch for him at meal time.”

*~*

Cassie did watch for the new dishwasher. She tried to catch a glimpse of the face connected to the hands appearing out of the little window, accepting their dirty dishes, but she couldn’t even tell if the hands were male or female. Besides, as they gathered around the hearth for singing time, she had other things to worry about.

Like Riley.

If she thought things would improve the rest of the week between her and Riley, she was sorely mistaken. Every mealtime, Riley made a huge campaign effort to get people to line up behind Brittany, as if she wanted to prove Brittany was the true leader. At swimming time, she clung to Brittany like a life jacket, calling attention to the tall girl as she went off the diving board and swam laps. 

Cassie did catch sight of the dishwasher during swimming time. He and another man were swimming when the girls arrived, but they quickly got out of the pool. Cassie stood next to Tiffany with a towel wrapped around her body, waiting their turn to get into the water. His eyes, a light blue, traveled over her and Tiffany, lingering on her friend, before he walked out with the man.

“That’s the dishwasher!” Tiffany squealed, grabbing Cassie’s hand.

“How do you know?” She’d never seen him before.

“I saw him in the kitchen once when we walked in to get something for the cookout. That man’s his dad. He’s the caretaker of Camp Splendor. They live here.”

Cassie turned with Tiffany, both of them leaning against the chain-linked fence and watching the boy and his dad get into a truck. “What’s his name?”

“Ben.” Tiffany sighed. “He smiled at me once. He’s so cute.”

He looked pale and skinny to Cassie, but she didn’t say that.














CHAPTER THREE

Hot Dishwashers



At the next camp council meeting, the girls planned the Friday night bonfire. Goosebumps of anticipation flooded Cassie’s skin as she considered the bonfire and everything it represented. She’d been the best camper, the best example, the friendliest, and most helpful. Her counselors adored her, the girls all wanted to be around her. She had to be the Keeper.

The council practiced their skit, silly and simple, something to make the girls laugh before the talks and memories began and drove them all to tears.

Cassie didn’t see Ben again, though she supposed the hands handing out food and taking the dirty dishes were his. She noticed Tiffany lingering by the kitchen window sometimes, but every time Cassie asked her if she’d gotten to talk to him, she shook her head.

During the second week when they did the ropes course, Brittany and Cassie were both chosen as team leaders, and Riley loudly declared that she would not be on Cassie’s team.

“Brittany has the Girls Club spirit,” Riley said. “I bet she gets Keeper of the Ashes.”

Prickles ran up Cassie’s spine, and she held her breath, forcing herself not to turn around and stare at them. Nobody was nicer or more helpful than Cassie. The one thing she wanted more than anything else was to be the Keeper. Brittany hadn’t done anything to be worthy of Keeper. Cassie put the discouraging thought from her mind.

The hike up the mountain to the rope course was labor intensive but not too strenuous. But by the time the girls climbed the rope ladder and locked themselves into harnesses for the rappelling, they were red-faced and panting. 

“Drink water, guys,” Cassie said to her team, making sure they all had their water bottles out. She knew from her experience in soccer and summer camp last year that being hydrated was essential to good health.

They rappelled down the tree, some of the girls whining a bit and requiring coaxing. Cassie was getting tired and hot as well, but she forced herself to be generous and encouraging until each girl from her team had reached the bottom.

The next part wasn’t as strenuous but required balance. Each girl had to tiptoe across two ropes from one platform to the other. Luckily the platforms were only two feet off the ground, so if someone fell, they didn’t have far to go. Still, Cassie walked beside the girls, ready to catch one if they needed her. When her team finished, they sat again on the platform and drank more water while they watched the other team.

The counselors went first, laughing and squealing as they nearly fell off the ropes.

“Oh, let me help you!” Brittany said.

Brittany, who stood a full head taller than Cassie, held the leaders’ hands and led them around. Then she followed them to the next section of the course, leaving her team of girls behind.

“We could use her help,” Tina said, nearly falling off the course. “This is hard.”

“I’m sorry,” Cassie said, stepping over to Tina. She offered her hand, but at just barely taller than five foot, she wasn’t much help.

“You’re doing great,” Tiffany said. “We’re lucky we have such a nice team leader.” She shot a nasty look after Brittany.

Brittany’s team grumbled along with Cassie’s help, and then they stayed with her team. Up ahead, Brittany and the counselors laughed and joked as they went through the course ahead of them. Had the counselors even noticed Brittany left her team behind? That had to count in Cassie’s favor.

She instantly felt bad for thinking that way. But surely if anyone deserved to be Keeper of the Ashes, it was her.

*~*

Thursday night after dinner, the girls hurried back to their cabins to get ready for the luau.

“I’m not sure what the point is, since there won’t be any boys there,” Ashley grumbled, walking in sync with Cassie down the trail.

“There’s one boy,” Tiffany said, a twinkle in her eyes.

“Hey,” Rainbow said, stepping closer. Tiffany jumped and looked guilty; none of them had realized how close their counselor was. “No talking about boys. This is Girls Club camp.”

Tiffany lowered her head, her expression meek. But as soon as Rainbow walked away, she whispered, “I hope he’s at the luau.”

“What boy?” Ashley asked, stepping closer.

Tiffany glanced around to make sure no one else was listening and said, “The dishwasher. He’s just a kid like us. He’s thirteen.”

Thirteen? Cassie hadn’t realized he was their age. 

No more was said about a possible boy being at the party. Cassie rummaged through her duffel bag, wishing she’d brought something flowery. The closest she had was a purple shirt with a yellow sun on it. Oh well. Shrugging her shoulders, she slipped it on. She looked over at Brittany and felt a flash of envy. Not only did she have a Hawaiian-themed flower shirt, she’d made herself a daisy chain. And she’d made one for Riley, too, which made her ridiculous tie-dyed shirt look almost tropical.

Riley noticed her looking and lifted her nose in the air. “Sorry we don’t have anymore leis. Maybe you have time to make one.” She and Brittany walked out of the tent.

“Who needs leis?” Tiffany said. She opened a pocket on her suitcase and pulled out a necklace with a sparkly pink flower on the end. “We’ve got necklaces.”

“You brought necklaces to camp?” Cassie said, totally impressed as she took a cord from Tiffany with a nearly identical flower on it.

“They do this every year,” Tiffany said. “And I always bring one extra for my favorite tentmate.”

“Thank you,” Cassie said, putting the necklace around her neck.

“And,” Tiffany said, lowering her voice, “I’ll share Ben with you.”

Cassie couldn’t help laughing.

The mess hall had been cutely decorated with plastic palm trees and coconuts on the tables. Fun, peppy music played as the girls danced around the room, stopping at the long tables to eat snacks of dried fruit and nuts. Cassie swayed and bobbed to the music, but she had to admit, Tiffany had her insanely curious. Where was Ben? Would he make an appearance?

“Limbo time!” Skippy shouted, brandishing a long stick. Another counselor joined her, and together they held the stick at eye level. A cheer ran up from the girls, who formed a line.

Cassie joined them, then looked around for Tiffany. She gave a start when she saw her—standing next to the food dispensing window, talking to a boy.

Ben! He was here!

Intrigued, Cassie left the line and wandered over to them. He was the same height as Tiffany, with dark brown hair, light blue eyes, and long, long lashes. He and Tiffany chatted, and then he looked over at Cassie. His gaze held hers, and for a moment the music, the laughter, and all the rest of the room disappeared.

“Cassie,” Tiffany said, taking Ben’s hand and turning him to face Cassie, as if he weren’t already. “This is Ben. His dad was hired to fix up the campsites this year, so Ben gets to work in the kitchen.”

Something cool and tingly shivered down her spine when she met his eyes. “Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” he replied. He looked back at Tiffany. “I can’t ask you to dance. I’m not supposed to mingle with the girls.”

“That’s okay. I just wanted to meet you.” She raised her eyes to Cassie’s. “Aren’t you going to do the limbo?”

“Yeah.” Cassie nodded. “I was just headed that way.” She cast another look at the two of them, her eyes lingering on Ben, before turning and joining the long line of girls. She limboed a few times, and every time she went to the back of the line, Ben and Tiffany were still talking. And then one time she finished and he was gone, and only Tiffany stood there against the wall.

Cassie got out of line and went and stood by her. “Well? Was he everything you hoped?”

“He’s wonderful,” Tiffany said dreamily. “He asked me to go with him.”

“Go with him? Go with him where?”

Tiffany shoved Cassie’s shoulder with her own. “Nowhere, you goof. Just to be his girlfriend.”

Cassie had encountered this scenario before, and it made as little sense to her now as it had in sixth grade when her best friend got a boyfriend. “You’re at camp. How can you go out?”

“It’s just knowing that we belong to each other, silly. Come on, let’s limbo.”

Cassie followed her friend back to the line, just as bewildered as she’d been a minute ago. Was it possible for two thirteen years olds to like each other enough to be boyfriend and girlfriend? What did it mean to be a couple?

And why hadn’t Ben asked her? It wasn’t a question formed out of jealousy so much as of curiosity. If she were prettier, with blond hair and no glasses, a little bit skinnier, would Ben have been interested in her? The thought of having a boy like her, want to be her boyfriend, fired up a fervent longing in her heart. Whatever it was she needed to do to have that, she was going to do it.

*~*

All thoughts of Ben vanished by Friday night. Cassie got more anxious all through dinner. She saw the other girls getting emotional through singing time, some of them already crying as they imagined the departure they’d have the next morning. Cassie’s throat was tight, also, and she knew she’d miss her friends: Tiffany and Ashley and Tina and the other girls she’d gotten close to. But that wasn’t what was really on her mind.

That evening in the campsite, Rainbow told them to pack their bags and get ready to leave the next day. Then, as darkness descended upon them, she approached each tent and told them to get their flashlights and meet at the trail head.

They gathered in silence, a poignant, expectant air around them. Skippy and Rainbow took up the front and back of the line, and they started down the path, only the lights of their flashlights bobbing ahead of them. None of them spoke, nobody sang. They were breathless with the anticipation of goodbye, of the heartache from parting for a year. Or more.

They reached the mess hall and kept going, hiking down to the meadow and over to the amphitheater. A bonfire already raged, and the soft singing of the units already at the amphitheater reached Cassie’s ears. She scanned the group and spotted her sister. They’d seen each other from time to time but stuck with their own units, content in the security they’d found with their new friends.

Cassie sat in the back row, sandwiched between Tiffany and Skippy. They joined in the song, singing the soft melody about learning and trusting and working hard. Everything that being in Girls Club represented. And Cassie felt she’d embodied those attributes well.

Zelda stood up and silenced them all. “Welcome to closing ceremonies, campers! Session two is drawing to an end. We’ve all had a wonderful time and hope you’ve enjoyed every moment! We want you to come back next year! To begin our program tonight, we have our camp council. Everyone give them a hand while they start our entertainment!”

The campers clapped and cheered, and Cassie stepped down, following the other council members to the front. They went through a silly skit about an invisible bench, but Cassie hardly heard the laughter and applause when they finished. Her mind buzzed with nerves and anxiety. She tried to pay attention as the counselors of each unit ran through skits also, but she just wanted them to get on with it.

Zelda stood up next and led them through some of their favorite camp songs, bringing up memories of the pool and the luau and campfires. Girls began to cry, reaching out and holding each other’s hands. Tears came to Cassie’s eyes as well, and she knew she would miss being here and being around these people. Girls Club camp was one of her favorite places. It was a place she felt accepted and admired and special.

“We’re now going to present the ashes to the Keeper,” Zelda said, drawing silence from the girls. “Since the girl is in Skippy’s unit, Skippy, would you do the honors?”

In Skippy’s unit. That was Cassie’s unit. She straightened, her heart pounding a little bit harder until it almost drowned out Skippy’s words.

“This special young lady has been a delight in our camp.” Skippy held a ceramic box in her hands and smiled around the amphitheater. “She’s always there when we need someone. She’s the first to volunteer for clean up and service. Every girl in our camp loves her, and there is no doubt that she embodies the Girls Club spirit.”

It’s me, Cassie thought, heart thumping like a drum beat with each word. Skippy had just described exactly how she tried to be, exactly how she acted.

Skippy turned her face to the girls in her unit, her eyes moving over their faces. “It is with great pleasure that we announce the Keeper of the Ashes to be—Brittany.”








CHAPTER FOUR

Keeper of the Ashes


Brittany! Cassie gasped out loud as something akin to a dagger pierced her heart. Nobody heard her, not with the clapping and cheering, but Cassie felt her chest tighten and shrink in on itself like she was being crushed. Disappointment and confusion and anger welled up inside her. Brittany stepped down and accepted the box, and Skippy hugged her.

“Thank you for being so wonderful,” she said.

Skippy led the girls in another song, but Cassie dropped her head into her hands, unable to keep singing. She sobbed, not even bothering to muffle the sounds of her crying. Tiffany reached over and put an arm around her, and Cassie bawled against her shoulder.

“Is she okay?” Cassie heard someone ask, and Tiffany answered. 

“She’s really going to miss everyone.”

The singing continued, but Cassie just cried her heart out.

The girls sniffled all the way back to camp, flashlights bobbing on the dark trail. Cassie’s face felt stiff, her throat tight. She didn’t speak to anyone as she dressed for bed and climbed into her sleeping bag. She turned her back on her tentmates and closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep. But the tears still trickled past her lids and down her cheek.

Saturday morning was a quiet affair. The girls ate breakfast with sad expressions on their faces, though most, including Cassie, had gotten their tears out the night before. She hugged a few more campers, feeling distanced and disillusioned from the whole experience.

“Goodbye,” she said over and over. “See you next year.”

Back at the campsite they gathered their bags up to the pavilion and waited for the parents to come take them home. It was only when Mrs. Jones pulled up in the blue van and called Cassie and Riley that she realized they’d be in the car together.

She turned to Tiffany and gave her a big hug. “I’ll miss you.”

“Don’t forget me,” Tiffany said. “You’re the best. I wish we went to school together. You'd be my best friend.”

Cassie sure wished she could have Tiffany’s friendship year round. “Good luck with Ben. I’ll see you next year.”

“Same time, same place!”

Cassie lugged her things into the van and waved goodbye once more before settling in the middle row next to Emily. “Riley can sit up front,” she told her mom.

“That’s very nice of you, Cassie,” her mom said. 

“That’s because I’m very nice,” Cassie replied, the words stinging in her throat.

Being nice might be overrated.

*~*

Cassie had a little over a week to recover from Girls Club camp before she left for church camp.

“Do I really have to go?” Cassie sighed Monday night as she packed for camp. “I don’t know anyone.”

“You know Riley.” 

Cassie gave her mom the evil eye. “You know she’s one of the reasons I don’t want to go.” Cassie had told her mom everything that happened at camp.

“You can’t be mad at her forever.”

Cassie folded a shirt and added it to the duffel bag. “I’m not mad at her. I’m just not going to be friends with someone who treats me that way.”

“Fair enough,” her mom said. “I don’t want you to be near someone who treats you badly either.”

Cassie pressed onward, hoping to sway her mom’s opinion. “It’s not just Riley. It’s Sue and Michelle and Jessica. None of them like me. They’re not my friends.”

“Who are your friends?”

I don’t have any. She bit back the words.

“Don’t you have friends from Rogers?” her mom continued.

“Yes,” Cassie admitted. She thought about Elise and Tesia, the two girls who had become like sisters to her last year at church camp. “I haven’t talked to them in a year, though. I don’t know if we’re still friends.” She felt bad about that, but once school got in full swing, it had become really hard to make time for anything extra, including her out-of-town friends.

“You won’t know if you don’t go.”

Cassie heaved a sigh and added another T-shirt to the bag. “They better be there.”

They weren’t at the same place this year, as Cassie quickly saw when they pulled into a wooded area dotted with cinder-block cabins. Last year they had been in tents around a pavilion. Cassie perked up. 

“Air-conditioning!”

“What do you need air-conditioning for?” her mom teased. “You’re an all-natural girl.”

All-natural, indeed. Cassie lifted the sleeve of her shirt and sniffed it self-consciously. At some point in the past year she’d had to start wearing deodorant, but she still found it didn’t work as well as it should. “I hate being hot and sweaty.”

“It’s good for you.” Mrs. Jones shot her a worried look. “Make sure you eat enough. I’m not sure they fed you at Camp Splendor.”

Cassie opened the car door and hauled her things into the cabin marked “Second years.” Her mom followed her inside.

“There’s no one here,” Cassie said.

“This is nice, though,” Mrs. Jones said. “You won’t even be with Springdale girls, see? You’ll be with girls your age.”

“Yeah,” Cassie said. Riley would still be in her group, but it didn’t look like she’d arrived yet.

The door shoved open again, and a familiar girl with dark hair and freckles walked inside. Her limbs were even lankier than the year before.

“Tesia!” Cassie squealed, opening her arms.

“Cassie!” Tesia dropped her bags and fell into Cassie’s waiting embrace. They hugged, and Cassie felt the weight of isolation lift from her shoulders. She’d be fine.

“Well, I guess I’m out of here, Cassie,” her mom said.

“Bye,” Cassie said, barely glancing at her. She turned all of her attention on Tesia. “Where’s Elise?” The year before, Cassie’s first year at camp, would have been unbearable if not for Tesia and Elise, the two girls who befriended her and saved her from spending the week by herself. 

Tesia’s face fell slightly. “She’s not coming.”

Something in the way Tesia formed the words had Cassie taking a step back and studying her friend. “Why?”

“She’s—struggling with a few things.”

“With church?” Cassie couldn’t believe that.

“Yes. Church. And a few other things.”

“Like what?”

Tesia shrugged. “She doesn’t talk to me as much anymore. So I don’t really know.”

Cassie swallowed against a lump in her throat. She hated to think of her friend going through any sort of difficulty. If only they lived close enough to be a part of each other’s lives. “But you’re taking care of her, right?”

Tesia nodded. “Yes. And praying for her. Every day.”

Me too, Cassie thought.

*~*

The other second-year girls arrived over the course of the next hour. Some of them Cassie had seen the year before. Cynthia was a pretty Native American with wide cheekbones from Oklahoma. Marcelle and Tori were also from Oklahoma, and they were very friendly and goofy. Ana Julia lived closer in Eureka Springs, but she was so quiet that Cassie didn’t get much else from her.

And of course there was Riley, who arrived as the other girls were introducing themselves, so Cassie didn’t have to say hello. She didn’t greet Riley or introduce her, leaving that instead to Riley, who sat on her bunk and did nothing.

Cassie turned to Tesia. “Want to explore the campsite?”

“Sounds fab.”

They went outside and headed over to the meadow where the opening and closing devotionals of each day would be held.

“I’m so sad Elise didn’t come,” Cassie said. 

“Yeah,” Tesia sighed. “I couldn’t believe it. I thought she’d come for sure, if for no other reason than to see you.”

But Cassie hadn’t been enough to lure her here. The guilt pricked her conscience. “I haven’t been a good friend to her.”

“It’s hard when we’re so far away.”

“Elise tried,” Cassie admitted. “She called me sometimes. Wanted me to come over. It almost worked out a time or two, but we never managed to get together.”

“You can’t blame yourself. Elise has to be stronger.”

Wasn’t that the truth? Nobody could be carried through life. They each had to find their own two feet and stand on them. 

Guitar music down by the pavilion attracted their attention, and both of them meandered that direction. A man with thick dark hair in a T-shirt and jeans sat on one of the benches, strumming his guitar and playing an old folk song.

“That’s nice,” Cassie said.

“Yeah,” Tesia agreed.

They stood around with several other girls for a few minutes before the oppressive heat began to get the better of her. Cassie turned around. “Let’s head back to the cabin.”

By the time they got there, the second-year leader had arrived. 

“I’m Sister Tenney, and I’m in charge of you ladies this week. Devotional starts in ten minutes, girls! We’ll do some morning orientation before we head to the mess hall for lunch. Everyone unpack your things by your bunk and make your beds!”

“What about a swim test?” Marcelle or Tory asked. Cassie couldn’t remember who was who.

“Well, there’s no pool.” Sister Tenney offered a smile, brushing a lock of curly brown hair away from her face. “So no swim test.”

“There’s no pool?” the girl said.

There had been no pool last year, either, but they’d been in a lovely location with a nice creek and a cistern to cool off in. “How about a creek or something?” Cassie asked.

Sister Tenney shook her head. “Nope, none of those, either. Sorry, girls. You’re just going to have to tough it out.”

A murmur of complaint rose in her chest. Cassie turned back to her bed before she said anything negative. The other girls were already voicing her thoughts, anyway. She began to unload her bag on the bunk under Tesia’s. She spotted Riley glancing around and then choosing a bunk with Cynthia, the pretty dark-haired girl from Oklahoma. Cassie’s conscience pinged, but it wasn't like she was going to kick Tesia off



























OEBPS/Images/scy2-header.jpeg
gt Py o
Cappuha, Gy





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
-- § s

— mow hhizq::—«






