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CHAPTER ONE

Perfection

 

On Friday after school, before Amity’s birthday party, Mrs. Jones took Cassandra to the DMV to take the written part of the driving test. If she passed, she’d get her permit and be able to legally learn how to drive. She studied her flashcards the whole way there, praying she wouldn’t forget anything.

She had to wait for an available testing station first. 

A boy was in the waiting room with her. He smiled at her, revealing white teeth contrasting with his dark skin tone. His eyes and handsome face intrigued Cassandra, and she wondered if he went to her school. He said something to her in Spanish, but Cassandra’s limited one year of the language failed her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, smiling awkwardly. “I don’t speak Spanish.” She knew enough to say those words in Spanish, but she was willing to bet he also understood the English.

He shook his head, then pointed at her and mimed holding a steering wheel. 

She nodded. “Yes. I’m getting my learner’s permit. Are you?” She pointed at him, and he nodded also.

He pointed at her again, and then he said something in Spanish. She just stared blankly. He sighed, and then he said again, very slowly. “Tu . . . es . . . muy . . . bonita.”

Cassandra translated in her head. Tu es . . . you are . . . muy . . . very . . . bonita . . . Oh! Pretty! She did know these words!

“Thank you,” she said, face hot. “Gracias. You too.” She blushed harder, both at her attempt at Spanish and her telling him he was cute.

He just smiled and said something else, to which she had no understanding.

“Cassandra Jones?” the man at the reception called.

She stood up, keeping her eyes down as she walked past the boy. It would have been nice to communicate better.

The deputy led her over to a computer to take the test. “Remember, you can only miss five,” he warned. “If you miss more than that, you have to take it over.”

Cassandra nodded, her heart beating too hard in her chest. She wanted this over with!

The questions popped up on the screen one by one, and at least they were multiple choice. She felt confident on most of them, but there were enough she had to guess on that trepidation rolled like a rock in her stomach. She might have missed too many!

When she finished she went back to the reception counter and waited for them to give her score to her. 

“Cassandra,” a large woman in a tan button-up shirt called. She stepped up to the counter, and Cassandra raised her hand.

“Here.”

The woman handed her a slip of paper. “You missed five, which means you passed. One more wrong and you wouldn’t have, but you did. Good job.”

“I passed?” Cassandra gasped. She took the paper that gave her permission to begin learning how to drive. “I did it!” She squealed and ran outside, eager to tell her mom.

*~*

Mrs. Jones took Cassandra over to Amity’s house after the testing for Amity’s birthday party.

“You ready?” she asked as she parked in front of the house.

“Yes,” Cassandra said, still excited about having her driver’s permit. She hesitated before opening the car door, the coldness of reality splashing over her. “These aren’t really my friends anymore.” She didn’t fit in. Next week she planned to start eating lunch with Ashlee and Betsy and a few other choir friends.

“Then enjoy your weekend with them. It might be the last.”

“Yeah.” Cassandra pushed the door open and walked up the steps to Amity’s house.

“Cassie!” Amity gave her a big hug and hauled her into the kitchen where everyone else was gathered. 

“Guess what?” Cassandra said, and she reached into her purse to pull out her signed permit paper.

But then she stopped mid-motion. One face had drawn her attention.

Tyler Reeves.

That gave her a jolt of surprise. Tyler was from church, and he was supposed to be dating Farrah. What was he doing here?

“Hi, Cassie,” he said.

“Hi,” she said, then looked away from him. He’d been rude to her all summer, and now he wanted to be friendly? She didn’t think so.

“We’re about to get in the pool,” Amity said. “You have your suit on?”

“Not yet.” Cassandra unzipped the bag she had slung over her shoulder. “I’ve got it, though.”

“Get changed and meet us out there.”

Everyone had gone to the pool when Cassandra came out except Melanie, Amity’s cheerleader friend, and Tyler. They sat at the kitchen table talking softly, with Melanie giggling every few words.

“You guys going swimming?” Cassandra asked, pulling her cover up closer around her as she came into the kitchen. It bothered her to see Tyler talking to Melanie, for some reason.

“Yes.” Melanie stood, pushing her blond hair behind her shoulders and sashaying down the steps that led to the pool. She wore nothing except a tiny bikini over her voluptuous body.

Cassandra lingered. “What are you doing here?”

“Amity invited me.” Tyler shrugged and stood up. 

“Why? You guys aren’t even friends.”

“I guess Melanie likes me. So I came to get to know her better.”

What did it matter if Melanie liked him? “What do you think now that you know her?”

“She’s really cute and super nice. I’m going to ask her out. She’ll be at the dance tomorrow, too.”

“The church dance?” How dare Amity invite Melanie! “What about Farrah?” Cassandra asked, her blood boiling. Farrah talked about him every day. How much she liked him, how sweet he was, how they’d become such good friends over the past few months.

“Things change,” Tyler said, but he wouldn’t quite meet her eyes.

Cassandra turned around and stormed for the pool, so mad she saw spots. She wasn’t going to tell Farrah, but if Melanie came to the dance, Farrah would learn soon enough.

“And I was like, oh my gosh, no way,” Maureen was saying when Cassandra sat on the edge of the pool, letting her feet cool off. “And then Michael said, ‘only white girls move it that way,’ and I said, ‘you are so sick! I’m outta here!’ and I left.”

Everyone roared with riotous laughter, but the knot in Cassandra’s stomach didn’t dissipate. She didn’t know Michael, and she didn’t like the sound of the conversation. This was what she had missed all summer, and she was glad.

Amity turned on the music, and it blared across the pool.

“Oh, I know this song!” Melanie said. She climbed out of the pool, water streaming down her body, her breasts barely covered in her skimpy bikini. She moved to the concrete and began dancing to the song. “Come on, Amity, dance with me!”

“I don’t know the song,” Amity said, but she obliged. She also wore a bikini. Cassandra glanced around and realized she was the only one who didn’t.

The song ended and the girls returned to the pool, laughing and gossiping. But nobody talked to Cassandra. She sat on the edge, literally and figuratively.

The pizza and cake and presents went by in a blur. Cassandra wished she hadn’t come. When everyone went back outside, she put her clothes on and sat down at the kitchen table.

Andrea came in to get something and spotted her. “Cassie? Why aren’t you swimming?”

Cassandra shrugged. “I don’t feel like it.”

Andrea pulled out a chair and sat next to her. “Because of Melanie?”

Cassandra could go with that. “Because of her and Tyler. Tyler’s been dating a friend of mine all summer.” 

“That’s Tyler for you,” Andrea said, and she sounded quite pleased about it. She had also dated Tyler in junior high.

“How was your first week of school?” Cassandra asked.

Andrea shrugged. “Not so bad. There’s a lot of work. My teachers are giving homework already, but I’m like, meh. I’ll do it if I feel like it.”

“I know. I made a mistake taking advanced biology and advanced English. Those classes are already killing me.”

“That’s all on you,” Andrea said, and they both laughed. 

For a moment, the hardness in Cassandra’s chest eased. She’d been friends with Andrea for so long. Wasn’t there a way for that friendship to continue?

Someone knocked on the front door, and Cassandra followed Andrea to answer it.

“Hello?” Andrea said, pulling open the door.

“Hi,” a male voice said. “I’m here to pick up Tyler.”

It was Jason, his brother. Cassandra pushed the door open and smiled at him. “Hi, Jason.”

“Oh, hey, Cassie,” he said, returning her smile.

Unlike Tyler, Jason was always kind. He was president of the early morning Bible study class this year, and he’d
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