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Episode 5: Sweet Sixteen







CHAPTER ONE

Two Masters


Cassandra Jones woke her best friend Riley around ten on Saturday morning.

“Wake up!” she said. “We have to get our hair cuts!”

Riley yawned and tumbled from the bed. “I still don’t believe you’re going to cut it short.”

“New me, here I come.” Cassandra brushed her teeth and smiled at herself in the mirror. A haircut would probably make her look older, too.

They left the house around eleven and went to the tanning salon. Cassandra paid for both of them and crossed her fingers that she’d have a job soon so she wouldn’t keep spending her measly allowance.

“Have you done this before?” the girl with bleached blond hair and orange-colored skin asked as she led them down a hallway with multiple rooms.

“No,” Cassandra said, casting a nervous glance at Riley.

“So it’s easy. You go in the room and set the dial for how long you want to tan. I recommend ten or fifteen minutes for your first time. Once you do that, you have three minutes to get inside the bed. Put on the eye covers and pull the top of the bed over you. Then just sit and wait for the timer to ding. When it does, hop on out.”

“Do we take everything off?” Riley asked.

“Unless you want tan lines. We have little stickers, too, if you want to compare your skin to before and after.”

Cassandra took a slow breath, trying not to imagine being stuck inside a box shooting hot rays at her. “I’ll take this room.” She pushed the door open and went inside.

The bed looked like a space-age device, sleek and oval with light bulbs inside the top and bottom. A little pillow waited for her head. Cassandra set the timer for ten minutes, then stripped down to her underwear. The cool air in the room raised goosebumps on her arms, and she covered herself. Then she dove into the bed, pulling the top down and protecting her eyes with the little plastic goggles.

Now she waited. Her heart thrummed anxiously. At least the bed was open on the sides so she didn’t feel trapped.

A hum filled the room seconds before all the lights on the bed turned on. Cassandra closed her eyes. A slow heat radiated upward and around her, comfortable and soothing. She let her breathing slow. It wasn’t too hot. 

Just as she was drifting off to sleep, the humming and lights turned off, casting Cassandra into darkness and cold.

She pushed open the lid of the bed and sat up. That hadn’t been so bad. She checked her underwear line and was pleased to see a slight difference. Cassandra dressed quickly and went out to see Riley.

Riley emerged around the same time, but her face was red, and even her arms had a pink hue to them.

“You got sunburned!” Cassandra exclaimed.

“I only did ten minutes,” Riley grumbled.

“Same.”

“I’m never doing that again. How dumb.”

Cassandra didn’t respond. She might do it again.

“Hair cuts,” she said, hooking her arm through Riley’s. “I’m ready for this.”

They had appointments at a salon in downtown Springdale. Cassandra drove them to small white building near the industrial part of town, just before the railroad. She parked the car and walked in, Riley trailing her.

“Are you Cassandra?” the woman asked. She was larger with thick dark hair and a heavy Southern accent.

“Yes.”

“Sit here.” The woman waited while Cassandra sat, and then she worked her hands through Cassandra’s long hair. “What are we doing today? You have some of the longest, healthiest hair I’ve ever seen.”

“Well.” Cassandra took a deep breath. “I want to cut it off. Into a bob. No longer than my chin.”

The woman’s hands stopped their movements. “You want to cut it off?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

Cassandra met her eyes in the mirror. “Positive.”

The woman looked at Riley as if for confirmation, and Riley nodded. 

“Well, okay then. You’re so brave.” 

She shampooed Cassandra’s hair and set to work with the scissors. Cassandra’s smile slipped a little as she watched the dark strands of hair fall past her shoulders and to the ground. She swallowed hard against a sudden lump in her throat.

It was too late to back out now. Half her hair was gone.

But by the time the woman rounded to Cassandra’s other side, her certainty and confidence had returned. The look was good on her, and it was time to stop looking like a little girl.

“What do you think?” the woman asked when she finished blow drying it. 

Cassandra spun her head from side to side, looking at the short strands of dark hair. “I love it.” She met Riley’s eyes in the mirror. “What do you think?”

“It’s great,” Riley agreed.

Riley got her hair cut next, just a trim, and then the two of them walked out to the car.

“You really like it?” Cassandra asked, opening the mirror visor for another look.

“It’s great. I thought you were going to cry for a second there.”

“Me too!” Cassandra admitted. Happiness bubbled up inside her. She looked so much older. “But I love it now! Hey!” She swiveled to face Riley. “Let’s go surprise Harper at work.” 

Harper worked at the local grocery store just around the corner.

“Sure,” Riley said, grinning.

They found Harper at the check out line, wiping down the conveyor belt. She glanced at them and went back to cleaning. “Hey, ladies. What’s up?”

She hadn’t noticed! “Not much, just stopping by to say hi,” Cassandra said. She leaned on the counter and smiled.

Harper didn’t look up. She rearranged a few things on the checkout counter and wiped down the register. “It’s been so slow today. Like, no one’s coming in. So I’ve been cleaning all morning.” Harper lifted her eyes and finally looked at Cassandra.

Harper’s eyes widened. She brought both hands to her mouth and gasped, stumbling backward and colliding with the cash register behind her.

Cassandra and Riley both burst out laughing while Harper pressed a hand to her chest and took several deep breaths.

“Your hair!” Harper exclaimed.

“I cut it,” Cassandra summarized.

“I can’t believe it! It looks so different! You look amazing! Everyone at school is going to flip.”

That was the reaction Cassandra was hoping for.

She couldn’t help the tiny part of her that hoped Grayson would notice her.

Harper didn’t get off work for a few more hours, so Cassandra and Riley went to the mall and walked around before returning to her house. They were in the middle of watching a movie when a number Cassandra didn’t recognize showed up on her phone. She stepped into the kitchen to take the call. 

“Hello,” she said, answering with some trepidation. Occasionally she got telemarketing calls, and she hated dealing with them.

“Hello, Cassandra?”

“Yes.” It was someone who knew her, anyway. Her curiosity was piqued.

“Hey, this is Chris.”

“Oh, Chris!” Delight fluttered in Cassandra’s belly. He remembered her! “What’s up?”

“I’m going with a couple of people to the movies in about half an hour. Want to come?”

He was inviting her to the movies! Cassandra immediately started
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