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CHAPTER ONE

Missed Party




Cassandra wore Oliver’s sweater to school on Thursday for choir pictures. The oversized soft black and white material wrapped around her and enveloped her in his scent. Her nerves danced like angry fireflies in her stomach. Would Oliver be angry with her today? Would he say hi?

He was in the hallway when she arrived after Bible study. He glanced up from his schoolwork, saw her, and looked back down.

That was not exactly friendly.

“Hey,” she said, trying to bridge the gap between them.

“Hey,” he replied, not looking up.

She could take a hint. Cassandra left him and went to her locker.

Harper spent the day reminding everybody about her upcoming birthday party the week after Halloween, and Cassandra made a mental note to go to the store and get a present. 

“Tiago can come,” Harper said. “But he’ll have to go home. My mom is not okay with guys spending the night.”

Cassandra laughed. “I’m sure Tiago will understand.” But the reminder made her heart squeeze. The co-ed slumber party was supposed to be this Friday. Would Oliver come? If only she hadn’t fought with him. 

They didn’t have to sing in fourth hour, since they were doing choir pictures. Cassandra held Oliver’s sweater close to her face and breathed him in.

“I like your sweater,” the girl next to her said in a heavy accent.

Cassandra focused on her. “Thanks. You’re new, right?” They hadn’t spoken before.

The girl nodded. She was taller than Cassandra by a head, with dark hair and clear blue eyes. “I’m Inga. I’m an exchange student. From Germany.”

Cassandra perked up at that. “We have an exchange student living with us! His name is Tiago. He’s from Brazil. Do you know him?”

Inga nodded, her eyebrows lifting. “Yes, I think we all know each other. He lives with you?”

“Yeah, he’s awesome! We really like him!”

“Cool. Maybe we can all hang out sometime.”

“Maybe,” Cassandra said. “That would be fun.”

The conversation ended when Cassandra stepped in for her photo, and she knew no matter how it turned out, she would always treasure it because she was in Oliver’s sweater.

She saw him after school, but Oliver didn’t look at her as he asked first John and then Harper for a ride home.

Annoyed and tense, Cassandra clutched her keys in her hands and said to Tiago, “Let’s go.”

They had just stepped through the exit doors when Oliver came out behind them.

“Cassandra, can I get a ride home?” he asked.

“What, nobody else could give you one?” she said, then immediately regretted her snarky response. She didn’t mean to push Oliver away, but he was upsetting her. “Of course you can. You always can.”

Oliver nodded. Tiago got in the back, leaving room for Oliver in the passenger seat.

“How’s school going?” Cassandra asked, attempting to keep the atmosphere light and pleasant.

“Oh, it’s all right. My teachers keep getting upset at me for not doing my homework.”

“Teachers are weird that way,” Cassandra said. “For some reason they don’t like it when you don’t do the work.”

She glanced at Oliver, and he laughed. She smiled as well.

The conversation drifted off at that point, with Cassandra running out of small talk questions that didn’t involve her or Claire.

She turned down the long gravel drive leading to Oliver’s house and put the car in park out front.

“Well, we’re here!” she said cheerfully.

Oliver remained still, looking out the front windshield.

Cassandra waited half a second, wondering if he would say something, hoping he would and afraid he would.

“Don’t you have to go?” she prompted.

Oliver turned and gave her a broken, defeated look. As if he couldn’t believe she was kicking him out of the car.

Cassandra’s heart panged. He was hurt, and it was her fault.

No, she reminded herself. This is not my fault. He is the one who chose not to break up with Claire. He is the one who chose her over me.

But that didn’t mean she could let him go like this.

She offered a smile and a playful wink.

Oliver winked back, but he didn’t smile. Then he got out of the car and moved up to the house, not glancing back at her.

Tiago climbed up to the front and stole a quick look at her face. “That was weird.”

“It’s like we don’t know each other anymore, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“He didn’t touch me once,” Cassandra said softly. “I think that’s the first time that’s ever happened.” Oliver hadn’t hugged her. He hadn’t taken her hand or rubbed her knuckles or pressed his thumb to her cheek. 

She was glad. It would make it so much harder to end things if he had.

She took Tiago to the mall to shop for a birthday present for Harper. She showed him her favorite candle shop.

“I love candles,” she said, picking up an emerald green dragon with jeweled eyes. “They smell good, and when they’re lit, the flickering light fills all the dark spaces.” She held the dragon against her chest as if she could feel it lighting up her heart.

Tiago watched her, his expression radiating concern.

She gave him a little smile. “I’m going to be okay.” She stepped to the counter and placed the dragon on it. “I’ll buy this. Harper will like it.”

*~*

“I’m not going to be able to come over tonight after all,” Harper said at half time during the Halloween game Friday night.

“Oh, no?” Cassandra watched the marching band as they spread across the field, trying to conceal the knot of anxiety in her chest. Riley and Farrah had both said they were coming. “I’ll miss you.”

In reality, Harper’s presence was an afterthought. What she wanted to know was if Oliver was coming. She hadn’t asked him since that day at his house, and after their fight, she wasn’t sure if they were even friends.

“I’ll be there,” Tiago said from her right. “But I might go to bed early.”

Tiago had decided to come to the football game today, and he stayed loyally at Cassandra’s side. She elbowed him, laughing as she remembered the activities at her house before the game.

“Tiago carved his first pumpkin today,” she told Harper.

“And what did you think?” Harper leaned forward, her blond hair falling in front of her face as she peered at Tiago around Cassandra.

“It was disgusting!” he said, wrinkling his nose. “Why do Americans do that?”

Both girls laughed.

“You did such a good job,” Cassandra teased. “Hands covered in seeds and pumpkin goop.”

“I will never do that again,” he vowed.

Harper pulled back, lowering her voice as she spoke to Cassandra. “Is Oliver still coming tonight?”

“He said he was.” Cassandra couldn’t meet her friend’s eyes, afraid the fear would show on her face. 

“Have you texted him?”

Cassandra shook her head. “I’m sure he hasn’t forgotten.”

Harper didn’t say anything else about it, and when the game ended, she hugged Cassandra tight and whispered, “Call me and tell me what happens tonight.”

“All right,” Cassandra said, her heart skipping a beat.

Riley hadn’t come to the game but said she would meet them at Cassandra’s house. Farrah waited at the bottom of the bleachers, and she joined Cassandra and Tiago as they walked to her car.

“What scary movie are we watching first?” Farrah asked.

“I don’t know.” To be honest, Cassandra detested horror movies. Blood and gore were not her things. “Maybe a ghost movie?”

“Like the haunted house ones?” Farrah’s eyes gleamed as she glanced at Cassandra. “Those ones freak me out!”

“I was thinking more like Casper the friendly ghost,” Cassandra said jokingly. Kind of.

Farrah laughed like that was immensely funny, but Cassandra’s thoughts were already elsewhere.

Mrs. Jones was sitting in the living room when they came in. She greeted Farrah and asked Cassandra to stay upstairs for a moment.

“Sure.” Cassandra turned to Tiago, who was well-versed with the television and its workings downstairs. “Can you help Farrah set up a movie?”

“Yes.”

Cassandra turned back to her mom as her friends went down the stairs. “What’s up?”

“Where’s Oliver?”

Cassandra shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “I’m not sure he’s going to come.”

“Oh. Well, if he does, make sure he stays with Tiago.”

“I will.”

“I’m trusting you. It feels against my better judgment to let you have this party.”

“It’s not. I promise, we’re not going to do anything.”

“Make sure you don’t.” Mrs. Jones softened her tone. “Who else is coming?”

“Harper’s not. So just Riley, maybe Oliver.”

“All right. I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

Cassandra nodded. She waited until her mom had disappeared down the hall, then she hurried to the basement to see what Farrah and Tiago had found.

“Friday the Thirteenth,” Farrah said when Cassandra entered the room. “It doesn’t get more classic than this.”

And Cassandra certainly did not want to watch it. She didn’t want to be the reason her party was boring, though, so she forced a smile and nodded. She plopped down on the couch beside Tiago and Farrah, her shoulders tense. 

A knock sounded upstairs ten minutes into the movie, and Cassandra gratefully escaped, hurrying to the front door. A glance at her phone showed it was a little after eleven. Oliver had been off work for an hour. Would it be—

She swung open the door and tried to hide her disappointment when she saw Riley.

“Hi,” she said, opening the door wider. “Come on in.”

“You don’t seem super excited to see me,” Riley said.

Their friendship felt only lukewarm these days, but Cassandra wouldn’t say that. “I’m still waiting on Oliver.”

“He’s not here?”

Cassandra shook her head and plopped down on the couch. “And I don’t think he’s coming.”

Riley sat down across from her. “Why not?”

“We had a fight,” Cassandra admitted. “I’m going to break up with him anyway. I’ve been planning on it. I thought maybe he might choose me—but he won’t.”

Riley looked properly mournful. “I’m sorry.”

Cassandra plucked at a loose piece of fabric on the sofa and kept her eyes averted, blinking back the uncomfortable sting of tears. “Something had to be done.”

“Maybe he’ll still show.”

“Maybe.”

They stayed upstairs talking through the rest of the movie, and Cassandra felt a bit better about their friendship by the time they joined Farrah and Tiago.

“I’m going to bed,” Tiago said, his dark brown eyes hooded with exhaustion. He looked at Cassandra with a question in his expression, but she shook her head.

“Good night,” she said instead, trying to smile. 

“Boa noite,” he said, touching her arm before moving to his room.

“You missed the whole movie, Cassandra,” Farrah said.

“Oh, well,” Cassandra said, not at all sad about that. “Now we can watch Casper.”

The girls laughed and agreed to watch something kid-appropriate for her sake. 

Nobody asked about Oliver. 

Farrah and Riley fell asleep during the movie, and Cassandra stared at the numbers on her phone as the time ticked by. 2:43. 2:44. 2:45.

Oliver wasn’t coming. She never wanted to talk to him again. A lump burned in her throat, and she buried herself in the blankets on the floor, covering her face to muffle her sobs.



CHAPTER TWO

Goodbye Note


Cassandra did not hear from Oliver the entire weekend.

If he remembered about the Halloween party, he did not care to explain his absence. It was also entirely possible he’d forgotten.

“Sometimes,” Sister Mecham said during early Bible study class Monday morning, “we have to extricate ourselves from potentially dangerous situations with our friends.”

Cassandra looked up from her notebook where she’d written the memory verse, followed by a poem. She narrowed her eyes at her teacher, waiting for her to elucidate.

“What kind of situations?” Beckham asked. 

“I mean, they’re our friends,” Jason added. “Friends won’t try to hurt us.”

“Friends shouldn’t,” Sister Mecham agreed. “But sometimes even they don’t know when they are in a bad situation. If you can’t draw them out of it but find yourself getting sucked in also, you have to get out.”

“But how?” Cassandra said, surprising herself by speaking up. Her thoughts flashed to Oliver, to the way he continued to hurt her, to how being with him brought such a wonderful high but left her with a dangerous low. “Doesn’t that mean we end up hurting them?”

“You distance yourself,” Sister Mecham said. “You don’t have to be mean. Be friendly. But keep yourself an arm’s length away. I’m not saying it will be easy. It’s very painful to separate from a friend. But I promise, if you stay, it will get worse. Distancing yourself
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