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CHAPTER ONE

Valentine's Day

 

Cassandra did not sleep well.

She cried for most of the night, sobbing into her pillow to muffle the sounds. She felt that her soul had descended into hell. She fell asleep for a few hours and then woke well before her alarm, not feeling any better, not feeling any more rested. 

She went to the bathroom and checked her reflection. Big purple bags sat beneath her eyes, and her face looked white and drawn. She stepped on the scale and exhaled when she saw she’d dropped another pound.

Why didn’t it make her happy?

People were going to notice her appearance. She couldn’t hide behind a bravado of happiness today, and she needed to be ready for it. She sat down at her desk and pulled out several sheets of notebook paper, then began writing notes.

Harper,

Last night my parents found out that Tiago and I secretly dated. Even though we’ve since broken up, they threatened to send him home. I’ve managed to convince them to let him stay, but he and I are not allowed to be alone or touch each other. 

I’m broken right now. I’m ashamed of myself for betraying them and ashamed of myself for not being stronger. I’ve lost someone very dear to me. I can’t talk about this, so please don’t ask me questions. But if I don’t seem like myself today, that’s why.

Cassandra

She wrote the same note nine more times, one for Riley, Farrah, Mia, Jaclyn, Miles, John, Nicole, Inga, and Betsy. These were the people who would rub shoulders with her today and notice something was wrong. This way, she would not have to relive it each time someone noticed.

And it began with Bible study.

She felt her classmates’ eyes on her when she came in. She sat in the back, wishing she could hide in a shadow or under a hat, but she couldn’t. She cried through the prayer, and she cried through the discussion, and then she got up and went to the bathroom so she could cry some more.

Her soul was still in hell.

Farrah found her after class. “What’s wrong, Cassandra?”

She was prepared for this. She dug into her purse and pulled out the note addressed to Farrah. Then she took a step back and watched as Farrah read it.

Farrah put it aside, then reached over and hugged her. “I’m so sorry.”

Cassandra bawled again.

She gave Riley the note after first hour, tracking her down at her locker.

“I know about Samuel,” Cassandra said. “And I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you. I’m sorry you’re going through this.”

Riley’s eyes reddened. Cassandra handed her the note. Riley read it, and then she looked at Cassandra and said, “I’m sorry you’re going through this.”

“You look terrible,” Mia said in Spanish.

“So I’ve heard,” Cassandra said. People she didn’t even know were stopping her in the hall and asking her what was wrong, telling her she looked awful. She handed Mia her note. “This explains everything.”

Mia read it, then looked at her with sympathy.

Cassandra looked away, the tears stinging her eyes. How did she have any left?

It was like that all day. Every person she gave the note to read it and then hugged her, telling her how sorry they were, and she just sobbed. Over and over again. Harper held her the longest, rocking her back and forth, and Cassandra cried so hard she thought she’d throw up. 

Tiago found her at her locker before third hour.

“I wanted to make sure you’re okay,” he said, looking her over.

“I feel like hell,” she whispered.

“You look like it too,” he said, and that elicited a laugh from her.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said.

Why was this affecting her more than him? “I hope you’re right.”

“It will be. I know it’s awful, I feel it too. But it’ll be okay.”

She took some comfort from his words, and from the fact they were talking to each other. Even though she couldn’t give him rides anymore unless someone else was in the car.

She didn’t sing in choir, and Mr. Cullen took one look at her and must’ve decided this wasn’t the day for it. He didn’t call her out or press her to join in.

And then, sometime before fifth hour, she began to feel better. Some of the terrible weight in her chest lifted, and she felt she could breathe a little easier. Maybe she wouldn’t die after all. 

She got called on to give her speech in Oral Communications, and she expected to do terrible in her state of mind. But when she got up in front of her classmates, somehow she could concentrate better, and all the issues with Tiago vanished, dissipating like an imaginary cloud.

“Great job, Cassandra,” her teacher said, handing a note card to her.

She flipped it over as she returned to her seat. A one-hundred percent. She hadn’t missed anything.

And the terrible wave of agony didn’t return in full force.

A measure of it came back, a leaden weight that sat in her chest, but she found she could smile again, and she could laugh a little at what her classmates said. Sunshine seemed to be breaking through the storm in her mind, shedding a little bit of light on her soul.

For the first time, she believed Tiago. Everything would be okay.

However, she realized as soon as she stepped into her house that it wouldn’t be easy to get there. A sense of dread descended upon her, and she couldn’t stay. Tiago wasn’t home yet, but he would be in another hour, and she couldn’t be here when he was. It was too hard.

She turned around and went right back out the door, driving all the way back to Springdale, back to Harper’s house.   

Harper greeted her warmly and sat with Cassandra while she did her homework. Cassandra didn’t feel like talking. She just needed a place to be, and Harper provided that safe place.

*~*

Saturday was Valentine’s Day.

Cassandra had always hated this holiday, but never more than today.

At least she no longer looked like a dead person walking. Color had returned to her face, and she was sleeping better. In reality, her parents had discovered about a past relationship. Their demands and dictates did not change anything. Cassandra and Tiago were not together.

Mrs. Jones dropped Annette off at the church for an activity, and then she asked Cassandra to pick her up at noon. Cassandra stayed in her room until then, not venturing through the house, not wanting to see anyone else.

Cassandra pulled into the chapel before twelve, and Annette came running over. Owen’s big truck pulled up on the other side of Cassandra, and he rolled his window down. She rolled hers down too.

“Hey,” he said. “You doing okay there?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Thanks for trying to make me feel better on Wednesday.”

He grunted. “Doesn’t seem like I accomplished anything. You want to talk about it yet?”

“Wednesday was a very very bad day for me,” she said. 

“Can I help?”

She shook her head. “I’m dealing with some things.”

“I know about things, Cassandra.”

“I’m sure you do.” She gave a small smile. “I’m gonna be okay.” 

She believed it this time.

She dawdled going home, not wanting to spend Valentine’s Day in the same house as the boy she loved but couldn’t be with. So she took Annette to the store, and they bought cookies and candy and giggled a lot.

Finally there was nothing else to do but go home. 

Annette ran off through the house with the cookies and candy to give to everyone, and Cassandra shut herself in her room. This was a miserable existence, but she refused to leave. Instead she worked on homework until her eyes got heavy. Then she lay down and took a nap.

When she woke up, sunlight streamed across her bed from the slants of the blinds, and it felt . . . late. She glanced at the clock. Five-fifteen. Her eyes blinked lazily, closing as her breathing deepened.

And then she remembered she had to be at work in fifteen minutes.

She shot out of bed, awake in an instant as adrenaline fired up her heart rate. Crapola! She’d never make it, no matter how fast she went! And the restaurant would be super busy, with it being Valentine’s Day and all!

She changed quickly into appropriate work clothes and left the house without seeing anyone. Her car was on and zipping out of the gravel driveway before she even realized it. She took the switch-back curves as fast as she dared, pushing up to seventy miles per hour when the road straightened out. 

She made the turn from the country roads onto the straighter city highway and sped up.

And then she saw the cop parked to the side of the road in front of her.

Immediately she slowed down, already cursing herself. A quick glance at her speedometer showed she’d almost reached sixty miles per hour before she saw him, and the speed limit was a measly forty-five. She sank her foot into her brake and coasted past him doing the appropriate amount. Her heart pounded as she checked her rear view mirror. Would it be enough?

No. His car swung out onto the road behind her, and then his lights turned on.

“Crapola,” she groaned. Now she’d never make it in time.

She sighed as the pulled to the side and gathered up her documents. Really? Second time in one week!

The deputy came to her window, wearing a tan uniform and a Smoky the Bear hat.

“Hi,” she said meekly, handing over her papers before he could ask.

“Do you know how fast you were going, young lady?”

Of course. But she wasn’t going to hang herself. “No.”

“I clocked you doing fifty-six in a forty-five.”

Relief flooded her that he hadn’t seen what she’d been doing two minutes prior. “I’m so sorry. I’m late for work—I wasn’t paying attention.”

Her took her documents. “I’ll be right back.”

She sank lower in her seat and groaned again. So much for speeding. This would cost her more than the time she’d gained by going fast.

He returned a moment later with a yellow slip of paper in his hand. “I’m just going to give you an official warning,” he said. “Slow down, okay? Next time it will be a ticket.”

Just a warning. She let out a breath. “I will. Thank you.” Her hand shook as she took the paper from him.

He got back in his car, and she waited for him to leave, but it didn’t appear he intended to do so. Grimacing, she pulled back onto the highway, moving much slower this time as she continued to her destination. 

Stupid Valentine’s Day.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

Nothing

 

Inga called Cassandra Sunday morning wanting to spend the day together.

“I’ve got church in a few hours,” Cassandra said. “But you can come too if you want.”

“Sure!” Inga said. “That sounds fun!”

“How are things with Tiago now?” Inga asked after Cassandra picked her up.

“We don’t talk at all,” Cassandra said. “I didn’t even see him yesterday.”

“Really? That’s odd.”

“Better than fighting.”

“Yes, I agree.”

It was nice to have a friend over. Cassandra’s spirits lifted a little, and they laughed and giggled as they played with Cassandra’s makeup.

Cassandra got quieter the closer it got to time to leave for church. She hadn’t been since everything between her and Tiago had fallen out into the open, and she felt a keen awareness of her own weaknesses now. A part of her didn’t want to go, but the other part knew what she needed right now was spiritual comfort and solace.

She and Inga walked into the kitchen after Emily. Cassandra heard Tiago’s voice talking to her sister, and then Inga said, “Hey, Tiago!”

“Hey,” he said, his tone immediately more subdued. His eyes swept behind her to Cassandra, and then he got up and left the kitchen.

Well, that wasn’t a nice greeting.

“I’m off to church,” Cassandra said, grabbing her keys. “See you guys there.”

Inga followed her out. “Has he been that way ever since your parents found out?”

“No,” Cassandra said. “Actually I’ve been avoiding him. We really haven’t talked except once or twice.”

“Cassandra, you can’t live like that.”

“I can’t,” Cassandra agreed. She’d been thinking the same thing. She’d been thinking, one of them needed to go.

The kids at church were pleasant to Inga, and Cassandra shoved down the feelings of guilt and inadequacy she felt. No one knew what she was going through, and she doubted they would judge her, anyway. These were her friends.

Her family arrived right when the music started, and Tiago gave her an annoyed look before pushing past her to sit at the far end of the pew. What? She hadn’t done anything to him.

The sermon was on healing, not healing physically, but healing from emotion wounds, both the ones that were self-inflicted and those inflicted by others. Cassandra’s first thought was of Tiago, and the wounds he continued to inflict upon her.

And then she thought of herself, and the wounds she was self-inflicting.

She hadn’t thought of it that way before, but as she took a deep breath and felt the tightness in her chest, felt the way the bones of her hips rubbed the fabric of her dress, and remembered how she tortured herself every time she made herself throw up, she realized she was wounding her spirit.

There wasn’t anyone to blame for it, and in a moment of bright clarity, she knew she
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