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CHAPTER ONE

Worst Holiday Ever


Cassandra Jones hated Valentine’s Day.

That’s what she decided as she sat in seventh hour choir, the only girl out of all her friends who hadn’t received a flower. Cassie shoved all her emotions deep into her chest, not about to show to the other giggly girls how alone and sad she felt. She ignored Maureen’s attempts to talk and pretended like she didn’t see the flower under her chair. When choir ended, she tried to escape to the bus unseen, but people kept stopping her in the hall to tell her she looked nice or wish her a happy Valentine’s Day. Cassie gritted her teeth, trying not to notice the flowers in her peers’ hands, and nodded. 

She hated this day.

Cara and Andrea stood by Cassie’s locker, both of them with three flowers in their hands. The lump in Cassie’s throat hardened to a rock, and she feared she would cry. She tried to evade them to get to her locker, but Cara turned around, her light brown eyes landing on Cassie.

“Oh, Cassie! I know this one’s from you.” She smiled and brandished a white carnation. “I recognized your handwriting. Thank you, sweetie!”

Cassie just nodded, making the backpack-to-locker switch quickly. “I’ve got to go.”

“You’re not coming to the dance?” Andrea asked. Andrea was Cassie’s best friend, and this morning she’d told Cassie she had a rare sickness and was going to die. But the flowers must have cheered her up, because she seemed fine now. If she’d even been telling the truth.

“Don’t think so,” Cassie said. “Bye, guys.”

Cara joined her, following her to the end of the lockers. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” Cassie nodded. “I’m good.”

Cara’s eyes flicked over her face. “Call me, okay?”

“Sure.”

It was only when Cassie got on the bus that she allowed herself to cry. Unwanted and unloved.

By the time Cassie got home, her feelings of self-pity and loathing had changed to confusion and resentment. She locked herself in her room and called Cara.

No one answered. Cara’s chirpy voice came on, requesting her to leave a message, but Cassie didn’t feel like it. She hung up the phone and stared at the ceiling.

No more wallowing in misery. Cassie left her room and found her mom in the laundry room.

“You didn’t eat your chocolates,” Mrs. Jones said, giving her a hug. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

Cassie had forgotten about the box of chocolates her mom left her on the table. “Not so much,” Cassie grumbled.

“Why not?” Mrs. Jones drew back to study her. “Something happen?”

The tears roared behind her eyes, pooling and overflowing. “No. I just don’t have anyone.”

“You’re only thirteen, sweetie. The time will come when you’ll have a boyfriend.”

Crapola, there they went. Slipping and sliding, the tears cascaded down her face. “I don’t need a boyfriend, Mom. I just want my friends to appreciate me.” And she told the whole flower story, how she bought a flower for all of her friends and not a single person bought one for her.

Mrs. Jones hugged her tightly. “Honey, you have one of the kindest souls I’ve ever seen. Your capacity to give is bigger than theirs. So you might feel a little empty sometimes, but it’s one of your biggest gifts. Other people just don’t have it, no matter how hard they try.”

In a way, that made sense, though it didn’t really make her feel better. “Can you take me to Cara’s house?”

“What for?”

“She told me to call her but she’s not answering. So I thought I’d just go over.” As far as proximity, even though she lived a good ten minutes away, Cara was a closer neighbor than her other friends.

“Okay. Give me a few minutes to get dinner going and I’ll drive you out there.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Cassie threw her arms around her mom on impulse.

“You can return the favor in two weeks when I have jaw surgery. I’ll need you to help out.”

“Jaw surgery?” Cassie pulled away, furrowing her brow. “Why?”

“I should have gotten braces as a kid and never did. So now we have to fix it.” Mrs. Jones smiled, revealing her misaligned teeth. Cassie hadn’t really paid attention before.

“Is it safe?”

“Perfectly. I just won’t be able to eat.”

That didn’t sound so bad. Cassie shoved the thought about food away. 

Cassie’s heart lifted on the drive out to Cara’s house. Maybe she could even convince Cara to come over and spend the night, and the two of them could bond. Of all the girls, Cassie sensed a depth and sincerity to Cara, but it was hard to connect with her because she was so shy.

She remembered how she’d judged Cara in elementary school because she was beautiful and quiet and all the guys liked her. Cassie had assumed Cara was a snotty person. It shamed her now to have thought that.

Mrs. Jones pulled to a stop in front of Cara’s home. All the lights were on. 

“Be right back,” Cassie said, tumbling from the car. She ran up the walkway and rang the doorbell.

The door opened, and Cara stood there, dressed in a sparkly black top and tight jeans, her hair curled and in a high ponytail. “Cassie!” she exclaimed. She pulled the door wider and ushered her into the house. “Did you decide to go to the dance? Want to ride with us?”

The dance. Cassie had completely forgotten. 

Us?

She looked over Cara’s shoulder and saw Maureen standing in the kitchen, slicing up pizza. 

“Hi, Cassie!” Maureen called.

Cassie heaved a sigh. So much for inviting Cara over. She couldn’t even talk to her privately because Maureen was there.

“What’s wrong?” Cara asked, touching her arm.

Cassie’s lip trembled, and she burst into tears. She threw her arms around Cara and sobbed.

Cara gave a little cry of surprise. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

How could Cassie tell her she hated Valentine’s Day and felt unloved? She couldn’t. So she said, “Andrea told me she’s dying and you’re switching schools and I feel like everything’s falling apart.”

“Oh, hon.” Cara pulled back. She grabbed a tissue from a box on the counter and dabbed at Cassie’s face. “I’m not switching. Why would she say that?”

“Who said that?” Maureen asked, joining them. “Andrea? Andrea’s a liar. She can’t help herself.”

Cassie blinked at them in surprise. “Does everyone know this?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Cara said. 

“You’re not switching schools?”

“No way,” Cara said with a laugh. “I’m on StuCo here.”

Cassie took a deep breath. “And Andrea isn’t dying?”

Now Cara looked sympathetic. “She’s not going to die. She’s just dramatic. Lots of people get skin cancer.”

“My dad had it,” Maureen said helpfully. 

“It’s totally curable,” Cara said.

Cassie looked back and forth between the two of them. Skin cancer. Curable. 

But Andrea had told Cassie she had Toxic Shock Syndrome.

“Thank you. I feel much better,” she said, though in reality, she wasn’t sure what she thought of her best
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