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To the real Oliver

You are not in my life anymore, but you touched my heart.

Your death was untimely and I’ll never forget you. I wish I could talk to you now.
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CHAPTER ONE

After School Fun

 

Finally done with sophomore year, and Cassandra had survived it.

Barely.

Even though Cassandra was still dealing with her first heartbreak, she felt a terrific high. 

She spread out on the couches and floor of the basement with Betsy and Riley, two of her best friends since elementary school. 

Riley leaned over and poked her. “How are things with Lee?” 

At least she was asking about Lee and not Grayson. “He wants to go out again.”

“But you don’t?” Riley asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t feel anything for him, you know? There’s not much point in seeing him anymore.” Plus her parents didn’t like that he was nineteen. No reason to cause an issue for a boy she barely knew.

Riley made a noise in the back of her throat. “Only because all you can think about is Grayson.”

“That’s not true,” Cassandra protested. “There are other guys I like.”

“Who?” Riley said, a challenge sparking in her green eyes.

Cassandra gaped at her, unable to respond, but one face popped into her head: Oliver.

She shook the image away. He had a girlfriend also. He’s just a friend, she told herself. A coworker. “There will be other guys,” she corrected. 

“Watch out for Cassandra,” Betsy said. “She’s on a mission to steal guys’ hearts next year.”

Cassandra laughed so hard it hurt to breathe. But then as her friends fell asleep and silence reigned in the place of their laughter, a melancholy ache filled her. Against her will, her thoughts traveled to Grayson.

She’d written him a poem and a note, deep from her heart, and had her friend Mia deliver it to him earlier that day. It was meant to be a goodbye. A break up poem, if they’d been together. Instead, he’d handed it to his girlfriend. Cassandra closed her eyes, the shame and humiliation stinging her cheeks. As if Charlotte didn’t already hate her enough.

They were done. She and Grayson were done. She had one task this summer: Get over him.

She opened her eyes and glared at the dark ceiling overhead. Whatever it took.

Cassandra took Riley and Betsy home in the morning and then settled down to her first day of summer vacation. She cleaned her room on her mom’s insistence (but only her half—her sister Emily was responsible for the other half) and then lay down on her bed with a book.

Her phone rang just as she started the next chapter, jarring Cassandra out of her book. She picked up her flip phone and decided one of her first purchases with her next paycheck would be a smartphone. She didn’t need to start her junior year with this old thing.

It was Lee. She considered not answering. His conversations were always pleasant, and he made her laugh. But every time he tried to set up a time for another date, she hedged. She didn’t want to spend any more time with him.

She waited so long to answer that the call went to voicemail. She sighed and put the phone down, feeling both guilty and relieved she’d missed his call. 

The phone began ringing again, and she groaned. Sure enough, Lee’s name showed on the tiny rectangular screen. She didn’t want to be the kind of girl to ghost a guy, so she picked up the phone and answered it. “Hello?” she said, imitating the chipper tone of her friend Andrea. Andrea knew how to talk to guys.

“Hi, Cassandra,” Lee said in his surprisingly high voice. “How’s it going?”

“Great.” She put down her book with a look of longing. She’d much rather be reading. “Just enjoying my first day of summer vacation.”

“Yeah!” he said. “So since you’re out of school, want to go to the movies tonight?”

Cassandra chewed on her lower lip. The sooner she told him she didn’t want to date, the better. But she didn’t know how to say it. “I’m feeling kind of lazy today. Call me tonight?” 

“Yeah, sure,” he said, not seeming the least bit put off by her response. “I totally know how it goes, the first day of no school. Kick back and chill. I’ll call you later.”

“Thanks,” she said. It was nice how college kids were less uptight than her high school peers. She closed the phone and put it aside, knowing she’d avoided the issue for now. But in a few hours Lee would call again, and either she’d break the news to him over the phone, or she’d end up at the movies with him.

Over the phone would be better.

She stepped into the kitchen and toiled around the counter, touching the fruit bowl and rearranging papers while her mom chopped onions for dinner. 

“Lee wants to go to the movies tonight,” she said. 

Mrs. Jones put down the knife and eyed her daughter over the cutting board. “Alone?”

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I’m sixteen, Mother. I’m allowed to date.”

Her mom pursed her lips together. “Yes, but he’s in college.”

“So? We didn’t make any rules about dating college guys.”

“We still can,” her mom said.

The conversation was rubbing Cassandra wrong, and her defenses flared. Usually she got along with her mom, but she hated being controlled. “Why would you? Suddenly you don’t trust me with guys? Or is it my judgment?”

“Cassie, and you’ve never even gone on a date. How can you be a good judge of character?”

“Well, I’m not stupid!” Cassandra snapped. 

“It’s not about stupidity, it’s about life experience.”

“Which I’ll never have if it has anything to do with you!” Her face flamed with anger now, and Cassandra grabbed her car keys off the rack and headed for her car.

Her mom called after her, but Cassandra ignored her. 

The fight wasn’t typical for them, and it bothered her.

But she didn’t want anyone to live her life for her.

Lee met her in Fayetteville a few hours later, his gold stud back in his ear, blond hair grazing his shoulder. He was still cute, with that lazy smile and those crinkling eyes. But he didn’t make her heart skip. 

She didn’t tell him about the fight she’d had with her mom, and she let him hold her hand during the show. But try as she might, she felt nothing from his touch or his nearness. He walked her back to her car when the movie finished, and she searched for the words to tell him she didn’t think this was working. 

“Thanks for setting this up,” she said instead, unlocking her car door and sliding behind the wheel before he could think she might want a kiss.

“I like spending time with you,” he said. “I’ll call you later. We can hang out a lot this summer.”

“For sure,” she said. 

That wasn’t what she meant to say. She meant to say something about church camp, or family vacation, or her job, or any number of things that could get in the way of a steady relationship.

But then he waved and walked away, and the words remained unsaid.

Cassandra started her car and sighed. “I’ll just have to tell him later,” she said to the rearview mirror.

She drove away from the movie theater, disappointment hanging heavy in her chest. She had officially been on a date. And it had definitely not filled her life with fireworks and rainbows. Instead, she had one more complication to worry about.

It was dark outside, and the clock on the dash showed it was after ten. She had wandered around downtown Fayetteville for an hour and a half before Lee showed up for their seven o’clock movie. As she paused at a red light, she decided to face the inevitable and check her phone.

Both her mom and dad had called at least half a dozen times. They had also sent a flurry of text messages, which Cassandra scanned through mindlessly until she got to the last one, sent maybe thirty minutes earlier from her mother.

If you don’t text back right now I’m calling the police!

Cassandra ground her teeth together. Why did they continue to treat her like a twelve-year-old? She jammed her finger into the phone, hoping no policeman would notice her speaking into it while she drove.

“You are in so much trouble, young lady,” her mother said the moment she answered. “Where have you been?”

“I told you,” Cassandra said. “I went to the movies with Lee. I’ve been in Fayetteville.”

“Come home and we’ll talk about this,” her mother said.

“Fine.” Cassandra slammed her phone shut and dropped it into the passenger seat, her hands shaking.

Mrs. Jones called again, but Cassandra didn’t answer. They could duke this out at home. She took her time, for once not racing down the switchback roads at breakneck speed.

It was after ten-thirty when Cassandra got home. She slowly parked the car, turned off the lights, and took the key out of the ignition. Each step felt like she was marching to her doom as she walked up the porch steps and opened the front door.

Mrs. Jones was waiting in the entryway. Cassandra didn’t even make it to the dining room.

“How dare you disobey me and go to the movies with that boy,” Mrs. Jones said.

“I didn’t know I was under orders not to go,” Cassandra said, trying to keep her voice calm but not hiding her snark.

“I called you for hours and you didn’t answer.”

“My phone was on silent! I was at the movies!” 

“Since when do you disrespect me?” Mrs. Jones yelled. “If this is what happens when you start dating, you’re not allowed to date!”

“I’m not doing anything—I didn’t do anything wrong!” Cassandra couldn’t believe the injustice of all this. They hadn’t kissed or even sat in the same car together!

“You’re not allowed to see him anymore.”

Cassandra’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

“I forbid you. You call him up and you tell him you’re too young to date him.”

Cassandra’s face flushed so hot she thought she might be sweating. “You can’t control my life like this.”

“I’m your mother, and you live here. You’ll do what I say.”

“I’ll date who I want to date!” Cassandra shouted.

“Not in my house!” her mother yelled.

“Then I won’t stay in this house!” Cassandra needed to get away, and there was only one way out. She turned around and bolted back through the front door.

She didn’t run to her car, which would’ve been easy to follow, and her mom might even catch up to her before she left the driveway. Instead she spun to the left, racing past the house and to the playground her younger brother and sister still used. She climbed the ladder and tossed herself into the wooden house at the top, then lay flat on her back, panting and staring at the rafters.

And then she burst into tears.

How unfair could her mother be? Why was she treating Cassandra this way? Cassandra had never lied to her, never broken curfew, never done anything to deserve her mistrust.

She lay there in the clubhouse, wondering how long she should hide. She still had her purse with her phone. Maybe she would spend the night here. Would her mom actually call the police? 

A rumbling outside made her sit up and peek out the window. She saw her mom’s van drive down the road. Looking for her. How long had Cassandra been up here? It made her feel a tiny bit better, knowing her mom was concerned enough to go out and try to find her. But now that her mom was no longer in the house, there was no reason for Cassandra to stay out here either. 

She climbed down out of the clubhouse and made her way back home. She let herself in and sat down at the dining room table. Then she dug her phone out and called her best friend Harper.

“Cassandra?” 

Harper sounded appropriately sleepy, and Cassandra realized she didn’t even know what time it was. She scrubbed her hand over her face and checked the clock on the oven. It was almost midnight. She could picture Harper, long blond hair swinging to the side, blue eyes blinking in the soft glow of the phone.

“Harper,” Cassandra said, and she began to cry again.

“What is it?” Harper sounded more awake now. “What’s wrong?”

Cassandra blurted, “I had a terrible fight with my mom.”

“What happened?” 

“We were fighting over Lee. My mother said I can’t see him anymore.”

“Oh no!” Harper gasped. “What are you going to do?”

Cassandra didn’t bother explaining that she didn’t even like Lee. That was beside the point. “Maybe I should move out.”

“I’ll ask my parents if you can come live with me,” Harper said immediately. “Do you want to come over now?”

“I better not—” She heard the sound of a car pulling into
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