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CHAPTER ONE

Belly Ache

 

Cassandra’s favorite part of the next few days was telling people she’d pierced her belly button. 

She was known for being a rule follower. A sweet, quiet girl. Someone who didn’t do anything impulsive or rebellious.

Maybe she wanted to change that.

The shock value made the pain of poking a hole in her skin in her bathroom all worth it. Mia wanted to see in Spanish class, and Sue and Farrah made Cassandra show them at youth night.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Cassie,” Farrah said, which only annoyed Cassandra.

Riley loved it.

“Did you show Harper?” she asked when they saw Harper coming toward their locker before school Thursday morning.

“No way!” Cassandra said, shaking her head quickly. “She’d never approve!”

“Well, I think it’s so cool.”

Cassandra nodded, and then they quickly dropped the subject when Harper reached them.

Cassandra didn’t let on that it hurt, especially when she twisted or bent over.

“Cassandra,” Mrs. Jones said after school, “it’s time to start making plans.”

“Making plans?” Cassandra looked over at her mother from where she sat doing homework at the table.

“For your sixteenth birthday party.”

Her sixteenth birthday party. It was coming. It was really happening. She put her pen down and leaned back in her chair, wincing a little when her belly button tugged. “What should I do?”

“Well, it’s your sweet sixteen. You can have as many people as you want.”

“As many as I want?” Her eyes went wide. “Boys and girls?”

“Yes.” Her mother smiled. “You’ll be able to date now.”

“Can the girls spend the night?”

Mrs. Jones hesitated a moment, then she nodded. “Yes.”

“All of them?” Cassandra breathed. 

“Yes. All of them.”

“Ha!” Cassandra laughed and pulled out a new sheet of paper. “This will rock!”

*~*

Cassandra’s belly button hurt on Friday morning. She woke up coughing, and her throat ached also. She stepped into the bathroom and turned on the hot water in the shower, then pulled off her pajamas while she waited for it to warm up.

“Ouch,” she murmured when the fabric touched her belly. She glanced down at it and frowned. White pus was coming out of the hole with the earring in it. 

She cleaned it up the best she could in the shower, then snuck into the laundry room to get the rubbing alcohol and sterilize it. She hoped it wasn’t infected. She didn’t want to try again.

She drank lots of water while she got ready for church class and ignored the pounding in her head. There was a dance on Saturday, and she couldn’t be sick for it.

“Can I see your belly ring again?” Mia asked in Spanish class.

Cassandra didn’t want to admit it had been hurting her. She checked it real fast to make sure there was no new pus, then lifted her shirt to show Mia.

“That’s so cool. I can’t believe you did it yourself,” Mia said.

Cassandra smiled, but it was more like a grimace. She didn’t feel well.

She waited for Amelia to leave the classroom after health so she could talk to Harper alone, but Amelia didn’t seem to want to go. She lingered as long as possible. Finally Cassandra hooked her arm through Harper’s and dragged her from the room, leaving Amelia behind.

“What is it?” Harper asked, freeing herself.

“Want to come to a dance tomorrow?”

“A dance?” Harper looked intrigued. “When and where? I like dances.”

“At the Jones Center. Tomorrow night. It’s put on by my church.”

“Your church does dances?”

Cassandra nodded. “Yes, and they are so much fun. You should come!”

“Well, maybe. I’ll talk to my mom.”

Harper called Cassandra that night.

“Hey, my mom said yes! So what do I wear? How does it go?”

“Great!” Cassandra was anxious to replace her memories of the last dance with a new one. “It’s Sunday dress, so just wear something you’d be comfortable wearing to church. And it’s at seven o’clock. Do you know where the Jones Center is?”

Harper scoffed. “Of course.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow!”

By the next morning, Cassandra’s throat hurt even worse than the day before. She could barely swallow, and it was a struggle to stand up long enough to brush her teeth. She checked on her belly button, and it was red and swollen. She got that sinking feeling in her gut. This didn’t look good.

She was going shopping that evening with her mom, so the ring would have to come out anyway. She removed the stud, hoping she’d be able to get it back in.

Mrs. Jones came in an hour later while Cassandra was reading in bed. “You don’t look so great. How are you feeling?”

“Terrible.” Cassandra shook her head. “But you promised to take me shopping for the dance tonight, so I’ll be fine.”

“I’ve never seen you so determined to go shopping.”

Cassandra grinned. “We’ve never gone shopping for my sixteenth birthday before.”

The pain in her throat spread to her neck throughout the day, making it difficult to turn her head from side to side. But she had a wonderful time at the mall with her mom, picking out a long black skirt and a fluffy gray and white top to wear to the dance that night. Mrs. Jones also bought some cold medicine to help her feel better. It seemed to work, at least numbing the ache in her body enough that she didn’t notice it as much.

 Harper wasn’t there when Cassandra arrived at the Jones Center promptly at seven p.m. Neither was Riley. She stood around for a moment, feeling awkward and out of her element in the ballroom. 

And then Riley arrived, coming up behind Cassandra and scooping her hair in her hands.

“There you are!” Cassandra turned around to face her. “I was worried you weren’t coming!”

“Just running late.”

“Hey, Cassie. Riley.” Zack appeared, waving at them.

Cassandra turned and flashed a big smile. “Hey, you’re here!”

“I’m here.” His smile matched hers. “I don’t miss dances often.”

“Me neither.” Cassandra put her hand on his arm, feeling bold after having known Zack for so long. Not to mention the exchanged phone calls and the humiliating love notes she’d sent him. “You’ll dance with me, right? It’s my birthday in two weeks.”

Zack put his hand over hers and gave her a squeeze. “Absolutely.”

“Cassandra!”

She turned around to see Harper stepping onto the ballroom floor, a fitted blue floral dress wrapped around her waist. Her long blond hair was parted on the side and hung around her shoulders, and she looked gorgeous.

She gave Cassandra an uncertain look. “If this is not fun, I’ll kill you.”

Cassandra laughed and clapped her hands in delight. “You’re going to love it!”

“Attention, attention.” The DJ paused the music and spoke into the microphone. “Time for a little dance competition! Grab your partners! Put on your best dance moves and out-dance the couples around you! We’ll have judges tapping the shoulders of couples to let them know they’re out. If you get tapped, move to the outskirts of the dance floor. The last couple standing wins!”

“What is this?” Harper said, her expression murderous. “I don’t even know how to dance!”

“You don’t have to! Just don’t stop moving!” Cassandra spun around to find a dance partner and spotted James, a friend from Tahlequah. He saw her at the same time and extended his hand. Cassandra took it and let him pull her close.

“Dance, Cassie?” he said.

“I’m all yours.”

“I know better than to believe that.” James twirled her onto the dance floor and spun her three times before pulling her back into his arms. Other couples danced in a slow circle around them, but James was far more energized. “Hi, guys,” he said, letting go of Cassandra to wave to another couple. Then he turned around as if to dance with Cassandra, and instead started dancing with another boy.

“Oh! Sorry. You’re not my partner.”

“James!” Cassandra couldn’t stop laughing.

James pulled her in close, then spun her again, then pulled her in again. Around them the judges kept tapping different shoulders, but not hers or James’. He kissed her cheek, and then he whacked his face. 

“Shame on you, James, taking advantage of a nice girl like Cassie!”

She couldn’t even speak through the laughter.

James took her hand, tango-style, and marched her across the floor. Then he turned her around and marched her back. 

The song ended, and Cassandra looked around.

“And we have winners!” the DJ crowed.

“Us?” Cassandra said, surprised. “We won?”
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