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CHAPTER ONE

All Is Calm

 

The days leading up to Christmas passed in a hurry. Farrah threw a Christmas party, and Cassandra went, along with Tyler, Jason, Beckham, and Riley. 

Farrah and Riley cornered Cassandra in Farrah’s bedroom before the movie started.

“You’re wearing the earrings,” Farrah said.

Cassandra caught sight of her reflection. “Yes. I won’t wear them at school, but I’m wearing them now.”

“Maybe he wants to see you in them,” Riley said.

“I don’t think he cares to see me at all,” she replied.

Farrah squeezed her hand. “How are you doing?”

Cassandra shook her head. She didn’t bother to tell them about the constant ache in her chest. “Well enough. He was never mine. I haven’t lost anything except dreams and fantasies.”

Farrah’s look turned mischievous. “What kind of fantasies?”

“Farrah!” Cassandra laughed and hit her.

Then they went out and watched the movie with the boys in Farrah’s living room.

Maureen called Cassandra halfway through it.

“Maureen, hi!” Cassandra said, moving to the kitchen to talk to her.

“Hi, Cassie. We just wondered if you were coming.”

“Coming?” She furrowed her brow. “Coming to what?”

“Our annual Christmas party. Everyone’s here but you.”

A strange longing sprouted in Cassandra’s chest. She remembered these Christmas parties with fondness. “I didn’t even know.”

“No one told you?”

“You know that, Maureen. I didn’t draw anyone’s name and no one drew mine.”

There was a pause, then Maureen said, “That doesn’t matter. You can still come.”

Cassandra smiled, appreciating the sentiment. “I’m at another party right now. But merry Christmas. I love you guys.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too, Cassie. You can come later tonight if you want.”

“Thanks, Maureen.” Cassandra hung up, her heart warmed by the invite. She wouldn’t go. But that group of girls would always be a part of who she had been. And thus, they helped make her who she was now.

*~*

“We’re going caroling in an hour!” Mrs. Jones called through the house on Christmas Eve. “Dress warm, it’s chilly out!”

Cassandra picked out a black sweater and black jeans. She put them on and admired her thin frame in the reflection of the mirror. She looked good, and she looked happy. She felt happy. Not having to worry about seeing Grayson around every corner, or seeing Grayson and Charlotte, or seeing Grayson and wondering if he would talk to her—it made a world of difference on her emotional well-being.

She hoped she could hold on to this when school started back up in January.

The family hopped into the car with the plates of goodies Mrs. Jones had made, singing songs and laughing and generally feeling excited about the holiday season. The Loflands weren’t home, so they left the tray of goodies just inside the front door. The Mechams were delighted to see them and invited them in, feeding them cookies before sending them on their way. They visited the Reeves and the McKennas and several other families from church.

“I think we need some dinner, dear,” Mrs. Jones said to Mr. Jones once everyone was buckled into the car again.

“All right.” He turned down the main street with most of the restaurants in town, but the lights were turning off.

“I think they’re closing,” Cassandra said, observing the signs as they went dark.

“It’s only eight-thirty!” Mrs. Jones said.

“Denny’s will be open,” Emily joked, reminding them of a popular Christmas movie.

“Shogun’s light is on.” Mr. Jones pulled the car into the Japanese restaurant, which had a full parking lot. “They don’t celebrate Christmas.”

Apparently everyone who didn’t want to cook on Christmas Eve or eat at Denny’s was at Shogun. It took the waitress a moment to find them a table, and they were seated with people they didn’t know. But the chef was hilarious, entertaining them with jokes and food tricks while he tossed their shrimp through the air, and Cassandra laughed so hard she had to hold on to Emily’s arm to keep from falling over. He winked at Cassandra as he put two extra pieces of chicken on her plate. By the time she finished eating, she had to unbutton the top of her jeans.

She got sleepy when they piled back into the car. Mrs. Jones turned on the radio, and Cassandra leaned her head against Emily’s shoulder, closing her eyes as the soft lullaby of “Silent Night” filled the van.

Silent night, holy night.

All is calm, all is bright.

She smiled, letting the peaceful melody wash over her.

The van bumped over the gravel drive and pulled to a stop in front of the brick house.

“All right, guys,” Mrs. Jones said, turning around to look at the kids. “Tonight you get two presents. But you have to wait until we’ve read the Christmas story.”

“Two!” Annette squealed. “Usually we only get one!”

“Pajamas and . . .” Scott said.

“Shh!” Cassandra swatted at him. “We’re not supposed to know we get pajamas!”

“No pajamas for you!” Mr. Jones said.

Giggling and in good spirits, the four children piled out of the car. Everyone quieted down in the house once the scriptures came out, and Cassandra sat close to her mom, content and happy as her father read the Christmas story from the book of Luke. Happy happy. The warm fuzzies enveloped her like a soft blanket, wiping away her fears and frustrations and heartaches of the past few months. She wanted to cry again, but this time with joy.

Mrs. Jones handed everyone two presents. “Go ahead. Open them.”

Cassandra ripped open the small one first and smiled at the matching pajamas. Then she ripped open the big one. “A whole box of Jelly Bellies!” She opened the box of gourmet jelly beans. Over forty flavors of jelly beans sat in tiny little compartments inside the rectangular box. “I love these!” She reached over to hug her mom, but the box slipped from her lap, and all the jelly beans spilled on the carpet.

“Good luck putting those back in the right spot,” Mr. Jones said.

Cassandra picked up the yellow ones. “I’m pretty sure these are popcorn . . .” She plopped one in her mouth. “Nope! That was lemon!”

She had no chance of guessing the correct flavors. So she shrugged and grabbed up a handful. “I guess I’ll have to enjoy mixing the flavors!”
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