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Prologue:
Stella was a smart, beautiful college student who loved anything that had to do with

stars. She was always stargazing, reading astronomy books, or drawing constellations in her
sketchbook. But one of her other favorite things to do was helping others. When she wasn’t
dreaming about the stars, she was doing community service projects. Meanwhile Donathan was
a handsome college football player who was getting his bachelor’s degree in business. He was
a popular guy and a little bit of a jock but he had a heart of gold. One day these two bumped
into each other in their English 101 class and at that instant everything changed.

Donathan liked this girl. Her perfect golden hair, her striking blue eyes, her enchanting
laugh, her pure kindness, her willingness to help others… She could not be more perfect. And
Stella thought Donathan was amazing. His light brown hair, his chestnut brown eyes, his solid
faith in God…

By the time they had each earned their respective degrees they had fallen in love.
These two could not have been more perfect for each other. Perhaps it was fate… or maybe it
was something so much more than that.

Stella and Donathan married and settled down in Denver, Colorado. Donathan became a
broker while Stella became an astronomy teacher at a local high school. Life could not be more
perfect. But not much later they received unfortunate news. According to Stella’s gynecologist,
she and Donathan had low odds of having a family. Stella had significant scarring of her
fallopian tubes, leaving her infertile...

Stella and Donathan had plans of starting a family together but after that trip to the
doctor those plans came to a screeching halt. It was hard for them, especially Stella. She had
always wanted kids but… it seemed God had other plans…

A few years passed and they soon had given up hope on having a child, but that’s when
they learned about In Vitro fertilization. Suddenly there was hope for them. They could have a
kid!

Thanks to the miracles of modern medicine, Stella became pregnant and 9 months later
they had a little girl. The moment Stella took the girl in her arms she cried. After learning she
was infertile, she never dreamed they could have a baby. Yet there she was... Cynthia Harrison.
Cynthia...meaning the goddess of the moon.

Stella and Donathan treasured this little girl. She was their little miracle.
After having Cindy, Stella and Donathan didn’t need another child. She was all they

could have asked for and more.
Being an only child meant being the star of everything. It meant Cindy could do as many

activities as she wanted and her parents would always be there for every game she ever played
and every play she ever acted in. She was her parents' greatest accomplishment and the
brightest spot in their life.

But Cindy wasn’t spoiled and selfish like some only-children, she was kind, humble, and
obedient. Her mother taught her that. Her mom was the kindest, most selfless person one would
ever meet and starting at a young age, Cindy followed in her footsteps. She was respectful to
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authority, kind to others, and she was always willing to lend a helping hand. As a young girl,
Cindy and her mom would volunteer at food banks, soup kitchens, fundraisers, and
neighborhood cleanups.

Cindy and her mom also did a lot of other fun activities together. Some of Cindy’s
favorites were gardening, star gazing, cooking, Bible studies, and of course pretending they
were princesses! Cindy’s mom always made her feel so special. Not in a way that made her feel
better than everyone else, but in a way that made her feel treasured, especially on her birthday.
But for some reason giving to others and giving to the community always made her happier than
getting.

Cindy’s mom loved to stargaze and look at the moon or constellations. Cindy joined her
sometimes. When there were lunar eclipses or meteor showers she and her mom watched out
in their backyard with her big telescope.

Her mom was a Christian woman who had such strong values; some wondered if she
was an angel. Cindy’s father certainly thought she was… She was simply beautiful. She had
golden blonde hair and vibrant blue eyes. But she wasn’t just beautiful, she also had the
sweetest heart. She taught Cindy kindness and faith, in hopes of turning her into a woman of
God, possessing great beauty and strength. Cindy remembered her mom teaching her about
faith when they were volunteering at a soup kitchen…

Cindy was maybe 6 years old at the time. She and her mom stood side by side, both
wearing aprons as they ladled out soup for people in need.

“Cindy, will you get me another container of tomato soup?” her mom requested.
Cindy nodded and then reached under the counter. Only the supply was low and there

was only one container far in the back of the shelf. So little Cindy crawled under the shelf and
then pulled out the big container of soup. Then with a huff she heaved it up to the counter.

“Here mom,” Cindy exclaimed.
“Thank you, honey,” her mom crooned, giving Cindy a kiss on the forehead.
“I love you my sweet girl,” she crooned, pinching Cindy on the nose.
“You too mom,” she replied.
Her mother smiled, a strained, exhausted look on her face. Then she turned back to the

people in line.
With a broad smile she spooned some soup into a bowl and handed it to an elderly lady.
“Oh, God bless you, Stella,” the woman declared, nodding to Cindy’s mother.
“God bless you,” her mother replied and then the lady left.
“Mom?” Cindy began.
“Yes dear?”
“How can she be so happy and thankful when she lost everything?” Cindy asked.
“Faith,” her mother replied, looking down at her daughter.
“What does that mean?” Cindy asked.
“To trust in God’s plans and not your own and to follow him loyally,” her mother

explained.
Cindy thought for a moment and then spoke up. “So she trusts that God has a reason

her house burned to the ground?”
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Her mother nodded. “Yes. She knows God has a plan even if it doesn’t make sense at
the moment.”

Cindy nodded thoughtfully. “Do you think it’s a test or do you think it’s a part of a bigger
plan?”

Her mother smiled. She had done Bible studies with Cindy and she was glad her
daughter was learning. But then her smile faded as she put her arm around her girl. “We may
never know…” she replied wistfully, watching the elderly lady hobble off.

“But always remember these two things for me, Cindy,” her mom began.
Cindy looked up at her.
“Cast all your worries upon the Lord and trust in Him.”
Those were Cindy’s favorite memories of her mom. Helping people… But Cindy’s mother

was with the angels now. At least that’s what her dad told her. At the age of 7 she didn’t really
understand what that meant but perhaps nobody knows what exactly that means... Other than
that they are no longer there. Cancer was something else she didn’t really understand… some
unseen thing slowly weakening her mom to the point of death…

None of it made sense. Why did her mom have to go? Why do bad things happen to
good people? Why did life have to be so hard?

Losing her mom was hard, especially on her dad. For a whole month after she was
gone he barely left the house. Years passed and the family healed itself even though it was just
the two of them.

But that’s when her father started dating a new lady… and married her. Cindy was
respectful of her authority as a mother figure but she was never a mom to Cindy. Cindy was
happy that her father married her. It was weird to see him kiss someone who wasn’t her mom
and it was weird to see him love another woman. She would rather it be just the two of them.
Her and her dad. But now that family included Mrs. Hale, her dad’s new wife, and Diana and
Anna, her new stepsisters.

Cindy never asked for much from them, as she knew her mother would have expected
her to treat them with kindness and humility, but she never befriended her step-sisters or her
new mother.

Cindy’s father was the owner of a fairly large bank and took business trips often. Each
time she couldn't wait until he returned. However, one day tragedy struck again. Her father was
at a bank in another city when a bank robbery took place. He was shot… He passed away in the
hospital the next day.

That meant she had to live with her step mom and step sisters. However they generally
ignored her, not necessarily on purpose, Cindy was just the outsider. Cindy felt lonely and
unwanted. She spent her limited free time stargazing or hanging out with her two friends Jack
and Gus; never spending time with her family because to her she didn’t have a family. After
losing her parents everything changed. Her role changed from daughter to nuisance to
outsider...

But just because she was the outsider didn’t mean she wasn’t obedient and generous.
When her sisters started fighting because they had to share a room and her step mom asked
her to move to the extra bedroom in the basement, she did. When her step mom said she was
swamped with work and asked Cindy to do the laundry or make dinner, she did. And after her
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dad died and money got tight, Cindy generously gave up some of her nice things and allowed
them to sell some of her father’s belongings. But one thing she wouldn’t let them touch was her
father’s vintage Volkswagen bug. However, that meant she had to drive it and well…it was
vintage.

However, eventually the lack of nice things became permanent, even after her step mom
found a new job. Cindy would have assumed money was still tight but her step sisters got
everything they wanted. Chores also became permanent. Cindy was expected to do a
bucketload of household chores. It wasn’t fair, but helping out and doing her part was the right
thing to do, so she didn’t question her step mother. She never asked to go shopping or host
parties, she never asked for a different room, she never asked for a new car, she never asked
for her chores to be lightened… because putting others' needs before her own was the right
thing to do. That’s what her mother had taught her.
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Chapter 1: The Pumpkin
“Old but I’m not that old, young but I’m not that

bold, I don’t think the world is sold, on just doing

what we're told...”- Counting Stars, One Republic

Cindy brushed a loose piece of golden blonde hair
from her forehead and continued scrubbing the dishes
from her step sisters' birthday party, since they were twins.
Just then her step mom came out of her room.

“Cindy!” she called.
Cindy turned from the dishes to look at her step

mother, who wore a nice suit and a pair of heels.
“I have a meeting I have to get to. Would you please get this all cleaned up?” she asked,

nodding to the kitchen counter, which was covered in frosting, cake crumbs, and paper plates,
as well as the dining room that was still decorated with streamers, balloons, and strewn with gift
bags.

Cindy nodded in submission.
“Alright, I’ll be home late tonight so you and the girls need to eat on your own,” her step

mom continued.
Cindy once again nodded, even though she knew that meant she would be cooking for

her sisters.
With that her step mom left and Cindy turned back to the dishes. She grabbed the

sponge and began scrubbing the cake pan.
Just then the sound of giggles came from the girl’s rooms. Cindy sighed. They were

super excited about all the gifts they had received at their party. It was the only time Cindy had
seen them get along. Most of the time they argue over various things they had to share. For
example, before their party they were complaining that they had to share a party. At least they
had a party this year... Cindy’s step mom had told her she was going to be too busy at work and
that they would celebrate her birthday next year.

A few hours later Cindy had cleaned up the kitchen and dining rooms and sat down on
the couch to rest. She laid down for a minute but soon she fell asleep.

“Cynthia! Wake up!” a voice called as someone gave her a shove.
Cindy opened her eyes to see Diana standing over her, arms crossed, Anna just behind

her. “My name’s Cindy,” she mumbled.
“It’s 6 o'clock and we’re hungry!” Diana whined.
“I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to fall asleep... I’m just so tired…” Cindy mumbled sleepily,

sitting up. “There’s leftovers in the refrigerator,” she explained.
“Eww! Leftovers?! I am not having cold pizza for dinner!” Diana retorted.
“You can put it in the microwave,” Cindy replied.
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“No! Gross! That makes it all soggy!” Diana argued.
Cindy sighed and stood up, straightening herself up. “Ok, fine. What do you want?”
“Spaghetti will do I guess…” Diana replied, pulling out her phone.
Diana read something on her phone and smiled. Then she looked up and added, “Would

you make it? I have to do my nails so I’m ready for my date with Blake tomorrow,” she
explained.

Cindy nodded meekly.
“I’ll help you,” Anna offered.
“But I need your help to paint my nails,” Diana argued.
At that the girls left for Diana’s room, Anna glancing back at Cindy, an almost apologetic

look on her face.
Cindy sighed and headed to the kitchen. She understood how important going on dates

were to her sisters and that’s why she was willing to do things for them when they had a date
coming up, but Cindy wished she could have a boyfriend herself. No one was really interested in
her anyway but all the same she wished she could have what her sisters had.

Cindy woke to the sound of her alarm blaring in her ear. She smacked the clock and then
groaned. Time to get up for school.

She slipped out of bed and walked to her dresser drawer. She shivered a little as she put
on a T-shirt and a pair of cheap jeans. Cindy slept in the unfinished basement and the small
window in the room wasn’t well insulated so it was often cold in the mornings, especially after a
rain.

Cindy glanced around the room with a sigh. The walls were cinder block but she had
spent hours painting them so her room was a little more attractive. Yet, with only a couple
pictures of her mom and dad on the walls, it was still a little drab.

Cindy quickly braided her hair and then hurried upstairs to start on everyone’s breakfast.
She began preparing some pancakes, humming a tune her mother used to sing to her when she
was little.

A few minutes later breakfast was ready. Right as she flopped the pancakes onto plates
she heard a door open to the master bedroom. “Good morning, Cindy,” her step-mother drawled
in a smooth voice. Her words rolled off her tongue and she tottered and swaggered in her heels.

“Would you go wake up the girls? If they don’t get up soon they will be late for the 20th
time this semester,” requested her step-mother.

Cindy nodded compliantly.
Even though she wasn’t her mother, Cindy still followed her directions because it was the

right thing to do. Cindy’s parents had been Christian and had taught her to value important
morals like obedience, faith, and kindness. She considered many of the things her step mom
made her do as unfair, but somewhere deep inside she hoped being good would earn her a spot
in the family.
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Cindy was a pleaser. She always had been. When someone needed help, she always
did everything in her power to do just that, even when she didn’t want to. Maybe somewhere
deep inside of her there was some emotion selfish enough that she did it in hopes of being liked
but it was more likely that she was simply so selfless she didn’t take the time to do anything for
herself.

Cindy plodded toward her step-sister's rooms dreading trying to drag them out of bed.
She opened Anna’s bedroom door and a waft of sweet flowery perfume assaulted her sinuses.
At first, the perfume overwhelmed her but after a few seconds, it smelled sweet. The room was
warm and had a dreamy feel; it had pink walls, string lights, and fluffy pillows and rugs. The
room was scattered with crop tops, jeans, and converse shoes and her closet was overflowing
with shirts and shorts spilling out.

Cindy’s eyes roved over the assortment of clothes and thought, “If only…” But she knew
if she even touched the clothes Anna would kill her and besides it wasn’t right to steal. She may
be her step-sister but it still wasn’t right. However, Cindy felt it was unfair that her sisters could
shop at all the nicest stores for the cutest stuff while she had to find cheap clothes at thrift
stores.

Cindy took a deep breath and then turned back to Anna who was still asleep.
“Hey, Anna. Wake up,” she urged, rocking Anna gently.
“Anna,wake up!” Cindy called, louder this time.
Anna’s leg twitched but she didn’t make any other move. Cindy grabbed the sheets,

threw them off the bed, and started shaking Anna back and forth. After a few seconds a groan
echoed through the room and Anna sat up.

“Ok, ok! I’m up,” Anna grumbled.
At that, Cindy walked out of Anna’s room and opened the door to Diana’s room. Her

room also had a perfumy smell but it smelled more minty and fresh. The room had teal walls,
several plants, and a fishbowl. (A fish Cindy had to feed, otherwise he would have been dead by
now). The room was cool and had a chill vibe. Diana’s room also had clothes scattered about
but they were less cute and were more cool.

“Hey! Diana! Get up!” Cindy implored, pulling off the sheets and shaking Diana gently.
Getting a little annoyed, Cindy shook Diana a little harder and yelled a little louder. This

time it worked. Diana sat straight up, followed by the resounding thud of Diana hitting her head
on the headboard.

“Are you ok?” Cindy cried, genuinely concerned even though Diana treated her nothing
like a sister.

“No, thanks to you!” Diana muttered angrily.
“Sorry,” Cindy mumbled, a little embarrassed.
She turned and walked out of the room but she could feel Diana's eyes glaring after her.
Cindy sat down at the table and shoveled in a few bites as she heard the shower turn on

in the Jack and Jill bathroom. Just then her step-mother’s heels clacked out of her room and
toward the garage door.

“Please be home right away. I plan on making a special meal tonight because I think I’m
going to get promoted! The steps are on the counter,” her step-mother instructed as she paused
in the doorway.
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Cindy nodded and then finished her pancakes as the door closed.
Cindy rushed downstairs, packed her bag, and then passed by the girls’ rooms on her

way to the front door. Anna stepped out of her room in jean shorts, a crop top, white Converse
sneakers, and a cute backpack hanging on her shoulder. Anna smiled at her but then quickly
changed to an unemotional expression as if someone had told her not to smile. Just then Diana
came out with a white crop, jean shorts, a flannel tied around her waist, black Vans, and a
simple but nice backpack dangling on her shoulder.

The two sisters looked at each other, sighed, and then rolled their eyes. They plodded to
the garage. The girls were upset because they had to share a Jeep. Diana wanted the Jeep and
she got it because she was older by a few minutes.

Meanwhile, Cindy hurried to her old orange bug. Since her car was the oldest, it was
parked in front of the house outside. Cindy was glad she had saved her dad's car because
otherwise she would be taking the bus to school as Diana would never give Cindy a ride.

Cindy slipped into the driver's seat of her car and the smell and feel reminded her of her
dad. She turned the key and a grinding noise followed. Unfortunately a downside of having her
dad’s old car was that it sometimes didn't work.

Cindy sighed. She pulled out her old school flip phone, which she was pretty sure she
had only because of the faulty car, and called for help. Cindy dialed the number of one of her
guy friends. Mind you he wasn’t her boyfriend. Cindy wasn’t allowed to have one anyway.

She asked him to come pick her up and a few minutes later a car pulled up. Cindy
slipped into the passenger seat of a vintage red truck that actually worked.

This boy’s name was Jack and had a thin build. He had a head of thick brown hair and
blue eyes and he had on a simple-looking button-up shirt from his work as he worked at his
dad’s auto repair shop. He was very friendly and was always there when Cindy needed a ride.

“Pumpkin being fussy again?” he asked, glancing at Cindy’s orange car sitting in the
driveway.

“Yeah. She won’t start,” Cindy replied.
“Well I can come and take a look at her after school,” Jack offered.
“That would be nice, thanks.”
“Maybe we can hang out after I’m finished.”
“Sure, but Mrs. Hale wants me to help with a special dinner tonight. She said it's

because she thinks she's going to get a promotion soon.”
“Why do you still call your mom Mrs. Hale anyway?” Jack asked innocently.
“She’s not my mom. She’s my step-mom,” Cindy snapped.
Then they went silent as it swished toward the school over the wet streets.
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Chapter 2: The Crush
“I see this life like a swinging vine, swing my heart across

the line, and in my face is flashing signs, see it out and ye

shall find…” Counting Stars, One Republic

Cindy shyly tucked her blonde hair behind her ear as she
opened her locker. One of her school friends opened the locker
right next to her with a smile.

“Hey, Cindy!” Gabby called, “Are you going to go to
HOCO?”

Gabby was one of Cindy’s friends but she was not a close friend. Gabby fell under the
popular crowd and Cindy did not, so they were consequently more like casual friends. Since this
girl was “popular”, Cindy didn’t want to expose her true self, so when she was around Gabby
she just tried to fit in.

“No,” Cindy mumbled quietly.
“Why not?”
“I don’t have a dress,” Cindy replied, not wanting to reveal that she just couldn’t afford a

dress.
Gabby giggled. “That’s an easy fix. Why don’t we go to the mall to find dresses

together?”
“Sure, I guess we could...”
“It’ll be fun! How about tonight?”
“Um… I have a lot of chores tonight.”
“Oh okay. Some other time then? Talk to you later Cindy!” Gabby called, waving as she

skipped off toward the concourse.
Cindy sighed as she walked down the hall toward the cafeteria. She grabbed her lunch

from
the lunch line and then made her way towards the front doors. Just then a familiar voice called,
“Hey Cindy!” Cindy slowed and smiled. It was Gus jogging after her. Gus was another one of her
guy friends. He was a little chunky and had a round face, a shock of brown hair that stood up,
and a friendly demeanor.

“How are you?” asked Cindy with a genuine smile.
“I’m good. I’m just really nervous because I’m going to ask this one girl to homecoming,”

Gus replied.
“Oh, Gus!” Cindy exclaimed beaming. “You have nothing to be nervous about! You’re a

really sweet guy! How could anyone ever say no to you!”
Gus smiled bashfully. “I just don’t know what to say to her.”
“Just be yourself!” Cindy declared.
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“Thanks, Cindy!” Gus replied, glancing at her warmly. “Enough about me. How are you
today?” he asked, nudging her playfully with his elbow.

“I’m okay,” Cindy replied, shrugging, “My car wouldn’t start again today...” she explained.
“Oh… I’m sorry. You know, you, Jack, and I should get some pizza tonight.”
“Pizza again?” Cindy queired, raising her eyebrows.
“We can have something else…”
“No, it's fine. I probably won’t have any but… I have to start on dinner once I get home

but you guys can come over.”
“We can help you.”
“You don’t have to…” Cindy muttered bashfully. “They’re my chores after all.”
“Come on Cindy! Just let us help you!” Gus insisted.
Cindy gave a sheepish smile. “Okay... “
A moment later Cindy and Gus sat down outside underneath their favorite pine tree

where Jack was already seated. The shade of the tree was nice in the early fall when the sun
was still a little hot. Wind swept through the trees and tossed the stray hairs that weren’t woven
into Cindy’s braid.

The three of them sat in silence for a few seconds listening to the breeze but finally
Cindy spoke up. “Gus was just telling me that he plans to ask a girl to homecoming. What about
you Jack? Are you taking your girlfriend?”

Jack nodded. “Probably so.”
There was silence again. Gus took the last bite of his PB & J, Jack bit into a carrot, and

Cindy ate the fruit cup and rice dish that her school lunch consisted of.
“Gabby asked me to go shopping for homecoming dresses together... I know I can't get

one and if I went shopping for one I would be tempted. But I don’t want to say no because she
seemed like she might drag me there. What do you guys think I should do?” posed Cindy.

“I think…” Gus started, but he finished, “Gosh, I don’t know. Girls' lives are so
complicated.”

Jack sat there thoughtfully but finally spoke up. “I would go. For once in your life have
some fun!”

“But Mrs. Hale…” Cindy began.
“Cindy for once do something for yourself for a change!” Jack exclaimed.
Cindy shook her head and sighed. “Mrs. Hale is really busy at work right now so I have a

lot of chores… besides… she probably wouldn’t let me go anyway.”
At that the boys were silent.
A minute later the bell rang loudly across the campus proclaiming that lunch was over.

The trio gathered their stuff and started walking back inside. They separated and headed to their
lockers. A moment later Gabby walked over and started putting her stuff inside her locker.

Just then a boy walked down the hall chatting with several other boys. His dark brown
hair was swept up to a perfect point, he had prominent muscles, an attractive face, and his dark
eyes were breathtaking. Cindy smiled dreamily at him when suddenly she realized a voice was
calling her name, “Cindy, Cindy. Earth to Cindy!”

Cindy shook her head and looked to Gabby, who had been talking to her and realized
Cindy was not listening.
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Gabby's eyebrows arched suspiciously. “Looking at Prince Charming?” she teased.
“No,” Cindy rebuffed innocently.
“Oh come on. You were totally daydreaming about him. Don’t try to deny it,” Gabby

prodded.
Cindy blushed. “Okay... I guess I was.”
“Oliver Prince is a cutie...  He’s single. Probably not asking anyone to Homecoming

since he is so popular with the ladies. He has too many to choose from. Oh, yeah, and he’s in
the Homecoming Court too! He’s a complete dream!” Gabby exclaimed, raising her eyebrows
nonchalantly.

Cindy gave a bashful smile and then turned back to her locker. “He’s way out of my
league…” she chided herself, shaking her head.

“Come on! You could get a guy like him! You just have to have some confidence!” Gabby
urged.

Cindy didn’t respond and instead pulled books out of her locker. Cindy looked at her old
watch strapped to her wrist. There were only a couple of minutes left of passing period.

“Sorry, I better go…” Cindy mumbled, shouldering her bag and then hurrying off.
Gabby only smirked as she watched Cindy hurry off down the hallway. Cindy totally liked

Oliver.

The last bell rang and Cindy returned to her locker. Gabby stood there waiting for her.
“You need to go to Homecoming,” Gabby blurted, as Cindy opened her locker.

“Why?” Cindy echoed, confused.
Gabby rolled her eyes and then replied, “Because you need to go and meet “Prince

Charming” of course!”
Cindy also rolled her eyes. “As I said, I don’t have a dress.”
“Well let's go get you one!”
“No… it’s fine…” Cindy replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.
“No, we’re going! We need to get that boy falling head over heels for you! What day

would work best for you?” Gabby pressed.
“Umm… Thursday?” Cindy replied hesitatingly.
“That’s kind of close.”
“I know. I just have a lot of stuff to do,” Cindy explained bashfully.
“Well... Thursday it is,” Gabby exclaimed excitedly.
Gabby walked off and Cindy sighed nervously hoping she would be free on Thursday.
Cindy started her way down the hall toward the exit to the parking lot. “God,” she

thought, “What am I supposed to do? Am I supposed to go to Homecoming? If so, how can I go
in a T-shirt? Am I just supposed to steal a dress? Because there is no way my step-mom will
pay for one…” She shook her head as she trudged down the hall. Maybe she wasn’t meant to
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go at all… But she had this feeling deep inside of her that she was supposed to go… Like God
was whispering to her heart.

Cindy was raised in a Christian, God-fearing family. Cindy’s parents always took her to
church every Sunday and prayed every time they ate. Even after her mother died her father still
took her to church and taught her to trust God with everything and give all her worries to Him.
Even though Cindy’s step-mother didn’t go to church now that her father was no longer around,
Cindy still followed Him.

Cindy hopped into the passenger’s seat of Jack’s red pick up truck and forced a smile
onto her face.

Jack smiled back. “I texted my dad and he already fixed up your car. He didn’t have
much going on today so he drove over and took care of it for you. On the house.” He winked
and then pulled out of the parking spot.

Once Cindy and Jack made it to Cindy’s house, Cindy unlocked the front door and they
stepped inside. Cindy brought her bag downstairs and came back up. With a sigh she stepped
into the medium-sized kitchen and Jack commented, “Lasagna. Apparently that is the special
meal your step-mom had planned. Gus will be here in a few, when do you want to start it?”

“Umm… Mrs. Hale will be home at five so probably about four.”
“Okay. Do you want to sit and talk until then?”
Cindy shook her head. “No… I have homework.”
“I could help you,” Jack offered.
“Thanks. That would be great.”
Jack and Cindy went down the stairs to her dungeon-like room that was called a

basement. They sat there for about 15 minutes working on homework before Gus arrived. He
sat watching them as he drank a Cola for another hour until Cindy completed her homework.

“Okay, we have about 30 minutes,” Jack declared, glancing at his watch. “Why don’t we
sit and talk?” he suggested.

So Gus got some drinks for the other two and they all sat down on the couch.
“Thanks, Gus. I really needed this,” Cindy exclaimed, savoring every sip, letting the

carbonation tickle her tongue.
“Of course,” Gus replied.
Then there was silence as the group just sat and enjoyed the moment but after a minute

Jack spoke up. “Gus, I can’t believe your parents actually named you Augustus!” Jack
exclaimed.

“I know,” he replied, “It sounds like some guy from the Romaine Empire.”
“Roman empire,” Jack corrected, “Romaine is lettuce.”
“Oh yeah... I knew that...”
Everyone gave a faint laugh but then silence fell again. Brown and yellow leaves crinkled

in the breeze outside and cars could be heard rolling past on the streets. The couch was soft,
brown and gave comfort in the first chilly snip of fall. The house was fully silent except the quiet
sipping sound from the boys.

“Why are you so quiet?” Jack asked, addressing Cindy.
“What do you mean?” Cindy echoed.
“You are quieter than most girls but you’re usually not this quiet.”
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“Just thinking…” Cindy replied wistfully.
“About what?”
“Homecoming.”
“About dress shopping or something else?”
“Both.”
“Did someone ask you?” Jack asked nonchalantly.
“No. It’s just this guy I like…” Cindy faltered, blushing. “It’s silly though… there’s no way

he’ll ever like me…”
“Who is it?” Jack queried.
Cindy shook her head bashfully.
“Come on! Tell us!” Gus insisted.
Cindy sighed nervously and bit her lip.  “Oliver Prince…” she admitted.
Jack chuckled. “Not to tease you or anything but almost every girl in school likes Oliver.

They even have a nickname for him, “Prince Charming.’”
“I know I've heard.”
“You want to go to Homecoming to see him?” Jack asked.
Cindy shrugged.
“Well, whether anything happens with him or not I think you should go. You’ll have so

much fun.”
Cindy shook her head and sighed as if realizing it was just a silly idea. “But Mrs. Hale

would never let me go,” she replied, dismissing the idea.
“Cindy-”
“I can't go, Jack,” Cindy stated.
“But what about dress shopping? You told me on the drive over here that you’re going,”

Jack argued.
“I won’t get a dress. I’m just going for Gabby,” Cindy countered.
“Have you even told her you’re not going to Homecoming?”
“No. I’ll tell her tomorrow.”
At that everyone fell silent.
“It’s four. I better get started on dinner,” Cindy declared, rising, glancing at her watch.
“You’re not doing it alone!” Jack exclaimed, rising as well.
“Jack, it’s fine,” Cindy mumbled, shaking her head.
“No! You practically do everything in this house by yourself! Just let us help you,” Jack

argued.
At that, Cindy nodded and the trio began making the lasagna. Jack sighed as he

watched Cindy spread the sauce over the noodles. Cindy was like the household slave... and
she knew it but she was just too meek to do anything about it. Jack wished he could help her
but there wasn’t much he could do other than be her best friend.

An hour later the lasagna came out of the oven. She jumped up to take it out as she
heard the muffled sound of the garage door opening. She heard two car doors slam. “Jack, Gus,
the girls are home! Quick get out!” she whispered.
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Jack and Gus grabbed their stuff and quickly ran out the front door. The door to the
garage opened right as Gus closed the door behind him. The girls glanced over to the door
suspiciously. “Did someone just leave?” Diana asked.

“No,” Cindy chirped innocently, knowing they would not be okay with her guy friends
over, especially Diana. There was an awkward silence as if they didn’t believe her, but finally
they strolled toward their rooms.

Not much later Cindy’s stepmom arrived. She walked in from the garage door with
messy hair, a broken heel, and a frustrated look on her face.

“Are you okay?” Cindy asked, a little concerned.
“No! I am not okay!” she snapped, “My boss didn’t promote me. He promoted someone

else. Then on my way home, my car broke down. I had to walk to find a repair shop and broke
my heel. So no, I’m not okay!”

She kicked off her shoes and marched to the master bedroom. Soon she came out. Her
hair was combed but the frustrated look was still plastered on her face.

A few minutes later the family sat down for dinner. Diana sat on the other side of the
table from Cindy and Anna and the step-mom sat on either side of her. Dinner was always very
awkward. The family sat together but it always resulted in silence. Diana and Anna didn’t want
to talk with Cindy and the stepmom never said much. Especially tonight. Everyone felt like she
was going to snap at them and Cindy knew she was the number one target.

Eventually dinner was finished. Cindy’s stepmom stood up without a word and headed to
the master bedroom and Diana headed toward her room in the same manner. Anna stood up
and picked up her plate, as if about to help, but when Diana called to her she set the dish back
down and retreated to her own room. With a sigh, Cindy picked up the dishes and took them to
the sink.

Oliver Prince. The most popular guy at school as well as the quarterback on the football
team. He was every girl’s dream. Tall, muscular, dark hair, brown eyes… He was certainly
Cindy’s dream…

“Hey Cindy! Cindy!” Gabby called. Gabby rolled her eyes as Cindy still stared off at
Oliver. “You sure are infatuated with him aren’t you?” Gabby commented.

“What?” Cindy echoed, turning.
“You like him, don’t you?” Gabby prodded.
Cindy shook her head bashfully.
“You like him a lot!” Gabby added as Cindy blushed.
“Oh! I can already imagine you two together!” Gabby exclaimed.
Cindy bit her lip. “Gabby, I don’t know…”
“Cindy! Come on! Don’t be nervous!” Gabby exclaimed. “Look at him!” she directed.
Cindy glanced over at him. He was talking with some other boys a few lockers down.
“Imagine being with him!” Gabby continued.
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Cindy smiled faintly. It would be amazing. If she could date him… life would be...
perfect…

“And going to Homecoming would be your chance to catch his eye!” Gabby added,
nudging Cindy playfully with her elbow.

“So… will you go?” she queried.
Cindy nodded, still staring off at Oliver.
“Great! See you on Thursday!” Gabby shrieked.
That took Cindy out of her daydreaming and back to reality. Cindy sighed as Gabby

skipped off. I guess she would be going to Homecoming after all…
Cindy peeked over at Oliver. She had to admit she wanted to… and besides something

inside was telling her she had to go...

“Hey Prince!” called a boy.
Oliver turned to see several boys from his football team.
“Hey guys! What’s up?” Oliver exclaimed, giving each of them a bro hug.
“We gonna beat the Spartans?” the first boy asked.
Oliver smirked. “Heck yeah!”
“You gonna be Homecoming king?”
“Only if you vote for me,” he teased.
At that all the boys burst into laughter.
“Ready for the assembly next period?” the boy called across the hall, beginning to stroll

off.
“You bet!” Oliver replied.
Oliver then began strolling down the hall, a proud smile on his face. He could already

see the winning touchdown. Nate catches his pass and then the crowd goes wild!
Just then a quiet cry took him out of his thoughts. He looked up to see a girl picking up a

few books that were scattered across the floor. However before Oliver could do anything,
another girl jumped to help her out. The girl had golden blonde hair, crystal blue eyes, and a
sweet, encouraging smile.

“Here,” the girl offered, holding out one of the girl’s books.
“Thanks,” the first girl replied, taking the book.
Oliver turned back to his own thoughts as he stepped into his class. That girl… she

practically jumped at the chance to help that other girl… Why hadn’t Oliver noticed that the first
girl had dropped her things? How many other times had Oliver ignored people when they
needed help? How many other times had he been so self absorbed that he didn’t even take the
time to notice others?

Oliver sat down in class with a sigh and then glanced down at the cross necklace around
his neck.
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Cindy sighed as she took a seat in the bleachers. Since it was homecoming week, her
school had an assembly to introduce the Homecoming Court and the football team and to
increase school spirit.

“Hey Cindy!” a voice chirped as someone took a seat next to her.
It was Gabby.
“Hey…” Cindy mumbled with a weak smile.
“Is everything okay? Gabby asked.
Cindy gulped. “Yeah… I’m fine,” she fibbed.
“You ready for the assembly?” Gabby queried.
Cindy shrugged.
“Come on! You get to see Oliver!” Gabby teased, nudging her gently.
Cindy rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“What? You two would be cute together!” Gabby pressed.
Cindy was about to argue when the principal came out on the gym floor.
“Good morning wolves! Welcome to our Homecoming Assembly!” she boomed into the

microphone.
In response the whole student body gave a loud cheer.
“Now please rise and gentlemen remove your hats for our national anthem.”
Everyone rose to their feet and placed their hands on their hearts as the band began to

play. Finally the song came to a close.
“I’m serious!” Gabby whispered.
Cindy glared as they took their seats.
“Now let me introduce your 2021 Homecoming Court!” the principal announced.
“Here he comes!” Gabby teased, nudging Cindy playfully.
Cindy only rolled her eyes. Her and Oliver? That would take a miracle to get that to

happen.
“Alright first up we have Milo Jones and Lucy Garcia!” the principal declared.
At that a girl and a boy strode out hand and hand, sashes around their torsos and huge

grins on their faces. A cheer came from the crowd as they began to throw candy left and right.
“And next is Brynn Nelson and Nathaniel Davis!”
This time Gabby went wild. “Let’s go Nate!” Gabby screamed.
Nate beamed and glanced over at his girlfriend knowingly before he and the girl also

began tossing candy out to the crowd.
“Next is Oliver Prince and Hannah Torres!”
“And there he is! “Prince Charming”…” Gabby teased.
Gabby squealed quietly. “Oh! I can already see you two together!”
Cindy rolled her eyes. “Gabby… stop it!”
“Stop what?!”



19

“Stop saying stuff like that! You know full well that I could never get a guy like him…”
Cindy replied bashfully.

“Come on, Cindy! Have a little confidence!” Gabby declared.
Cindy didn’t reply and turned back to the assembly as the other homecoming court

members came out.
“Too bad…” Gabby commented glumly. “I hear he’s good boyfriend material…”
Cindy only glared at her friend, blushing with embarrassment.

“Hey Prince!” a voice called.
Immediately Oliver jumped out of his thoughts. “What?”
“You okay? You seem a little lost,” the boy replied.
“Yeah, I’m fine…” Oliver replied.
“You know… Milo is giving out candy during lunch to persuade people to vote for him…

Maybe you should do the same…” the boy suggested, nodding to the Homecoming court
member, handing out Starburst and Dumb Dumbs.

Oliver smirked. “Nah… I don’t need to… I’ll be fine!”
“Ok, whatever you say Prince!” the boy teased.
Oliver gave the boy a shove, sending a Coke can sitting on the table, toppling over as

the bell rang.
“Oh… I’m so sorry…” Oliver exclaimed.
The boy shrugged. “Don’t worry about it! I was done anyway!” he replied, standing up.
Oliver shouldered his backpack and began to walk off. However, he froze as the same

blonde haired girl from earlier began to help the janitors clean up the mess he made. The
janitors smiled at her gratefully as if it was the best thing that had happened all day.

Oliver smiled faintly. Who was this girl anyway? Why was she always there when people
needed help?

“Hey, Ollie! Whatcha doin’?” the boy called.
Oliver turned back toward his friends and began following them again. He glanced back

at the girl one last time and then continued down the hallway, shaking his head.
Why had he not thought to help the janitors when it was his fault in the first place? The

answer scared him. Maybe perhaps he wasn’t as selfless and caring as he thought he was….

“Hey Ollie!” a voice called. “It’s time for you to leave for your small group!”
Oliver turned from his computer that he was doing homework on. “What?” he echoed.
“You okay? You haven't written a word for that essay,” his mom commented, nodding to

his computer.
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Oliver turned back to the screen, fidgeting with a pencil. “Oh…yeah…”
“Ollie! Come on! Let’s go!” a voice called from the hallway. “I don’t want to be late for

small group! We’re playing dodgeball today!”
“I’m coming!” Oliver called to his younger brother, standing up.
“Have fun, sweetie!” his mom crooned, giving him a kiss on the cheek.
“Thanks…” Oliver mumbled, grabbing his car keys and making his way toward the door.
A few minutes later he pulled up to their church parking lot. Immediately his younger

brother, Jake, leapt out of the car and dashed over to the building.
Oliver stepped inside just behind his brother.
“Ollie! Jake! Hey! Great to see you!” a man exclaimed, stepping up to him and holding

out his hand.
“Pastor Cooper!” Oliver replied, taking his hand and giving it a sturdy shake.
James Cooper was in his mid to late thirties and he was the pastor of Oliver’s youth

group. He was fairly tall and had olive colored skin, dark brown hair and brown eyes. He had a
few wrinkles beginning to form but his demeanor was still youthful.

“What’s the devotional about today?” Oliver queried.
“Selflessness,” the pastor replied, with an almost knowing smile.
Oliver nodded half-heartedly as he thought for a moment. Selflessness…
“Go ahead and take a seat and we’ll start in a few minutes,” Pastor Cooper explained,

nodding to the chairs.
At that, Oliver and his brother took their seats. A few minutes later someone sat down

next to Oliver.
“Nate!” Oliver exclaimed, giving his friend a fist bump. Nate was one of his best friends.

He was the receiver on the football team so they were forced to get along well. Nate was lean
and muscular and had brown hair and brown eyes.

“Hey, Ollie!” Nate replied, a smile spreading to his face.
“Where’s Gabby? I thought she was coming tonight,” Oliver queried.
Nate shrugged. “She said she was busy with homework or something…”
Oliver squinted, sensing there was something more than just “being busy”. He was about

to reply but just then the devotional started. Pastor James stepped up onto the stage with his
Bible and his notes. He gave a little cough before beginning.

“You know? Why don’t we take a selfie for the Instagram page?” he suggested, pulling
out his phone, a big grin on his face.

“Alright?” he prodded, turning around and holding up his phone.
He took the picture and then brought the phone back to him to study the picture.
“Hold on guys, one more. My eyes were closed,” he declared, holding up the phone

once more as a faint laugh echoed throughout the room.
He studied the picture once more but to everyone’s surprise he continued to stare at his

phone.
“What is he doing?” Jake asked, leaning over to whisper in Oliver’s ear
“I think he’s trying to make a point,” Oliver replied.
Jake nodded and then turned his attention back to the pastor who was still on his phone.

Finally he looked up, “Oh, sorry guys! I was just looking at all of the photos I’ve posted recently.”
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“Look at this one at the gym!” he exclaimed, turning around the phone so everyone could
see.

“Been working hard to get a body like this,” he explained, flexing.
He stared at his phone for another minute before setting his phone down on the table

with a smirk.
“How many of you have social media?” he asked.
Almost everyone raised their hands. The pastor nodded and then continued. “Social

media makes you selfish… Everyone posts selfies in hopes of getting “likes” and admiration and
spending all this time thinking about one person… themselves. And the more time we spend
thinking about ourselves, the less time we spend thinking about others.”

The pastor silenced but after a moment he spoke up again. “How many of us sleep?”
Almost everyone raised their hands.
“Geez, guys you need to get some more rest!” he exclaimed. “Alright, how about this

one? How many of us eat?”
This time everyone raised their hands.
The pastor nodded and then continued. “Once again, our default affection for ourselves.

We eat and sleep for the well-being of ourselves. I mean other than to prevent ourselves from
yelling at our siblings because we’re “hangry.”

Everyone laughed.
“But we do these things for ourselves. We rarely ignore our own needs but let me ask;

how many of you ignore others' needs?”
Oliver bit his lip.
“We need to care for them, we need to give to them, we need to seek their needs…” the

pastor continued. “Philippians 2:3-4 says, “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in
humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to their own
interests, but also to the interests of others.”

“The most common question I get is “How, Pastor Cooper? How do I focus on others?
And I’m telling you guys it’s not depriving yourselves of sleep.”

Everyone laughed again.
“The answer is Jesus. Him and only Him. Jesus is an example of perfect selflessness.

He came to earth for you! He was betrayed for you! He was beaten for you! He died on the
cross for you… He regarded the greatest need of every human- which is forgiveness of sin and
reconciliation with God…”

“Yeah, I know being selfless may be hard. I know complimenting that “stranger” may kick
you out of the “popular crowd”. Yeah, I know paying for the person behind you at Starbucks may
waste your hard earned money on a “stranger”. Jesus knows it’s hard… because he did
unbelievably hard things for us…”

“So I challenge you all to turn your camera around and do something nice for someone
else this week. And if you don’t know who you can help, pray, because God will help you.
Because there’s people everywhere who need someone who cares.”

At that Pastor Cooper closed his notes. “Alright let’s say a quick prayer before we play
dodgeball,” he declared.
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At that everyone bowed their heads and closed their eyes. “Dear Heavenly Father, we
ask that you show us how to be kind to others and how to put others needs before our own. I
pray that you help each and every one of these kids shine your light by caring for others and
treating others with kindness. And in Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.”

There was a quiet echo of “amens” and then everyone lifted their heads.
“Alright, let’s have some fun!” the pastor declared before hopping off the stage.
A few minutes later, everyone, kids and leaders included, were lined up for dodgeball.

Two teams were lined up on either side of the room and in the middle were the dodgeballs just
waiting to be picked up. Just then a countdown started and a moment later everyone dashed to
the middle in hopes of getting a dodgeball. Not everyone got one and those that didn’t get there
in time were quickly eliminated.

Oliver was one of the first to get a dodgeball and with a few throws was able to “get out”
a few people. However, not long after the start of the game his mind wandered elsewhere…
How could he have been so selfish? He hadn’t even thought twice about the mess the janitors
had to clean up… and then there was that girl who helped even though it wasn’t her fault.

Smack! Suddenly someone hit him in the head with a dodgeball. Immediately Oliver’s
hand went to his head.

“Oh! Oliver! Are you okay?” the boy who threw the ball exclaimed, running over to him.
“Yeah, I’m ok… I think,” he added with a grimace.
“Oh! Oliver! That’s going to leave a bruise if we don’t get some ice on that. It’s already

swelling,” Pastor Cooper commented, examining Oliver’s forehead.
At that the pastor led Oliver over to a chair and got him an ice pack.
“You okay?” the pastor asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” he replied, seeming to come out of some sort of daze.
“You just seem a little distracted today,” the pastor continued, crossing his arms.
“Just…” Oliver shook his head. “There’s this girl…” he began.
“Oooh!” the pastor teased.
Oliver gave a sheepish smile. “It’s not like that…”
“Sure…” Pastor Cooper replied, unconvinced.
Oliver shook head. “I’m serious!”
“Ok, sorry. Go on.”
Oliver bit his lip and looked off toward the dodgeball game that was still going on before

speaking up. “I umm… your message was really good tonight… It really helped me realize how
selfish I’ve been recently…”

Pastor Cooper squinted. “And the girl relates to this how....?”
Oliver chuckled. “I was being stupid and knocked over my friend’s soda at lunch. The

bell rang so I just left it for the janitors to pick up. I looked back and there was this girl helping
clean it up! It wasn't even her mess and she just started helping, just to be nice…I just…” Oliver
shook his head. “I just realized that I’ve had my camera facing the wrong way…” he finished
with a weak smile.

“And what are you going to do about that?” the pastor pressed, a smile coming to his
face.
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Oliver shrugged. “I don’t know… I’ve just become so oblivious to things around me by
the time I even consider helping, that girl is already on it!”

Pastor Cooper smiled faintly, thinking. “Well, you could help that someone a selfless
person would never help out…”

“Who’s that?” Oliver echoed but after a moment of thought realized who he meant.
“Hey! Ollie! You okay?” Nate asked, strolling over.
“Yeah. I’m alright,” Oliver replied with a shrug.
“You still up for pizza after?”
Oliver beamed. “You bet!”

The boys devoured the slices in front of them with little effort. Oliver had dropped off his
little brother back at home so now it was just the two of them.

“So… what’s up with Gabby?” Oliver asked, taking a bite of pizza. “It sounded like things
aren't going well between you when we talked before the devotional.”

“Things are going amazing between us but… she just doesn’t seem to be interested in
coming to church anymore…” Nate explained.

“Why do you think that is?” Oliver queried.
Nate shrugged. “She’s busy I guess…”
The boys were silent for a minute before Nate spoke up. “Ready for Thursday night?” he

asked.
Oliver smiled. “Yeah, I’m ready to win if that’s what you mean.”
Nate chuckled. “Ready for the Homecoming court nominations?”
“Yeah, I’m going to win that too,” Oliver teased.
Nate glared and gave him a playful shove.

Cindy finished her breakfast and walked nervously toward her step mom’s room. The
door was open but she hesitantly knocked on the open door anyway. Mrs. Hale, who had been
doing her makeup, turned toward the girl standing bashfully in the doorframe. “Can I talk to
you?” she asked. Her stepmom gave a simple nod and Cindy took a step inside the room.

“Can I go somewhere Thursday evening?” she asked, immediately realizing she should
have said afternoon since the Homecoming game was in the evening. It would be hard to get a
dress with Gabby in the evening as Cindy claimed, especially when Gabby’s boyfriend was on
the football team.

“Why? asked her stepmom sharply.
“Umm…” she faltered.
“The football game,” Cindy blurted, regretting what she said immediately.
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Mrs. Hale, her stepmom, was silent for a second, and Cindy was sure she would say no
but finally, she replied, “Okay, fine. I can handle dinner but you’ll need to get groceries in the
afternoon. You can put them on the counter and then go to your game. But make sure you’re
home by 9.”

Cindy was amazed. “Thank you,” she exclaimed sincerely.
Cindy was about to leave the room when her stepmom called, “But…”
Cindy paused and turned back toward her.
“I have a lot of work to do so I don’t have time for the other chores. You’ll have to do

those on Friday.”
Cindy gave an obedient nod and then left.
She got to school with a slight smile on her face and got to her locker to find Gabby at

hers.
“Hey,” Cindy called.
“Oh, hey Cindy,” replied Gabby.
“I can go dress shopping on Thursday afternoon and I accidentally got the time to go to

the football game too.”
“That’s awesome! Oliver will be there since he’s on the football team and on

homecoming court,” Gabby exclaimed, giving Cindy a playful nudge.
“Well, see you on Thursday!” called Gabby. “Meet me at the entrance to the mall. We

can go shopping and then go to the game together.”
“Sounds good,” Cindy called after her.
Once lunch came, Cindy sat with her two best friends underneath "their" tree. The grass

was dotted with brown and orange leaves and the different types of trees near the tall evergreen
were either a thousand different shades of orange or half bare. On those half-bare trees, only a
few leaves clung to the branches, hanging on for dear life as they were tossed in the breeze.

Cindy took a deep breath, trying to convince herself she really could attend the dance.
She really wanted to go but her step mom would never let her. But she really wanted to go…
she needed to go...

“I’m going to Homecoming,” Cindy blurted.
Jack beamed. “Oh! Cindy, that’s great! Did Mrs. Hale let you go?”
Cindy shook her head, looking down at her hands bashfully.
“What are you going to do then?” Jack asked.
“I don’t know,” Cindy replied, shaking her head.
Jack was silent for a moment, as if deciding what advice to give, but finally he spoke up.

“Go, Cindy,” he replied.
“You mean like sneak out?!” Cindy cried, horrified.
“Yeah, Anna and Diana are allowed to go,” Jack argued.
“But that’s because they’re a year older than me,” Cindy countered.
Jack glared. “How can you possibly believe that? She let them go last year.”
Cindy sighed, a knowing look on her face. She knew. She just didn’t want to admit it.
“You already decided you’re going! I’m not letting you talk yourself out of it!” Jack

declared.
“But I don’t even have a dress!” Cindy argued.
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“Isn’t the point of dress shopping, buying a dress?” Gus joked.
Cindy scoffed. “Yeah, but I don’t have any money!”
“What about that money from your dad that you’ve kept hidden?”
Cindy sighed. “But it’s my dad’s money…and besides… it’s only 50 bucks.”
“Just use it! I’m sure your dad would want you to go to Homecoming. And how much can

a dress cost anyway?”

With every ounce of patience, Cindy waited until Thursday. This would be her one day
being normal. Shopping with a girlfriend and going to the Homecoming football game. She
couldn’t wait to watch football with everyone else instead of doing chores.

On Wednesday night, Cindy lay in her bed tossing and turning. She didn’t know what to
do… Should she go to Homecoming? But how could she? She couldn’t sneak out! Cindy shook
her head. She would never be able to go. Not with all the chores she had to do… besides she
would never sneak out… that was wrong…

Cindy sighed and closed her eyes. But it all sounded so fun. Dancing… dressing up…
seeing Oliver…

With a deep breath, Cindy opened the drawer to her nightstand and pulled out a piece of
paper. Gently she ran her fingers over the faded cursive writing of a letter.

“Dear Cindy, you are the brightest part of our lives. Your father and I love you so much
and I hope that you never forget that even after I’m gone. I love you my little princess. And
always remember to trust in God and serve others before yourself. But most importantly, my
little girl, I want you to be happy. Love, mom.”

Cindy put the paper to her chest, tears coming to her eyes. Cindy couldn’t remember the
last time she had been truly happy. Probably not since her father died.

Cindy took a deep breath and imagined herself at the dance. “I’m going. I don’t know
how… but I’m going to Homecoming. I have to go,” she whispered determinedly.

“I don’t know how I’m going to go… but I trust you God. Your will be done,” Cindy
continued, placing the letter back in her drawer.

At that, Cindy laid back down and closed her eyes. Sleep found her this time. At least for
a while.

Cindy woke up to the sound of her alarm clock ticking. It seemed awfully loud for some
reason… Cindy groaned and snuggled her head deeper into her pillow. But the rhythmic tick
was so loud she couldn’t fall asleep again. Cindy had never noticed it was so loud before… but
now it seemed unignorable.

For hours Cindy laid there staring at the alarm clock on her nightstand, the ticking
echoing loudly in the whole room. The room slowly got lighter as the sun peeked into her room
through the windows high on her wall and finally, the alarm clock went off.

Cindy hopped up and then opened up her dresser and looked at its contents,
disappointed, as if she thought Thursday would make her wardrobe like everyone else's too.
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Grimly, she put on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. She wished she could wear something cute like
her sisters, but she would have to make do with what she had.

Cindy quickly braided her hair and then looked at herself in the mirror. She gave a
desperate sigh as she anxiously adjusted her outfit. How would she ever compare to Oliver
Prince? How would she even pay for the homecoming dress?

“It's fine,” she told herself, “I can just find a cheaper one to wear that I can afford with the
money from dad.”

With a sigh Cindy plodded up the stairs to prepare breakfast. After a couple minutes, the
oatmeal came out of the microwave and Cindy put it into bowls. She munched on a few bites
but was too nervous to eat much. So she strolled toward the front door, keys jingling.

Cindy daydreamed her way through the school day. In some ways, she couldn’t wait until
she went out, but in others, she was apprehensive about doing something new.

In Cindy’s last period she glanced at the clock every few seconds awaiting the beginning
of her adventure. Cindy stared at the clock as it ticked and the rhythmic sound seemed to tap
along with her heart. It seemed connected to her.

Suddenly the teacher said, “What is the answer, Cindy?” Cindy’s eyes became wide and
she sunk down into her chair. Cindy’s head throbbed now and all she could hear was the clock
as if louder than ever.

“Cindy are you alright?” the teacher asked, echoing in the background.
“I don’t feel well,” Cindy mumbled.
“Let me send you to the nurse,” the teacher offered. Cindy’s teacher glanced up at the

clock that still resounded loudly in Cindy’s head.
“Actually, never mind,” the teacher backtracked, “There’s only 5 minutes. By the time you

get there, school will be over. So why don’t you just go get a drink of water?”
Cindy nodded and went a few yards down the hall to the drinking fountain. She felt warm

and sluggish as she bent down to drink. The cold water dribbled down her throat and cooled her
insides. Her headache still pounded in her head like a hammer in beating throbs. Cindy then
splashed some water on her face. This woke her up and the throbbing eased; however the
headache persisted.

Oliver sighed as his teacher wrote down some equations on the board. He had had a
headache all day, probably from getting hit in the head with that dodgeball yesterday. He had
taken some Ibuprofen but his head still had throbbed in pain.

Oliver raised his hand. “Mrs. Eddings, may I go get a drink of water?”
Mrs. Eddings glared. “We only have a few minutes left in class.”
“Please,” Oliver begged.
“Ok, fine. Be quick,” the teacher replied with an annoyed nod.
At that, Oliver stood up and made his way down the hall to the drinking fountain. To his

surprise, a girl was already there. It was the girl. The girl who had helped the janitors as well as
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the girl who helped the girl who dropped her stuff. She stood there splashing water on her face
and drinking gratefully. The grimace on her face told him that she had a headache too.

Suddenly he had this urge to talk to her. Like someone in the back of his mind was
whispering to him.

That’s when Cindy noticed someone at the other drinking fountain. It was Oliver. Cindy
panicked and wanted to leave as quickly as she could. However, before she could take a step
the boy spoke up.

“You okay?” he asked. His voice was gentle, the pitch of his voice somehow soothing
her headache a little. And there was something about his voice that implied that he actually
cared about how she was feeling. Cindy was dumbfounded, unsure what to say, but she finally
found her voice.

“Just not feeling well,” she replied. “Have a headache.”
“I’m sorry. I hope you feel better. I have some Ibuprofen if you want,” he offered, pulling a

bottle out of his pocket.
Cindy shook her head bashfully. “I’m fine. I don’t want to trouble you.”
“No, trouble at all. Here,” he offered, holding a pill out to her.
Cindy looked at it warily.
“Come on,” he pressed, prodding his hand toward her. “It’s no trouble at all.”
“You sure?” Cindy echoed.
“Yeah,” he replied with a nod. “And if you’re worried about it being something else other

than Ibuprofen, I assure you it’s not. I would never do that,” he encouraged.
Cindy gave a sheepish smile and then took the pill from his hand. “Thanks,” she replied.
At that, Cindy popped it in her mouth and then washed it down with some water.
“Are you going to the game?” he asked.
Cindy nodded. “Yeah, I was planning to. It depends if my headache clears up.“
“Well, then I hope it does,” he commented, his dark brown eyes briefly meeting with

hers.
“Well umm… thanks,” she replied with a weak smile, turning to walk down the hall.
“Wait!” he called.
She stopped.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
At that moment Cindy’s heart began to dance inside her chest as if it had grown wings,

leaving her speechless.
“I umm… I better head back to class,” Cindy stuttered, tucking a loose strand of hair

behind her ear.
At that she turned and walked back toward her class. She sighed and buried her head in

her hands. “What was that?” Cindy scolded herself, “He asked for your name, Cindy!” She
shook her head. She was never going to be with a guy like him…
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Cindy entered the classroom just as the bell rang. The loud ringing noise was followed
by the sound of backpacks jostling and zipping. Immediately, a steady stream of students began
walking toward the door. Cindy darted and dodged her way upstream through the flood of
students making their way out of the class but finally made it to her dingy old backpack and put
together her belongings.

With a sigh, Cindy trudged toward her locker, hoping the Ibuprofen would provide relief
from the headache. Gabby looked at Cindy’s pained face concerned. “Are you alright?”

“I have a headache. I think it’s because I didn’t eat a full breakfast this morning and
didn’t get much sleep.”

“How about we grab some dinner before the game?”
“Sure. That would be great, thanks.”
The girls strolled toward the parking lot and as they parted in the parking lot Gabby

called, “See you there!”
Cindy slipped into her old orange embarrassment. The parking lot was mostly filled with

nice new cars since the district was made up of well-off neighborhoods but Cindy drove off in
her old orange bug and made her way to the mall.
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Chapter 3: The Carriage
“Lately I’ve been, I’ve been losing sleep,

dreaming about the things that we could be, but

baby, I’ve been, I’ve been praying hard, said no

more counting dollars, we’ll be counting stars…” -

Counting Stars, One Republic

Cindy couldn’t remember the last time she
had been to the mall. Probably not since her mother
had died. Her father had never been one for
shopping, especially at the mall. As she parked she thought about her step mom's order to go to
the grocery store. Anxiously she glanced at her phone. Jack and Gus had gone to the store for
her and had placed the groceries on the counter at her house as instructed.

The glass doors gleamed in the sun as Cindy walked to them. A slight breeze blew as
adults and teens strolled into the mall chatting and then coming out with bundles. Cindy met
Gabby and they too made their way inside. The mall was bustling with life. Kids darted to and
fro looking at the toys in the windows, moms rolled their strollers in need of a break, young
women strolled, chatting with friends and looking in shop windows for the latest styles.

“Where are we going?” asked Cindy with a nervous-excited smile.
“Charlotte Russe first,” replied Gabby with a smile and a wink.
Cindy nodded and then looked back to the shop windows while Gabby turned her

attention to her phone.
Just then an old lady in front of them dropped her credit card and it clattered to the

ground. Immediately Cindy snatched it up. She glanced over at Gabby but realized she hadn’t
even noticed her pick it up.

“Ma’am!” Cindy called, hurrying after the woman.
The woman turned.
“I believe you dropped this,” Cindy explained, holding out the credit card.
“Oh my! How did I drop that?” the woman gushed. “How can I ever repay you?” she

cried, digging through her wallet.
“You don’t need to repay me,” Cindy insisted.
“Are you sure?” the woman asked.
Cindy nodded. “For sure. It was my pleasure.”
“Oh, you’re such a sweet girl. You could have easily taken it for yourself but instead you

decided to do the right thing. That takes a person with a good character,” the elderly woman
crooned, patting Cindy on the shoulder.

Cindy smiled sheepishly.
“God bless you child,” she declared and then walked off.
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Cindy turned back to Gabby but to her surprise she was still looking at her phone. Cindy
walked back up to her as she shoved her phone back into her pocket.

“I am so sorry about that. Nate was texting me that he was nervous about the game so I
had to give him a little pep talk.”

Cindy giggled. “So he’s not as brave as he seems.”
Gabby smirked. “Most boys aren’t.”
“Alright, come on let’s go,” Gabby pressed, putting her arm around her friend.
A few minutes later, the two girls stepped into the store and began shopping. Cindy saw

a fairly nice dress and went over to it. She glanced at the price tag and it was in her price range
but then Gabby walked up.

“I don’t see anything Homecoming worthy here,” commented Gabby.
“What about this?” asked Cindy innocently.
“That’s like a casual dress. We need semi-formal dresses,” Gabby replied.
Cindy’s eyes widened. She thought the dress was pretty nice but apparently there was a

whole different level for Homecoming. Immediately she let go of the dress. “Yeah definitely,” she
replied, trying to act cool.

“Where to next?” Cindy queried.
“Let’s check Dillard’s. They always have a great selection.”
“Okay,” Cindy replied calmly.
However, on the inside Cindy was anything but calm. “Dillard’s is so expensive,” she

thought, “I will never be able to afford anything there.” But Cindy followed Gabby anyway.
They arrived at Dillard’s and Cindy hesitantly followed Gabby into the store as if it were

the mouth of a lion's den.
“Are you sure? Everything is so expensive here,” Cindy queried.
“Absolutely. This place has the best Homecoming dresses. If you want to attract “Prince

Charming” you need to spend some money,” Gabby exclaimed.
The girls walked over to the Homecoming section to see the many vibrant colors of the

selection. Glitter and sequins dotted the sea of color and a checkout counter sat in the middle,
unoccupied. Gabby marched into the colored forest bravely, like a knight who had been there a
million times, while Cindy followed cautiously, shuffling in like it was an unknown enchanted
forest. Immediately Gabby pulled Cindy over and started showing her dresses.

“These dresses look like princess dresses,” Cindy exclaimed, amazed.
Gabby, still unaware of her friend’s predicament, said, “Well we’re dressing you up like a

princess to meet the “Prince.”
Cindy smiled a little but didn’t know how she could afford to look like a princess. “God,

how is this going to work? I need help,” Cindy thought.
Suddenly someone popped up next to them. “Hello. May I help you?” chirped an old

lady. Both girls gave a little jump and Gabby’s hand flew to her chest.
“Sorry,” the lady apologized. The lady had wispy gray hair and wore a nice sweater and

a pair of dress pants. Despite the old lady’s wrinkles, she seemed to glow in the fluorescent
lights and the old lady’s eyes were surprisingly youthful as they beamed and sparkled in the
light.
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Cindy squinted. The lady looked familiar…. That’s when it came to her. It was the lady
that had dropped her credit card!

“Do you need any help?” the lady asked again. The lady had a light, angelic voice as if
she was a professional singer. There was something almost mysterious about her…

“Um…” Gabby started, “We’re looking for homecoming dresses.”
“Oh! I love homecoming!” cried the gray-haired lady enthusiastically, with a whimsical

smile.
The girls glanced at each other confused at the old lady’s strange comment but

shrugged it off.
“Let me see if I can help,” the lady offered, starting to walk toward a rack of dresses. The

girls followed her.
“Either of you looking to impress a boy?” she queried with a smile and an eyebrow raise,

her gaze locking on Cindy as if she knew.
Cindy held her breath not wanting to say anything but Gabby answered for her. “I have a

boyfriend and she is hoping to interest a “prince,” Gabby teased, elbowing Cindy playfully.
“I think I might have just the one for you,” the elderly sales lady declared, addressing

Gabby.
Gabby and Cindy followed her to a silver dress with sequins adorning it. It was a cocktail

dress that almost went to the knees and it had a tight fit. It had spaghetti straps and was
completely covered with sequins.

Gabby’s eyes widened. “Oh it is so pretty!” she shrieked excitedly and then she ran to
the changing room like a little kid on Christmas.

“Now Cindy, I have a great one that will compliment you nicely,” the woman offered,
turning and starting to stroll to a dress.

“How do you-” Cindy began.
“Gabby said your name,” the lady interrupted.
Cindy’s brow furrowed. She didn’t remember Gabby using it… Cindy shook her head,

brushing it off. Gabby must have used her name...
Cindy then ran a few steps to catch back up to the saleslady and then continued to

follow her through the selections. Cindy squinted. The women's movements were strangely
youthful. The way she moved, there was no way she could have arthritis.

Just then they arrived at a small selection in the corner. A stunning blue dress hanging
on the end of a rack. The dress was a beautiful sky blue color and it had a stunning sweetheart
neckline. The bodice was covered in sequins and the fluffy skirt was made out of tulle and
dotted with a few extra sparkles.

Cindy’s jaw dropped. “This is… gorgeous!” she exclaimed.
“And it will look even better on you,” the lady commented, handing it to the girl.
“Do you have shoes?” the lady asked.
“No,” Cindy replied. She was about to say she didn’t want shoes but the woman

immediately walked off and came back with a pair of silver heels.
“Here,” she said with an elderly smile as she handed them to Cindy. "These should be

just your size," she chirped with a wink.
“Thanks,” Cindy replied.
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“Wait for your friend to try on hers and then you can go next,” the lady suggested.
Cindy walked over to the fitting room entrance and then slumped into a bench. She

grabbed the tag attached to the dress and turned it over to look at it.  The tag read $100!
Cindy’s eyes widened. She could nowhere near afford a dress this nice. She hesitantly looked at
the shoes, not sure if she even wanted to know. Cindy sighed. So much for going to
homecoming…

“Expensive. Huh,” commented the lady’s voice dryly and Cindy looked up to see her
standing right over her. “That’s odd,” she mused, “I didn’t even notice her there.”

“Yeah,” replied Cindy, “I can’t afford them.”
“Well I could lend them to you for free,” the lady offered kindly.
Cindy’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Are you serious?”
“Sure,” the old woman replied, “After giving back my credit card it’s the least I could do.”
“Really?”
The lady nodded. “I can’t give them to you for free though. You’d have to return them by

Saturday night.”
“But... But that's the night of Homecoming.”
“I know but you have to return them to me by midnight.”
“Why?”
“So I'll have to have time to get them dry cleaned before I put them back in the store in

the returned section…  Besides, you should probably leave the dance a little early anyway.”
Cindy’s brow furrowed. What in the world did that mean?
“So, deal or no deal,” the elderly saleslady pressed.
“I… I…” Cindy faltered, glancing at the dress and then back at the lady.
“You want to go to Homecoming and meet “the prince”, right?”
There was silence for a second as Cindy thought. Giving the items back at midnight

seemed weird, but Cindy really wanted to go to homecoming and this dress… it was absolutely
beautiful...

“Okay. I will return it to you. Do you want me to meet you here?” Cindy asked.
“No, I'll wait outside the school. I’ll be in the light blue BMW.”
“Okay,” Cindy replied hesitantly.
There was silence for a moment as the two waited for Gabby, but then Cindy spoke up,

trying to make simple conversation.
“You have a nice car,” Cindy commented with a friendly smile.
“Thank you. What do you have?”
“Umm… an old orange bug,” Cindy replied casually but her face wrinkled when she said

old.
“Old?”
“Yeah. It breaks down almost once a week.”
“You don’t want to go to homecoming in that, do you?” the old woman commented,

sensing Cindy was embarrassed.
Cindy shook her head sadly.
“Well, I could let you borrow mine for the night.”
“You have to be joking,” said Cindy with a laugh. “Why would you want to help me?”
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“No, I’m not and I want to help you because your father cares about you.”
“What?” Cindy echoed, “You knew my father?”
“Yes I know your father,” the woman replied.
“But…” Cindy began.
Cindy was very confused and was about to ask what she meant but suddenly a voice

called from the dressing room area.
“Okay I’m coming out,” Gabby called and Cindy looked towards the dressing room

entrance. Cindy turned back to the woman to quickly ask her what she meant, but the woman
was nowhere in sight. Cindy’s brow furrowed in confusion. How had she disappeared that fast?

At that, Cindy turned her attention back to Gabby walking out of the entrance. She was
gorgeous. Her chocolate-colored skin and black hair complemented the silver dress, making her
simply stunning and the tight fit only enhanced her curvy form.

“You look great!” exclaimed Cindy, beaming.
“I know, I love this one! It fits me better than any other one I’ve had before. It’s like she

knows me!”
Cindy nodded and once again looked around for the woman. She was nowhere to be

seen. While she was turning she bumped something beside her leg. She glanced down to see a
keychain. The key had the BMW symbol on it. She picked it up, not exactly sure what to do.

“What’s that?” asked Gabby, nodding to the keychain.
“Oh... my car keys just fell out of my pocket,” Cindy replied with a fake smile.
“Alright, your turn! I can’t wait to see how you look!” Gabby shrieked.
With a deep breath, Cindy then went into a stall to try on her dress. She entered, dress

and heels in hand, locked the door, and then put on the dress. It fit like a glove. It fit perfectly
around her small frame, highlighting her curves and at the same time accentuating her lean
features. Cindy smiled as she looked into the mirror. The lady was right. The dress looked
stunning on her. The sky blue color complimented her blue eyes and blonde hair perfectly.

At that, Cindy sat down to put on the heels, something she had never worn before. She
stood up in them and suddenly her head started to pound like a clock and she began to feel
light-headed. The mirror swam in front of her, her image distorted somehow. She blinked, her
head still pounding, and then strangely she saw Oliver beside her in the mirror. Cindy shook her
head. She had to be seeing things….

She could hear her pulse pounding in her head as she stood teetering in her heels.
Cindy wobbled and started to fall but thankfully she caught hold of a clothes hook. She felt
nauseous and weak as she stood herself back up.

“Cindy? Are you alright in there?” Gabby called.
“Yeah my headache just came back, that's all,” Cindy explained.
After a few deep breaths the headache subsided and Cindy adjusted her dress as she

prepared to go out.
Cindy wobbled out of her stall, unfamiliar with walking in heels. She came out of the

changing room entrance and immediately Gabby jumped to her feet.
“Oh, wow!” Gabby cried, her jaw dropping. “You look gorgeous! Actually, more than

gorgeous, hot! You look hot!”
Cindy gave a sheepish smile, not used to being complimented for her beauty.
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“Come on now! Have some confidence girl!” Gabby encouraged, “Give it a twirl!”
Hesitantly Cindy turned around.
“You look stunning!”
Cindy blushed.
“Now come on! Go get changed! I’m starving!” Gabby urged.
Cindy smiled as she strolled back to the stall feeling more confident about herself and

more confident in the heels. But as Cindy took off her heels, she thought about Oliver and she
started to feel bashful and insecure about herself again. “He would never like a girl like me. I’m
not that hot,” Cindy thought. With a sigh she stood up, took off her dress, and put her other
clothes back on.

She was sliding on her old pair of tennis shoes when a voice called, “You looked
amazing. You are a beautiful young lady.” It was the saleslady’s voice. It sounded like she was
right outside the stall Cindy was in.

“Thank you. I’m glad you think that,” Cindy replied.
“Do you not think that?” the old woman asked quizzically.
“I don’t know...” Cindy replied uncertainly.
“Well I’m a Christian and I know that God sees everyone’s beauty.”
Cindy was silent but quickly opened up the door expecting to see the sales lady standing

there. But no one was there. Cindy furrowed her brow and squinted her eyes. She would expect
that the lady would still be in sight. “That lady sure does move fast,” she thought. Dress and
shoes in hand Cindy walked out into the department again. Surprisingly she didn’t see the lady
anywhere.

“Where did the lady go?” Cindy asked, turning to Gabby.
“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in a while,” she replied.
Cindy was confused. “What do you mean?” she asked.
“I haven’t seen her since I’ve been out here.”
“Really? You didn’t see her go into the changing rooms?”
“No, why?”
“No reason. Just curious,” Cindy replied with an innocent smile.
Gabby and Cindy walked over to the register with their belongings and dresses and

looked around for the saleslady who seemed to have disappeared. “I’ll go look for her,” Gabby
offered, setting her stuff down.

At that she jogged off to find someone that could help them. Cindy stood there silently for
a minute admiring the beautiful dress and shoes that she held in her arms.

Cindy sighed and closed her eyes. Humming a simple tune she swayed back and forth
at the thought of going to homecoming, daydreaming about dancing with Oliver.

“Want me to ring that up for you?” asked a familiar elderly voice.
Cindy opened her eyes and to her surprise she saw the saleslady standing right there at

the register in front of her.
Cindy was shocked. She didn’t remember seeing anyone in the whole section before

she had started daydreaming. And she hadn’t had her eyes closed long enough for someone to
walk in… So where did the lady come from?

“Umm… sure,” Cindy replied, still a little confused.
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“Remember to return this to me by midnight. Don’t be late,” the lady whispered, smiling
mysteriously.

Cindy nodded and the woman winked, put the dress in a protective covering, and then
put the items in a large bag.

Just then Gabby walked up breathing heavily. “I ran through the whole store to look for
that sales lady but didn’t find- oh she’s here.”

“Yeah I guess she missed you,” commented Cindy with a shrug, not really knowing why
she was trying to cover for the lady, other than she had offered Cindy such a great deal.

“She already rang me up,” Cindy explained as Gabby picked up her stuff.
Gabby walked over to the register with her dress and handed the lady her credit card.

Cindy sighed. It seemed like every kid at her school had their own credit card.
The lady swiped Gabby’s card and then Gabby grabbed her bag and turned to Cindy.
“Alright, let’s go get some food,” Gabby declared enthusiastically.
Bags in hand the girls strolled to the exit of the mall and Gabby went to her car and

Cindy went to her “rental” car.
She hit the key fob and watched in awe as it unlocked the car door as if it were some

magical apparition. Cindy grabbed the handle of the door and slid into the driver's seat. The
seats were leather and there were all sorts of buttons in the car she was not used to. Cindy
turned the key in the ignition and the car gave a quiet purr. “Well that’s something else I’m not
used to,” Cindy mused, a smile coming to her face.
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Chapter 4: The Quarterback
“Old but I’m not that old, Young but I’m not that bold,

and I don’t think the world is sold, on just doing what we’re

told ...”- Counting Stars, One Republic

“I am definitely getting a burger. What are you going to
get Cindy?” Gabby asked as she studied the menu in her hands.

“Umm, I’m not sure. I haven’t been here in a long time,”
Cindy replied.

“You haven’t been to Red Robin in a long time? Like how long?”
“Probably haven’t been here in like a couple years.”
“Really?! Well, I would suggest a burger. Since that’s what they’re known for.”
“Okay,” Cindy replied with a quiet giggle.
A waiter came by and took the girls' orders with a couple swishes of his pen and a

friendly smile and then left to get them some water. Cindy stared off out the window, watching
cars park and watching cars leave.

“Excited about meeting Prince Charming?” asked Gabby with an eager smile.
Cindy turned to her and shrugged. “I already met him…”
“Wait! You already met him?”
“Yeah, I saw him at the drinking fountain when I left class for a drink when I wasn't

feeling well.”
Gabby gasped. “Cindy!! That is so exciting! What did he say?”
“He just asked if I was okay,” Cindy explained. “I told him I had a headache and then he

offered me some Ibuprofen.”
Gabby raised her eyebrows. “Well, that was nice of him….” she prodded.
“Gabby! It wasn’t like that!” Cindy argued. “He was just being nice…”
“No, he's interested in you!”
“I think he was just being friendly,” Cindy argued. “I mean he just asked if I was going to

the game.”
Gabby raised her eyebrows.
“He was just making conversation.”
“Girl, trust me, if he asked if you were going to the game, then he wanted to see you

there.”
Cindy only blushed and turned to look out the window.
A few minutes later the hamburgers were placed in front of them. Immediately Gabby

picked up her burger, however Cindy hesitated.
“What’s wrong? Did daydreaming about Oliver make you too nervous to eat?” Gabby

teased.
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Cindy shook her head. “No…” she replied with a blush. “It’s not that...it’s just… if you
don’t mind I’m going to pray. I always do it before I eat dinner…”

Gabby studied at Cindy for a moment, a calculating look on her face before biting her lip
anxiously. “Yeah, go ahead.”

At that Cindy closed her eyes and bowed her head as Gabby watched her, a look of guilt
on her face. She hadn’t thought about God enough recently. She didn’t know why… she had just
been too busy for Him....

“Wait, Cindy!” Gabby called.
Cindy looked up.
“Can I join you?” she asked.
Cindy nodded, a faint smile coming to her cheeks. Cindy and Gabby bowed their heads

and Cindy said a quick prayer. Then the girls lifted their heads and turned their attention to the
food in front of them.

The girls didn’t discuss the prayer and instead began eating their hamburgers. The
burgers were so thick they could barely fit between their jaws. Cindy took her first bite and then
beamed. The savory patty topped with cheese went together perfectly with the cool crisp lettuce
and tomato and the mayonnaise tied it all together with a sweet creamy taste.

“This is so good,” Cindy exclaimed once she had swallowed the bite.
“I know!” Gabby gushed, “Red Robin makes the best burgers.”
Cindy smiled at Gabby’s enthusiasm and then returned to her burger. Once the girls had

finished they each paid for their meals. Cindy thankfully had enough money to cover the cost of
her meal.

Cindy and Gabby strolled out of the restaurant and Cindy looked at her watch. “It’s only
5,” she commented, “We have an hour before the game starts. What do you want to do?”

“Let’s go to my house for a bit,” Gabby suggested, "It's on the way.”
“Okay,” Cindy replied hesitantly.
“Great, I’ll text you the address.”
Cindy hopped in the borrowed BMW, started the engine, and began following Gabby out

of the parking lot.
Cindy was beginning to get used to the new car but she was still surprised when the

engine started  without any trouble and the car rolled along the road with ease. The car was so
nice she almost didn’t know what to do with it.

Suddenly a scary thought hit her, what if she got into a crash? What if it got stolen?
However Cindy brushed the thoughts aside as she pulled up to Gabby’s house.

It was large like her own but it had a basketball hoop and kids’ toys out in front. Cindy
hopped out of the car, shut the door, and almost locked it manually before remembering it had a
key fob. With a smile she locked it automatically.

Large shade trees covered the front walk and a perfectly manicured lawn was spread out
in front of the house. Leaves crunched under Cindy’s feet as she made her way up the walk, a
skip in her step. A moment later a deep hollow wooden knock sounded as Cindy rapped on the
door. Immediately the door opened. Cindy expected to see Gabby but instead, she had to shift
her gaze downward to see a young boy. He was dark-skinned like Gabby and had a huge grin
on his face.



38

Cindy bent down a little “Hello,” she crooned softly. The boy gave a small childish wave
as Gabby walked up.

“Thomas! Don’t answer the door when you don’t know who it is! Now go play,” Gabby
scolded. The boy walked off ashamedly and Gabby gave an embarrassed smile. “Sorry about
that,” Gabby apologized, rolling her eyes.

“It’s fine. He’s adorable,” Cindy replied, smiling at the cute little boy as he disappeared
into another room.

Gabby let Cindy in, closed the door behind her, and led Cindy to her room. Gabby’s
room was neater than Cindy’s step sister’s rooms and had a faint flowery aroma.

Gabby flopped down in a bean bag chair while Cindy politely took a seat on the corner of
Gabby’s bed.

“I am so excited that one of my friends is smitten with Oliver!” Gabby exclaimed.
“I am not!” Cindy rebuffed.
“Um… yeah, you are. You’re blushing just thinking about him.”
Cindy rolled her eyes.
“I’m especially excited because I know him.”
“You do?”
“Yep. He’s like my boyfriend’s best friend. So I know him pretty well and want to do

everything I can to help you two get together,” Gabby declared with a mischievous smile.
Cindy sighed, looked up at the ceiling. “Can we please talk about something else?” she

begged.
Gabby giggled but soon quieted. “We should do this tomorrow…you know, hang out,”

she commented.
“Umm… I have a lot of chores…”  Cindy replied.
“Oh, you must have a good allowance then!” Gabby exclaimed nonchalantly.
“Umm… I don’t get an allowance…”
“Well how much do you do?” Gabby asked.
“Umm… I do the laundry, make dinner, clean the dishes, make the beds, clean the

bathrooms, clean the...”
“Cindy! That’s like all the chores!” Gabby cried.
“Yeah, it’s just a part of being the family…” Cindy replied with a shrug.
“Well, your stepmom pays you back in other things like clothes or phones, right?”
“No, I don’t get to have nice clothes like my step sisters…and I just have a flip phone.”
“That’s not fair!” Gabby cried, “Do they not appreciate all your hard work!? Like throw a

party or something?!”
Cindy shrugged. “When my sisters host parties I’m not invited… Diana tells me it’s

probably best if I stay in my room.”
“Is she letting you go to Homecoming at least? Did she at least pay for your dress?”
Cindy shook her head. “She would never let me go to Homecoming… I’m too young…”’
“Cindy! You’re a junior! And your step sisters are going to Homecoming! They’re only a

year older than you! Plus didn't they go last year?”
“I know it’s not right… but I’m going anyway…” Cindy replied.
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“That is not wrong! Doing all the chores is being their slave, not being “part of the family!”
Gabby exclaimed, “and not being allowed to be normal is… wrong…”

“Yeah, it kind of sucks I guess, but I mean they’re all I have,” Cindy replied, shrugging.
“Cindy, that isn’t right. They shouldn’t be treating you like that!
“Gabby, it’s fine. Just drop it.”
“Cindy…”
“Really it’s fine.”
Gabby sighed. “Cindy! This is abuse!”
“It’s not abuse! I’m fine, Gabby!” Cindy argued.
“You need to tell the school counselor this!” Gabby pressed.
Cindy scoffed and shook her head.
“Cindy! Promise me, you'll tell someone!” Gabby begged.
Cindy didn’t reply at first but finally she nodded.
“Cindy! Promise me!” Gabby pressed.
“I will,” Cindy replied.
There was silence for a moment but then Gabby spoke up. “So… you ready to dance

with Oliver at Homecoming?” she teased.
Cindy blushed and shook her head.
“Yeah you are!” Gabby declared, jumping up.
“Come on! Show me those moves!” Gabby joked, pulling Cindy up to her feet and turning

on some music.
Cindy giggled and shook her head as she rose to her feet. After dancing for a few

minutes it was time for the football game.
“Ready to go?” asked Gabby.
Cindy nodded. Since she had never been to a football game before she asked

innocently, “Where’s the game?”
“At the school,” Gabby replied. “Homecoming game is held at our stadium.”
“Oh right. I knew that,” Cindy replied, embarrassed.
At that the girls headed for their cars as the sun approached the horizon.

“Let’s sit here,” suggested Gabby with an excited smile. The sun was going down as
darkness fell and the air started to feel a little crisp. Huge lights shone down on the bright green
field and balloons and streamers decorated the home side of the stadium. The other side was
dotted with spectators and lined with sparkly cheerleaders. The home side cheerleaders had
cute uniforms and glittery bows and smiled and waved constantly at least every 30 seconds.
Cindy beamed with the excitement of it all.

“I hope we win,” exclaimed Gabby, “This team is ranked top in the state this year.”
Cindy nodded. I hope so too.”
“Oh here come the teams!” cried Gabby excitedly.
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The opposing team came out with flags and cheering and then the home team, the
wolves, came out with smoke and a tremendous roar from the crowd.

The players started warming up and Gabby whispered, “Oliver is number 10.” Cindy’s
eyes searched through the crowd for several seconds and finally found the numbers 1 and 0.
He was throwing a football. It spiraled through the air gracefully and another player caught it
several yards down the field.

Then Gabby’s voice brought Cindy out of her fascination. “He’s the lead quarterback this
year.”

Cindy nodded, trying to cover up the fact she had no idea what being a quarterback
meant.

“You act like that’s not a big deal,” Gabby prodded, confused. Cindy bit her lip in
embarrassment. She had played a few casual football games with her dad when she was
younger and even watched it on TV with him but now she couldn’t remember what it all meant.

“I watched football with my dad when I was younger but I somehow don’t remember
anything about the game,” Cindy admitted quietly.

“Cindy! Oh no!” exclaimed Gabby and then she continued, “Well, I’ll teach you. I know
everything there is to know.”

Cindy smiled at her gratefully and then Gabby began.
“There are two parts of the team, offense and defense. Offense tries to get the ball down

the field and defense tries to keep the other team from getting the ball down the field. Now, the
quarterback is very important because he is the leader of the offensive team and calls the play
in the huddle and they usually pass to the wide receiver who catches a pass or they give it to
the running back.”

Cindy nodded and asked, “And a touchdown is…?”
“Where they run or throw the ball to the endzone.”
“Oh yeah. That’s right. Sorry, my brain just stopped working. Because a field goal is

where they kick it through the goalposts.”
Gabby nodded and replied, ”Right. Touchdowns are worth 6 and field goals are worth 3

except after a touchdown they’re only worth 1.”
Cindy gave a big smile. “Thanks.”
Just then warm up ended and the two teams made their way back to their respective

sidelines, players lining up along each side of the field. The National Anthem was played and
then the game started. The Wolves were up against the Spartans, the best team in the state.
The Wolves had the ball first and Oliver passed it high over the sea of football jerseys and
Gabby’s boyfriend, the wide receiver, caught it. The girls cheered and Gabby exclaimed full of
excitement, “Nate caught it!” Unfortunately, Nate was tackled just a yard later but with the throw,
they easily made 10 yards for a first down.

The first quarter passed. Wolves 12, Spartans 13. Cindy was starting to remember
football and was on the edge of her seat. Could the Wolves do it?

“I hope we can win. This is the hardest lineup we’ve faced for homecoming in a long
time,” Gabby commented nervously.

Soon the 2nd quarter was almost over, meaning halftime was coming up.
“You should try to talk to Oliver while defense is playing,” Gabby suggested.
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“No,” replied Cindy firmly, “Spectators can’t go down there.”
“Then call to him.”
“Gabby no. I’m not doing that because I don’t want to distract him and also it seems he

already has a fan crowd,” Cindy explained, eyeing a group of girls at the front of the student
section.

The girls were taking selfies, cheering at the top of their lungs for Oliver, and holding
signs with his name written all over them. Both Cindy and Gabby rolled their eyes and laughed.

Just then there was an “oh” from the crowd and the girls looked over to the field. Oliver
was laying on the field! Cindy jumped to her feet and Gabby followed. The whole crowd seemed
to hold their breath as he lay there. The cheerleaders and football players took a knee and the
stadium went quiet. Even the cars on the street seemed silent for a moment. Finally, Oliver sat
up and the girls let out a relieved sigh while the crowd clapped and began to cheer. He was
helped up by the team medics and the girls noticed him limping. Both girls winced. Poor Oliver.

Cindy was about to sit down when Gabby grabbed her arm and started dragging her
down the stairs.

“Gabby, where are we going?” Cindy asked.
Gabby didn’t respond but she stopped at the railing next to the field. Oliver was being

helped off the field and Cindy wanted to call out to him but was too shy.
That’s when Cindy noticed another football player had come up to the railing. It was

Nate, Gabby’s boyfriend.
“Is he okay?” Gabby asked, concerned.
“He’ll be fine but he has a sprained ankle,” replied Nate, “I don’t know if he’ll be back in

tonight.”
“That’s a shame,” Gabby whimpered, “We had a chance of winning. Score’s 19 to 20.”
“Oh shoot! Oliver’s on homecoming court!” exclaimed Nate, “There is no way he’ll be

walking by half time! He’ll need help.”
“You can help him,” Cindy offered.
“No, I'm in Homecoming Court too! What is he going to do?”
“She can help him,” Gabby suggested, nodding to Cindy.
Cindy’s eyes became wide and she wanted to shake her head but didn’t want to deny

helping out.
“Oh. Cindy, right?” Nate commented with a nod.
Cindy nodded. Gabby had mentioned Cindy before as the two girls were very fairly close

friends.
“I’ll see if Ollie is okay with that,” Nate explained and then he jogged over to Oliver, who

was sitting on the bench. The last few minutes of the defense was playing so Nate was off too.
The girls couldn’t hear him but they saw him talking to Oliver.

“Really Gabby!?” Cindy cried.
“You want to get to know him, right?” Gabby prodded.
“Yeah,” replied Cindy admittedly, “But-”
“But you need to take chances,” Gabby interrupted.
“But Gabby I’m not as bold as you are,” Cindy argued.
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There was silence between the two girls until Nate returned with a concerned smile. “He
said it's okay. Come on,” called Nate waving his hand toward the gate. The girls followed him
along the rail until they reached a gate. An old lady with an orange vest sat at the gate.

“Volunteer?” quizzed the lady. The old lady’s voice sounded familiar, like the lady from
the store...

“Let them in. One of them is requested to help Prince out and the other is my girlfriend,”
Nate directed.

Cindy stared at the lady suspiciously. “Are you that sales lady from Dillard’s?” she asked,
squinting.

“No,” replied the lady, deeply confused.
Cindy brushed it off and said, “Sorry you just reminded me of someone I met earlier

today.”
Reluctantly, the lady opened the gate, and Gabby and Cindy stepped onto the field.

Gabby walked up to her boyfriend and gave him a quick kiss. “So if this girl is helping, then is
she his girlfriend?” queried the lady.

The others were about to say something but Cindy spoke up first. “Nope. Just a friend,”
Cindy chirped. “Of a friend,” she added in her head.

At that Nate led the girls to Oliver who sat on the bench, just as the clock ended for
halftime and the teams ran back into their chutes and into the locker rooms.

“Sorry, gotta run!” Nate called and then he ran off toward the homecoming court line
across the field.

Cindy looked to Oliver who sat on the bench with a pained look on his face. Even with
the exhausted-pained look on his face, he was still very attractive. Just then she felt Gabby
elbow her in the back.

“Introduce me. I’m not that bold,” Cindy whispered under her breath.
At that, Gabby rolled her eyes and then strode up to Oliver. “Hey Oliver!” she called, “Are

you okay?”
He shook his head. “I can’t walk. Nate said he found someone to help me for

Homecoming Court.”
“Well, my friend is going to help you out,” explained Gabby as Cindy stepped forward.

He looked over to her and they made eye contact. His eyes were so dark Cindy seemed to get
lost in them. His irises shimmered in the stadium lights and a few beads of sweat rested just
below his hairline.

“Hey,” greeted warmly with a nod. “Wait, aren't you the girl from the drinking fountain?”
he asked, cocking his head.

Cindy almost didn’t say anything because she couldn’t come up with anything to say
even though all she had to say was yes, but finally she replied, “Guilty as charged.”

Oliver smiled and started to laugh a little but then winced in pain and clutched his chest.
“Are you alright?” both girls queried in unison.
“Yeah,” he replied, “My ribs are just a little sore.”
“Sorry, I’ll try not to make you laugh again,” Cindy apologized, feeling bad for hurting

him.
He smiled again but didn’t laugh.
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There was awkward silence for a moment but finally they noticed the Sword Arch was
beginning to line up for the homecoming court.

“Well...ready to go?” he asked as he grabbed his sash, which was sitting next to him.
“Sure,” Cindy replied. “By the way, can’t your parents help you? Don't they usually walk

with you?”
“Yeah, but my dad owns a company and he said he might be late and my mom was

called into the hospital since she’s a nurse,” Oliver explained as he stood up with his uninjured
leg.

He began to take a step but because he couldn’t put weight on his other foot, he
collapsed forward. Immediately Cindy rushed to his side and caught him.

For a moment the two stared at each other, Oliver in her arms. His eyes were just so
comforting, she froze. They were the dark shade of espresso but so warm they made her melt.
His hair was the color of rich soil after a thunderstorm. When it was shadowed it almost looked
black but in the spotlights it took on a mahogany color.

She was beautiful. He hadn’t noticed at first but now it was undeniable. The T-shirt and
jeans dressed her down so that she didn’t stand out, but up close he realized he was gravely
mistaken. She was simply beautiful with those bright blue eyes and her golden blonde hair. Her
eyes were like a clear spring sky or like the waters of a river, glistening in the stadium lights, and
her hair was pure rays of sunshine, almost blinding in the bright lights.

“You okay?” she asked, her eyes taking on a look of genuine concern.
He nodded.
“Sorry,” Cindy faltered, snapping out of her daydream and tucking a strand of hair behind

her ear, giving him her shoulder for support.
“It’s fine,” he replied, as the two began down the field.
They hobbled all the way back to the gate since they had to walk around to the other

side and Cindy was still nervous. She was just amazed to be that close to him; to have Oliver
Prince right next to her!

Just then they noticed a couple coming in the gate. The man wore a suit and the woman
wore a nurse uniform. She figured they must be his parents. “Mom! Dad!” Oliver called. They
turned and then rushed over to him, almost sprinting like track athletes. “Honey, are you okay?”
And “What happened?” filled the air in an almost inaudible wave.

“I’m fine,” Oliver replied firmly, which ended the panic. “How did you two make it?” he
asked, surprised.

“I got out of my meeting early,” his father explained, and his mother added, “Things went
faster than expected.”

“I’m so glad you both made it!” he exclaimed with a grin.
“Us too,” crooned his parents in unison.
“Now come on! Let's go!” Oliver ordered. “The ceremony is about to start!”
Just then Cindy, who had been almost invisible for the past few minutes, spoke up. “Do

you still need me?” she asked,  “Your parents can help you.”
Oliver turned to her, his eyes briefly making contact with hers. “I do. You are the perfect

height for this.”
Cindy was a few inches shorter than Oliver and that height gave him good leverage.
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They slowly continued to the line of the homecoming court on the other side of the field.
The lineup included dozens of long gorgeous dresses and nice suits and then there was Oliver,
his family, and Cindy. Oliver wore his sweaty, stained football jersey, his mom wore her scrubs,
his father was wearing a suit, and Cindy wore her T-shirt and jeans.

The stadium lights were blinding and Cindy squinted as she looked at the rest of the
Homecoming Court. The girls had long wavy hair and sparkly gowns that cascaded down to the
ground while the boys had shocks of poofy hair and sharp suits. She felt completely out of
place.

Finally, the ceremony started and the music began to play. The announcer called out the
names of each candidate as they glided down the sword arch. Cindy started to get nervous as
she realized once Oliver’s name was called the whole stadium would be looking at her but she
didn’t have much time to worry as just then the man announced, “Oliver Prince.”

There was a roar from the crowd. Cindy and Oliver started to hobble through the arch
with his parents following as the announcer continued, “He is a football player as well as a good
student and he wants to thank his football coach because he is always making sure his athletes
are doing their best.”

Once Oliver and his family made it to their spot, Oliver relaxed his arm a little more and
stood up more tall.

As the music continued, Cindy could feel her heart throbbing inside of her. She gulped.
“Look at all those people! They’re probably looking at me!” In the bright lights Cindy just wanted
to run but she stayed, knowing she couldn’t leave because Oliver needed her, besides that
would only draw more attention to herself.

Finally, Cindy heard the announcer say, “Now, this is your 2021 Homecoming Court,
Wolves!” The crowd roared once again and a wave of excitement rushed down the bleachers
and seemed to hit Cindy like a wave.

Then the announcer declared, “It is now time to reveal your Duke and Dutchess…!” At
that the stadium silenced as if trying to hear a pin drop. “Nathaniel Davis!” called the announcer
and the crowd was full of cheers and whistles. Cindy looked up to see Gabby going wild in the
crowd. The crowd calmed a little and then the announcer called the Dutchess. The crowd
cheered for her and she went to the middle to be crowned.

“Now your Prince and Princess… This vote was very close,” said the announcer, building
the anticipation. There was a long suspenseful silence as the announcer waited. “Obviously
Oliver is going to be king,” Cindy mused, “He’s like the most popular guy in school.”

“Oliver Prince!” the announcer boomed into the microphone.There was an unexpected
awed silence from the crowd as if everyone were thinking, “How is he only the Prince?” but after
a few seconds, people started to clap and cheer.

Cindy helped Oliver limp over to the middle of the field so he could be crowned. The
Princess was announced and there was a little bit of cheer but everyone still seemed to be so
focused on how Oliver Prince was only the Homecoming Prince. Oliver had a crown placed
upon his head and a new sash over his shoulder.

“Now for your 2020 Homecoming King and Queen!” boomed the announcer and he left a
suspenseful pause before he announced, “Milo Jones and Lucy Garcia!” The crowd cheered as
the two walked to the middle of the field for pictures and their crowning. Milo and Lucy walked
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toward the middle, reached each other, and then gave each other a kiss. Milo and Lucy had
been dating for almost a year. They were both fairly popular and Cindy figured a lot of people
must have voted for them so that they could be King and Queen together.

It was adorable and she could tell the crowd had calmed down about Oliver not being
king. Especially the girls. Before the king and queen were announced Oliver’s fan club of girls
looked like they were going to run onto the field in protest but now they looked as if they were
watching a romcom.

Cindy pulled away as everyone arranged for pictures, embarrassed. “I should definitely
not be in the Homecoming Court picture,” she thought. Cindy walked back toward the gate and
bashfully tucked a piece of loose hair behind her ear as she thought about the possibility of
being with him. The camera flashed behind her as she glanced back. The King and Queen
clung to one another in the middle and then Nate gave Oliver a shoulder. Oliver was smiling
gratefully as the camera flashed once more. Gloomily, Cindy strolled back through the gate,
wondering how she could ever compare to the guy who was Homecoming Prince. Cindy shook
her head, dismissing the idea.

Cindy arrived back in the stands and took her seat.
“So… how did it go?” Gabby prodded enthusiastically.
“It was fine, Oliver made it there safely,” Cindy stated.
“I’m not talking about his injury. I’m talking about what happened between you two!”
Cindy didn’t respond but instead picked up her stuff. “I’m going to go home,” she stated.
“Don’t go! Stay!” cried Gabby.
Cindy shook her head solemnly. “Gabby, just drop it. There’s no chance anyway…”
“Cindy!” Gabby cried.
However Cindy turned to her bag to look for her keys. They weren’t there. She checked

her jean pocket. Not there either. “Oh no,” Cindy thought, “I lost someone else’s car keys! I am
going to be in so much trouble.”

“I can’t find my keys!” Cindy exclaimed.
“Oh no!” Gabby cried, “They must have fallen out somewhere. Here, I’ll help you look.”
The two girls walked down the stairs scouring every step and then made their way back

to the gate. They scanned the ground hopefully.
“Looking for these?” a voice called. The girls looked up to see the old lady from the gate

holding a set of keys in her hand, shining in the light from the spotlights.
“Yes,” Cindy exclaimed, relieved.
She studied the lady again, she looked so similar to the lady from Dillard’s. Cindy wanted

to ask again but remembered her confused look and decided against it. Cindy took the keys
from the old lady’s wrinkled hands and pocketed them. “Thank you,” Cindy commented
gratefully.

The lady responded with an elderly smile and then announced, “The football team is
coming back out. You better hurry or else you’ll miss the game.”

“Please stay,” Gabby called quietly, “If not for Oliver, then for Nate.”
Cindy sighed. “Okay, fine,” she replied reluctantly.
At that, Gabby tugged Cindy up the stairs and back to their seats. A whistle blew and the

clock started counting down and the players started moving. The girls watched intently as the
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players darted and tackled. The 3rd quarter ended with the score 22 to 33. Everyone was
heartbroken. The Spartans were pulling away big time.

“Oliver being on the bench really hurt our team,” Gabby commented glumly.
Cindy nodded sadly, head down, as the ref blew the whistle to start the fourth quarter.
“Cindy, look!” Gabby cried, pointing to the field. Cindy glanced up to see Oliver jogging

back and forth next to the field as if begging for the coach to let him back in. Everyone could feel
the coach's contagious smile as he called him in.

The whole crowd jumped to their feet, ecstatic that Oliver was back in! Although the
spectators weren't the only ones excited. It seemed Oliver’s return also rallied the team.

With a whistle, the game resumed and Oliver made a successful toss to Nate. Nate ran
with the ball. His arms and legs pumped faster and faster until it was apparent there was no
catching him. He swept into the end zone and the ref put his hands up. The Wolves' crowd
made a deafening roar and the band started to play their school song.

The score was now 28 to 33. They were within striking distance. The team managed
another 3 touchdowns with field goals during the last quarter leaving the score at 49 to 40. The
girls were jumping with joy when the clock ran out as Oliver’s team lifted him up cheering and
then carried him off the field.

“That boy is going to take his team to State!” an old man cried behind them.
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Chapter 5: The Window
“I feel something so right, doing the wrong thing, and I feel

something so wrong, doing the right thing, I couldn’t lie,

couldn’t lie, couldn’t lie, everything that kills me makes me feel

alive…” - Counting Stars, One Republic

Gabby sighed wistfully. “I can’t wait for Homecoming!”
Cindy nodded as she opened up her locker.
“Cindy, with that dress you are going to sweep Oliver off his

feet! I just know it!” Gabby shrieked.
Cindy rolled her eyes but just then she noticed Oliver

making his way down the hallway, a slight limp in his step. He wore
his Homecoming court sash and his crown, as it was tradition for the Homecoming court to wear
their awards on Friday after the game. To Cindy’s surprise he began to stroll in her direction. Her
heart pounded faster and faster each step he took toward her, excitement rising deep in her
core.

However, just then some other girls stepped in front of him.
“Hey Ollie! Congratulations!” one girl crooned, playing with his sash.
Cindy rolled her eyes and shouldered her bag. She should have known better. Of course

Oliver would be more interested in the popular girls. He would never be interested in a girl like
her. Maybe she should just cut her losses and not even go to Homecoming…

Embarrassed Cindy slipped away.
“Hey Cindy! Where are you going?” Gabby called, running after her.

Meanwhile the girls continued to flirt with Oliver. One girl brushed her hair off her
shoulder casually while the other ran her fingers over the letters on his ribbon, blushing.

“It’s Oliver,” he stated, gently removing  the girl’s hand from his sash.
“Oh come on! I think Ollie is much cuter!” the girl chirped, batting her eyelashes.
Oliver only rolled his eyes and walked around the group of girls.
“Ollie! Wait!” one called, whirling as he began to walk off down the hall.
“Sorry,” he replied with a fake sympathetic smile. “I have to get to class,” he called before

turning away and strolling off.
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Meanwhile Gabby ran after her friend, who was marching off to her Physics class.
“What was that all about?” Gabby asked, her brow furrowing, glancing back down the

hall.
“Nothing,” Cindy mumbled, shaking her head.
“No, you were jealous of those girls weren’t you?” Gabby prodded, brow raising.
“I was not!” Cindy retorted, bashfully.
“Yeah you were,” Gabby replied.
Cindy was silent.
“And you know what that means…” Gabby teased. “You like him a lot!”
Cindy shook her head. “He would never like me, Gabby. He’s rich and popular and might

I add, really cute! And he’s a year older than me too.”
“So? You’re sweet, kind, and might I add, simply gorgeous!” Gabby exclaimed.
Cindy didn’t reply.
“Trust me. Oliver will fall head over heels for you. I know him,” Gabby declared.
Cindy only blushed.

“Thanks for helping me out, guys,” Cindy commented gratefully. Jack and Gus had
picked up the groceries for Cindy so she could go dress shopping.

Both boys smiled.
“Anytime, Cindy,” Jack replied.
“So what does your dress look like?” Gus asked as the trio strolled down the hallway.
“I’m not telling you!” Cindy retorted.
Jack and Gus chuckled and then Cindy offered, “Do you want to come over for a few. I

want to talk to you about my afternoon yesterday.”
“Sure,” they replied in unison, both shrugging.
It was Friday and Cindy could hardly wait to go to Homecoming. As she started the BMW

a shiver of excitement ran through her spine. Tomorrow was the night she would dance the night
away. With her friends… maybe with Oliver… but she sort of doubted that.

Cindy opened the front door and then flopped on the couch to wait for the boys. She
tried to silence her worried mind, which swirled with thoughts, “How is my step-mom ever going
to let me go to Homecoming? I guess I’ll just lie…it’s the only way. Don’t lie, that’s wrong! I’ll just
sneak out like Jack said. I just have to get all my chores done...”

Just then the doorbell rang and Cindy jumped up to answer it. Gus and Jack stood there
with mischievous smiles on their faces. Jack held a few Ice drinks and Gus held two pizza
boxes. Cindy grinned at her great friends.
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“Guys!” she exclaimed, eyeing the two pizza boxes warily.
“The pizza place had a buy-one-get-one free sale,” Gus explained.
Cindy shook her head and opened the door. The boys walked in and set the food and

drinks down on the coffee table next to the couch. “Now the pizza was not my fault,” stated
Jack, defensively, “I had no idea he was bringing it.”

Cindy sighed and rolled her eyes at the silly boys and closed the door. Each of them
grabbed a piece of pizza and a drink. At first, there was a lot of munching and sipping but then
Cindy spoke up.

“So, Gus, how did asking the girl to Homecoming go?” she asked.
“Good,” he replied with a happy smile, “She said yes.”
“Oh, Gus! That’s awesome!!” she exclaimed and got up to give him a hug.
Once she had sat back down Jack spoke up. “By the way, why is there a BMW in the

driveway? Did Anna finally get one?” he asked.
“Not exactly...” Cindy faltered, looking down at her hands sheepishly, not sure how to

start.
“Wait, is that yours?!” Jack echoed in disbelief.
“Did you steal it?!” Gus exclaimed.
Cindy glared at Gus. “I did not steal it. I’ll explain but it might take a while.”
Jack gave a nod to let Cindy continue and Gus took another slice of pizza.
At that, Cindy explained what had happened at the store and then there was silence for

a moment as the boys took it all in. “Okay... that’s a little weird to give someone your car when
they barely know you, but she is an old lady and they can be very generous... and uncautious,”
Jack mused.

“And I did give her credit card back when she dropped it in the food court.”
“True.”
At that the friends silenced. Gus ate heartily, Jack sat drinking his Ice drink as he texted

his girlfriend, and Cindy stared off out the window, her mind flashing back to the moment on the
field when Cindy had caught Oliver...

However, just then Jack finished his text. “Clearly you have much more interesting
information to tell us...“ Jack continued, sensing Cindy was daydreaming about Oliver based on
the faint smile on her face.

“Especially because you haven’t told us about the football game,” Gus added.
Cindy blushed.
“I’d say you saw him there,” Jack guessed.
“I did,” Cindy began. “He got injured and then Gabby finagled me into helping him walk

through the homecoming court ceremony.”
“Cute. Girl supports boy,” Jack joked with a chuckle.
“Yeah... “ Cindy commented wistfully, “He started walking on his own and almost fell

over, but thankfully I caught him. Then we had a moment.”
“A “moment?” Jack echoed.
“Yeah.”
“I don’t understand… you’re speaking in “girl language” now.”
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Cindy sighed. “I don’t know… we just stared at each other for a moment as I held him in
my arms.”

“Ahh… a romantic moment…” Jack concluded.
Cindy shrugged, bashfully tucking a piece of hair behind her ear. “I don’t know… I don’t

think it meant anything.”
“Then why did you call it a “moment?” Gus asked, taking a bite of pizza.
Cindy shook her head and then continued her story. “Anyway, he was crowned Prince

and after that, I wanted to go home but lost my keys so I stayed for the rest of the game. Which
I’m glad I did because we ended up winning. All thanks to Oliver getting back in.”

“Wow! I’d say a lot happened between now and the last time we saw you,” Jack
exclaimed.

Cindy nodded and then turned back to her Ice drink. It had been fun; hanging out with
Gabby and going to the game… In fact she felt happier than she had in a long, long time…
maybe it was the right decision to go to Homecoming…

On Saturday afternoon, Cindy was daydreaming about homecoming as she did her daily
chores. She hummed a lullaby that her mother used to sing to her when she was little as she
slid the mop across the floor. With a wistful sigh she twirled, just imagining her dress floating
around her.

However, just then she was taken out of her daydream as a knock sounded on the door.
She opened it to see a young lady as well as the old lady from Dillard’s.

The old lady had a short haircut that was nicely styled, a nice long sleeved shirt, black
dress pants, and a fur shawl.

“Hi,” Cindy began, “Can I help you?” Cindy was deeply confused. Why was the lady
here? Was she going to sue her for some crazy charge?

Just then Diana walked up to the door. “Mrs. Marcey! I’m so glad you could make it. Just
come this way and we can get started,” she exclaimed politely, pushing Cindy aside as if she
was an afterthought.

The two ladies sauntered off to the twins' rooms while Cindy turned back to her chores.
She stepped into the laundry room and was immediately met with the fresh smell of laundry
detergent. With a sigh Cindy put the dirty clothes into the washing machine and pulled clothes
out of the dryer and into a basket so she could fold them.

Just then Cindy heard voices coming from Anna’s bedroom. Curious, Cindy tiptoed with
the basket and peeked around the corner and into Anna’s room. Cindy turned her ear toward
the room trying to hear what they were saying over the hum of the washing machine.

Anna sat in front of her mirror as the young woman did her hair. She was wearing a hot
pink cocktail dress. It was a pretty dress and the color went well enough with her ivory skin and
strawberry blonde hair but the color was a little overwhelming.
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Cindy squinted. It appeared the ladies were there to get Cindy’s sisters ready for
homecoming. Diana’s hair and make up was also going to be done by the ladies. She wore a
black lace dress. It looked fairly nice on her but Cindy personally thought black was a little
dreary. It reminded her of a funeral...

Just then Cindy’s step-mom’s voice called across the house. “Cindy, come here, please!”
she requested.

Cindy sighed and plodded to the kitchen.
“Cindy, can you make dinner for us two? The girls are going out to eat,” she requested.
Cindy was about to speak up but her step mother continued. “I have an important

meeting with a client so I’ll be home late. You can eat without me and just leave it on the
counter… Oh, if you would finish the laundry that would be great. And last thing. Would you
please clean the floor? I’m hosting a party in a couple of days and I don’t want it to be dusty.”

Complacently Cindy nodded. With that, her step mom left, shutting the door behind her.
Immediately Cindy broke into tears and ran off to her room. She pulled her dress out

from the back of her closet and stared at it for a second. It glittered in the dim light as if mocking
her.

“God, why is everything going against me now? Things were going so well! I can’t put on
makeup. I don’t know how. And I have so many chores to do before I can leave… I don’t
understand…” Cindy whimpered, flopping onto her bed. Hot tears flowed down her cheeks like a
waterfall, soaking into her bedsheets. She cried until she was exhausted and fell asleep.

She woke up to someone calling her name. “Cindy, Cindy. Are you okay?”
Cindy sat up to see Anna sitting on her bed with her homecoming dress on and the two

ladies standing by the stairs.
“Yeah,” Cindy murmured sleepily, glancing around. “What time is it?” she asked,

squinting.
“It’s only six, don't worry,” Anna replied. Cindy sat there dazed for a second but then

Anna asked, nodding to her dress on the bed, “Going to homecoming?”
Cindy looked down and then mumbled, “Yeah… but I can’t go, mom gave me so much to

do.”
“I’m sorry Cindy,” Anna sympathized, setting her hand on Cindy’s shoulder.
Cindy glanced at Anna’s hand, confused. Why was Anna being so nice to her?
“If I had to do as much as you do for this house I would leave,” Anna stated. “I have

never wanted to be mean to you but Diana tells me to.”
Cindy looked up to Anna and saw kindness in her eyes. Her pink dress glowed in the

dim light and a slight smile was on her face.
“Go to homecoming. I won’t tell mom. And the floors… I don’t think she’ll notice you

didn’t do it. As for dinner, there’s a frozen meal in the freezer,” suggested Anna with a wink.
Cindy nodded, wiping the tears from her cheeks.
“And I couldn’t let a beautiful girl like you go to homecoming like that!” exclaimed the old

lady who was standing in the corner of the room. “Go get your dress on and we’ll work on you.”
Cindy stood up shakily and grabbed her dress. Then she strode over to the extra

bathroom in the basement across from her room. She slipped on the dress and looked at herself
in the mirror. She was pretty other than the messy hair and her red, puffy eyes.
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With a deep breath Cindy padded down the stairs and back to her room. Anna still sat on
her bed but the lady from Dillard’s had set up on her dresser.

“I have to go,” stated Anna admittedly, “I have dinner with my friends. I’m already late.”
“I’m sorry…” Cindy apologized, slowly regaining her composure.
“It’s fine… you give up so much for us… it’s about time we give something up for you.”
“Thank you,” Cindy replied with a gentle nod.
Anna smiled at Cindy and then ran up the stairs.
Cindy sat down at the chair the lady had set up in front of her dresser. The lady looked

into the mirror to look at Cindy.
She pursed her lips. “Well… the first thing we need to do is get you calmed down.” Cindy

closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The air in her lungs revived her and made her feel
much better.

“Ace,” Ms. Marcey called, “Get the girl some water.”
At that Ace ran up the stairs and Mrs. Marcey, the lady from Dillard’s pulled some

foundation from her kit on the dresser. The lady started comparing the foundation to Cindy’s skin
tone, testing each one. As Cindy looked into the mirror she felt like she was some movie star
getting her makeup done. For once in her life she felt pampered.

“Now dear, you just relax,” Mrs. Marcey encouraged, putting her hands on Cindy’s
shoulders.

“But I still have to make dinner…” Cindy fretted.
“Don’t you worry about that, worry about yourself,” Mrs. Marcey replied, holding Cindy’s

chin up, forcing her to look at herself in the mirror.
At that Cindy silenced as she locked eyes with the person in the mirror, feeling a sense

of self confidence she hadn’t felt in a long time.
“Cast all your worries upon the Lord and trust in Him,” a voice continued. The strange

thing is that it sounded like her mother’s voice. Cindy looked up to the person behind her in the
mirror. To her surprise it was her mother! Cindy couldn’t mistake her smile and her kind
demeanor.

Cindy stared in disbelief, almost tearing up. It couldn’t be… She blinked a few times,
trying to understand the illusion in front of her.

Cindy turned... Only the lady stood there.
“Are you alright, dear?” the lady asked.
Cindy shook her head and turned back to the mirror, which now appeared completely

normal.
“I’m fine,” she replied.
Just then the assistant returned and placed a glass of water in front of Cindy.

Immediately she took a sip, wondering if it was some weird headache that had caused the
apparition. The coolness filled her body and soothed her flushed cheeks.

“Ace, put this foundation on her,” Mrs. Marcey directed, holding it out. At that Ace began
to apply the powder foundation and Mrs. Marcey began comparing blush to Cindy’s skin tone.

“I didn’t know you did this kind of stuff,” Cindy commented.
“Of course I do,” the lady replied, “I'm the manager of Dillard’s and know everything

there is to know about makeup.”
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Cindy raised her eyebrows. “Really?”
The assistant nodded. “She does this as a side business.”
Cindy stared off into the mirror in thought as the assistant began styling her hair. Cindy

smiled faintly. Her mom used to do her hair when she was younger. And she always used to tell
Cindy to have faith even when things didn’t make sense.

Just then Mrs. Marcey finished her makeup. “What do you think dear?” she asked.
Her face felt coated, her eyelashes felt heavy, and her hair felt unnatural but she

admitted she looked much prettier than she did after crying on her bed. With the sky blue
sparkly dress, mascara, and glittery eyeshadow, Cindy’s blue eyes popped. Her lips were
smooth, a perfect shade of pink, and her cheeks had a slight dusting of rose. Her hair was
swept back into a stunning low bun made up of a dozen golden ringlets and a loose strand of
hair cascaded down the side of her face.

“I… I… I don’t know…” Cindy faltered, “I’ve never felt so…”
“Special?” Mrs. Marcey finished.
Cindy nodded, staring into the vision in the mirror, trying not to cry.
“Hey now,” Mrs. Marcey scolded playfully, “No crying. It will ruin your makeup.”
Cindy sniffled, a smile coming to her face.
“Now, let’s get you off to go meet this “prince” your friend spoke of!” Mrs. Marcey

declared.
Cindy giggled and then rose to her feet.
“Thank you,” Cindy commented, turning to the lady and giving her a big hug. Mrs.

Marcey seemed startled at first but finally relaxed into the hug.
“Thank you!” Cindy repeated. “You are a lifesaver!”
“Remember 12 o’clock. I’ll be in your car,” Mrs. Marcey whispered. They released from

the hug and Cindy gave an understanding nod.
Within a minute the old lady and her assistant had swaggered up the stairs and out the

front door. Cindy looked into the mirror again and admitted she looked like a princess now.
Anxiously, Cindy glanced at her alarm clock. It was 7:45. The dance started in 15

minutes. Time to go. Cindy stood up from her bed, grabbed her heels, and padded up the stairs.
Darkness had fallen and Cindy crept up the stairwell.
As she reached the top she heard a door close. Cindy froze. Her step mom must have

gotten back already. Cautiously Cindy glanced around. Other than a crack of light coming from
underneath the master bedroom door, the house was dark. Just then she heard the sound of
water running. Her step mom must be getting ready to take a bath like she did most nights.

Cindy started toward the front door, which was closer to the master bedroom, treading
lightly on the tile floor. Suddenly the sound of approaching footsteps came from inside the
bedroom. The doorknob turned and Cindy’s stepmother came out in her robe. Cindy’s heart
pounded as she watched her from the darkness of Anna’s bedroom.

The step-mom poured herself a cup of water and then tapped on her phone while
standing in the kitchen. As the blue light illuminated her face, Cindy glanced around the room,
realizing the front door would be out of the question for a while. Cindy looked into Anna’s room.
On the opposite wall was a window, facing the front lawn.
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Heart pounding, Cindy glanced at her step mom and then tiptoed across the floor. She
reached the window and thankfully discovered it didn't have a screen. Ever so carefully Cindy
inched the window was fully open.

Cindy sat down on the window sill to start out the window but then paused. “This isn’t
right,” she thought, “I shouldn’t be sneaking out.... But I have to go to Homecoming. I need to
return the things to that nice old lady.”

Hesitantly, Cindy swung her legs outside the window and set her bare feet in the grass.
Carefully she shut the window pushing on the bottom edge of the window’s trim, trying to
prevent it from squeaking. Then Cindy then turned and ran across the grass. The soft blades
tickled her feet and the cool night air refreshed her. Crickets chirped proclaiming the last few
nights of summer.

The car made a beep as Cindy pressed the key fob and got in. She placed her heels on
the passenger seat and let the engine purr to life. Heart still pounding, Cindy pulled out from in
front of the neighbor's house. Cindy had parked the BMW there before her stepmom got home
on Thursday, so it looked like it belonged to someone else. It was pretty believable since the
neighborhood was made up of fairly rich people.

Cindy relaxed her breathing as she turned off her street. She shook her head. “I can’t
believe I just did that…” she muttered.
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Chapter 6: The Shoe
“I feel your love and I feel it burn, down this river

every turn, hope is our four-letter-word, make that

money , watch it burn…” - Counting Stars, One

Republic

Cindy sighed nervously as she parked the BMW.
She had never been to a school dance before and a
million questions filled her head as she put on her heels
and made her way toward the doors. What would a school dance be like? Awkward? Fun?
Cindy wasn't really sure.

Cindy was surprised as she stepped through the doors into the school. A long line
protruded from the concourse. Confused, Cindy took a few steps forward and then stopped.
Was this the line to get into the dance? That’s when she noticed security guards checking girls'
purses and patting the boys down.

Just then a voice called, “Hey Cindy!” It was Gabby, who had come in behind her. Gabby
looked Cindy over, her jaw dropping in shock. “Wow! You look amazing!” Gabby exclaimed.

“Thanks,” Cindy replied, bashfully. “You look great too!”
“She does look great,” Nate added, giving Gabby a kiss on the cheek. Nate wore a black

suit, a gray tie, and a white rose boutonniere pinned to his jacket. Gabby looked up at Nate and
blushed.

“Shall we?” Gabby asked politely.
“Let’s,” replied Nate and the trio started walking toward the line. Nate went to the boys’

line and Gabby and Cindy stepped into the girls’ line.
“What is this for?” Cindy asked. Gabby looked confused so Cindy added, “The line.”
“Oh,” Gabby began, “The line is to make sure we are not bringing anything illegal into

homecoming and also to make sure we are not going into homecoming drunk.”
“Oh,” Cindy replied with a faint giggle.
The girls and Nate made it through the lines, gave the chaperone their tickets, and then

made their way down the stairs. Gabby and Nate walked in the doors and a wave of loud music
hit Cindy like a freight train.

She paused for a moment, a little frightened by all the people, lights and music, but
bravely she followed her friends into the crowd. Colored lights shone around the gym that was
fairly dark as the song “What Makes You Beautiful” boomed out of the speakers. “You’re turning
heads as you walk through the door...” The beat was so loud it resounded through Cindy’s body.
Yet at the same time the song filled the air with a romantic vibe.

Gabby walked back to Cindy, who was lagging behind. “Oliver’s over there,” she called,
barely audible over the music. Gabby pointed to Oliver standing with some other guys.
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His hair wasn’t a sweaty mess like it had been at the game, but stood up, fluffy looking
and it came to a point above his forehead. He turned and looked to the crowd and she was able
to see what he was wearing, but he did not see Cindy. He wore a white collared shirt and dress
pants, with a sharp-looking bow tie around his neck.

“Go say hi,” Gabby urged, pushing Cindy toward him, but Cindy resisted, not brave
enough to approach him. At that, Gabby and Nate melted into the crowd. Cindy wanted to follow
them since she had never been to a dance but decided not to be a third wheel friend. Unsure
what to do, Cindy began to shyly stroll away, unaware that Oliver and his friends had noticed her
and were gawking at how pretty she was.

“Who’s that girl?” asked one of Oliver’s friends, staring at a girl in the crowd.
The girl was beautiful. The lights focused on her for just a moment, as if she was the star

of the show. And maybe she was… Her dress sparked in the light like the beautiful turquoise
waters of the ocean and her golden blonde hair radiated warmth like the sun. A moment later
the light moved away from her and she transformed into stars glittering in the darkness.

“She’s pretty,” commented another.
“You should go say hi,” one of the boys prodded, giving Oliver a nudge with his elbow.
Oliver laughed and shook his head.
“I dare you,” the boy teased, “Go, see if you can sweep that pretty girl off her feet.”
“Okay fine,” Oliver agreed, adjusting his tie.
With that he strode over to the beautiful blonde-haired girl and tapped her on the

shoulder. She turned, her golden hair snapping around like lightning in the party lights,
electrifying the air. They both stared at each other for a moment. Her eyes were an innocent
blue sky on a summer afternoon but they were also a tropical ocean, with currents of kindness
and sensitivity.

But something seemed so familiar about those eyes although he couldn’t remember
where he’d seen them. Oliver looked her over, she was fairly tall but she had a beautiful
curvature complemented by her stunning sky blue dress. The girl wore silver heels on her dainty
feet and carried a simple purse in her hand. Her golden hair caught the colored lights in just the
right way to make it glow and her dress glittered as if studded with a million diamonds.

“Oliver,” the girl exclaimed, surprised.
Oliver froze, realizing she knew him. He knew her from somewhere, he just couldn’t

remember where. Did they have a class together? Or was it from something else…? He had
noticed something familiar about this beautiful girl but he somehow couldn’t come up with a
name or even where he had seen her. “I know I’ve seen her before,” he thought, “I just wish I
could remember where... I don’t want to be rude and ask her name if I’ve already met her… I’ll
just get her number later.”

Either way, Oliver was amazed by this girl’s beauty. He didn’t know what to say at first
and just stood there staring into her crystal blue eyes. Just then the lyrics played, “Babe you



57

light up my world like nobody else…” filled the air and it inspired him to comment. “Hi, I thought
you should know you’re beautiful. For some reason I feel like you’re a girl who doesn’t hear that
enough,” he explained. At that the girl just blushed and looked down at her feet and Oliver
smiled at her shyness.

Cindy walked through the crowd trying to find someone to say hi to or somewhere to
hide. Just then someone’s hand tickled her shoulder. She turned and to her surprise it was
Oliver. Immediately his eyes made contact with hers and she froze. His eyes captured her and
made her forget about everything else. He stood there smiling at her with an adorable smile that
Cindy wished she could look at forever.

“Oliver…” she stuttered, shocked.
The boy just studied her for a moment but finally spoke up.
“Hi, I thought you should know you’re beautiful. For some reason I feel like you’re a girl

who doesn’t hear that enough,” he called as the music boomed, “You don’t know, you don’t
know you’re beautiful…” Cindy wanted to say thank you but instead just blushed and looked
down at her feet.

The boy’s eyes flashed in Cindy’s mind and it seemed she could look into his soul
through his eyes because she could see that somehow he didn’t recognize her and she was
right.

Just then the song “Shut Up and Dance” began and Cindy looked up to see Oliver lip
singing to the music, “Oh don’t you dare look back, just keep your eyes on me, I said you're
holding back, she said shut up and dance with me, this woman is my destiny, she said ooh shut
up and dance with me...”

Cindy smiled amused as she watched the boy sing to the music with such passion. He
then reached out his hand asking her to dance. She blushed and looked off to the crowd.

“Come on!” he prodded.
Cindy bit her lip and glanced around anxiously.
“Come on, pretend like it’s just you and me,” he encouraged.
At that moment everyone else faded away and suddenly they were the only two in the

room. With a bashful smile she placed her hand in his, her whole body tingling with excitement.
Adrenaline rushed through her veins as they started dancing to the beat and lip singing to the
lyrics. Suddenly he took her hand and spun her. Cindy giggled, her laughter immediately putting
confidence in her step.

It was easy to pretend like he was the only one in the room because she couldn’t take
her eyes off him. It was strange... whenever he smiled at her she couldn’t help but smile too.

They danced, both mouthing the lyrics and making gestures to tell the story in the song,
but finally the music stopped for a moment and they looked at each other laughing and
breathing hard from the dancing.

“That was fun,” Cindy commented.
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“Well, I had a good partner,” he replied, his eyes studying her in awe.
Cindy blushed, looking down at her hands awkwardly.
“Was your father a thief?” he asked.
Cindy looked up in shock.
“Because someone stole the stars from the sky and put them in your eyes,” Oliver

crooned.
“He’s looking at me as if I’m a princess,” Cindy mused, feeling she didn’t deserve such

attention. She glanced away bashfully and saw Gabby and Nate dancing a few yards away. She
smiled as she saw how happy they were and contemplated the possibility of her having that
same happiness.

Cindy looked back to Oliver, whose handsome face was briefly illuminated in the colored
lights. Then the light moved and he was only a silhouette with a tuft of hair on the top of his
head, his eyelashes and lips protruding from his face.

Just then another upbeat song started and the crowd began pumping their fists and
jumping to the beat. The music was almost deafening. Cindy and Oliver both felt the excitement
of the song and joined in, but they couldn’t keep their eyes off each other. Both snuck glances at
each other and soon their eyes met.

“There must be something wrong with my eyes, I can’t take them off of you,” Oliver
yelled over the roar of the music. Cindy bit her lip as she felt her cheeks warm.

After a minute the song ended…
“Hey, do you want to go get something to drink?” Oliver offered.
“Sure,” Cindy replied. At that they weaved their way out of the mass of dresses and suits

until they reached the hallway off the gym. Each grabbed a bottle of water and opened the caps.
It had been warm in the gym and Cindy was sweating a little so she adjusted her dress to let
some airflow in while Oliver chugged some water.

“Is it hot in here or is it just you?” Oliver joked, screwing the cap back onto the bottle.
Cindy blushed again but this time came up with a response. “No, it’s definitely just you,”

she quipped.
Oliver smiled at her comeback and there was silence for a moment before he

commented, “It really truly is hot in here, though.”
Cindy nodded and took another sip of cold water.
After a few more gulps of water they strolled back into the gym.
“So…” he said as they slowed, “Are you free next Saturday night?”
“Umm… yeah...” Cindy replied as if she had completely forgotten about her chores.
“Oh wait. I have church on Saturday nights,” Oliver muttered to himself. “So what about

Friday?” he suggested.
“You’re Christian?” Cindy echoed in disbelief.
“Yeah,” he replied, running his fingers through his hair, “You?”
Cindy nodded. “I haven’t been able to go to church much recently but I am.”
Oliver smiled at her. “Just one more reason I like you.”
Cindy’s lips curled into a smile. “You too… Hey, what church do you go to?”
“Trinity Church.”
“That’s where I used to go!” Cindy exclaimed, amazed.
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“Really?!” he exclaimed.
Cindy nodded.
“So you haven’t been in a while?” he queried.
Cindy shook her head.
“Maybe I can take you to church sometime,” he offered.
“That would be great,” Cindy replied, smiling.
Then they just stared at each other in awe for a moment but finally Oliver spoke up.

“Hey,” he began, “Do you want to go get our picture taken?” as he nodded to the photo booth.
Cindy nodded.
Oliver grabbed the drape and held it open for her as Cindy stepped inside and sat down.

Bright lights shone into their faces so Cindy had to squint for several seconds. But finally her
eyes adjusted and she opened them to look at Oliver who was still blinking.

“Ready?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she replied.
Cindy felt Oliver’s arm go around her waist as the clock counted down, sending a tingle

down her spine. She grinned and then there was a flash. They took two more pictures and then
got out.

Oliver stuck his hand in the slot and grabbed two narrow slips of pictures and casually
glanced at them even though he could barely see them as his eyes readjusted to the darkness.
He handed Cindy one strip and she put it in her purse as Oliver put the other in his pants
pocket.

“I’m no photographer…  but I can picture us together,” he joked.
“Really?” Cindy asked in disbelief.
“Yeah, why not? You’re pretty. I’m cute. Together we’d be pretty cute.”
Cindy giggled and rolled her eyes. “You know your jokes are pretty bad.”
“I know. It’s what makes me so charming,” he declared sarcastically.
Cindy scoffed and rolled her eyes. “I’m serious! Why would a guy like you be interested

in a girl like me?”
“Well, why not?” he countered.
Cindy shrugged. “I don’t know… I mean I’m a junior and you’re a senior...”
Oliver scoffed. “Is that the best argument you have? My best friend Nate, who is a

senior, is dating a junior.”
Cindy sighed. “What if I was poor? Would you still like me?”
Oliver burst into laughter.
“I’m serious! I mean what if I don’t get money to go to the pizza window… and besides

you leave early since you’re a senior!” Cindy argued.
“You seriously think I’d care? I really don’t care! I’ll pay for your pizza if you want. And I

would eat lunch with you wherever you are,” Oliver declared.
“What if I don’t get to go to parties like other kids do…”
“I’ll come over to your house.”
“What if I don’t wear nice clothes to school everyday like everyone else does?”
“You would be beautiful in whatever you’re wearing,” he crooned, staring into her blue

eyes.
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“What if I’m not popular like you are?” Cindy stressed.
“I don’t care about popularity! I mean I guess homecoming court is about being popular

but otherwise I don’t care…”
“What if-“
“It’s really okay! You could have come here in a pumpkin for all I care! I don’t care about

silly stuff like that, I care about you!”
Cindy glanced up at him, her eyes wide. “You… do?”
Oliver shrugged. “I mean I guess I don’t know you very well but I have a feeling we’ll be

good together,” he finished, cracking a smile.
Cindy smiled bashfully, a pink hue coming to her cheeks. Despite what he said, she

couldn’t help but feel that if he knew who she truly was he wouldn’t like her.
“You like me?” Cindy exclaimed in disbelief.
“Yeah… I mean as I said I don’t know you that well but you’re beautiful, you’re kind,

you’re humble, you’re beautiful…”
“You already said that,” Cindy commented with a giggle.
Oliver chuckled. “I know. That’s because it seems like you never believe me.”
Cindy blushed and shook her head.
“Come on! What does it feel like to be the most beautiful girl in the room?”
Cindy only rolled her eyes. “And you’re very charming.”
Just then a slow dance song started. It was “Thinking Out Loud”. Oliver held out his

hand. Heart pounding, Cindy placed her hand in his. His hand was soft and gentle to the touch,
causing every cell in her body to tingle. His hand guided her through the crowd and onto the
dance floor where many other couples were already dancing.

Cindy was hesitant at first but finally she put her arms around his shoulders and he in
turn put his arms around her waist. His strong arms wrapped around her and immediately a
shiver ran down her spine. It was unreal, dancing with her crush... It was a strange feeling being
in someone’s arms... It took her breath away somehow.

“You okay?” he asked, noticing the nervous look on her face.
Cindy looked up at him. “I’ve just never danced with a boy before.”
“I find that hard to believe,” he whispered.
“You’d be surprised,” Cindy replied bashfully.
“How has a girl as beautiful as you never been asked to dance?” he asked, tucking a

strand of hair behind her ear.
Cindy’s stomach turned nervously and her eyes fell to his chest.
“I’ve never been to Homecoming before. I’ve never been asked on a date either,” Cindy

admitted, looking back up at him.
Oliver studied her for a moment, in disbelief that a girl as beautiful as she had never

been asked out. Her eyes were the stunning crystal blue of water sparkling in the afternoon, her
hair was the color of sunshine dancing in the dawn, and her lips were the perfect shade of rose,
glistening slightly in the faint light.

“Have you ever been kissed before?” he asked.
Cindy froze and her heart stopped, but finally she shook her head, her stomach turning

nervously. She looked up at him and everything else was forgotten. Nothing else mattered
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except him. Cindy had never known she cared for him that much until that instant. For some
reason, this felt right. This thing they had felt right. More right than anything she had felt in a
long time. Maybe it was the way he looked at her, filling her with confidence. Or maybe it was
the way his arms wrapped around her, surrounding her with comfort and protection. Or perhaps
it was his unwavering loyalty to God that encouraged her to cast away her doubts.

Just then Oliver leaned down and Cindy closed her eyes. She felt his lips touch hers and
she melted from the inside out. She had to be dreaming. The feeling of finally kissing her crush
was surreal. It was like a real-life fairytale. It was everything she ever dreamed of in a first kiss.
Gentle and soft yet firm and present.

The feeling of his lips on hers invoked something deep inside of her. It brought her a
sense of confidence she hadn’t felt in years. For the first time in what felt like forever, Cindy felt
confident in herself. And for some reason when he kissed her she felt a sense of trust. She felt
like she had finally found someone to rely on. Someone who was as selfless as she was.
Someone who could put her first when she was focused on putting everyone else first.

Then as fast as the moment began it was over and they went back to just dancing. Cindy
wasn’t sure what to say after being kissed so she just bit her lip and tried her best not to make
eye contact with him. Anxiously, she pulled her phone out of her purse to check the time. It was
11:55!

“So…” Oliver whispered into her ear, “I seem to have lost my phone number. Can I have
yours?”

Cindy panicked. She had to meet the lady out in the parking lot in 5 minutes! “Sorry, I
have to go,” she exclaimed, shaking her head.

Immediately she pulled herself out of his arms and hurried toward the doors. Frantically
she dashed up the stairs, her heart pounding. Halfway up she stumbled a little and one shoe
slipped off her foot. She glanced back to see it fall down several stairs until it stopped on the
third stair from the bottom.

Cindy wanted to run back and get it but then she saw Oliver coming out of doors. Tears
built in Cindy’s eyes as she frantically hobbled up the last few stairs. She couldn’t explain
herself. How could she explain that both of her parents are gone? How could she explain that
her step-mom would never let her date him? How could she explain that she was never
permitted to go to homecoming in the first place and had sneaked out? How could she explain
that she was borrowing the dress, shoes and the car? How could she ever tell him that? She
couldn’t.

So she just ran to her locker as fast as she could, where she had stashed a change of
clothes the day before, and then dashed to the bathroom. Tears streaming down her cheeks,
she quickly changed into a T-shirt and a pair of jeans.

Cindy stared at herself in the mirror. This was the real her. Jeans from the clearance
section, a hand-me-down T-shirt, mascara running down her cheeks, her hair, straight and
simple…

Oliver could never like her… It must have been some dream… Some alternate reality…
He was the Homecoming Prince! And she was a nobody… She should have given up on this
dream a long time ago! They would never work.
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Cindy wiped her eyes, smearing the mascara even more. She was so embarrassed by
what Oliver might think of the truth and she was embarrassed for leaving him like that. He would
probably never talk to her again after snubbing him like that.

Sobbing, Cindy put the dress in its covering, the shoe in its box, and pulled out the keys
to the BMW. She sniffled as she stepped outside. The air had a chilly snap and the night was
almost silent, only the faint sound of traffic in the distance. The sky was a deep  indigo, dotted
with a thousand stars as a gentle moonlight shone down on the girl.

One might think everything had to be perfect on this perfect night but they would be
gravely mistaken.
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Chapter 7: The Car
“Oh, take that money, watch it burn, sink in the river,

the lessons I’ve learned, take that money, watch it burn,

sink in the river, the lessons I’ve learned…” - Counting

Stars, One Republic

Cindy saw her orange bug in the parking lot lit up by
the moon’s gentle light. It sat in the first parking spot. As she ran up to the car she could hear
cars swishing and humming in the distance. Yet it all seemed so quiet compared to inside the
gym. It seemed like there was a hushed stillness about the night.

Just then the beat-up door opened and a lady with wispy hair stepped out. She seemed
to glow in the moonlight as if made of perfect starlight. Her skin had a certain radiance about it
that defied her old age and her gray hair shimmered in the dim light as if they were strands of
pure silver.

Cindy wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffled. “I am so sorry, Mrs. Marcey. I lost one
of the heels,” she explained, tears pouring down her cheeks as she held up the box.

“It’s alright. You’ll get it back,” the woman encouraged with a gentle smile.
Cindy sniffled and wiped another tear from her cheek. “I’m so sorry…”
“Don’t worry dear, it’ll be alright. The most important part was being on time,” the woman

comforted.
Cindy was confused but didn’t say anything. She handed the lady the keys that jingled a

little in the night air. The woman held up Cindy’s keys with her thumb and pointer finger. Cindy
fingered them and shoved them in her jean pocket.

Cindy shook her head. “I should have never gone…” she muttered.
“It couldn’t have been that bad…” Mrs. Marcey crooned, brushing Cindy’s now messy

hair out of her face.
“I wish I never came…” Cindy sobbed.
Mrs. Marcey replied with a sad smile. “I’m sure it will all work out for the best,” Mrs.

Marcey stated, patting her on the shoulder.
At that, she walked off to her car, Cindy watching her go, wishing she was some fairy

godmother that could magically make everything right again. The lady opened her car door  and
sat down, shutting the door behind her. Tears pouring down her cheeks, Cindy turned toward
her old bug and sighed as she heard the engine of the BMW purr to life behind her. Here she
was back to her normal life. Her normal car, her normal clothes… She knew the whole time this
wasn’t permanent but somehow she hadn’t been prepared for when the fantasy was over.

Cindy took a deep breath and then glanced back to wave goodbye to the woman but to
her surprise the car was already gone. Confused, she glanced around the parking lot. The car
had vanished. Cindy brushed it off, not really caring anymore and then unlocked her car.
Manually.
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With a sigh, Cindy slid into the driver’s seat and suddenly all the tears flowed out. She
curled up in the seat and just sobbed. How could she have done that to him? He kissed her and
then she bolted…  This night was just some blissful dream that was coming to a close because
it wasn’t reality. She and Oliver would never work.

Cindy checked her phone for the time, the numbers blurred by the tears in her eyes.
Sniffling, Cindy wiped her eyes. The time was 11:58. She had to get home before the dance
ended. She couldn’t see Oliver. She couldn’t face him after doing that.

Frantically Cindy pulled out her car keys, which jangled as she fumbled with them for a
moment. Finally she got the key into the ignition and turned it. A grinding noise followed. Cindy
tried again but got the same result.

Hyperventilating, she picked up her flip phone and punched in the numbers to call Jack.
Cindy was about to push the call button when the screen went black. A moment later the phone
clattered across the seat and onto the floor as Cindy threw it. Frustrated, sad, and angry, Cindy
got out and slammed her car door.

She looked up at the night sky. It was like a dark blanket spotted with a million tiny
diamonds. The stars reflected in her wet eyes as she screamed at the sky. “God! Why? Why
now? How does my car break down after it was just driven here fine! I don’t understand!” she
cried.

Cindy’s face became hot and red as her tears of frustration streamed out. Cindy
clenched her fists. “And then why? Why does my phone have to die now? And why did I have to
leave Oliver like that? Do you even care? How is Oliver falling in love with me and then dumping
him a good plan? Why did I even have to meet at midnight?!” she yelled into the silence,
echoing through the parked cars.

Cindy kicked her tire in frustration. She knew in the depths of her heart that God had to
have a plan but at that moment it sure didn’t feel like it. After all that God had done to help her
go to Homecoming, she couldn’t help but feel that He had just thrown it all away.

There had been no one nearby but just then a girl walked out alone, her heels clicking
on the asphalt. The girl started to cross the road when Cindy noticed a car coming at a fast
speed for a parking lot. The girl crossing was staring down at the ground and Cindy could see
the blue light of a cell phone on the driver’s face. The car made no inclination of stopping!

In one quick movement, Cindy lept towards the girl and shoved her out of the way. Cindy
fell to the ground as she felt the car roll over her foot. A moment later the car screeched to a halt
a few yards ahead.

“Are you okay?” Cindy asked, turning to the girl.
The girl nodded, a shocked look on her face. “If… if… you wouldn't have been there…”

she stammered.
Suddenly everything was clear. Cindy thought out loud, breathing hard, “That lady from

Dillard’s… she ... she…. That’s why I needed to meet her out here at midnight. God… I should
have never doubted your plans… you had more than just me in your thoughts…”

Just then Cindy came out of her thoughts and realized a sharp throbbing pain in her
ankle. It felt like someone had ripped her foot off. The pain was unbelievable.

Just then the driver came sprinting over. She was a girl with long hair that was dyed
black. “Are you okay?” she queried worriedly.
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Cindy couldn’t say anything. All she wanted to do was scream in pain. Cindy lay down on
the asphalt as things swirled before her. Everything seemed blurry and washed out. Just then
Jack’s face appeared upside down, looking into her face. She saw Anna’s face too. Anna said
something to Jack but she couldn’t hear anything, as if the mute button was on, and instead she
heard a ringing in her ears. Slowly everything went black…

His eyes captured her and made her forget about everything else. He stood there smiling
at her with an adorable smile that Cindy wished she could look at forever.

Oliver was horrified when Cindy ran off. What had he done wrong? Was she insulted that
he kissed her?

Confused, he ran after her. He burst through the door and turned the corner just in time
to see her slip out the door at the top of the stairs. He ran up a couple of steps when he
stopped. There on the third step up sat a silver high heeled shoe. Oliver leaned over to pick it
up. Was this the girl’s shoe? Oliver was about to continue to pursue her when someone tapped
his shoulder. It was Nate.

“Hey,” he exclaimed and then continued with an eyebrow raise, “I saw you dancing with
someone. Who’s the lucky lady?”

“I don’t know,” replied Oliver dejected, “I kissed her, and then I asked for her phone
number. But she sprinted away before I could get her number, her name, or an explanation.”

Nate put his hand back on Oliver’s shoulder and rubbed it comfortingly. “Well, we could
still catch her,” he offered.

At that two boys dashed up the steps, Oliver still holding the shoe, and pushed through
the doors. They glanced around but saw no girl. “Come on! Let’s check the parking lot,” Nate
suggested supportively. The boys explained to the security that they were just going to look for
someone real quick and the guard gave a nod. Running like they had in the homecoming game,
they dashed out the back doors and then stopped to overlook the parking lot. They stood there
exhausted, bent over, hands on their knees.

Not a single car was moving nor did any have lights on. The parking lot was dark and
motionless. Both boys breathed hard and the cool night air rushed into their lungs. The night
was silent, the only noise being their heaving breaths.

“I’m sorry man. We tried,” Nate declared sympathetically.
“I recognized her,” Oliver mused, shaking his head, “I really did, but…I just…can’t

remember who she is or where I met her.”
“Maybe you’ll remember,” Nate encouraged, patting Oliver’s back.
The boys stood there and recovered for another few seconds enjoying the silence but

soon stood up. Exhausted and disappointed, the boys walked back inside and toward the gym.
They glanced around the concourse once more and then turned back toward the doors.

Nate opened the door and the loud music came booming out like a wave that crashed over
Oliver and it seemed to drown him. He was crushed. The boys stepped inside the doors just as
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a blonde-haired blue-eyed girl hurried out of the bathroom, carrying a dress covered in plastic
and a shoebox...

Jack guided his girlfriend out the back doors with his arm wrapped around her. He
smiled. “Thanks for coming,” he crooned.

“Of course,” she replied, bumping him, jokingly.
At that he kissed her on the forehead.
Just then his girlfriend gasped. “What’s wrong?” he queried, looking at her.
She pointed ahead and he turned to see a car stopped in the parking lot in the back of

the school and a blonde-haired girl laying on the ground.
He ran forward, his girlfriend right behind him. His initial fear was confirmed. It was

Cindy.
A strange girl sat next to her with scrapes on her knees and black stains on her dress

and another stood over her in shock. Cindy had a dizzy, blank look on her face and her ankle
was bent in the wrong direction. Anna came next to Cindy and turned to Jack. “What
happened?” she asked worriedly.

He shook his head, his eyes full of concern. “I… I… don’t know…”
“Cindy, Cindy!” he cried, “Are you alright?” She didn’t respond and then her eyes slowly

shut. He quickly checked her pulse. It was normal.
“Someone call an ambulance!” Jack shouted to the group of students who had gathered

at the edge of the parking lot. Immediately the girl standing over the scene, whom Jack guessed
to be the driver, pulled out her phone.

Jack turned to the girl on the ground next to her, assuming she must know something.
“What happened?”

“I was walking out of the building and didn’t notice a car coming and then this girl pushed
me out of the way. It ran her over. The car I mean,” the girl explained, still in shock. “She said
something to God and then you came out.”

Jack cocked his head, confused.

Red and blue lights shone over the parked cars as an ambulance drove off. Anna, Jack,
and Gus stood shocked on the sidewalk as the lights faded into the distance. Each one of them
had the same question racing through their mind: “Is Cindy going to be okay?”

Just then Cindy’s stepmom arrived in her fancy car, jumping out practically before it had
come to a stop.

“What happened?” she asked Anna, in a panicked voice.
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“I don’t know,” Anna replied, “Jack and I just found her laying here, unconscious, with a
car in front of her.”

“Why was she here?” the step-mom snapped, her hands on her hips, “I don’t remember
letting her go to homecoming!”
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Chapter 8: The Note
“Take that money, watch it burn, sink in the river, the lessons I’ve

learned, everything that kills me, makes me feel alive…” - Counting

Stars, One Republic

Cindy’s eyes slowly fluttered open to see the morning light
shining through a window to her left. She was lying on a bed that
smelled stale and had a monitor attached to one finger.

Confused, Cindy glanced around. The room was all white and
smelled of disinfectant. Was she in a hospital?

She used her arms to hoist herself to a sitting position. It was a struggle but finally she
raised herself up. Cindy studied her surroundings, trying to remember what had happened. A
cast was packed tightly around her shin and ankle and she had a few scratches on her arms
and hands but other than that she seemed unharmed.

Just then someone walked in the door. At first, everything was a little washed out but
soon she realized it was Jack and Gus. Both wore white collared shirts and dress pants.

“You’re up,” Gus exclaimed with a huge grin.
Cindy gave a lethargic smile. “What happened?” she mumbled drowsily.
“You saved a girl from getting hit by a car after homecoming,” Jack started, “The car

consequently ran over your ankle. It’s broken… pretty bad. The doctors said you blacked out
because of shock.”

Cindy responded with a weak smile and leaned back against the bed. “I remember
now…” she mumbled. “Hold on, did you guys stay here all night?” she exclaimed, sitting back
up.

Jack nodded. “Gus and I…” he began, “You’re our best friend, so we stayed all night.
Your mom and sisters did too.”

Exhausted, Cindy gave a weak smile and leaned back down on the bed. “Go home. Go
take a nap. I’m fine.”

“Yes, mom!” Jack called, sarcastically. “I guess she’s feeling better...”  he commented to
Gus.

At that the two boys began walking out the door but halfway out, Jack paused.
“We’re not leaving,” he called.
Cindy then smiled and shook her head as Jack and Gus closed the door. Her friends

were the best.
Cindy lay in silence for a minute. Naturally her mind wandered to Oliver… Cindy shook

her head in amazement. God had a plan all along. Just like her mom always used to tell her…
Maybe not one that included her and Oliver together but one that helped someone in need...
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That’s when Cindy heard the door open and she looked up to see a huge bouquet of
multicolored daisies walking towards her. A moment later a girl popped out from behind the
flowers.

It took Cindy a moment but soon she recognized her as the girl she had saved. The girl
gently placed the flowers on a side table and smiled at Cindy. She grabbed a chair, slid it next to
Cindy’s bedside, and then sat down.

Cindy studied the girl for the first time. She had brown hair, hazel eyes, and a sensitive
spirit. The girl was silent at first but after a moment she spoke up. “Thank you for saving me,”
she said quietly.

“Of course,” Cindy replied with a sweet smile.
“What you did was brave,” the girl gushed.
“I guess,” Cindy mumbled with a shrug.
“My name’s Amy by the way,” the girl explained. Cindy opened her mouth as she started

to introduce herself but Amy stopped her, saying, “And your name is Cindy.”
Cindy giggled a little. “I guess someone already told you.”
The girl sat there smiling at Cindy for a minute before she spoke again. “But I don’t think

you understand.”
Cindy turned towards Amy, cocking her head.
“You saved me in so many ways it may take a while to explain,” Amy continued.
Cindy sat silently, curious about this girl’s story.
“You saved me physically and mentally,” Amy began, “As I said after the car hit you, if

you wouldn’t have been there I might not be here right now.”
The girl paused and then Cindy nodded for her to continue. “But you saved me mentally

too…” Amy bit her lip hesitantly but then admitted, “I was planning on committing suicide last
night.”

Cindy sat, frozen, silently unsure what to say but thankfully the girl continued, “I have
family problems. My dad and mom just got divorced which I guess is a good thing since they
were always fighting all the time… I mean nobody can relate to coming home every night to
your parents screaming at each other.”

There was a sad silence as Cindy fought back the tears that were trying to form. “I can’t
relate to that but my family isn’t perfect either,” Cindy encouraged, looking back toward Amy.
“My mother died back when I was younger. She got cancer… Now I struggle to remember her
face and her voice…”

“Oh… I’m so sorry,” Amy sympathized, a look of genuine empathy on her face.
“My dad then remarried. The woman had twin daughters so now I have two step

sisters…” Cindy took a deep breath. “But my dad was a banker and he had to travel to another
city for a business trip. He was having a meeting at the bank when there was a robbery…”

Tears slowly rolled down Cindy’s cheeks while Amy listened intently. “He died,” Cindy
finished.

She blinked back tears and continued, “But somehow my step mom and step sisters
don’t see me as part of their family. I’m the odd one out.” Cindy brushed away her tears.

“So… I guess what I’m trying to say, Amy… is that you’re not alone,” she encouraged
putting her hand on Amy’s.
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“Thank you,” Amy replied.
Cindy smiled.
“How did you deal with that? Losing your parents?” she asked.
Cindy was silent for a moment, deciding whether to go into it. She took a deep breath.

“God.”
Amy cocked her head in thought. “How can you…  trust Him when you’ve lost so much?”
Cindy sighed and was silent for a moment, thinking about her answer, but finally she

spoke up. “It’s hard no doubt, but in the end I know that His plans are greater than mine. For
example, I thought God’s plan was getting me together with my crush but it was saving you.”

The girl smiled in thought. “You think?”
Cindy nodded. “I have no doubt.”
Amy smiled and looked out the window.
“Why are you so curious?” Cindy asked.
She turned back to Cindy. “I’ve been to a couple of church services with some friends

and it makes sense…  The only thing I didn’t get was why God lets bad things happen to good
people. Like why he let your mom die, or my parents divorce.”

Cindy took a deep breath. “My mom always used to tell me God always has his reasons.
She said he generally has three reasons.”

Amy leaned forward, listening intently.
“The first reason is that he tests you to prepare you for things to come. Like Abraham.”
“Abraham?” the girl echoed.
“Yeah, he’s in Genesis, the first book of the Bible. He was one of the most faithful men in

the Bible. He was willing to sacrifice his own son if necessary because God told him to!”
“And did he?!” Amy asked.
“No, God stopped him. It was only a test,” Cindy explained.
“Wow…”
Cindy nodded. “The second reason is that God is going to do great things with it..

Abraham dealt with this too. He lived in a city with his wife, but then God told him to move into
the wilderness so he packed up his stuff and moved. Several years later his wife couldn’t get
pregnant, as she was too old, but Abraham needed a son. He prayed and God told him that his
descendants would be as numerous as the stars.”

“And were they?”
Cindy nodded. “He had a son, Issac, and his descendants became Israel.”
“And what’s the third reason?” Amy asked.
“The third reason is sometimes you don’t really know… Like my mom and dad… and

your parents getting divorced… We may never know in this life why God let’s certain things
happen. But the key is trusting Him no matter what.”

Cindy was crying now. She smiled, tears in her eyes. “Before I saved you I was... I was
doubting God’s plans, but He had a bigger one...much bigger. I was wondering why I had to
leave the dance early to return my dress, my shoes, and my car to a generous old lady. I was
mad because He ruined my possible relationship…but all along He had a plan to save you…”

Amy was silent for a moment, staring off at the bouquet she brought, her eyes not really
focusing on the petals as she thought deeply. After a minute she turned back to Cindy.
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“I have one last question: What does someone do when they’re ready to believe?”
Cindy beamed, tears brimming in her eyes. “Well a start would be going to church,” she

replied, grabbing Amy’s hand, “and telling a pastor…”
Amy smiled and gave Cindy’s hand a squeeze. “I can’t thank you enough, Cindy. Thank

you… for everything… I certainly wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.”
Tears trickled down Cindy’s cheeks as she nodded. “Of course.”
Amy sniffed and then reached into her pocket to pull out a folded piece of paper. “This

was my suicide note…and I want to give you the honor of ripping it up,” she offered.
Cindy put her hand on her heart and smiled, tears still in her eyes.
Amy grabbed a trash can for Cindy but she held out the note to Amy. “Thank you for the

honor but I think you need to do it,” she insisted. The girl took it and with great strength, she tore
the paper in half and handed Cindy one of the halves.

“We can do it together,” Amy decided with a smile.
The girls tore the paper, taking enjoyment from the task. The paper was shredded slowly

giving each tear a long ripping sound. Each girl felt as if they were ripping all their worries away
because they knew God had plans for them, whether they had been Christian for years or a new
believer.
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Chapter 9: The Hydrangeas
“Lately I’ve been, I’ve been losing sleep, dreaming about the things

that we could be, but babe, I’ve been, I’ve been praying hard, said

no more counting dollars, we’ll be counting stars…” - Counting Stars,

One Republic

There was a knock on the door of the hospital room and then
Anna stepped in. She was still wearing her hot pink dress, however, she
had slipped on Vans for shoes and her mascara was smeared all over her
face.
“Hey,” she called shyly. Anna sat in the chair next to Cindy’s bed and smiled at her.

“I’m glad you’re going to be okay,” Anna commented.
“Thanks,” replied Cindy.
“By the way,” Anna began, “I’m sorry how I’ve treated you. Diana just never wanted to

accept you as a sister. She never wanted you to be part of our family. She didn’t want mom to
divorce our dad and then after that, she didn’t want our mom to marry your dad. She wanted
things to stay the same. She wanted it to just be us three. So she wanted us to push you out.
I’m really sorry for how my sister and I have treated you.”

“I forgive you,” Cindy replied with a warm smile.
Anna stood and then placed her hand on Cindy’s. “Because I think you’re pretty cool. I

mean saving someone from getting hit by car is pretty brave.”
Cindy grinned. “You know Anna, you’re pretty cool too,” she replied.
Finally, after many years, they smiled at each other like sisters should.
Just then Cindy’s stepmom came in, looking tired like she hadn’t had any sleep. Her hair

was in a knotted mess and she was in a shirt and sweats. Cindy could tell her nerves were fried
after dealing with all of this.

“I’ll leave you two,” Anna stated, and then she slipped out of the room. Mrs. Hale,
Cindy’s stepmom, came to sit in the chair that sat next to the bed. Cindy braced herself for her
mother to yell at her. There was a long silence before she spoke up.

“I’m sorry,” she started, “I haven’t been the mom I should be. I can’t believe I didn’t
realize how terrible I’ve been to you. My first husband treated me like I have been treating you.
The hours of laboring, the restrictions... I didn’t realize it until now. I didn’t even realize how
much you were doing. It’s like I was blinded…”

There was silence once more and Cindy was shocked, unsure what to say. She was
about to say she forgave her when her stepmom continued, “I haven’t treated you like my own
daughter that’s for sure and I promise that will change.”

“I forgive you,” Cindy replied.
“I forgive you too… For sneaking out that is…” her step mom scolded with a knowing

smile.
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Cindy, comforted by her step mom’s change of heart, grinned, and joked, “Oh shoot!
How did you figure that out?”

Her stepmom laughed lightly. “I also figured out this morning that you went out through
Anna’s window… the latch was undone.”

Cindy bit her lip and looked to her cast on her right foot, embarrassed.
“Anna admitted you went to homecoming once I promised I wouldn’t be mad. So the only

thing I can’t figure out is where you got a homecoming dress because there wasn’t a charge on
the credit card.”

“It’s a long complicated story for another day,” Cindy replied, “as long as you can trust
me that I didn’t steal it from the store.”

“I don’t think a girl who'd been shoplifting would save another girl from getting hit by a
car,” Cindy’s stepmom encouraged with a smile as she rubbed her hand, “Your dad would be
proud of you, Cindy.”

“Thanks,” Cindy replied.
“I’m sorry Cindy,” she commented.
Then she stood. “We'll be heading home this afternoon.”
Cindy nodded and her mom walked to the door but she paused before she reached the

handle. “I really am sorry Cindy.”
Cindy gave a faint smile and nodded. At that her step mom then went through the door

and shut it behind her.
Cindy smiled and looked out the large window to her left. Outside was dotted with yellow,

brown, and red leaves and the breeze rustled the trees outside. She smiled faintly. God did have
better plans. His plans were to save Amy and point her to God and to fix this broken family.

Cindy closed her eyes and took several deep breaths to clear her mind. Her room was
silent other than the faint bustle of the hospital from behind her door.

Just then the door opened and Cindy turned to see a nurse. “Hey, Cindy! I’m Georgia,”
the lady dressed in pink scrubs chirped, “How are you feeling?” Georgia had a high pitched
nasally voice, black hair, and darker skin.

“I’m doing fine,” Cindy replied.
“Good, you just have a broken ankle but the trauma caused you to go into shock last

night. Everyone was very worried about you.”
“Yes, I see that,” Cindy exclaimed, raising her eyebrows, “I’ve had so many visitors.”
“You certainly have. Now let's check your blood pressure,” Georgia explained, putting the

plastic inflatable around her upper arm.
As the blood pressure monitor pumped up the nurse started casual conversation. “So,

how was Homecoming?” she asked.
“It was... “ Cindy began thinking back to the night, which now seemed like a dream, “It

was amazing.”
“Aww… that’s great. I remember Homecoming. College has fun dances too though.

That’s where I met my fiance,” explained the nurse, proudly displaying her left hand and the
dainty diamond ring on it. The gem shone brightly in the morning light and sent rays of light in
every direction across the room.

“That’s cute. Congratulations.”
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“Thanks…” the nurse replied and then there was silence for a moment before she spoke
up again. “Well … you seem to be doing pretty well. Just get some rest after a crazy night last
night.”

The nurse stood up and left the room and Cindy sighed as she thought about
Homecoming for a few minutes. It was amazing but all at the same time it was very sad. She
had danced and kissed Oliver Prince but she had run away before he even knew who she was.
He would probably never talk to her again after what she did.

Cindy shook her head. It all felt like a dream and now she had to come back to reality.
But she knew it had been real because if she closed her eyes she could still feel his lips on
hers.

To pass the time, Cindy picked up a magazine that was sitting on the side table next to
her. She started reading an article about some movie star. It wasn’t all that interesting but it
gave her something to do until she could leave later that afternoon.

Just then there came a knock on the open door. Cindy, expecting it was the nurse
checking in again, continued reading her magazine. Surprisingly, she heard a familiar male
voice say, “I really hope I didn’t offend you.”

Cindy immediately looked up from her magazine to see a dark brown-haired boy
standing next to her bed with a bouquet of blue hydrangeas. He had on a V-neck sweater and a
white-collared shirt sticking out and a pair of jeans.

Cindy dropped her magazine and stared in disbelief as if he were a ghost in front of her.
How could he not hate her? How had he found her?

“Oh no,” Oliver said sarcastically, “I think I’ll have to call in the nurse, the patient is in
shock.”

This urged Cindy to say something but she was only able to stutter, “Oliver… What are
you…”

“I’m coming to see you,” Oliver replied, answering her unfinished question.
“Oliver, I’m sorry I ran away from you last night. I know it sounds crazy, but I had to

return my homecoming dress at midnight last night.”
Oliver got a confused look on his face but Cindy continued, “Okay let me just start at the

beginning …” Cindy told him everything about who she really was and what had happened
leading up to the night of the dance all the way through her hasty exit and the accident.

Oliver had sat down and just sat there taking it all in. Cindy held her breath. “He’ll think
I’m crazy and will leave,” she thought.

Finally, he spoke up, a shocked look on his face. “That lady from Dillard’s… do you think
she could have been an angel?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe she was, maybe she wasn't. If she was, it wasn’t that cool,” Cindy
replied, shrugging.

“Well either way I’m glad.”
“Why?”
“It means you weren’t insulted that I kissed you.”
Cindy shook her head laughing.
There was silence for a second as they stared at each other. Oliver smiled at her and

then leaned over Cindy and gave her a kiss.
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Cindy smiled, smitten. “Good, now I know the first one was real,” she joked.
Oliver laughed. “Well if you think that second one was fake I can always confirm it

again!” he teased, eyes dancing as he studied Cindy admiringly.
“No, I’m good,” Cindy replied with a sheepish smile. “Thank you for the hydrangeas,” she

commented, trying to change the subject. “They’re my favorite! How did you know?”
“I didn’t. It was a lucky guess. Based on your dress at homecoming, I thought you would

like blue and umm… they were just different.”
“Well, thank you. They were my mother’s favorite too.”
Oliver cocked his head.
“My mom died when I was younger,” Cindy explained.
“Oh… I’m so sorry…” Oliver sympathized.
“I live with my step mom. My dad remarried.”
“Where is your dad anyway?”
“He umm… died in a bank robbery a few years ago…” Cindy explained.
“Oh… Cindy… I’m so sorry…”
Cindy shrugged. “It’s fine.”
“I…I had no idea…” Oliver stuttered.
“Anyway…” she began, her eyes resting on the vase. “Thanks for the flowers. It’s very

sweet of you.”
“Of course, what you did was… selfless,” he replied, looking up at her admiringly.
Cindy blushed. “Thanks… I guess… I mean I didn’t really think much about it.”
“That’s the whole point. You didn’t even think about the consequences of jumping in front

of that car.”
Cindy thought for a moment and then smiled nostalgically. “My mom was always so

selfless… I always used to help her volunteer…She was amazing...” she finished, tears building
in her eyes.

Oliver smiled at her admiringly. “And you’re just like her…”
Cindy smiled, tears brimming in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she apologized, wiping her eyes.

“That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”
“Well, you’re amazing,” Oliver replied.
Cindy gave a sheepish smile. “I wouldn’t say that…”
“Come on! What you did was so cool!” Oliver exclaimed.
“Getting hit by a car is cool?!” Cindy exclaimed, “If that’s the case I think you need to

re-evaluate your definition of cool.”
“I’m serious! You’re like Wonder Woman,” he joked.
Cindy giggled and shook her head. After a few seconds there was an awkward silence

but Oliver reached for something next to him on the floor and spoke up.
“Oh, and here is your shoe…” he finished holding it up.
Cindy took it and giggled. “Is that how you found me? Trying the shoe on every girl in

town?”
Oliver laughed. “Not like it would fit on your right foot at the moment.”
Both burst into laughter. Cindy’s right foot was packaged up with a cast. Definitely

wouldn't fit in a high heeled shoe.
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Finally the laughter died down and Cindy spoke up. “Now, Mr. Oliver Prince, I want to
hear how you found me. Please don’t tell me it was based on shoe size,” she ordered in a
sarcastic proper tone.

Oliver chuckled, leaning back in the chair,  before taking a deep breath as if to begin a
long story. “Well… first of all, call me Ollie because I think, you, Cindy, you’re my next girlfriend.”

Cindy giggled but ordered firmly, “Tell me how you found me.”
“Okay fine. I will. You don’t have to be so mean about it!” he exclaimed, pretending to be

threatened by her tone.
His story began with “First of all” but it should have started with “Once upon a time”.

Oliver stared at the single high heel in his hand. “Now who do you belong to?” as if the
shoe could give him an answer.

Oliver sat on his bed in his white collared dress shirt, his bow tie sitting next to him. The
clock read 1:00 am and he was really tired yet he was so baffled he couldn’t fall asleep. He
knew he had seen her before. He knew he had seen her somewhere. He just couldn’t
remember where.

Just then he thought of a way he could find out. The picture they had taken together…
He could look at it and maybe it would spark his memory and if not he could ask around and see
if anyone knew the girl. So Oliver reached into his pant pocket. Only the pocket was empty.
Surprised Oliver turned it inside out. Nothing. “I know I put it in there, it must have fallen out,” he
exclaimed sadly.

A little depressed now, Oliver picked up the shoe again and stared at it as if having a
staring contest. Trying to remember. But all he could think about was the pretty girl at
Homecoming. No one else came to mind.

“Hey Ollie,” his dad called sleepily as he stood in the door frame. His dad wore a maroon
robe and black slippers. His light brown hair looked messy as if he had been through a wind
storm and his eyes barely opened in Oliver’s bright room. He had a glass of water in his hand
and a gentle, fatherly smile on his face.

“How was Homecoming?” he asked groggily.
“It was good, dad. I met a girl,” Oliver commented with a nostalgic smile, thinking of the

night, but then remembering there was a problem, frowned again.
“Nice. I guess I’ll hear about your new girlfriend in the morning,” his dad mumbled

jokingly.
“That’s the thing. I recognized her but I couldn’t remember who she was. We

slow-danced, I kissed her and then she ran off before I could get her number. I would have
asked her name but I felt bad that I didn’t remember where I had seen her.”

“I’m sorry son...”
Oliver shook his head solemnly. “I really thought she liked me!”
“You didn’t fall too hard, did you?” his father teased.
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Oliver gave a sad chuckle. “Maybe… I guess she liked me less than I thought… Maybe
there’s no point in trying to find her…” he moped, hanging his shead.

His dad scoffed. “You’re going to give up that easily?”
Oliver shrugged.
At that Oliver’s dad came in and sat down next to his son. “What’s that?” he asked,

nodding to the shoe.
“I’m pretty sure this is her shoe. I think it fell off when she was running up the stairs.”
“Huh,” his dad replied and then there was a pause before he continued, “You should get

some sleep. It will help you remember. And if you still don’t, you could ask some friends. But just
remember trust in God, son.”

At that, Oliver gave his dad a hug. “Thanks, dad.”
His dad nodded sleepily and then trudged back to his and his wife’s room.
With a sigh, Oliver took off his suit and put on some sweatpants. He turned off his light,

opened the window a crack, and then collapsed on his bed. A cool breeze rushed in his window.
He could feel the air flow across his chest and the breeze rustle his hair slightly.

He looked over to the cabinet that sat against the opposite wall. There in the moonlight
sat the silver heel. It shone and sparkled in the cool light. He stared at it trying to remember…
Then, recalling his father’s suggestion of getting to bed, he got up and set the shoe out of sight.
“I need to forget about it if I am going to sleep,” he thought, putting the shoe in one of his
drawers. The cool air rushed around Oliver as he once again settled onto his bed.

Crickets chirped outside and a gentle breeze rustled the trees. Oliver closed his eyes
and tried to let the night noises and refreshing night air clear his mind. He took a deep breath
allowing the crisp air to rush into his lungs, trying to relax. Then he slowly fell asleep.

Oliver woke to the sound of a few birds chirping quietly outside. He lay there for a
second, the first light of the day shining in his face. After a moment he got up and threw on a
hoodie and a pair of tennis shoes. Oliver made his way out the front door and took in a deep
breath as he stepped outside. The sun peeked through the brightly colored leaves and dried
leaves crunched underneath Oliver’s running shoes as he started jogging down the street.

Oliver ran down the sidewalk, his heart pounding and his feet beating down on the
concrete. Breathing hard now, Oliver turned down the next street, as the sunlight shone and
warmed his face.

His mind started to sharpen as he warmed up and he began thinking about the night
before. “Who was that girl? She was blonde, so statistically, that should make it easier to find
her.”

He closed his eyes and tried to come up with a name. Nothing. He couldn’t put his finger
on it. He knew he had seen her before though.

“Just think about something else and maybe it will come to you,” he told himself, trying to
let his mind flow to some other topic. His mind went from topic to topic as he ran in the morning
breeze.

Just as he turned the street to come back, he thought about why he ran every morning.
Football. His mind turned to the football game. “I can’t believe we won,” he thought triumphantly,
“It’s crazy how everyone said if  I wouldn’t have gotten back in when I did we wouldn’t have
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won.” He shook his head humbly and then thought looking down at his right foot, “Now my ankle
is feeling much better.”

Suddenly he slowed to a stop and ran his hands through his hair and grinned as if he
was on top of the world. “That’s it!” he exclaimed to the blue sky, “It’s Cindy! The girl that helped
me when I was injured! Thank you, God! Thank you, God!”

Oliver sprinted home as if he were trying to make a touchdown. He was elated. The door
opened with a bang and Oliver rushed inside so excited he felt like he could reach the moon if
he tried.

He burst into the kitchen, smiling so big his cheeks started to hurt. Immediately Oliver
hurried over to his dad who held a cup of coffee in his hands. “I remembered! I remembered!”
he exclaimed, shaking his father exuberantly.

His dad was still sluggish, as it was still fairly early, so he didn’t respond. Just then his
mom walked in from the bedroom looking a little heavy-eyed. “Ollie, what are you talking
about?” she mumbled, her brow furrowed.

“The girl,” he replied, “The girl I met last night at Homecoming! I remembered who she
was and I have a way to find her!”

At that he dashed off to his room as his mom stood there confused and lethargic.
“What?” she echoed.

“It’s a girl,” his father explained, shrugging.
“Oh…” his mother replied with a nod, finally understanding why her son was acting so

strange.
Grinning from ear to ear, Oliver pulled out his phone and texted Nate, “Hey Nate! I

remembered who the girl was. She was Cindy, the girl who helped me when I was injured! Can
you send me Gabby’s number so she can tell me how to find her?” Oliver was ecstatic as he hit
the send button. He was so excited he just sat staring at his phone during all of breakfast.

“You’re going to get brain damage if you don’t stop staring at that phone,” his mom
teased sarcastically.

“What?” he echoed as he looked up from his phone to see his mom pouring herself a
cup of coffee.

His mom shook her head and then commented after taking a sip, “Staring at it isn’t going
to make it happen any faster.”

Oliver chuckled. “I guess not.”
“Why don’t you do something productive while you wait?” his mom suggested.
“That’s a great idea!” Oliver exclaimed excitedly, standing up. “Thanks mom!” he called

as he rushed out the door, closing it behind him.
His mom sat there sipping her coffee but that’s when she noticed Oliver’s keys on the

counter in front of her. She picked them up and glanced toward the front of the house. A
moment later the door opened again and Oliver rushed back to his mom, who was holding his
keys up. He snatched the keys and his mom commented, “Thought so.” Oliver gave an
embarrassed smile and then dashed back out the door.

A little while later, he returned with a bouquet of blue hydrangeas in his arms.
“Flowers?” his mom exclaimed.
“For Cindy!“ he replied beaming.
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“Oh… so that was your “‘something productive,” his mom mumbled with a sigh, rolling
her eyes.

“Yeah,” Oliver replied with a shrug.
“Why don’t you think about something else?”
“Like… what I’m going to say to her?”
Oliver’s mom closed her eyes and sighed.
Just then a message popped up. It was Gabby. She had answered the text Oliver sent

which said, “Hey. I danced with Cindy last night and I really liked her but don’t know how to find
her and don’t have her number. Can you help me?” The response was not exactly what he
expected but it was still good. “Yeah. She’s in the hospital. She got hit by a car last night.”
Oliver’s heart stopped. What? A million questions filled his mind, like a swarm of frantic bees,
buzzing with worry.

He continued reading; “She’s going to be okay, she thankfully only has a broken ankle.”
Oliver gave a sigh of relief. She’s okay…
“Did you get your answer?” his mom asked, unaware of the concerning text.
“Umm… yeah. She’s ahh… in the hospital. She got hit by a car last night,” Oliver replied.
“Oh no! I hope she’s going to be alright!”
“Yeah she’s fine. Just a broken ankle.”
His mom gave a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God! I hope she recovers soon...”
Oliver nodded. “Me too.”
He started walking out to the door and his mom said, raising her eyebrows, “Are you

going to come back with a girlfriend?”
Oliver chuckled. “I don’t know… things didn’t end very well last night… so we’ll see…”
“Hopefully the flowers will help...” he added jokingly.

“Wow… that’s an interesting story,” Cindy commented sarcastically.
“What does that mean?” Oliver exclaimed, pretending to be hurt.
“Nothing. I’m just surprised you didn’t fight any dragons on your way here.”
Oliver laughed. His laugh was lighthearted but he still had a deep tone to it. “Well, I’m

sorry I didn’t come here in a suit of armor. I mean I guess I could have put a feather on the top
of my football helmet,” he joked, shaking his head.

They both laughed at the thought of the interesting suit of armor when suddenly the
nurse that had come in before entered along with a doctor. The nurse rolled a wheelchair and
the doctor held a clipboard. Oliver stood up from the chair next to the bed and stepped out of
the way.

“Whutch you guys laughing about?” asked the nurse in her high pitched voice.
“Nothing,” they said in unison and then shook their heads, holding in their giggles.
“So…” the doctor began, looking at his clipboard, “I am releasing you to go.” “We have

some crutches for you to use,” he finished, nodding to the crutches the nurse was holding. “It
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may take a bit to get used to, but you’ll get the hang of it. However, it's a hospital protocol to use
a wheelchair for your exit though.”

The nurse rolled the wheelchair next to the bed and Cindy sat in it. The nurse rolled her
to the door and Oliver held it open for her. She swung out of the room to see seven people
sitting outside in chairs. As soon as they saw Cindy, everyone except Diana stood up.

“I’m so glad you’re ok!” exclaimed Gabby, giving her friend a hug. Anna and her two
friends, Gus and Jack, also gave Cindy warm embraces.

“I’m glad you’re okay!” Nate declared with a nod and a smile.
Cindy thanked each of them and then glanced at Diana. She sat there typing on her

phone. As Cindy stared at her, she glanced up. Cindy smiled at her step sister but she just
looked back at her phone. Cindy sighed.

“Alright, let’s get you to your car,” the nurse urged.
Cindy nodded.
“I’ll pull the car around,” Anna offered.
At that, Cindy’s step mom handed her the keys and she hurried off.
“I can roll her,” Oliver offered, addressing the nurse that rolled her wheelchair.
“I'm required to. It’s hospital protocol,” the nurse replied.
“Can I at least roll her down the hallway?”
The nurse opened her mouth to argue but then Oliver added, “At least lighten your load

a little.”
At that the nurse nodded and stepped aside. Oliver took the handles and began rolling

Cindy down the hallway.
“What was that for?” Cindy asked, looking up at him.
“I was just being nice,” he replied with a shrug.
There was silence for a moment but then Oliver leaned forward so his lips were by her

ear.
“So how would you like to be my girlfriend?” he whispered.
Cindy gaped and looked back at him, shocked. “Me?”
“Yeah, who else am I talking to? The wheelchair?” he teased.
Cindy smiled, her eyes wide in disbelief.
“So what do you say?” Oliver prodded.
“Yes!” Cindy cried.
“Alright good because I wanted to ask you on a date.”
“A date?” Cindy gushed, blushing.
“Don't worry, it’ll be casual,” he encouraged. “How about this Saturday? Saturday night I

have church but I’m free in the morning.”
“Saturday sounds good.”
“Where do you want to go? I’m free all day. We can go anywhere you want.”
“Anywhere?” Cindy echoed, eyes wide.
“Yeah I mean nowhere too far out of town but otherwise anywhere.”
“Oh darn! I wanted to go to Paris!” Cindy joked.
Both laughed but after a moment they quieted.
“I umm… Can we go to the Planetarium?” Cindy asked, hesitantly.
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Oliver chuckled. “The Planetarium?”
“Yeah, my mom used to take me there when I was little. She loved anything involving the

stars.”
“Well, the Planetarium it is then,” Oliver replied.
Cindy beamed. “Thanks.”
“Of course,” Oliver replied with a wink.
After that the nurse took over to bring Cindy to the car but Oliver still walked beside her

the whole way. A few minutes later they arrived outside.
Oliver beamed as he and Cindy’s support crew walked out of the hospital doors and into

the shining sun. Oliver studied the sky for a minute as if there were clouds with interesting
shapes in the sky while Cindy enjoyed the warmth of the last day of the summer sun.

“Alright, see you soon!” Oliver called, waiving, as the nurse and Cindy’s family helped
her into the car.

“See you soon!” Cindy replied.
“Call me!” he yelled as he continued toward his car on the far side of the parking lot.
“Wait, what’s your phone number?”
“Gabby can give it to you!”
“Gabby has your number?” Cindy echoed.
“Ok, bye girlfriend!” he called, waiving.
Cindy giggled and shook her head as she slid into the car, a blush coming to her cheeks.

She was Oliver’s girlfriend!
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Chapter 10: The Constellation
“I’ll be the one if you want me to, anywhere, I would have

followed you, say something I’m giving up on you, and I am

feeling so small, it was over my head, I know nothing at all, and

I will stumble and fall, I’m still learning to love, just starting to

crawl…” - Say Something, A Great Big World

Cindy sighed and laid down on her bed, holding the phone to
her ear. “I can’t wait to see you on Saturday.”

“Me neither,” he crooned.
“Cindy!” a voice called from the foot of the stairs, “You’ve

been on the phone for over an hour!”
“Sorry, I better go…” Cindy explained into the phone, “It’s probably time for dinner.”
“It’s fine. See you Saturday?”
“Definitely.”
“Alright bye! Miss you!” he called.
“Ok, bye! See you soon!”
At that, Cindy hung up, beaming.
“Cindy…” her step mom scolded, crossing her arms.
“I know! I know! I promised I would only be on the phone for 30 minutes!” Cindy

exclaimed, “I just lost track of time!”
“Okay, next time limit your phone call a little! I don’t want you talking on the phone for

that long!” her step mom insisted, placing her hands on her hips.
Cindy nodded. “Sorry. It won’t happen again.”
“Okay, head upstairs. Dinner’s ready,” her step mom directed, nodding to the stairway.
At that, Cindy hobbled up the stairs with her crutches, still grinning from ear to ear.

Practically blushing, Cindy sat down at the dinner table beside Anna and set her crutches next
to her.

“You look happy,” Anna commented, a knowing smile on her face.
“Good for you…” Diana mumbled, glaring at Cindy.
Both girl’s smiles faded as they glanced at Diana warily.
“So… were you talking to Oliver?” Anna asked, nudging Cindy playfully.
Cindy blushed. “Yeah.”
“Cool. Your first date on Saturday?”
Cindy nodded. “Yeah. We’re going to the Planetarium.”
“Okay. Sounds fun… I guess…” Anna replied hesitantly.
“My mom used to take me there all the time,” Cindy explained.
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Anna nodded sympathetically. “I understand… but I just thought you would go
somewhere a little more romantic for your first date…” Anna commented.

“I don’t want it to get too serious yet,” Cindy explained bashfully.
Anna was about to respond but just then Mrs. Hale sat down at the dinner table, causing

the girls to end their conversation.
“Cindy,” her step mom began.
“Yeah?” Cindy echoed.
“Would you make breakfast tomorrow morning?” her step mom asked. “I have a meeting

early tomorrow morning.”
“Yeah sure!” Cindy chirped without much thought.
Anna gave Cindy a wary glance but remained silent.

“So how’s Cindy?” Nate asked.
“I think she’s doing good. She’s going on a date with Ollie this Saturday,” Gabby

explained.
“Well maybe…” he began but trailed off.
“Maybe what?” Gabby prodded, setting her pizza down and taking his hand.
Nate shook his head. “Never mind…”
Gabby stared at him for a moment as his eyes fell to the pizza on the table, waiting for

him to reply, but she spoke up instead.
“Maybe Ollie and Cindy could join us at church this weekend,” Gabby commented.
Nate looked up. “You’re going?” he echoed, a smile coming to his face.
Gabby nodded, a smile spreading to her cheeks as well. “Yeah…”
“But you have that project due on Monday…” Nate argued.
“I’ll make time for what’s important,” she replied with a knowing smile.
“What changed?” he asked, studying her.
“I went to Red Robin,” she replied.
Nate’s brow furrowed. “What?”
“Cindy.”
Both smiled.
“Maybe we can all go for dinner after church,” she suggested.
“That sounds great!” he replied.

Over the week, Cindy began doing more and more favors for her step mom and soon
she realized her step mom was falling back into her old habits again. Over the next few days,
the favors built up until they were chores. The chores weren’t as much as they had been before
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the crash but she could see the signs... In a couple of months she would be right back to
"normal".

But Cindy was hesitant to say anything because she could tell her step mom wasn’t
aware of what she was doing. Somehow she could tell her step mom didn’t mean to do it and
after hearing her step mom’s story about her ex-husband, Cindy knew it wasn’t directed at her.
So she didn’t tell anyone about it because she worried that might lead to the involvement of
child-protective services and she didn’t want that for her step mom. Despite how her step mom
had treated her, Cindy didn’t want her to go through the hassle nor did she want to leave the
home she had grown up in. So she kept quiet, hoping her step mom would realize it and
change. But she didn’t… it only got worse.

The chores and restrictions piled up... But one thing that made Cindy happy was Oliver.
She loved seeing him at school, talking to him on the phone, or hanging out at his house after
the school day. Every time she got off the phone or came home from school she was all smiles.
Oliver made Cindy feel loved… he made her feel special… and she hadn’t felt that way in a long
time… Oliver filled her with confidence…

Cindy could not wait for her first date with Oliver! She couldn’t wait to go back to the
Planetarium where her mom had taken her so many times when she was little and she couldn’t
wait to see Oliver. However there was one slight problem. Her step mom hadn’t had the time to
go shopping with her so her wardrobe still consisted of T-shirts and jeans, which meant thrift
store clothing would be what she would be wearing on her first date with Oliver.

Cindy sighed and tossed her jeans aside. With a huff she leaned her crutches against
the wall and collapsed on the bed. What was she thinking? She couldn’t go on her first date in
some hand-me-down T-shirt and thrift store jeans!

“Hey Cindy! How’s it going?” Anna asked as she descended the stairs.
Cindy groaned, burying her head in her hands as Anna glanced around the room, which

was scattered with clothes. “That good, huh?”
“I have nothing to wear!” Cindy whimpered.
“Cindy… you’ll look pretty in anything!” Anna encouraged.
“But at Homecoming I was practically wearing a princess dress!” Cindy cried.
“Cindy!” Anna called.
Cindy sighed and sat up.
“How’s this? I’ll let you borrow some of my clothes,” Anna offered.
“Really?” Cindy exclaimed, eyes widening.
“Yeah of course. I want you to have the best date ever!” Anna declared.
“Thanks,” Cindy replied.
“I’ll go get you something,” Anna offered.
Several minutes later Cindy was all ready for her first date. She wore an adorable

cropped T-shirt and a nice pair of jeans.
“You look so cute, Cindy!” Anna chirped.
Cindy blushed. “You think?” she echoed, glancing at her crutches with uncertainty.
Anna nodded. “For sure.”
“Alright, now for your makeup,” Anna declared.
“Makeup?” Cindy echoed.
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“Yeah.”
“I… I don’t think I need that…” Cindy faltered, “He said it was casual…”
“Cindy, I have been on dozens of dates. Just because a boy says it’s casual doesn’t

mean he doesn’t want you to look cute! Trust me! I know,” Anna exclaimed.
“Okay,” Cindy replied hesitantly.
“Here, sit and I’ll do your makeup,” Anna directed.
At that Cindy placed her crutches aside and Anna began her makeup. Anna turned on a

girly playlist including songs “Party In the USA” by Miley Cyrus and “Hot N Cold” Katy Perry. As
the songs played, Cindy braided her hair and Anna taught Cindy how to put on mascara. When
Cindy was finished it was early afternoon and Oliver would be arriving any minute. Cindy looked
into the mirror to see a girl with golden blonde waves weaved into a fishtail braid, blue eyes that
popped with a touch of mascara on the eyelashes, a blue crop top, a pair of nice blue jeans, and
of course... crutches.

Cindy grabbed her crutches and stood up to face Anna, who had an excited smile on her
face as she looked Cindy over.

“So…” Cindy asked, “How do I look?”
“Really cute!” Anna declared.
“Thanks,” Cindy replied, blushing.
“Alright, how long until he gets here?” Anna asked.
Just then a text came through on Cindy’s phone. She pulled it out of her pocket and

smiled.
“5 minutes,” she replied.
“Cool. Let’s go sit in the living room,” Anna suggested.
Cindy nodded and then hobbled upstairs and to the couch. With an anxious sigh she sat

down, setting her crutches beside her.
As the minutes ticked by her first date quickly approached. Since it was Cindy’s first date

ever, Anna offered some advice.
“So how are you feeling about your first date?” Anna asked with an excited smile.
“It’s nerve-racking,” Cindy replied, an almost nauseous look on her face.
“Yeah, first dates can be like that,” Anna commented.
“Really?” Cindy exclaimed with a giggle.
“Yeah, everyone is nervous on a first date, even the boys. Of course, Oliver is an expert

at hiding it.”
The girls laughed but that’s when a deep hollow knocking came from the wooden door.

Immediately Cindy grabbed her crutches with an anxious sigh. Anna opened the door as Cindy
hobbled to the frame. It was bright outside so Oliver squinted a little as he stood there in a
collared sweater and a pair of khakis. At the sight of Cindy an awestruck look came over his
face.

“You look beautiful,” Oliver complimented as Anna stood at the door, barely withholding a
shriek of excitement.

“Thank you,” Cindy replied, barely able to breathe the words out at the sight of Oliver.
Cindy stared at him for a moment, in shock that she was actually going on a date with

one of the cutest guys at school. He had thick brown hair, the striking hue of mahogany, a strong
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stature as expected from the lead high school quarterback, a sharp jawline that complimented
his features, and dark brown eyes the color of espresso. Not to mention he had this demeanor
that took her breath away but at the same time put her at ease.

“Ready?” he asked, snapping Cindy out of her thoughts.
Cindy nodded and began shuffling down the walk.
“Do you need help?” he offered.
“No, I think I’ve got it,” Cindy replied as she hobbled toward the street.
“You look nervous,” he commented, noticing the anxious look on Cindy’s face.
Cindy slowed a little and glanced at him. “I’ve just never been on a date before.”
“It’ll be fun. I promise,” Oliver encouraged, rubbing her shoulder.
Cindy nodded, the anxious look remaining on her countenance.

“Did you know that Mars gets its color from large amounts of iron oxide on its crust?”
Cindy commented.

Oliver smiled at her and put his arm around her as they studied the solar system exhibit
in the museum area of the Planetarium. “Smart and beautiful… I like it!”

Cindy blushed. “My mom taught me.”
The two stood there studying the exhibit for a moment. A huge “sun” hung from the

ceiling and a tennis ball-size “Earth” hung along with the other planets. Soon Cindy spoke up
again. “Did you know that the sun is 400 times as big as the moon but they look the same size
because the sun is 400 times as far away as the moon?”

Oliver chuckled. “No, I did not know that.”
“And did you know that Jupiter could fit all of the other planets inside just 70 percent of

its volume?”
“No, I did not,” he replied with a chuckle. “I never would have guessed you were such an

astronomy wiz,” he teased, shaking his head in disbelief.
Cindy smiled faintly. “Yeah, my mom and I used to watch eclipses and meteor showers

together.”
Oliver looked back to the exhibit. “It sure is amazing how God spoke this all into

existence with one word.”
Cindy smiled and followed Oliver’s gaze. “It sure is…”
“I mean He put so much thought into everything…the constellations, the Milky Way…

when you consider that, it’s hard to doubt His plans for us.”
At that, Cindy smiled, studying him with pure admiration.
“What?” Oliver asked, noticing that Cindy was staring at him.
“Nothing…” she replied, shaking her head, still holding eye contact with him, “You’re just

amazing that’s all.”
“And you are as well,” Oliver replied.
Cindy blushed.
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“Hey, umm… I think the show is starting,” he explained, nodding to the dome-like part of
the building.

“Oh, okay,” Cindy replied, hobbling with her crutches over to the entry of the
Planetarium.

The couple made their way down the aisle and spied a few seats further in the row.
Unfortunately the space between the rows was narrow, far too narrow for crutches. With a sigh,
Cindy placed them by the end of the row while Oliver made his way down the aisle. Cindy
followed, hopping on one foot, trying to keep her balance.

“Hey! Cindy! Let me help you!” he offered, a concerned look on his face as he tried to get
over to her.

“I’m fine,” Cindy mumbled, evident effort in her voice as she made another hop.
At that, Oliver silenced as Cindy struggled to make her way over to him. She hopped on

her left foot, clinging onto the backs of the chairs for balance.
Suddenly she accidentally landed on someone’s purse and pitched forward! “Cindy!”

Oliver cried. In a flash he rushed to her side and caught her in his arms. He just held her for a
moment, staring into her eyes. His eyes locked on hers for a brief moment, just long enough to
take the words out of his mouth, but finally he spoke up.

“Are you okay?” he asked.
Cindy nodded, trying to calm her breathing.
“What were you thinking?” he exclaimed, “I could have helped you!”
“I just didn’t want to burden you,” Cindy replied meekly.
Oliver sighed. “Cindy, it's fine. You’re not a burden at all! I would have carried you if you

had asked!”
Cindy bit her lip and looked up at him again. There was something about his eyes that

made her feel so special, those cups of espresso warmed her heart. They were just so trusting
and loyal, Cindy leaned on him a little more.

He stared into her sky blue eyes for a moment. Cindy was the kind of girl who spent so
much time caring for others, she didn’t take time to care about herself. He knew that already…
but now he saw something else in her irises. Hurt…

Gently, he reached forward and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, sending a wave
down Cindy’s spine. He had the intention to kiss her but just then a booming voice came over a
microphone. “Will everyone please be seated at this time?”

Quickly the couple took their seats and a minute later the whole ceiling of the dome was
covered with tiny little specks of light, each of them a star. The ceiling had transformed into a
breathtaking night sky.

“Did you know that stars twinkle because their light passes through Earth’s
atmosphere?” Cindy whispered, her gaze looking up at the display.

“Did you know your eyes twinkle too?” he breathed, leaning over to whisper in her ear.
Cindy blushed and gave a faint giggle. There was silence for a moment but finally she

spoke again.
“Oh! Look! There’s Scorpius!” Cindy exclaimed quietly, pointing up at the ceiling.
“Wait, where?” Oliver echoed, searching the night sky projected above them.
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Cindy scooted a little closer, still pointing. When Oliver still couldn’t see it, she pressed
herself right against him, put her face next to his and pointed.

“There,” she whispered.
“Oh, I see it now,” Oliver replied.
Cindy looked over at him and immediately her heart stopped. Only a few inches

separated them as they stared at each other for a moment. Oliver’s eyes glimmered, the stars
reflecting in his eyes. His dark eyes studied her in admiration, reminding her how special she
was.

Cindy looked like an angel in the faint light reflecting off the ceiling. Her face had a cool
glow, accentuating every feature of her face. Her eyes seemed like they could outshine the stars
by the way they lit up the room, her hair wove in and out of her braid, a buttercream color in the
lighting, like the Milky Way curving around her neck, her eyelashes were as dark as midnight,
and her lips glistened a silvery tone, like that of the surface of the moon.

Just then he leaned forward and placed his lips on hers. The first couple times he kissed
her she hadn’t even been sure it was real… It had seemed like some dream… but now she
realized this was reality. Her boyfriend was the Homecoming prince! Her boyfriend was the star
player on the football team. Her boyfriend was the “Prince Charming” every girl wanted to date.

Somehow Oliver made her feel so special. Jack and Gus were great friends to Cindy but
they could never make her feel like this. Oliver somehow reminded her of who she had been
when she was little… confident, loved, treasured… happy… There was something about Oliver
that made Cindy feel sure of herself. Maybe it was his hair, the color of tree bark, that channeled
strength and stability, rooted in his strong faith in God. Maybe it was the way his coffee brown
eyes focused on her, filling her with that same confidence and making her feel treasured. Or
perhaps it was his charming smile that brought her out of her shell and exposed her true self.

There was something about Cindy that changed him… when he was around her or even
when he was thinking about her... The moment he laid eyes on her he realized he wasn’t as
selfless as he thought he was, no one could be more selfless than her... Somehow this girl
taught him what true selflessness was; putting others' needs before her own. And of course the
only way he could repay her for the kindness and selflessness she showed everyone was to put
her before himself.

Their lips parted and then they leaned back in their chairs, looking up at the ceiling. They
were silent for a minute, watching the presentation, faint smiles on their faces.

“That’s the Big Dipper, right?” Oliver queried, pointing to his right.
Cindy turned her attention to the night sky in the direction he was pointing. Not

surprisingly seven bright stars that created the classic ladle formation in the array above them.
Cindy nodded. “Yeah…” she replied, trailing off as she felt something brush her shoulder.

She turned to see Oliver’s arm go up and around the seat so that his hand came to rest on her
arm.

Cindy glanced back at him, a smile coming to her face. At that she scooted a little closer
and leaned her head on his shoulder. Both snuggled up to each other for a moment until Cindy
lifted her head to look at Oliver.

“So I guess this is what it feels like to have a boyfriend…” Cindy commented.
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Oliver smiled, amused. “Yeah, I guess…” He glanced up at the ceiling and then back at
her. “You know, I still can’t believe you’ve never been on a date before!” he exclaimed.

Cindy shrugged. “Just not popular enough I guess…”
“Because you are far too beautiful to not have a boyfriend,” he continued.
Cindy blushed.
“And I certainly can’t believe that your first kiss was at Homecoming!”
“I’m sorry. I was probably pretty terrible…” Cindy muttered, embarrassed.
“No… you were fine. Just a little nervous but that’s understandable.”
Cindy bit her lip, embarrassed.
“You’re getting better at it though,” he teased.
Cindy only blushed.
At that he leaned over and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.
“How would you like to go get lunch after this?” he asked.
“Sure! Sounds great!” Cindy chirped.

Oliver rolled down the window and then leaned out to look at the menu.
“What do you want?” he asked, turning to Cindy who was in the passenger seat.
“Me?” Cindy echoed.
“No, my appetite,” Oliver replied sarcastically. “Yes you!” he exclaimed, rolling his eyes.
“Well umm… I don’t know… I haven’t really been here before…”
“You haven’t been to Chick-fil-A?!” Oliver cried in astonishment.
Cindy shook her head.
Oliver squinted, studying her for a moment. “I think you’d like the Chicken Sandwich…”

he decided and then turned to relay the order to the speaker on the menu. A few minutes later
they arrived at the pick-up window.

“Here you are,” Oliver declared, holding out a vanilla shake to Cindy.
Her eyes practically popped out of her head at the sight of the shake topped with

whipped cream and a cherry. “For me?”
“Yeah for you. Am I not allowed to spoil my girlfriend?” he teased, handing it to her.
Cindy smiled and immediately started sipping her cold treat as Oliver pulled the car into

a parking spot.
“Thank you,” Cindy chirped, still beaming.
At that, Oliver gave her a gentle peck on the cheek. The two just sat for a few minutes,

Cindy drinking her vanilla shake and Oliver slurping his chocolate shake.
As she sipped, Cindy looked out the window and gave a satisfactory sigh. Her eyes fell

on her reflection in the side mirror. To her horror, a spot of vanilla shake marked her cheek.
Immediately she panicked, trying to find a napkin.

After subtly searching for a whole minute, Oliver held up a stack of napkins, a knowing
smile on his face. Cindy took one, glaring at him. “You knew?! Why didn’t you say something?”
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“Knew what?”
“That I had shake all over my face!”
Oliver only smirked.
“Ollie! It’s not funny!”
Oliver chuckled. “You were adorable.”
“Ollie!” Cindy cried, glaring at him determinedly. In one quick motion she scooped some

of his chocolate shake on her finger and then poked his cheek, leaving a dollop of chocolate.
“Hey!” Oliver retorted.
Cindy burst into laughter at the sight of Oliver with the chocolate drink spotting his cheek.
“Oh, it’s on!” Oliver declared, putting some of her vanilla shake on his finger and

reaching toward her.
Cindy shrieked and leaned back against the door, trying to get as far away from him as

possible. Unfortunately his arm was too long and a moment later he bopped her nose, dotting it
with the cold treat.

“There. Now that’s better. So cute,” Oliver crooned.
Cindy blushed with embarrassment.
“Here. Let’s take a picture,” Oliver declared, pulling out his phone and putting his arm

around Cindy.
“Smile!” Oliver exclaimed.
Oliver grinned however instead of smiling, Cindy frowned dramatically. Oliver saw her on

the screen and turned. “Come on! Smile!”
“Okay fine,” Cindy replied, rolling her eyes, allowing herself to smile.
At that, Oliver turned back to the camera, while Cindy slyly reached over and put her

hand up behind his head, holding up two fingers. Oliver hit the button and then Cindy relaxed
her arm as he studied the picture.

“Cindy!” Oliver cried, glaring at her.
Cindy only smiled mischievously.
Oliver chuckled and shook his head. “I had no idea you could be so silly.”
“Neither did I,” Cindy replied, beaming.
They stared at each other for a moment, smiling, the shake still spotting their faces.
“Here, let me clean you up,” Cindy offered, grabbing a napkin and gently dabbing his

cheek.
Oliver smiled at Cindy admiringly as she brushed his face. “You know Cindy…” he

began.
Cindy looked up so her eyes met with his.
“I really like you,” he crooned.
“And I really really like you,” she admitted, “I’ve had a crush on you for forever.”
“Really?”
Cindy nodded.
“Here let me wipe off your nose,” Oliver offered, grabbing a napkin.
Carefully, he reached forward to dab the tip of her nose with a napkin. Oliver smiled and

then gave Cindy a kiss on the cheek.
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Cindy hopped out of the car with her crutches, beaming as Oliver came around the car to
stand beside her.

“Do you want me to walk you to the door?” he asked.
“No, I’m fine,” Cindy replied.
“Okay, til our next date,” Oliver crooned, giving her a kiss.
“Okay, see you later,” Cindy called as she made her way toward the door, completely

smitten.
Cindy paused at the doorstep and waved. Oliver waved back, a smile on his face as he

hopped into his big silver truck. A moment later he drove off down the street and then turned
around the corner and out of sight.

At that Cindy stepped inside, shutting the door behind her. To her surprise, her step mom
was sitting on the couch. At the sight of Cindy she stood up and crossed her arms.

“Cindy…” she began in a stern voice.
“Yes?” Cindy echoed innocently, the hint of fear in her voice.
“Come sit,” she ordered.
As directed, Cindy hobbled over and took a seat on the couch. Cindy’s stomach turned

nervously as she saw the look in her step mom’s eye. She was in trouble. She didn’t know
why… but she was in trouble.

“My friend Mrs. Herring was at the Planetarium today with her kids and she told me she
saw you making out with some boy!”

Cindy’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. She opened and closed her mouth a few
times, unable to come up with anything to say. “I… I… His name is Oliver and we weren’t
making out!” she rebuffed.

Mrs. Hale crossed her arms. “Mrs. Herring saw you two! She said she had to leave
because she didn’t want her children seeing that!”

Cindy gulped, trying to hold back tears.
“Now, I will not accept inappropriate displays of affection like that from you, young lady!”

her step mom scolded.
“We weren’t making out! I promise! We kissed but we didn’t make out!” Cindy argued,

tears welling up in her eyes.
“Cindy, I think it’s best if you don’t hang out with that boy anymore,” her step mom

directed.
Cindy sniffled. “But he’s my boyfriend…”
“Well not anymore. I don’t want you dating him,” her step mother snapped.
Cindy was silent, in complete disbelief of what her step mom had said. She was being

told to break up with Oliver after only their first date!
“Now Cindy, I’m having a meeting with one of my clients. I’ll be home by 6 and I expect

dinner to be on the table when I get home,” her step mom directed.
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At that, she left, leaving Cindy alone. Tears trickled down Cindy’s cheeks as the front
door shut. She couldn’t break up with him, she just couldn’t… He was the one thing in her life
that made her happy…

“Cindy,” Anna called softly, coming out of her bedroom and coming to sit next to Cindy.
“What are you doing Cindy? Shouldn’t you start dinner?” Diana mocked as she walked

past, heading toward her bedroom.
Anna shot Diana a cold glare as Cindy burst into tears.
“Cindy,” Anna crooned softly.
Cindy only shook her head and hobbled off to her room, slamming the door behind her.

The sound of sobbing came a moment later.

“Hey Ollie! How was your date with Cindy?” Nate called as he tossed a football his way,
casually throwing the ball around in Nate’s backyard.

Oliver smiled as he caught the ball. “She’s amazing, Nate! She’s beautiful, she’s kind,
and she knows everything about outer space! She was like a walking encyclopedia, spitting out
facts as fast as any computer could! And she’s not boring either! Oh, and an extra plus; she’s a
Christian!”

Oliver spiraled the ball back to Nate and he caught it. “I was asking about the date, not
the girl!” he teased.

Oliver chuckled. “The date was good too.”
“She sounds like an amazing girl,” Nate added, tossing the football back.
Oliver smiled. “Yeah… she sure is…” he replied wistfully, catching the ball in his hands.
Cindy was amazing. There was something about her that filled him with compassion and

selflessness. Maybe it was her eyes, the color of warm waters underneath a burning sun, the
never ending sea of kindness urging him to dive in and think of others before himself. Or maybe
it was her golden blonde waves shining like the sun, encouraging good deeds and smiles all the
same. Or perhaps it was her smile, her lips the perfect shade of bubble gum, holding a certain
sweetness in just a single kiss, the kiss putting kind words on his lips.

“Hey Ollie!” Nate called.
Oliver only stared off into space, a slight smile on his face.
“Oliver!” Nate prodded.
No response.
At that, Nate ran at him, knocking him to the ground.
“What was that for?” Oliver exclaimed, shoving Nate off of him.
“Sorry I had to knock you out of the stars! You were zoning out on me, daydreaming

about Cindy no less!” Nate teased.
Oliver threw the football at Nate playfully.
“Hey now!” Nate cried, “Don’t be getting mad at me! What I said was true! You’re in love

with this girl!”
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“I am not “in love” with her!” Oliver retorted, giving Nate a playful shove.
“Are too!” Nate argued, shoving him back.
“Am not!”
“Are too! You think about her all the time, don’t you?” Nate teased, standing up.
“No…” Oliver rebuffed, picking himself up.
“Sure…” Nate teased, unconvinced. “Come on, you’re blushing!”
“Hey now! That’s enough!” Oliver exclaimed, tackling Nate playfully.

Tears trickled down Cindy’s cheeks as she lay curled up on her bed. She couldn’t break
up with Oliver… she just couldn’t … He was the one thing that made her happy…

Cindy sniffled and ran her fingers over her cast where Oliver had signed it.
Just then a knock came on her door.
“Leave me alone,” Cindy grumbled, burying her head in her arm.
“It’s Anna,” a voice called quietly.
Cindy was silent.
“I made dinner for you,” Anna commented.
Cindy lifted her head and gulped, trying to overcome the lump in her throat. “Thanks…”

she replied weakly. She sniffled and wiped her eyes. “I’m not really hungry…”
“Cindy-” Anna began.
“Please just leave me alone,” Cindy whimpered, laying her head back down on her

pillow.
At that Anna left, the sound of her footsteps fading away up the stairs.
With a long drawn out sigh, Cindy sat up and looked out the window high on her wall.
“God, I don’t get it!” Cindy cried, tears glistening on her cheeks.
“We’re perfect for each other! We can go to church together! I can finally go to church!”

Cindy sobbed. “Please don’t make me break up with Oliver!” she begged.
“Please God! Just say something! What should I do?” Cindy whimpered, staring up at

the night sky out her window as tears poured down her cheeks.
She was silent for a moment, waiting for a response, tension building in her body.
“God!” Cindy cried, louder now, a hint of frustration in her voice.
A moment later she collapsed onto the bed with a quiet whimper, exhausted from crying.
She had always felt so connected to God… She had a feeling she should go dress

shopping, she had a feeling she should go to Homecoming, like God had been whispering to
her heart… but now it was just crickets… God seemed to be a million miles away when Cindy
needed him the most.

Cindy sighed and closed her eyes, letting the tears trickle down her cheeks. She just
didn’t understand. Everything was perfect! Well, maybe not perfect... but Cindy was finally
happy! She had a boyfriend and he was simply amazing! And not to mention Cindy could finally
start going to church again! Why would God let her step mom make her break up with him? Why
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did her step mom have to start reverting back to her old ways? And why did Mrs. Herring have
to make up some story about her and Oliver making out?

Cindy gave a huff. God was ruining her life! Did He not know that breaking up with Oliver
would be torture?

Another wave of tears fell down Cindy’s cheeks as she realized what she was telling
herself. No. God had to have a plan! She had learned that from Homecoming. He just had to
have a plan, right...?
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Chapter 11: The Goodbye
“Say something I’m giving up on you, I’m sorry

that I couldn’t get to you, anywhere I would have

followed you, say something I’m giving up on you, and I

will swallow my pride, you’re the one that I love,  and

I’m saying goodbye, Say something, I'm giving up on

you, and I'm sorry that I couldn't get to you, and

anywhere, I would have followed you, ooh, ooh say

something, I'm giving up on you, say something, I'm

giving up on you, say something…” - Say Something, A Great Big World

Cindy groaned as she sat up. She must have slept on something funny because her arm
was really, really sore.

With a sigh she glanced at her alarm clock that blared on her nightstand, an
uncomfortable look on her face. School. And that meant Oliver…

With a deep breath Cindy grabbed her crutches and pushed herself up onto her one
good foot. Immediately a sharp pain throbbed in her left arm as she put weight on it. “Ouch!”
Cindy muttered, collapsing over her crutches.

After a moment to regain herself she stood up straight again. Wincing, Cindy hobbled
into her downstairs bathroom and faced the mirror.

Cindy groaned at the sight. Her hair, which was once a braid, now looked like a solar
flare atop her head. Tangles of golden rays danced over her shoulders and neck and some even
stood straight up zapped with electrical charge, mascara was smeared below her eyes, and a
tired, upset look was on her face.

Cindy glanced at the shower hopefully. A hot shower sounded so nice right now…
maybe that would make her feel better...

“Cindy!” a voice called from upstairs.
Cindy sighed. So much for her shower. Quickly, Cindy put her hair into a messy bun in

an attempt to tame it a little and then wiped her face with a damp cloth.
“Cindy!” the voice called again.
At that Cindy adjusted her clothes so she didn’t look like she had slept in them and

hurried upstairs, wincing each time she put weight on her arm. It hurt, but finally Cindy made it
up the stairs to see her step mom standing in the kitchen wearing her work clothes and heels.

“Cindy, what happened to making breakfast?” she scolded, crossing her arms.
“I didn’t know I was supposed to… I’m sorry…” Cindy mumbled.
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Her step mom gave a huff. “Well I guess I’ll have to grab something on the way to work.
Now, would you please make something for the girls while they’re getting ready?”

Cindy glanced at the doors to their bedrooms and then back at her step mom and
nodded.

“Also Cindy, you need to make dinner tonight. I have a meeting in the late afternoon,” her
step mom explained.

“But I have a lot of homework to do,” Cindy argued meekly, “Can’t Anna make dinner?”
“Anna made dinner last night,” Mrs. Hale snapped.
Cindy gulped but remained silent.
“Please be home right away,” she directed.
“But I was going to go to Starbucks with Oliver,” Cindy argued.
“You are not going anywhere with him! I don’t want you hanging out with that boy you

were making out with again! You hear me?!” she commanded.
Cindy nodded, trying not to cry again. So she was going to be breaking up with Oliver

after all...
At that, Mrs. Hale headed for the door. “I want dinner on the table when I come back!”

she directed as she opened the front door.
Cindy nodded and then a moment later the door shut. With a sad sigh, Cindy hobbled

over to the kitchen, trying to hold back tears.
She began preparing a couple bowls of oatmeal as Diana sat down at the island. Cindy

didn’t turn toward her but she could tell Diana was staring at her.
After a minute the oatmeal was ready and Cindy placed it in front of Diana. Diana

glanced at it and then looked back at Cindy.
“Spoon?” she hissed.
At that, Cindy clenched her jaw and hobbled over to grab a spoon for Diana.
“So… I hear you have to break up with Oliver,” she commented nonchalantly, as Cindy

snatched the utensil and began making her way back to Diana.
“That’s a shame. He’s cute,” Diana added with a fake frown.
Cindy only glared and placed the spoon on the counter. With a huff she hobbled

downstairs to grab her backpack. She picked up her bag and put it over her shoulders as the
sound of a car horn sounded outside.

It was Jack. Cindy couldn’t drive with her cast, so Jack had been giving her a ride to
school. As fast as she could, Cindy limped up the stairs and out to the street.

Jack’s red pickup sat by the curb in the dawn. With a sigh, Cindy hobbled over and
pulled herself up into the truck. At that, Jack shifted into drive and headed toward the school.

“You okay?” Jack asked.
“Yeah. Fine,” Cindy replied.
“You sure?”
Cindy turned away, trying to hide the fact that she could barely hold back tears. “Why

wouldn’t I be?”
Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just that for the past week you’ve been really happy

and now you’re… not.”
Cindy bit her lip. “I umm… just slept funny last night so my arm hurts.”
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Jack turned to look at her, a sympathetic look on his face. “I’m sorry… Maybe Oliver will
make you feel better. He seems to have that effect on you,” he commented.

“Maybe…” Cindy replied, staring out the window. She doubted it…

“Hey Cindy, you okay?” Gabby called.
Cindy turned.
“Thinking about Oliver?” Gabby teased, “You were zoning out on me!”
Cindy gave a sad smile as Gabby gave her a playful nudge. Just then they arrived at

Gabby’s locker to find Nate leaning against the lockers. Immediately he stood at the sight of the
girls.

“Hey babe,” Gabby crooned, strolling up and giving him a quick kiss.
“Hey…” he replied, smitten. Then he turned to Cindy. “Oliver will be here in a minute. He

just had a question for the teacher,” he explained.
Suddenly, Cindy panicked. She couldn’t see Oliver. Not now… not in front of Gabby and

Nate! She was supposed to break up with him!
“I umm… need to go to the bathroom,” Cindy blustered and began to hobble off.
“Oh… okay…” Gabby replied as she and Nate watched her go, a little confused.
Cindy sighed as she stepped into the bathroom and limped over to the mirror. She

couldn’t see Oliver… not like this… her hair was a mess, not to mention she was wearing the
same outfit she had worn on her date! She was a complete and utter disaster!

Cindy stared at the mirror, breathing heavily, trying to keep herself calm. She couldn’t
break up with Oliver! Jack was right, this past week had been the happiest she’d been in years!
In fact, she was getting to know this other side of her that she didn’t even realize she had; the
perceptive, silly, more confident side of her. And it was all because of Oliver. Tears tried to build
in her eyes. She couldn’t break up with him! He was everything to her! She shook her head and
sighed. But she had to…

“Bye Cindy!” Gabby called, waiving, as she and Nate headed to their next classes.
“Bye!” Cindy called, beaming. However immediately her smile faded, aware of her

impending doom.
“Hey Cindy!” a voice called as a boy came up next to her.
“Hey you,” Cindy replied, trying to force a smile back onto her face as she turned toward

Jack.
“You sure are more popular these days!” he teased, nudging her playfully. “You’ve got

too many friends to choose from!”
Cindy shrugged. “I guess…”
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“What’s up with you, Cindy?” Jack asked, a concerned look taking his face. “You’re not
yourself.”

“I’m fine,” Cindy stated.
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
The two were silent for a moment as they made their way down the hall, but finally Jack

spoke up.
“Hey, you want to invite your other friends to come eat with us today?” he asked.
“No… it’s fine…” Cindy replied, “I’ll just eat with you guys today.”
Jack’s brow furrowed. “But what about Oliver?”
At that moment Oliver came around the corner and began walking down the hall toward

Cindy.
Cindy froze. She couldn’t… she couldn’t break up with him. She couldn’t do that to him.

She couldn’t do that to herself! She needed him! He was everything to her!
“I umm… forgot something in my last class…” she stammered, turning to Jack. “I’ll catch

up with you later.”
Jack paused and furrowed his brow. “Okay…?” he replied, trailing off as he saw Oliver

heading their way.
Cindy hobbled down the hallway as fast as she could, her mind racing. How could she

break up with him? What would she even say? How could she do that to him? It would break his
heart. And it was going to break hers as well…

Just then someone came up beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey,” a voice
crooned.

Cindy turned to see Oliver in stride beside her.
“Hi,” she replied, trying to force a smile.
“You okay?” he asked, his warm comforting eyes meeting with hers, making everything

else melt away. She just couldn’t break up with him…
Cindy nodded. “I’m fine. I just slept funny so now my arm hurts.”
Oliver chuckled. “You’re a mess today, aren’t you?
“Yeah…” Cindy replied bashfully, “I’m sorry if I’m embarrassing you.”
Oliver laughed. “Embarrassing me?! How?”
Cindy shook her head, remembering what her step mom had told her to do. “Just

everything…”
He cocked his head.
She shrugged. “I don’t know Ollie, maybe we’re just not meant for each other.”
At that, Oliver grabbed her shoulder to stop her. She paused and turned toward him.

“What if we’re not? Can’t we at least try?!” Oliver exclaimed, shrugging.
Cindy bit her lip and nodded, her stomach turning into a knot of anxiety and conflict.
“What is up with you today?” he exclaimed, studying the anxious look on her face.
Cindy gulped. “I… just have to tell you something…” she began, her eyes trained on the

ground.
“What’s that?” he asked.
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Cindy looked up at him and immediately she lost all words. “I… I’m…” she stuttered. She
couldn’t say it. She couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t break up with him.

“I can’t hang out with you after school today,” Cindy blurted.
Oliver's worried expression turned into a smile. “That’s fine. I get it. Things come up,” he

encouraged, patting her on the shoulder.
Cindy bit her lip, internally chastising herself for not telling him. She knew she’d have to

break up with him sooner or later because Diana would rat on her if she didn’t. She should just
rip the band-aid off and get it over with before she gets too attached to him. Before he gets too
attached to her…

“Alright, well, I’ve got to go to my Economics class. See you at lunch?” he asked.
Almost automatically Cindy nodded, turning toward him.
“Okay, see you soon,” he crooned and before Cindy could do anything he kissed her.

The moment was brief, but somehow it was just long enough to pull at Cindy’s heart strings. She
couldn’t break up with Oliver…

Cindy didn’t know what to do. Her step mom was forcing her to break up with Oliver but
she didn’t want to. But it was more than just not wanting to, it was that she couldn’t will herself to
do it. She couldn’t say those words. She couldn’t tell him that.

She sighed nervously as she stepped into the cafeteria lunch line. But she had to do it at
some point…

“Cindy! Hey! Come eat with us! We got you pizza!” Gabby called, motioning her over.
Cindy glanced around at the others in the line anxiously.
“Oh my gosh!” Gabby declared, rolling her eyes and making her way over to Cindy.

“Come on!” she prodded, urging Cindy toward the concourse where Oliver and Nate were
sitting.

“Cindy! There you are!” Oliver exclaimed as she came into view. “I had to send Gabby to
go find you.”

Cindy gave a sheepish smile as Oliver held out his hand. “Come sit.”
At that Cindy set her crutches down, took his hand and then took a seat next to him. “So

how is my beautiful girlfriend today, other than a broken leg?” he asked, putting his arm around
her.

Cindy blushed and was about to reply when she noticed Diana walking past with her
friends. After a moment she turned and immediately her eyes locked on Cindy, who was sitting
next to Oliver. Cindy froze. Diana stared at her for a second, her gaze falling on Oliver’s arm
around her. Then with a smirk she turned back to her friends. Cindy gulped. Diana knew she
hadn’t broken up with Oliver… and she would probably tell on her…
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Cindy stepped inside, her stomach turning. Her step mom sat on the couch staring at the
screen of her laptop. As quietly as she could, Cindy shut the door in hopes of not being noticed.

Cautiously, she began to make her way toward her room. Cindy had almost gotten to the
top of the stairs when… “Cindy!” a voice called from the living room.

Cindy paused.
“Did you break up with him?” she asked.
Cindy gulped and turned toward her step mom. After a moment she shook her head. “I…

I… didn’t have the chance…”
“If you don’t break up with him tomorrow you’re grounded, you hear me? I don’t want you

hanging out with a boy like that!” she directed.
“Yes, ma’am,” Cindy replied, tears forming in her eyes.
“After you put your stuff down, get up here and start on dinner. I’m leaving in a few

minutes for my meeting,” she directed.
Cindy nodded solemnly and then hobbled downstairs, one step at a time with her

crutches. After a few minutes she returned upstairs again.
With a sigh, she began preparing dinner, pulling out a frying pan and setting it on the

stove. She had to do it. She had no choice. She had to break up with Oliver…

Cindy spent the whole next day avoiding Oliver. When she saw him walking down the
hall she’d dart into the bathroom or begin walking the opposite direction. Somehow she thought
avoiding him meant she wouldn’t have to break up with him. But she knew full well she had to…

Finally, 7th period came… “Alright, I expect you to have chosen your topic for your essay
by the end of the week!” the teacher explained.

At that moment the bell rang and immediately the students began zipping up their
backpacks and heading out the door. Cindy lagged behind a little with her cumbersome crutches
but eventually got herself to her feet.

With a sigh, she hobbled out the door of the classroom. To her surprise, Oliver stood just
outside.

“Cindy!” Oliver called, strolling up to her.
“Ollie! What are you doing here?” Cindy exclaimed, a hint of nervousness in her voice.
“I’m a senior so I don’t have a last period class,” Oliver explained with a shrug.
Cindy nodded, her stomach turning nervously. How was she supposed to break up with

him? Why did she have to break up with him?
“You’ve been avoiding me,” Oliver commented as they ambled down the hall.
Cindy slowed a little. “What? No!” she rebuffed, her lie apparent in her tone of voice.
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“Cindy, just admit it… You have. I’ve been in enough relationships to know when a girl’s
avoiding me,” Oliver explained solemnly.

Cindy bit her lip as she turned to face her locker.
“What I don’t get is why,” he prodded, sticking his hands in his pockets.
Cindy was silent as she shoved a textbook into her backpack, keeping her eyes focused

on the inside of her locker. “Oliver… I just don’t think this is working out.”
“What do you mean?” he asked, brow furrowing with worry.
Cindy gulped. “I’m breaking up with you,” she blurted, her eyes falling on the items inside

her backpack.
There was silence for a moment as Cindy tried not to cry, tears welling up in her eyes.
“What? Why?” he exclaimed, hurt evident in his voice.
Cindy took a deep breath trying to come up with an answer but somehow she was only

able to stutter, “I...I…I don’t know…”
Oliver squinted. “I don’t understand.”
Cindy shook her head, trying not to burst into tears. “Me neither.”
Finally she turned to face him, shutting her locker with a soft click. They stared at each

other for a brief moment, Oliver studying her in shock, his usually warm, comforting eyes filled
with hurt. His lips moved slightly as if trying to come up with something to say, only he couldn’t.

Suddenly Cindy pushed herself up on her crutches and placed her lips on his, her hand
resting on his cheek. Oliver had meant so much to her. He had brought joy and confidence back
into her life, feelings she hadn’t felt in a long… long time… When she was with him she was the
happiest she had been in years. Oliver had meant more to her than she could ever put into
words. And she had to let him know that. She had to give him this one last kiss…Finally their
lips parted.

“I’m sorry Ollie,” she whispered, barely audible.
At that she turned away from him and began hobbling down the hall. Tears streamed

down her cheeks, the warm waters coming down like a flood. She felt like she could barely
breathe as she put her weight on her crutches as if the kiss had sucked all the air out of her
lungs. Everything seemed to hurt now. Her legs, her arms, her head, her heart…

Oliver took a few steps after her as he watched her go, tears building in his eyes, a
dumbfounded look on his face. Had that really just happened? Why had she done that? It didn’t
make any sense! She broke up with him and then kissed him?!

Oliver ran his fingers through his hair as he turned away from her, trying not to cry. She
was gone…

“Cindy! Are you okay?” Jack exclaimed as Cindy pulled herself into his pickup, tears
streaming down her cheeks.

Cindy shook her head, looking out the window.
“What happened?” Jack asked, a look of concern filling his eyes.
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“Nothing…” Cindy muttered, sniffling.
“Okay... if you say so…” Jack replied, unconvinced, shifting the truck into drive.
Cindy turned toward him. Her face was red and her cheeks glistened with tears. “I don’t

really want to talk about it right now,” she whimpered.
Jack nodded. “Okay…” he replied, glancing over at her warily as she turned back to the

window.
Cindy clenched her jaw, trying to stop the continuous flow as the car rolled down the

street. However, as much as Cindy tried, pain still trickled down her cheeks. After losing both of
her parents, losing Oliver was more than she could bear.

Anger began to build up in her sorrow as her mind swirled with doubt. Why did her step
mom not care about her? Why did Cindy have to be the one who did all the chores? Why did
she always have to be the one who gave up the things she loved? Why did God let her parents
die? Why did God help others but never seem to help her?

A few minutes later Jack pulled up to Cindy’s house. Immediately Cindy grabbed her
crutches and opened the door.

“Cindy, are you sure you’re okay?” Jack asked.
However, Cindy only hopped out the truck and then slammed the door behind her.

Deeply concerned, Jack rolled down the window as she hobbled up the front walk. “Cindy!” he
called.

“Just go home, Jack!” she snapped, not even turning to look back at him.
Jack shook his head solemnly as he shifted the car into drive. Cindy was really upset,

the most upset he’d ever seen her since her dad passed, but she wouldn’t tell him why…
Fuming, Cindy hobbled inside and slammed the door behind her.
“Cindy!” her step mom scolded, stepping out of her bedroom, her hands on her hips.
“Are you happy now?!” Cindy cried, her face red with anger as tears poured down her

cheeks.
Cindy clenched her jaw. “I have given up everything just to make you and the twins

happy in hopes of finally getting a place in this family! But somehow it’s never enough!”
“Cindy-“ her step mom began.
“Why can’t I just have this one thing?” Cindy cried, getting louder now. “Why am I not

allowed to be happy? Oliver made me so happy! I hadn’t felt that way since my parents died!
Why did you have to take that away from me?!”

“Cynthia Harrison!”
“I’m always the one who makes dinner! I’m always the one who cleans the house! I’m

always the one who does laundry! I’m always the one who cleans your room! I’m done being
your slave!”

“I don’t like your attitude, young lady! Go to your room!” her step mom scolded, crossing
her arms.

“Gladly!” Cindy snapped, beginning to hobble toward the stairs. “I hope you’re happy!”
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Oliver sighed as he stepped in the door, shaking his head, heartbroken. He couldn't
believe Cindy had broken up with him.

“Ollie!” a voice cried. A moment later his younger brother came crashing into him, giving
Oliver a tight squeeze.

“Hey, Jake,” Oliver replied, putting his arm around his brother.
“Do you want to play some football?” Jake asked excitedly.
“I’m a little tired after my practice yesterday. Maybe some other time,” Oliver replied

dejectedly.
Jake frowned.
“Sorry…” Oliver commented, “Maybe you can play with Dad.”
After that, Jake nodded and left to go find their dad.
“Hey sweetie,” a voice called.
Oliver turned to see his mom step around the corner from the kitchen area.
“Hey mom,” Oliver replied, disappointment apparent in his tone and his behavior.
“Something happen with Cindy?” his mom queried knowingly.
Oliver nodded. “She umm…”
He gave a sad laugh, tears building in his eyes. “Broke up with me.”
“Oh, honey… I’m so sorry… come here!” his mom cried, taking her son into her arms.
Oliver shook his head as they released from the hug. “I just don’t get it, mom! I mean

why would she break up with me and then kiss me?!”
His mom rubbed his shoulder comfortingly. “I don’t know… but I know that God has a

plan for you and her. Whether that’s together or apart…”
“But-“
“What’s your father’s favorite verse?”
Oliver sighed. “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper

you and not to harm you. Plans to give you hope and a future.”
His mother nodded. “God’s plans are not meant to harm you!” she encouraged, putting

her hands on his shoulders.
“It sure doesn’t feel like it,” Oliver mumbled, glumly.
“I know…” she replied with a sad smile, taking him into another hug.

Cindy sniffled as she sat on her bed. Everything was ruined. Everything that made her
happy had been ripped away from her. Oliver had been ripped away from her.

“God! I don’t understand!” she sobbed. “Why would you do this to me? It wasn’t
supposed to be this way!”
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She then collapsed onto the bed, tears trickling down her cheeks. She knew God had
plans for her, she knew God loved her… but at the moment it sure didn’t feel like it.

Just then Cindy’s phone rang, vibrating as the name Amy came up on the screen.
Wiping her eyes, Cindy sat up and put the phone up to her ear.

“Hey Cindy!” Amy exclaimed.
“Hey,” Cindy mumbled.
“I just wanted to check on you. I texted yesterday but you didn’t answer,” Amy explained.
“Oh… I’m sorry… I didn’t have the chance…” Cindy muttered.
“Hey! Cindy! You okay?” Amy asked.
Cindy sniffled. “I feel like God is ruining my life! He’s taken everything from me! I don’t

understand!”
“Hey! Whatever it is, I’m sure He has a plan!” Amy encouraged.
Cindy shook her head. “I don’t know Amy… I can’t do this anymore…”
“Remember the story of Abraham you told me? How he trusted God so much that he

was willing to sacrifice his son?” Amy explained.
Cindy wiped her eyes again. “Amy… do you have an extra bedroom?”
“Umm… my mom does but I’m at my dad’s house tonight… Why?”
“No reason…” Cindy muttered, shaking her head.
“Cindy, is everything okay?” Amy asked, a hint of concern in her voice.
“I’m fine,” Cindy stated with a sniffle, eyeing her backpack sitting at the foot of her bed.

Oliver lay on his back, unable to get to sleep. For some reason he kept replaying the
breakup in his head over and over again. It didn’t make any sense! On their date she seemed
fine, but after that she started acting weird… Then she broke up with him...but after that she
kissed him! Something just didn't add up.

Oliver gave a long drawn out sigh and stood up to stroll over to his window. He stared
out at the night for a moment. A gazillion stars pulsed in the night sky like his broken heart
throbbing in his chest.

The stars reminded him of Cindy. They reminded him of the way she had looked the
night of homecoming, glittering and sparkling in the darkness. They reminded him of how
brilliant she was, having as much knowledge as an astronomy book only she was a thousand
times more interesting. They reminded him of the way her eyes twinkled in the light coming from
the projector in the Planetarium. The stars reminded him of Cindy. Simple, innocent, beautiful,
bright, breathtaking… yet so, so far away….

With a huff, Oliver closed his blinds. It hurt too much. She had left him... again. Only this
time there was nothing he could do about it. Oliver sighed and collapsed onto his bed, tears
building in his eyes. She had broken his heart.
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Tears trickled down Cindy’s cheeks as she tossed a few pairs of clothes into a duffel
bag. She couldn’t stay there anymore. She had to leave. She was done being the odd one out.
She was done being the one who gave everything up for everyone else. She was done with
being unloved.

Overcome with a wave of emotions Cindy picked up her bag and then hobbled up the
stairs on her crutches. Once she reached the top of the stairs she slowed to listen. Then a
moment later she stepped out the front door, closing it with a hushed click.

Cindy took a shaky breath as she opened up her trunk and tossed her duffel in the front.
Quavering with a mix of negative emotions, as she sat down in the driver’s seat, her eyes
resting on the cast on her right foot. She glanced at the house and then back at her cast with a
sigh.

She had to leave. She was done being the least favorite child. She was done being the
slave. She was done hoping she would be part of the family someday.

With a deep breath Cindy turned on her car, shifted it into drive, and then awkwardly
placed her left foot on the accelerator.

Cindy just drove. She didn’t really know where she was driving; she just needed to go
somewhere else. Somewhere away from her step mom and step sisters.

Tears still pouring down her cheeks, Cindy turned down a residential street. That’s when
she noticed she was on Oliver’s street. She didn’t know how; she had only been there a couple
times after school, but sure enough his house came up on the right.

Cindy turned back to the road and to her surprise she realized she was heading up onto
the curb! Cindy panicked but by the time she slammed on the brakes, she had already hit the
mailbox!

Cindy put the car into park and sighed, her heart still pounding. A moment later she
jumped out, grabbed her duffel bag, and hobbled up the front walk.

She banged on the door, still hyperventilating, tears trickling down her cheeks. A minute
later it opened. Oliver stood there in a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, a tired, upset look on his
face.

Oliver froze at the sight of her. She stood there at his doorstep looking rather upset.
Mascara ran down her cheeks, she was breathing heavily, and her eyes told him she had been
through more than just a breakup that day.

“Cindy!” he exclaimed in shock.
“I’m so sorry, Ollie,” Cindy cried, dropping her bag and thrusting herself into his arms.
Oliver put his arms around her, dumbfounded.
“I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, still hyperventilating. “And I’m sorry about your mailbox.”
“What?!” Oliver exclaimed, pulling away from her and glancing out the window.
Sure enough an orange Volkswagen Beetle sat on the curb, its front bumper smashed

into the mailbox.
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Oliver turned back to her. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m sorry, Ollie. I didn’t know where to go, I just had to leave! After she made me break

up with you I blew up at her! And then she sent me to my room and I didn’t know what to do!”
Cindy rambled. “I just had to go somewhere! And for some reason I ended up here and then I
somehow started going off the road and I tried to brake but…”

“Cindy,” Oliver interrupted, placing his hands on her shoulders, causing her to look up at
him. “Are you okay?”

Her eyes met with his and immediately she relaxed. Those eyes the color of espresso
brought comfort to her and the way he looked at her with such care made her forget about
everything that had happened earlier that day.

“Yeah… I just had to leave…” Cindy replied, her breathing beginning to calm.
“Wait, did you run away?” Oliver queried, squinting.
She nodded.
Oliver sighed and then looked over to his parents who had woken up and now stood at

the edge of the entryway.
Then he looked back at her, removing his hands from her shoulders. “Why would you

want to stay here? You just broke up with me,” Oliver replied coldly, crossing his arms.
Cindy was about to speak up, but instead Oliver’s mother argued, “Ollie, let the girl stay.

We have an extra bedroom.”
Oliver bit his lip but remained silent.
“Come. Let’s get you settled in,” Oliver's mom urged warmly.

Oliver put the phone up to his ear and a moment later a voice came on the line.
“Oliver? What? Why are you calling me at one in the morning?” Gabby mumbled.
Oliver bit his lip as he paused just outside Cindy’s door, which was open a crack. “It’s

Cindy…”
“Is she okay?” Gabby exclaimed, perking up.
Oliver sighed. “I don’t know… she’s been acting really weird… Do you know of anything

going on at home that could have upset her?”
Gabby took a deep breath. “Well… the short story is that I believe she’s being abused.”
“Abused?!” Oliver echoed, glancing inside her room worriedly.
“Emotionally. She does all the chores for her step mom and step sisters but she doesn’t

get an allowance. And she doesn’t get nice stuff like her sisters do. I mean have you ever
wondered why her wardrobe is different from theirs? And I get the feeling that her step mom
doesn’t let her go to parties or activities, while her step sisters get to.”

Oliver took a deep breath, trying to take in everything he had just heard.
“I can’t be sure since I haven’t been to her house before… but I’m suspicious…” Gabby

explained. “I told her to tell a counselor but I get the feeling she didn’t do that.”



107

Oliver sighed. “Well sorry to bother you so late, I was just… worried about her…” he
admitted, as if it was wrong for him to still care about her after the breakup.

“It’s no problem. I just hope she’s okay,” Gabby commented.
Oliver’s stomach turned nervously as he peeked inside her room. “Yeah, me too…”

“Mom?” Anna called, stepping into her mother’s room.
“Mom!”
Finally she sat up. “What is it?”
“Cindy’s gone.”
Immediately Mrs. Hale jumped to her feet, wrapped a robe around herself, and hurried

out to the living room.
“Her car’s gone,” Anna explained as they passed by the window at the front of the

house.
Mrs. Hale glanced out the window. To her horror Anna was right.
“Cindy!” she cried, frantically, sprinting down the stairs and bursting into Cindy’s room.
Cindy wasn’t there. Her drawers were wide open and half empty, and her bed was still

made.
“Oh God… what have I done?” Mrs. Hale breathed, putting her hand over her mouth as

tears came to her eyes.

Cindy woke up, feeling more rested than she had in a long time. With a yawn she got out
of bed, grabbed her crutches, and then stepped out into the hallway. To her surprise Oliver
stood just outside her door.

“You’re up,” he commented.
Cindy gave a faint smile.
There was a moment of awkward silence as they just stood there in the hallway.
Anxiously, Cindy glanced around, noticing the sun was shining brightly through the

windows.
“What time is it?” she asked.
“9:30,” Oliver replied.
Cindy’s eyes widened. “Oh… I didn’t mean to skip school…” she muttered bashfully.
“We thought you could use some rest so we decided we’d let you sleep in…Don’t worry

we called the school counselor so it would be excused,” Oliver explained.
At that Cindy looked up at him, her eyes meeting with his for a brief moment. “What

about you?”
“I couldn’t sleep,” Oliver replied, his gaze shifting to the wall behind her.
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“And besides I wanted someone to be here when you woke up,” he added, looking back
to her, his eyes fixating on hers in a way that made her feel like the most important person in the
world.

At that, Cindy looked down at the ground, trying to hide her blush.
“There’s umm… breakfast in the kitchen…” he announced, bristling and making his way

down the hallway.
Cindy followed him until they reached a large kitchen with a huge island topped with

granite countertops and a bar top so people could sit and eat. Oliver strode up to the counter
and lifted up a platter to reveal pancakes keeping warm on the stove.

“Did you make this?” Cindy asked, eyes widening.
“No, I’m not that great at cooking. I might be able to make Ramen,” Oliver joked with a

faint chuckle.
Cindy giggled quietly and then he glanced up at her as he scooped pancakes onto a

plate. Their eyes met briefly, but immediately Oliver diverted his eyes back to the platter of
pancakes.

“Here,” he offered, holding out the plate he had prepared.
“For me?” Cindy echoed, eyes widening.
“Yeah…” he replied.
Cindy smiled. “Thank you,” she commented bashfully.
He gave a nod and then loaded a plate of his own breakfast. Once he had filled his plate

he strolled over to the kitchen table and sat down.
Cindy giggled a little as Oliver set his breakfast down, eyeing the mountain of pancakes

on his plate. “Wow… that’s a lot of pancakes…”
Oliver looked up from his food and chuckled. “Yeah… football can wear you out…”
Cindy smiled faintly and then turned back to her own breakfast. There was silence for a

moment as the two began picking at their food, but after a few minutes Oliver spoke up. “So
umm… I called Gabby last night…”

Cindy looked up at him.
“And she told me what you’ve been going through…”
Cindy took another bite of food. “What do you mean?” she echoed, keeping her eyes

down.
“How your step mom and step sisters have been treating you,” Oliver replied.
Cindy glanced up at him briefly, but a moment later her eyes fell to her plate. She bit her

lip and remained silent.
“Is it true? What you told her?” he pressed.
Hesitantly Cindy nodded.
At that, Oliver sighed and shook his head, leaning back in the chair. “Cindy! Why didn’t

you say something?”
Cindy shrugged. “I don’t know… I just… it’s not a big deal…”
“Not a big deal?! Cindy! It’s abuse!”
Cindy shook her head bashfully.
“Cindy, it is and you know it is!” Oliver argued.
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Cindy sighed. “I just… don’t want to leave my house… it’s where I grew up… It would be
like losing my parents all over again… and besides I couldn’t put my step mom through that… ”

Oliver sighed, studying her for a moment. He felt sorry for her. He just wanted to take her
into his arms and give her a hug, but he refrained. “I’m sorry Cindy…” he commented.

She shrugged. “It’s fine.”
There was silence for a moment but finally Olive spoke up. “Did she make you break up

with me?” he asked.
Cindy bit her lip, trying to avoid eye contact, but finally she nodded.

Several hours passed and the sun fell until the sky began to be dotted with a dozen
stars. The two spent time together but it wasn’t the same as it was before the break up. Things
were a little awkward between them but all the same Oliver was there for her as a friend.

Cindy just wanted things to go back to the way they were. She wasn’t with her step mom
anymore and now he finally understood, but his heart had still been broken and there was
nothing she could do to take that away.

Sometime after sunset Cindy hobbled over Oliver’s room. She paused at the door and
he looked up from his phone.

“Hey,” he exclaimed quietly, sitting up on his bed. “Is everything okay?”
Cindy sighed and took a seat next to him, leaning her crutches against the bed frame.

“Thank you… for everything,” she commented, taking his hand and interlacing her fingers with
his.

“It’s no problem,” he replied, gently pulling his hand away.
Cindy glanced down at his hand and then back up at him, hurt.
He bit his lip. “Cindy… I don’t know if I can do this…”
“What do you mean?” she echoed, studying him worriedly.
“Just forget it…” Oliver blustered, rising.
“See you at dinner?” he queried, faking a smile.
Cindy nodded and then he left the room, leaving Cindy sitting on his bed. She sighed

and collapsed onto the mattress as a subtle minty scent filled her nostrils. Glumly, she ran her
fingers over his comforter. She just wished things could go back to the way they were before…
She just wished they could start where they left off.

After thinking for a few minutes, she stood up and made her way into the kitchen.
Oliver’s mom stood over the stove, making dinner.

“Have you seen Oliver?” she asked.
“I think he’s outside,” she explained, nodding to the back door.
At that Cindy hobbled outside and stepped out into the perfect clear night. Crickets

chirped, a gentle breeze blew through the trees, and a million stars decorated the sky. It was an
absolutely stunning night.
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The backyard had a big porch and a massive oak tree with two swings hanging on one
of its sturdy branches. On one of the swings sat Oliver.

With a sigh, Cindy shuffled over and took a seat in the other swing. Oliver didn’t say
anything for a few minutes and instead just looked off at the night sky but finally he spoke up.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, his eyes still on the sky.
“Tell you what?” Cindy echoed.
“About your stepmom…” he replied, turning.
Cindy shrugged. “I don’t know... I was just scared of what you would think, I guess…”
“You could have told me… you could have at least told someone…”
Cindy bit her lip. “I know…”
“I mean if I would have known... “ he began, turning back toward the sky.
There was silence for a moment but finally Cindy spoke up. “I’m sorry for breaking up

with you, Oliver. I didn’t mean to…”
He turned. “I know you didn't… I just… It still hurt me…”  he replied with a sigh.
He took a deep breath before continuing. “Cindy… I think it’s best if we just stay

friends…” he explained.
Cindy gulped, in an attempt to stop the tears that were trying to form.
“I think after all we’ve been through… after all you’ve been through that it would be

better to be friends…”
Cindy nodded and bit her lip. “I understand…”
She looked off to the sky, tears building in her eyes. She didn’t know why she was

crying. It wasn’t like they were saying goodbye forever… but for some reason it felt like it.
Maybe she couldn’t handle being “only his friend”.

“Hey,” Oliver crooned softly, grabbing her hand. “I don’t mean to hurt you…”
Cindy turned back toward him. She studied him for a moment. He reminded her of her

parents… The way his eyes sparkled in the starlight… the way his eyes were steady and
warm… his gentle, kind demeanor… the way his lips usually formed into a smile at the sight of
her, as if she was the most important thing in the world to him…

At that, Cindy leaned over and gave him a faint kiss. Her lips touched his so briefly it was
like a summer's breeze; simple, warm, beautiful… but it came to an abrupt halt like a sudden fall
cold snap as Oliver turned away.

“I’m sorry…” Cindy faltered, “I just… it just happened…”
“It’s okay,” he blustered, standing up and turning his attention back to the sky.
“Do you think you could change your mind?” Cindy queried, rising as she studied him

hopefully.
Oliver turned back toward her. “Cindy… I think it’s for the best…For both of us....”
“But I really like you…” Cindy argued, placing her hand on his chest.
“I know…” he replied, gently removing his hand from his chest.
“But I need someone right now….” Cindy whimpered.
“You have me… as a friend…” he replied, gently rubbing her shoulder.
At that he took her into a hug, his arms wrapping around her gingerly. She gave a sad

sigh.
“It’s for the best, Cindy,” he encouraged.
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She gave a grim nod then he released her.
“Well… we should probably head back inside,” he replied with a sympathetic smile.

“Dinner should be ready soon.”’
Cindy nodded and then followed him inside, watching him hopefully. Waiting for him to

say that he changed his mind… waiting for him to say something...
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Chapter 12: The Stars
“Would I believe You when You say, "Your hand will

guide my every way", would I receive the words You say,

every moment of every day? well, I will walk by faith,

well, even when I cannot see, wll, because this broken road,

prepares Your will for me, well, help me to rid my endless

fears, You've been so faithful for all my years, with one

breath You make me new, Your grace covers all I do,

yeah, yeah,  yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah, well, I will walk

by faith, well, even when I cannot see, well, because this

broken road, prepares Your will for me,”- Walk By Faith- Jeremy Camp

“Yes. Cindy Harrison.”
“What? She wasn’t at school today?”
“Do you know where she is?”
“At a friend's house?! What friend?”
With a huff Mrs. Hale hung up and then tossed her phone across the counter, burying

her head in her hands.
“No luck?” Anna queried.
Mrs. Hale shook her head. “No… all they know is that she’s staying at a friend's house.”
“I’m sure she’s okay, mom,” Anna encouraged, rubbing Mrs. Hale’s shoulders.
Mrs. Hale shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. “This is all my fault… If I

wouldn’t have been so… terrible to her…” she sobbed.
“Mom… it’s going to be alright. We’ll find her.”
“I mean I just feel awful! I wasn’t able to get any sleep last night! I mean what if

something happened to her?”
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Anna encouraged.
Mrs. Hale gave an exhausted sigh and leaned her forehead on the counter.
“Maybe you should start going to your therapist again,” Anna suggested. “He helped you

a lot after the divorce.”
Mrs. Hale nodded and then stood up to go to back to bed even though she knew she

wouldn’t sleep.
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Cindy tossed and turned for what seemed like hours. She couldn’t stop thinking about
Oliver…

Finally she sat up and decided to go get a glass of water. With a sigh she grabbed her
crutches and pushed herself up. She hobbled down the hallway but paused as she reached the
edge of the kitchen. Oliver stood there getting himself a glass of water, his back to her. He wore
a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants and his hair was a little disheveled.

Cindy bit her lip and was about to leave when he spoke up. “Can’t sleep?”
“Yeah…” Cindy replied quietly, making her way over. “How did you know I was here?”
“Your crutches… they’re not exactly stealthy,” Oliver explained, nodding to them.
Cindy looked down at them and smiled. “Oh… yeah…”
Oliver took a deep breath, the sound echoing through the emptiness. “I must admit,

Cindy, I’ve never lost so much sleep over a girl,” he commented, setting his glass down and
glancing over at her.

“Umm… thank you… I think?” Cindy replied, her brow furrowing.
Oliver chuckled and ran his fingers through his hair but remained silent. He looked off

out the window as he leaned back against the counter.
“I’m sorry Cindy…” he commented, turning back toward her.
Cindy looked up at him, her eyes meeting with his briefly before her gaze fell to the floor.
“I just think it’s for the best…”
Cindy nodded glumly. “I understand…”
At that, Cindy sniffled and opened the cabinet door to grab a glass. Only it was a little too

high, so she had to push herself up on her crutches to reach the top shelf. Cindy’s fingers barely
brushed the glass as she attempted to grab the cup.

“Oh, let me help you,” Oliver offered.
Only his offer came too late. A moment later the glass tumbled to the floor, shattering

with a loud crash.
Cindy sighed and shook her head as she hobbled over to the broken glass scattered

across the floor. “I’m so sorry... I’ll pick this up.”
“Cindy! Just leave it. You could hurt yourself,” Oliver insisted.
“No, it’s fine… it’s my fault…” Cindy muttered, “I- Ouch!”
“Cindy!” Oliver cried, rushing to her side as she collapsed into his arms. Immediately he

scooped her up in order to prevent her cut foot from getting hurt any more than it already was.
“Is everything okay?” his mom exclaimed worriedly, rushing into the kitchen, followed by

his dad and brother.
Oliver turned.
“Oh! Dear!” his mom cried, noticing a shard of glass protruding from Cindy’s foot.
“It’s okay, mom. I’ve got it. You can go back to bed,” Oliver encouraged.
“You sure?”
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He nodded.
“Okay, the first aid kit is in the medicine cabinet.”
At that the family retreated to their rooms, leaving Cindy and Oliver alone again.
“Here, let’s get you over to the couch,” Oliver explained, carrying her into the living room.
Tears built in Cindy’s eyes as he set her down. She felt a subtle stabbing sting in her foot

and a throbbing ache in her heart, both equally painful.
“Okay, just sit here. Let me go get the first aid kit,” he directed, his hand gently brushing

her shoulder as if for just a moment he had forgotten they were “just friends”.
Cindy sighed as he disappeared down the hall. This wasn’t the way things were

supposed to be. She was supposed to have her first date with Oliver and then live happily ever
after… But apparently God had other plans… Maybe Oliver was right… Maybe they were just
meant to be friends…

Just then Oliver returned with the first aid kit. With a deep breath he pulled out a pair of
tweezers to extract the shard that was jabbed into her foot.

“This might hurt,” he explained.
Cindy bit her lip and nodded.
At that he held the instrument up, and then with gentle pressure he eased the piece of

glass out. Cindy gave a whimper as he placed the bloodied shard on a paper towel.
“You okay?” he asked, glancing up at her.
Immediately when he made eye contact with her everything seemed to hurt less.

Something about him filled her with comfort. His eyes were like a soothing cup of coffee or a
piece of chocolate. He looked at her with such care that she melted from the inside out.

Cindy nodded and then he turned his attention back to her foot, quickly disinfecting the
area and pulling out a gauze strip.

“There,” he whispered, gingerly wrapping the gauze around her foot.
Cindy smiled faintly. “Thanks.”
“No problem,” he replied.
“Would you go grab my crutches?” Cindy asked, glancing toward the kitchen.
“Cindy… putting weight on that foot might hurt…” Oliver explained, nodding to her

bandage.
“I’ll be fine,” Cindy replied.
Reluctantly, Oliver retrieved Cindy’s crutches that had been leaned against the counter

in the kitchen and brought them to her. With a deep breath Cindy stood up. However,
immediately a sharp pain followed.

“Ouch!” Cindy muttered, taking a seat again, a pained expression on her face.
“You know what? I’ll take you,” he declared.
Cindy looked up at him, surprised. “You don’t need to do that…”
“Cindy! You can’t walk! I’ll carry you.”
“Are you sure?” she queried.
“Yeah,” he replied, scooping her up into his arms.
At that he carried her down the hall and into her room. Gently, he set her down on the

bed.
“I’ll go grab your crutches,” he offered.
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A minute later he came back, setting her crutches next to the bed and then taking a seat
beside Cindy. To his surprise tears trickled down her cheeks, shimmering in the dim light, slightly
covered by her blonde hair.

“Hey! Why are you crying?” he asked, sincerely, tucking a strand of gold behind her ear.
Cindy shook her head, sniffling. “I’m sorry Ollie…”
“Sorry about what?” he echoed.
Cindy was silent. Oliver stared at her for a moment. At first glance her eyes took on the

color of a perfect teardrop but as they met with his they began to brighten into a clear summer
sky. Her turquoise blue eyes were stunning in innocence and kindness, only adding to her pure
beauty.

Suddenly he had an undeniable urge to kiss her. He leaned forward ever so slightly but
stopped himself… He let out his breath and backed off.

“I umm… Goodnight,” he stated, rising.
At that he made his way down the hallway to his own room. With a sigh he sat down on

his bed.
“What was that Ollie?” he chided himself.
He still liked her. A lot. He shook his head. They couldn’t be “just friends” when it was

clear they were so much more than that.
Tears built in Oliver’s eyes as he leaned back on his bed.
“God?” he whispered. “What are you doing? Why are you doing this? Why are you doing

this to me? Why are you doing this to Cindy?”

“I’m a terrible person, James,” Mrs. Hale admitted, tears building in her eyes. “I just can’t
believe I did that again.”

She shook her head, sniffing. “Oh God forgive me…” she whispered under her breath.
“Why did I treat her like that even after I promised her I wouldn’t?” she cried.
“You’ve been through a lot, Linda…” the therapist began.
“That’s not an excuse for how I’ve treated her!” she argued.
“It’s not. I’m not saying that. I’m just saying you're not perfect, Linda. Nobody is.”
Mrs. Hale sighed. “How can I ever change?”
“Well, as a therapist I think the first step is forgiving your ex-husband. You're displacing

your hate for him on Cindy.”
“Forgive him?! How can I forgive him? I can’t forgive him!”
“It’s hard. I know.”
Mrs. Hale sighed. “How do you do it?”
“Do what?”
“How are you so forgiving? How were you able to forgive the person who hit your wife?”
James was silent for a moment, as if deciding whether he should say something or not.

“Faith,” he replied, his eyes meeting with hers. Sincerity and confidence filled his eyes. There
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was something about the way he looked at her that was different from almost any other person
she’d met. His warm brown eyes were honest and undiscriminating… but also wise and
encouraging.

“But how can you have faith after… after everything you’ve lost?” Mrs. Hale echoed.
James smiled faintly and scooted himself forward in his chair. “Can I be honest with

you?” he asked.
Mrs. Hale nodded. “Of course. I’ve been honest with you for years.”
At that he took a deep breath before beginning. “I doubted God after my wife passed…I

didn’t understand why He had taken her away from me. But I know that God has plans greater
than my own…”

“How do you know?”
James sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I guess I don’t know. Not for sure anyway. I

mean that’s what having faith is; trusting even when you don’t understand His plans.”
He chuckled as Mrs. Hale got a confused look on her face. “I know that’s not the answer

you wanted to hear but the Bible tells us that we can trust Him. “For I know the plans I have for
you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you. Plans to give you hope and
a future. Jeremiah 29:11.”

There was silence as Mrs. Hale looked off out the window in deep thought. After a
moment she turned back to him.

“And I can testify to the many times I thought God had no idea what He was doing, but
then I later realized how much good came out of what I thought was a bad plan. My wife’s
passing is an example. Her dying was a terrible… terrible thing and I may never fully understand
why God took her away, but I have seen good come from it. I can connect with people through
my story, including my patients such as you and the students in my ministry in ways I could have
never imagined.”

There was silence for a moment as Mrs. Hale turned and looked off out the window
again.

“Linda, I know you used to be a Christian…”
Mrs. Hale shot him an anxious glance before returning to the panes to her right.
“I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable…” he began.
She turned. “I know…”
James gave a nod of understanding and then glanced out the window.
“I just don’t understand why he let Donathan …” Mrs. Hale faltered, unable to finish.
He shrugged. “We may never know…”
“But, God will use it for good,” he declared. “I’m sure of that,” he added, grabbing her

hand comfortingly.
“Will He forgive me? After everything I’ve done?” she asked.
Her therapist nodded and squeezed her hand. “Of course. No matter what you’ve done.”
She shook her head. “I just wish I could find her. I’ve searched everywhere! I just want to

know she’s safe,” Mrs. Hale fretted.
“You will. God has His ways,” he encouraged, squeezing her hand again before letting

go.
Mrs. Hale smiled faintly. “Thanks, James.”
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“Of course. It’s literally what I do,” he joked, rising and making his way back to his desk.
At that, Mrs. Hale stood up and began gathering her belongings. “Thanks again.”
“Yeah of course,” James replied, beginning to sift through some papers on his desk as

she made her way toward the door.
“Hey, you said your step-daughter’s name is Cindy, right?” James asked, glancing up at

her.
Mrs. Hale turned back toward and nodded, a hopeful glint in her eye.
“Cindy…” James mused. “I’m sure I’ve heard the name… I just don’t remember where…”
He sat frozen in thought for a moment but suddenly his eyes popped in realization and

he turned his attention back to Mrs. Hale. “Does Cindy have a boyfriend named Oliver?”
Mrs. Hale looked at her feet ashamed. “She did… I forced her to break up with him a

couple days ago…”
James’ brow furrowed. “What did he do?”
Mrs. Hale shook her head. “Nothing... It was me, not him.”
“Do you think Cindy could have gone there?” James asked.
Mrs. Hale nodded.
“I could give you his address if you want.”
Mrs. Hale gave a sigh of relief. “Thank you! I just need to find her! I just need to know

she’s safe!”

Cindy winced as she pushed herself up to her feet and shouldered her backpack. With a
sigh she started toward the door of the classroom.

She stepped out and to her surprise Oliver stood there.
“Hey,” he called.
“Hi…” Cindy replied bashfully with an awkward smile.
“How’s your foot?” he asked, nodding to her foot that didn’t have a cast.
Cindy winced a little. “It hurts.”
“I could carry your backpack for you,” he offered.
“You don’t need to… I’m fine…” Cindy faltered, as they ambled down the hall.
“You sure?” Oliver pressed, glancing at her uncertainly.
Cindy nodded “I’m fine…”
At that silence fell between them. It was a little awkward... stifling actually… This strange

phase they were going through made things a little complicated. It’s like they were exes but
friends that still liked each other… It was really awkward…

Cindy sighed in an attempt to break the awkwardness between them but unfortunately
Oliver remained silent until they arrived at his truck parked in the back lot.

Politely, Oliver opened the door for her and then helped her into the passenger seat.
Once she was settled in, he walked around to the driver's side.
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Cindy gulped uncomfortably and fidgeted with her backpack zippers as he sat down and
started the car.

Strangely, he turned toward her. He didn’t say anything and neither did Cindy. Both just
suffered in silence for a moment.

Thankfully, Oliver finally ended the torture. “I’m sorry Cindy…”
Cindy thought he was going to continue but he didn’t… “For what?” she echoed.
He took a deep breath and adjusted himself in his seat. “I know how much I mean to

you, Cindy…” he faltered. “I just don’t know if it’s the right time to get back together… I mean
after everything…I think we should just take a break, okay?”

Cindy bit her lip. “Okay…” she replied, nodding.
She understood that things couldn’t go back to the way things were right away… but she

just wished they would…
She sighed and turned to look out the window as Oliver shifted the car into reverse. Why

couldn’t her life be some fairytale? She had already had enough tragedy to deserve a “happily
ever after”…  Why couldn’t she have her “happily ever after” like in all the stories she was told
when she was little? Why couldn’t things just go back to the way they were between them?

A few minutes later they pulled into his driveway. Oliver parked the car and then got out
and walked to the other side. He opened Cindy’s door.

“Thanks,” Cindy replied with a weak smile, beginning to climb out of the car.
She stepped onto the step on his truck and was trying to get down, however she slipped

a little.
In a flash, Oliver caught her in his arms. They stared at each other for a second,

breathing heavily. For a moment they froze in place.
Her crystal blue eyes were filled with so much hurt he immediately felt guilty. He hoped

he didn’t have anything to do with that… but he knew he probably did.
“You okay?” he asked.
She nodded.
He studied her for a moment. She was beautiful in both appearance and character. Her

eyes were the color of Caribbean waters, hues of turquoise, cyan, and aquamarine were found
in the sea of sensitivity and kindness. Her hair was that perfect shade of golden blonde, like the
color of the sun, spreading warmth to all who looked upon her radiance. And then her lips the
shade of bubble gum formed this sweet humble smile that Oliver couldn’t help but admire who
she was…

Suddenly they both leaned forward… However they paused, their lips only centimeters
apart…

“Sorry…” Cindy breathed, pulling away.
“It’s okay…” he replied, releasing her and handing her the crutches.
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Cindy stared off into space, a glum look on her face. What was the point in dating Oliver
if they were only meant to break up after one date? What was the point of the breakup anyway?
Why did they have to take a “break”? Oliver was already a senior! He’ll be leaving in a year! She
sighed. Why did God’s plans never seem to make sense?

“Cindy, you want whole or 2%?” Oliver asked.
“What?” Cindy echoed, jumping out of her thoughts.
“Whole milk? Or 2%?” he repeated.
“Oh… umm… 2%.”
At that, Oliver poured the cold creamy liquid over a bowl of cereal and pushed it over to

her.
Cindy smiled faintly. “Thanks.”
Oliver sighed as he turned to put the milk back in the fridge. He and Cindy had just

gotten back from school and she hadn’t said a word during the entire drive. It was obvious she
was mad at him for rejecting her. He wished he hadn’t... She didn’t need that kind of emotional
drama after what she’d been through… but he couldn’t right now… Every time he thought about
getting back together with her he remembered the break up. How she had avoided him… how
she told him she was breaking up with him… how that last kiss felt…

Just then a knock came on the door, taking him out of his daydreams.
“I’ll get it,” Oliver offered, making his way to the front of the house.
A moment later he opened the door to see a middle aged woman standing on the

doorstep. She wore a simple blouse and dress pants and her eyes were full of worry. Mrs.
Hale...

Immediately Oliver rolled his eyes and began to shut the door; however, she caught it
before he was able to fully close it.

“Please, just listen to me,” she begged.
“And why should I? After what you did to Cindy?” he clipped defensively, hurt in his eyes.
Mrs. Hale bit her lip and looked to her feet. “I’m sorry…it was wrong… But can you at

least hear what I have to say?”
Oliver clenched his jaw and stepped outside. “What do you want?” he blustered,

crossing his arms.
“Is Cindy here?”
“Why are you asking? So you can get your slave back?” Oliver snapped, a hint of anger

coming to his voice.
Mrs. Hale was silent for a moment. “No… I’m not here for that.”
“What are you here for then?”
“I’m just here to make sure she’s okay and-”
“She’s not, thanks to you,” Oliver interrupted rudely.
“And to say I’m sorry.”
Oliver was silent.
“Just tell her, will you?”
After a moment he nodded before beginning to make his way inside.
“I’m sorry, Oliver,” Mrs. Hale called as he opened the door.
He ignored her and began to step inside.
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“Wait!” Mrs. Hale called.
Oliver turned.
“Please don’t be mad at Cindy for breaking up with you. It was all me… not her…”
Oliver gave a nod and then shut the door.

Mrs. Hale sighed as she sat down in her car, her breath echoing in the empty space.
“Oh… God…” she breathed, sighing with relief, “Thank you…She’s okay! She’s with

Oliver…”
Tears came to her eyes. She shook her head and sniffled. Cindy would never forgive her.

Her relationship with Cindy was completely gone and there was no way to get it back…
She sighed. She had to get rid of this hate she had for her ex-husband or else it would

completely destroy her family. Her girls could be taken away from her if she didn’t fix her
problems.

At that she took a deep breath and pulled out her phone, dialing a number and putting
the device up to her ear. “God, I trust in you…” she whispered under her breath.

“Hello? Who is this?”
“It’s Linda.”
“Linda?! Why are you calling?”
Mrs. Hale was about to reply but a female voice came on the line. “Who’s that, Dex?”
“It’s Linda,” he explained.
“Like your ex?”
Dex said something to his partner that Linda couldn’t hear before turning back to the

phone. “So… umm how have you been? How’s umm…your husband? Donathan was his
name?”

“Yeah, Donathan… He umm… passed a couple years ago…”
“Oh... I’m so sorry…” he sympathized.
“Thanks.... So it sounds like you found a girl,” she commented.
“Yeah, I did,” he replied, his smile evident in his smile. “She’s umm… pretty great…”
Mrs. Hale bit her lip. Forgiving him was harder than she thought it would be… For some

reason the fact that he was happy made it harder to forgive him. She took a deep breath. “I just
wanted to tell you that I forgive you,” she stated.

There was silence on the other end of the line for a moment. “Thank you…” he stuttered,
shocked.

“Well, I just wanted to say that… I wish you and your wife well,” Mrs. Hale commented.
“You as well… I umm… is there any way I could see the girls sometime?” he asked.
Mrs. Hale bit her lip, tears coming to her eyes. “I umm… That would be great. I’m sure

they’d love to see you…”
“It was great to hear from you, Linda,” he replied.
“... Well, bye. We’ll talk soon.”
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“Bye.”
With a deep breath she pulled the phone away from her ear and hung up. Freedom…

finally… freedom from her hate… freedom from her past… freedom from her flaws…

Oliver sighed as he stepped back into the kitchen.
“It was my step mom, wasn’t it?” Cindy pressed, looking up from her cereal.
Oliver nodded. “What are you going to do?”
Cindy bit her lip. “I don’t know…”
“You can stay here for as long as you want,” he offered.
Cindy smiled faintly. “Thanks.”
At that, Oliver took a seat next to Cindy. There was silence for a minute as he dug into

his own bowl of cereal. “So… umm… Jack told me your birthday is this weekend…” Oliver
began.

“Yeah, it’s September 22…”
“Saturday? Really? I have the State football game that day if you want to come!” he

offered.
“Sure,” Cindy replied with an innocent shrug.
“Why didn’t you tell me?!” Oliver exclaimed, completely surprised.
This time Cindy gave a more glum shrug. “I don’t know… it’s just not that important…”
Oliver scoffed. “Not important?! It’s your 17th birthday! Were you even going to have a

party?”
Cindy gave a sheepish smile. “No… I don’t really celebrate my birthday…”
Oliver rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Your stepmom,” he declared knowingly.

Cindy strolled toward her locker. Chatter echoed around her and students buzzed
throughout the hall.

“Hey Cindy!” a voice called.
Cindy turned to see Jack just a few yards behind, so she slowed a little to allow him to

catch up.
“How are you doing? You know, with everything?”
Cindy shrugged. “Alright,” she replied, although it was clear she was lying.
“You sure?” Jack queried, raising his eyebrow.
Cindy gave an unconvincing nod.
“So… umm… how are things going with Oliver?” Jack asked, shoving his hands in his

pockets.
“We’re taking a break…” Cindy admitted.
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“And how has that been living in the same house?” he queried.
Cindy shrugged.
“I’m sorry… I could talk to him…” Jack offered.
Cindy shook her head. “It’s fine. It’s for the best…”
“Cindy… just have faith… I’m sure it will all work out…” he encouraged, patting her on

the shoulder.
Cindy shook her head and sighed, looking off into the mass of students crowding the

hall. It wasn't going to “work out”. All God’s plans seemed to do was hurt Cindy more and she
wouldn’t be surprised when His plans once again left her disappointed.

That’s when she noticed Oliver standing to the side of the hall talking to someone. That
someone was Anna.

Cindy’s brow furrowed as she watched. Just then Anna leaned forward and gave him a
hug as she told him something, her voice carrying over the chatter. “... See you Saturday…”

Cindy bit her lip and then turned back to Jack who had been talking to her.
“... what do you think, Cindy?” he asked.
“Huh?”
“You can stay at my place if you want. It may not be a palace like Oliver’s house but…”
Cindy gulped. “It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”
Then she adjusted her backpack strap on her shoulder and hobbled off.

“Cindy! Where are you going?” Oliver called.
Cindy turned. “Umm… I’m getting a ride with Jack…” she explained.
“Why?” Oliver exclaimed.
“It’s probably for the best. After all, we're just friends, right?” Cindy replied with a fake

smile.
“Cindy… I just need time… ” Oliver countered.
Cindy gave an unconvinced nod. “No, it's fine. I get it. I’m not your type.”
“What are you talking about?” Oliver echoed, squinting.
“I hope you have fun on your date with Anna,” she stated coldy, getting ready to leave.
“Anna?”
“Yeah. Your date on Saturday?”
Oliver buried his head in his hands. “Oh… Cindy, that's not what it was about…”
“Then what was it about?”
Oliver bit his lip. “It’s… complicated…” he replied with an exasperated sigh.
Cindy sighed and shook her head. “I can’t believe you,” she muttered before turning and

limping away.
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Cindy didn’t really want to go to the football game, especially after what she had seen in
the hallway between Anna and Oliver, but finally Gabby convinced her to go.

Cindy sat on the bleachers watching the sea of players, trying to avoid looking at number
10, but somehow she found her eyes glancing at him a lot. She tried to distract herself with the
scoreboard, the cheerleaders, and even concessions stand snacks, but somehow it was never
enough.

“This game is tight,” Gabby commented. “I hope Oliver can bring us back.”
Cindy nodded, her mind obviously somewhere else.
“You okay?” Gabby asked.
“Yeah… I guess…”
“What’s with you?” Gabby exclaimed. “It’s like you and Oliver have been completely

avoiding each other! And you guys are living in the same house! ”
Cindy bit her lip. “We’re just friends…”
“Really?” Gabby echoed.
Cindy shrugged. “He’s dating someone else.”
“What? Who?”
“Anna...”
Gabby burst into laughter but after a moment her giggles faded, realizing Cindy wasn’t

laughing. “You’re... not... joking?”
Cindy didn’t reply.
“Cindy…”
However just then she was interrupted as a cheer came from the crowd. The girls turned

to see Nate sprinting down the field toward the end zone. Gabby rose to her feet and screamed
at the top of her lungs as the other team’s defense chased him down, just a stride behind him.

The guy chasing him dove in an attempt to tackle Nate, but fortunately for the Wolves,
the guy face-planted into the turf instead. A moment later a cheer erupted from the crowd as
Nate flew into the end zone.

Cindy glanced over at Oliver who had a grin on his face as the scoreboard changed to
27-21. She sighed and glanced off toward the other side of the field.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. She and Oliver were supposed to go on a date and
then be the cutest couple ever. After all, that’s what all the fairytales told her, right? She was
supposed to live happily ever after? But clearly the story God had written for her was far from a
rom-com.

God had led her on this crazy roller coaster ride with Oliver that had only ended up
hurting her. His plans made no sense. They had no purpose. It was like Cindy was the
quarterback and God was telling her to run in the opposite direction with the ball.

“Hey Cindy!” Gabby called.
Cindy turned her attention back to Gabby.
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“I have to go. Family emergency,” she explained, rising.
“Go?” Cindy echoed. “But you-“
“I know. You’ll have to get a ride with Oliver,” Gabby explained.
Cindy gave an annoyed sigh.
“Cindy… Please just go with him,” Gabby requested.
Cindy bit her lip but finally nodded. At that, Gabby hurried off, leaving Cindy to watch the

game alone.
Cindy looked back to the green turf, illuminated in the afternoon light. Not surprisingly

her eyes focused on the player with the numbers 1 and 0 on the back of his jersey. Cindy shook
her head. It didn’t make sense. If it wasn’t in God’s plan for her and Ollie to be together then
why had He dragged her through this whole drama? Even if they were meant to be together
(which at this point she highly doubted) then why had she been forced to suffer through
breaking up with him?

“I heard it’s your birthday,” a voice commented.
Cindy turned and to her surprise an elderly lady sat next to her. Immediately Cindy gave

a start.
“Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to frighten you,” the lady apologized.
Cindy squinted and studied the woman for a moment. She was the lady from Dillard’s…
“Oh… umm… I’m so sorry… I need to return that shoe to you!” Cindy faltered.
“Oh, no! Don’t worry about it. I’m here to give you this!” she replied, placing a large box

in Cindy’s lap.
Cindy’s eyes widened at the sight of the blue box tied up with a sparkly blue ribbon. “For

me?” she echoed meekly.
“Yes, dear. It is your birthday after all,” she crooned, a sweet tone in her voice.
Cindy squinted. “How did you know today was my birthday?”
The woman gave a mysterious smile. “A little bird told me…”
Cindy’s brow furrowed as she looked back down at the gift.
“You really didn’t need to get me anything…” Cindy faltered.
“But I did…” Mrs. Marcey replied.
“But… why? You barely know me!” Cindy cried. “Why do you care so much about me?”
The woman’s gray hair wavered gently in a gentle breeze as she looked off across the

field, a warm smile on her face.
“Your mom,” she stated suddenly.
“My mom?” Cindy echoed.
“She helped me… Several years ago my house caught on fire… I lost everything…I

wasn't a close friend of hers but she volunteered so much of her time to help others in need,
including me,” Mrs. Marcey explained.

The woman turned back to her. “I just felt I needed to thank you,” she declared.
Cindy squinted. “I don’t understand.”
“You don’t need to…”
Cindy studied her for a moment, trying to understand the queer lady’s comments, but for

some reason it only baffled her more.
“Now, I hope you enjoy your gift,” she chirped, patting Cindy on the shoulder.
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At that, Cindy grabbed the end of the ribbon to begin to untie the bow.
“Oh! No! Don’t open it now!” Mrs. Marcey pressed, grabbing Cindy’s hand.
“When should I open it then?”
“You’ll know when the right time comes,” she replied with a faint smile.
At that, a confused expression came across Cindy’s face, however her questions were

not answered. Instead the woman looked off toward the sky.
“It sure is nice out today,” Mrs. Marcy said suddenly. “It’ll be a clear night. Perfect for

stargazing.”
Cindy was silent trying to decipher the woman’s strange comments.
“Well, I must be off,” the lady declared abruptly, rising to her feet.
Cindy looked up at the woman, a completely bewildered look on her face.
“Don’t worry, Cindy. Everything will work out for the better,” Mrs. Marcey commented,

patting Cindy on the shoulder.
At that she glanced over the stadium, a mysterious smile on her face, before turning

back to Cindy. “Have faith,” she declared with a wink and then she began to make her way down
the stairs.

Just then a loud whistle blew and Cindy turned her attention back to the game. The clock
was running out with the final couple seconds ticking off as the ref called the end of the game.

“Wait!” Cindy cried, looking back in the direction Mrs. Marcey was leaving. However to
Cindy’s surprise she was nowhere in sight.

“Cindy!” a voice called.
Cindy turned to see Oliver standing at the railing. With a toss of his head he motioned for

her to come over.
At that she grabbed her crutches and then hobbled down the stairs and over to the

railing.
“I’ll be ready in a few, okay?” he explained.
Cindy nodded and then he strolled back onto the field.

Cindy sighed as the car rolled down the street. Why couldn’t things just go the way they
were supposed to? Why couldn’t couldn’t things go the way she wanted them to?

Houses passed by the window, one after the other. Each one was a large family style
house with a green lawn laid out in the front. That’s when Cindy thought she recognized one of
the houses… and another…

Cindy turned to Oliver. “Wait! Where are we going?”
“We’re just dropping by a friend's house,” Oliver explained, slowing the car to a stop.
Cindy turned to see her own house just outside her window. Her eyes widened as she

turned back toward Oliver.
“This is my house…” Cindy stuttered.
“We’ll just be a minute,” he replied.
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“What are we doing here?” she echoed.
“Don’t worry about it,” he blustered, hopping out.
He walked around to the other side and then opened Cindy’s car door.
“I’ll just stay in the car,” Cindy replied with a gulp. She’d rather not meet the new “item”.

Not to mention she wasn’t enthusiastic about seeing her step mom either...
“No, you’re going in,” he directed, practically pulling her out of the seat.
“Why?” Cindy echoed as she hobbled up the front walk, Oliver urging her on.
“You left something here you need,” he replied.
“No, I didn’t,” Cindy argued.
“Yeah. You did,” Oliver countered, knocking on the door.
Almost immediately the door opened to Anna.
“Oh! Hi!” she chirped, opening the door wide as Cindy and Oliver stepped in.
“Oliver, what are we doing here?” Cindy interrogated, glaring at him.
“I told you. You forgot something here,” he stated, placing his hand on her shoulder,

guiding her toward the stairs.
“I didn’t,” Cindy argued, stopping and turning toward him.
“Cindy, come on,” he urged.
“I’m going back to the car,” she muttered, limping back toward the front door. “I don’t

know what you two are doing but…”
Oliver stepped in front of her. “Cindy, just trust me.”
Cindy looked up at him, his steady eyes meeting with hers. His eyes were the color of

soil from deep down in the earth where roots grow, roots so deep that confidence and faith was
his foundation. There was something about his eyes that was so reassuring, Cindy couldn’t help
but trust him. She had to put her faith in him.

Cindy gave an annoyed sigh.
“Just come downstairs,” Oliver begged.
At that, Cindy shook her head and began to make her way down the stairs and into the

basement. She didn’t know why she was doing this… Oliver was into Anna, not her. Why was
she wasting her time with him?

Cindy arrived at the foot of the stairs, her eyes trained on the ground.
“Oliver…I don’t understand. What are we doing here?” she asked, turning to look up at

him.
“I don’t know. You tell me,” he replied.
“What?” Cindy echoed, glancing toward the basement living area.
Just then all the lights flicked on and a bunch of people jumped out of hiding. “Surprise!”

everyone cried.
“Wha-What?” Cindy stuttered, eyes widening at what stood before her.
The once unfinished extra space was now finished. The walls were painted a beautiful

pale blue and were decorated with sleek simple art and a TV. Then on the new hardwood floors
was a couch, a few chairs, a popcorn maker, and a foosball table.

“Happy birthday Cindy!” a voice called.
Cindy roved over the familiar faces in front of her. Gabby, Jack, Gus, Nate, Oliver, Anna,

Diana, and her step mom…
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A shocked smile came across Cindy’s face. “I… I don’t understand…” she stammered.
Oliver smirked. “It’s a surprise party.”
“Who did all this?” Cindy echoed, glancing around the group.
Everyone was silent at first but finally Anna spoke up. “Mom did… She umm… well, I’ll

let her explain…”
Cindy turned to Mrs. Hale, who then glanced at the others warily, hinting she wanted a

moment alone with Cindy.
“We’ll… give you some space to talk,” Anna faltered, nodding to the stairs.
At that, everyone began to retreat up the stairs. However, just as Oliver passed by, Cindy

grabbed his hand.
He paused.
“Stay,” Cindy whispered, barely audible.
He nodded and then posted himself at the foot of the stairs.
“I am so sorry, Cindy…” her step mom began.
Cindy bit her lip anxiously, her gaze falling to her cast.
“Cindy, what I did to you is inexcusable. Especially after I promised you I wouldn’t do it

again… I feel terrible for what I’ve done. Your father would be... so disappointed in me…” She
sniffled as tears welled in her eyes.

At that Cindy looked back up at her step mom, tears forming in her own eyes as well.
“I… I miss him…”

A faint smile came to Mrs. Hale’s face as tears trickled down her cheeks. “I do too…”
Mrs. Hale sniffled as she looked off at the new space. “I loved your father… I really

did…”
“And he loved you,” Cindy commented.
Mrs. Hale turned back to Cindy, who’s eyes were trained on the ground. “I’m sure you

miss your mom too…” she commented.
Cindy looked up at her step mom, whose eyes sparkled with tears. She nodded. “She

was amazing…”
Mrs. Hale bit her lip. “Cindy…”
She sighed. “I never wanted to replace your mom… Based upon what your father said

she was an amazing woman…”
Cindy smiled, an almost nostalgic expression on her face.
“I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness but I… I hope you can forgive me someday…”

her step mom faltered.
“It might be hard… but I think I can try,” Cindy replied with a warm smile.
“Come here, Cindy,” she directed, opening her arms wide.
At that, Cindy hobbled to her step mom and gave her a big hug. Cindy smiled faintly as

the arms of a motherly embrace surrounded her. For the first time in perhaps ever, Cindy felt
cared for. Her family and friends had spent their time preparing a surprise party for her and the
effort they put in only proved how loved she was.

Just then Mrs. Hale looked up at Oliver who was standing in the corner. “I’m sorry too,
Oliver.”
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He smiled and then nodded in acceptance of her apology as Mrs. Hale released Cindy
from the hug.

“Well, I’ll go get the others,” he explained, turning up the stairway.
“Wait, Oliver!” Mrs. Hale called.
He turned.
“I hear you go to Trinity Church,” she commented.
Oliver smiled faintly. “I do.”
“Maybe we can join your family sometime,” she replied.
A huge grin spread across his face. “Sure. You guys are welcome to tag along,” he

joked, his eyes resting on Cindy.
Cindy gave a faint giggle and then turned to her step mother.
“You want to go to church?” she cried, surprised.
“Yeah…” she replied. “I was always so mad at God for taking your father away from us

but now… I have faith… even when His plans don’t make sense.”
Cindy beamed and then turned to the party. Streamers, balloons, and gift bags

decorated the room and a cake sat on a buffet table along with an assortment of snacks.
“You did all this? For me?” Cindy exclaimed meekly.
Mrs. Hale nodded. “It's the least I could do. You deserve it.”
Cindy smiled as her friends and sisters came down the stairs. “Thanks,” she replied.

Cindy limped over to Oliver, who was standing by the buffet table, and gave him a tap on
the shoulder. He turned.

“Hey,” he exclaimed, a smile coming to his face.
“Hi…”
She bit her lip. “I’m sorry…”
“About what?” he echoed.
“For beating you in “Apples to Apples,” Cindy teased.
Oliver chuckled. “Oh… I don’t know if I can ever forgive you,” he replied sarcastically.
Cindy giggled but then her smile faded. “But I also want to say I’m sorry for assuming

you were going on a date with Anna. I see now how wrong I was,” she muttered, her gaze falling
to her feet, a sheepish smile on her face.

“I get it. Don’t be embarrassed,” he encouraged, putting his hand on her shoulder.
Cindy looked up at him and immediately a smile spread to her lips. She glanced over at

the cake and smirked.
“What?” he queried, noticing the mischievous look on her face.
“Payback!” she teased, scooping some frosting onto her index finger.
Oliver’s eyes widened in fear as she reached toward him. Oliver tried to dodge but a

moment later Cindy had put a little dot of frosting on his nose.
“Oh, it is on!” Oliver challenged, loading up with his own “weapon”.
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At that he reached over and dotted Cindy’s nose with a dollop of frosting. She gave a
shriek and then retaliated by poking Oliver’s cheek. Laughter filled the air as the frosting war
continued, Cindy’s light airy giggles along with Oliver’s deep chuckles echoing across the room.

“Hey, Cindy!” a voice called.
To her surprise Diana stepped up. Immediately Cindy and Oliver began wiping off their

faces, blushing with embarrassment.
“Hey… I just wanted to say I am so sorry for how I’ve treated you. It was… wrong. I

hated that my mom and dad divorced and I was taking that out on you… I won’t be doing that
anymore… I promise.”

Cindy smiled. “Thank you for the apology,” she replied with a nod.
“Umm...Anna and I got you something…” she explained.
Cindy’s eyes widened. “Really?”
Diana nodded. At that she and her sister led the birthday girl to her new room, as Mrs.

Hale had remodeled it for Cindy’s birthday gift.
Cindy stepped into her bedroom and immediately her jaw dropped and tears came to her

eyes. Her once plain cinder block walls were now drywalled and painted, and her once simple
cheap furniture had been replaced with much nicer furnishings.

“Oh, I have to be dreaming…” Cindy breathed.
Just then someone pinched her arm. Cindy flinched a little and turned to Anna who

stood beside her, a smirk on her face.
“Don’t worry, you’re not,” she joked.
Cindy laughed, wiping tears from her eyes.
“Alright, now it’s time for our gift!” Anna urged.
At that she and Diana hurried over to the closet and opened the doors wide. Cindy

gaped at the sight. Adorable sweaters, T-shirts, and  jeans hung in her closet.
“We went shopping for you. We thought your closet could use a makeover,” Anna

explained.
Cindy beamed. “Thank you so much! I don’t even know what to say!”
“How about you say “yes” to getting our nails done together?” Gabby teased, pulling out

two coupons.
“Oh, Gabby!” Cindy cried, giving her friend a tight squeeze and then looking back to the

coupons, shaking her head.
“Nate got you something too,” Gabby added.
Cindy looked up to see Nate holding out a wrapped gift.
“Oh, Nate! You didn’t have to!” Cindy exclaimed, taking the present and beginning to

unwrap it.
Nate shrugged. “Eh, any friend of Oliver’s is a friend of mine.”
Gabby glared at him.
“And any friend of my girlfriend is a friend of mine,” he added.
At that, Gabby rolled her eyes and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
“It’s clear who he cares about most,” she joked with a wink.
Nate chuckled and put his arm around Gabby as Cindy opened up the gift. It was a

framed photo of her and Oliver walking down the field together for Homecoming court.
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Cindy smiled at the picture and then looked back up at Nate. “Thank you,” she declared.
“Of course,” he replied with a shrug.
Cindy studied the picture one last time before placing it on her nightstand.
“Hey Cindy!” Gus called, stepping up. “I got you something too,” he explained, handing

her a card.
“You guys!” Cindy examined, grabbing the card and ripping open the envelope.
A moment later she pulled out a birthday card which included a sweet note and a gift

card to the pizza place down the street.
Cindy looked back up to Gus and smiled. “Thank you!”
She set the card aside as Jack stepped up.
“My gift is out front,” he explained with a nod.
Cindy’s brow furrowed. “Okay… What, did you get me a brand new car?” she cried

sarcastically.
Jack gave a mischievous smile. “Something along those lines...”
Cindy gaped and her eyes widened but she received no hint, Jack only led the way

outside. A few minutes later the group was standing in the driveway in the afternoon sun.
“Jack, what are we doing out here?” Cindy queried, glancing around confused.
“Hold on,” he replied, hurrying back inside.
To her surprise, a minute later, the garage door opened to a shiny orange Volkswagen

Beetle.
Her jaw dropped. “Jack!”
He smiled. “I fixed her up for you after you hit Oliver’s mailbox. Gave her a new engine

too. Your mom paid for the work on the engine and repairing her,” he explained. “But the new
paint job was all me,” he added.

“Oh, Jack! Thank you!” Cindy cried, giving him a tight embrace.
“Of course. You deserve it. She deserves it,” he replied, nodding to the car.
Everyone admired Jack’s fine work for several minutes but finally Oliver spoke up.
“Umm… well… I guess it’s my turn…” he faltered, running his fingers through his hair

nervously.
“To be honest, I didn’t know what to get you, Cindy. All you really want… all you really

deserve is to be happy. And I could only think of one thing that would do that…”
He took a deep breath. “My gift is another chance.”
Cindy’s brow furrowed as she studied him for a moment, trying to understand what he

meant.
“I guess what I’m trying to say is “would you go on another date with me?” he asked.
Cindy’s lips curled into a smile and a blush came to her cheeks. “Yes. I will go on a date

with you.”
Oliver grinned. “Great. See you tonight?”
“Wait, like a date as in today?!” Cindy stuttered.
“Oh...yeah… I guess I should have mentioned that before you said yes,” he replied with

a faint chuckle.
Cindy giggled and rolled her eyes. “Yeah you think?”’
Everyone laughed.
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“Well…” Oliver prodded.
“A date sounds like fun…” she teased, grabbing his hand in hers.

A few hours later the sun began to set. The sky had turned into an array of fuschia,
scarlet, and orange and Oliver was going to arrive any minute.

“What do you think?” Cindy asked.
“You look great Cindy,” Anna declared.
“Really?”
“Yeah, totally,” Gabby encouraged.
Cindy gave a nervous sigh. “Why am I so nervous? I’ve already been on a date with

him!”
“Maybe it’s because you’re 17 now…” Anna teased.
Cindy rolled her eyes. “Oh stop!”
“Don’t worry, Cindy. You'll probably be nervous for at least your first month of dating,”

Gabby replied.
Cindy gave Gabby an anxious glance. “Really?”
Gabby rolled her eyes. “Oh, Cindy! Don’t worry about it!” she encouraged, patting her on

the shoulder.
“You already have a better start than me. I was so nervous on my first date with Nate I

threw up.”
Cindy’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Yeah, I had to excuse myself and head to the bathroom, probably looking pale and

sickly no less.”
Cindy giggled anxiously. “Well, let’s hope I don’t feel like that on my second date.”
Just then someone knocked on the door.
“Oh! That’s him! I’ll get the door!” Anna offered, hurrying up the stairs.
“No! I’ll get it!” Gabby argued, treading just behind Anna, not wanting to miss out on the

action.
Gabby and Anna sprinted up the stairs, practically crashing into the heavy wooden door.

They opened the door together, excited smiles on their faces. It took Cindy a little longer to
reach the front door but finally she caught up.

Bashfully, Cindy stepped up to the frame.
Oliver’s eyes widened. “You look great!”
Cindy blushed. “Thanks… I guess… I’m sure my crutches don’t add to the look…”
She sighed and looked down at them. “I’m just about done having to deal with these.”
“You know what? We should just leave your crutches behind,” he started suddenly. “I

mean based upon the near disaster on our last date it wouldn’t be a bad idea,” he teased,
grabbing her crutches and placing them aside.
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“What?! Why?” Cindy exclaimed. “I mean, are you just going to carry me into the
restaurant?”

“Sure,” Oliver replied, shrugging as he scooped Cindy up. “Bye ladies,” he called to
Gabby and Anna with a nod.

“Ollie! What are you doing?” Cindy cried, glancing back toward her crutches anxiously.
“It’s a surprise,” he replied.
“But how-?” Cindy began but was interrupted.
“Just trust me, okay?” he encouraged, placing Cindy in the passenger seat of his Dodge

Ram.
She nodded and he closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side. A moment

later he started the engine and began driving down the street.
“What restaurant are we going to?” Cindy asked curiously.
“That’s also a surprise,” Oliver replied, as he drove down the road.
Cindy rolled her eyes but then turned to look out the window. They drove along a

suburban road, lined with nice houses. Cindy watched as residences passed by, their lights
shining into the night. Everything was almost silhouettes now in the twilight, as only a faint glow
could be seen in the sky.

Finally, the truck pulled into a small parking lot lined with trees. Cindy looked around
confused. The lot was empty and it appeared to be at a park. “What’s going on?” Cindy asked,
confused. Oliver didn’t reply and instead got out of the car and walked around to the passenger
side.

Then he scooped Cindy up into his strong arms and began walking into the trees. A
moment later Cindy noticed lights. There were string lights hung up in one of the trees. All the
lights looked like little fireflies glowing among the leaves, making the tree appear like a lantern
with its leaves glowing a reddish-orange color.

Crickets chirped as if singing a melody and a gentle breeze blew Cindy’s golden waves.
As they approached the tree, Cindy noticed a red plaid blanket and a picnic basket faintly visible
underneath the tree.

“So this is our restaurant?” Cindy asked, as she was set down on the cloth.
He nodded. “I figured a nice restaurant would be hard to get into with your crutches and

besides I think this is way more romantic because it’s just the two of us.”
Cindy smiled, amused by the boy’s creativity.
At that, Oliver pulled out two sandwiches and a fruit salad.
“Ollie, did you make all this?” asked Cindy in amazement.
“Yeah, I did,” he responded.
“I meant the food,” she commented.
“Oh…” he replied, glancing back down at it. “Yeah… I can make sandwiches and fruit

salad,” he rebuffed, glaring.
Cindy only giggled and turned her attention back to the string lights in the tree.
She shook her head. “I can’t believe you did all this!”
“Why not?”
Cindy shrugged. “I don’t know… It’s just I can’t believe everyone went to so much trouble

to celebrate my birthday…”
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Oliver chuckled and shook his head. “You are something else…”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Just…” He shook his head again. “You are so… selfless...” he finished.
Cindy rolled her eyes and casually looked off at the park.
“I’m serious,” Oliver stated.
Cindy turned back toward him and immediately they made eye contact. His eyes fixated

on her in such a way she felt a sense of comfort that she hadn't felt in a long time. There was
something about his steady gaze that reminded her God was in control after all. The way his
earthy brown eyes held a certain amount of confidence no matter the situation.

It was true. Cindy was the most selfless person he had met. Her bright blue eyes were
so innocent and sweet that just one look at her gave others encouragement, and her smile was
simply beautiful, inspiring others to follow her example of selflessness.

Oliver smiled at her. This girl was different from any other girl he had ever known. She
had changed him somehow. Just one glance at her and he immediately found himself thinking
of others before himself.

Once they finished their food, Oliver turned out the lights and then laid back on the
grass.

“What are you doing?” Cindy asked with a quiet giggle.
“Counting stars,” Oliver joked as he lay with his hands underneath his head.
The grass tickled Cindy as she adjusted to lie next to him. But the grass didn’t only tickle,

Cindy’s arms tickled too with the excitement of another date with him.
Crickets chirped everywhere as if singing an orchestrated melody and the coolness of

the night air was refreshing. A dog barked in the distance and a breeze swept through the trees,
making a quiet rustling sound.

With a warm smile, Cindy glanced over to Oliver. His face had a gentle glow in the
starlight and his lips curled upward slightly. His eyes seemed like the night sky themselves as
the stars reflected in his dark irises, glittering like a precious treasure.

Cindy looked back up to the sky. “This was my mom’s favorite thing to do…” she
commented.

“What was?”
“Stargazing…”
Oliver glanced over at her. “Really?”
Cindy nodded her eyes still on the night sky.
“She’s up there somewhere… watching over me…”
Oliver watched her for a moment. She had said that with such confidence one might

believe she had actually seen her mom up in the stars somewhere.
He could tell something had changed in her. Her smile said it all. Her lips curled upward

without hesitation or shyness and they opened a door to her eyes. When she was really happy
her eyes glowed with jubilance.

Cindy turned to him, a slight smile on her face. “I always used to stargaze with her. We
used her big telescope… set it up out on the lawn…”

She looked back to the sky. “We would study craters on the moon or the Milky Way…”
“I need to show you sometime,” she finished, glancing over at him.
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“How about now?”
“I don’t have a telescope…. My step mom sold it after my dad died. Money got a little

tight. I’ll have to ask for it next-“
Just then her eyes widened as if just realizing the importance of something. “Wait…”
“What?” Oliver echoed.
“Ollie, would you go get something from your car? I got a gift from someone at the

football game. It’s in the backseat.”
Oliver’s brow furrowed but he rose to his feet. “Sure...”
A few minutes later he came back with a blue gift box. “Is this it?”
Cindy nodded.
“It’s heavy,” he commented, setting it in front of her.
“What do you think it is?” he asked.
Cindy grinned with anticipation. “Only one way to find out.”
At that she undid the bow and opened the large box.
She gasped. “Oh…!”
Inside the box was a telescope…
Cindy beamed and pulled it out. “This is just like my mom’s,” she commented, studying

it, a look of awe on her face.
“You want to show me how it works?” he teased.
Cindy beamed. “Sure.”
After a few minutes the telescope was all set up on the blanket, pointed at the sky.
“If you look here you can see the Seven Sisters,” Cindy explained, adjusting the angle of

the telescope as Oliver put his eye up to the lens.
Oliver smiled, still looking into the telescope. “Wow!”
“Wow!” he whispered again, collapsing back onto the grass, his eyes fixated on the

stars.
Cindy laid down beside him with a quiet giggle.
They laid there in silence for a moment just taking in the beauty of the night, but finally

Oliver spoke up.
“How many stars do you think are up there?” he asked.
Cindy turned to look at him, her eyes glowing with curiosity. “I don’t know…” she

breathed, her face only a few inches from his.
“A zillion maybe…” he replied, looking back to the sky.
“I can’t believe God did all this… it’s beautiful! I mean I’ve never really noticed before. I

didn’t notice a lot of things before I...  ” he commented, trailing off as he turned toward Cindy
again.

They stared at each other for a moment but finally Cindy spoke up. “Before what?”
“Before I met you.”
Cindy’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“I was…” he began.
“What?” Cindy echoed, studying him, an amused smile coming to her face.
“I was a little... selfish before I met you,” he admitted.
“Well I guess it’s a good thing you decided to go to the drinking fountain,” she teased.
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Oliver chuckled. “I guess it was fate.”
Cindy shook her head, taking his hand. “No, it was so much more than that… it was a

plan.”
Oliver smiled. “Yeah…I suppose it was…” he replied, turning back to the sky.
Above them was an expanse of darkness dotted with a gazillion stars. These stars

twinkled and pulsed as if they were alive and all of them seemed to dance in perfect harmony.
The sky seemed so complex and huge in its vastness, for a moment the couple on the grass
seemed so small compared to the millions of stars placed in the sky.

From the beginning of time, starting with Abraham, stars have been used to represent
faith. They serve as a reminder of God’s great power and the care He has for His people.

It’s amazing how stars hundreds of light years away can be perfectly aligned to make
shapes in the sky… A man… bears… ladles… However, the reason for these stars’ position in
space may not be fully understood until one looks at them from the perspective of Earth. Until
one connects the dots, what one is going through or what one’s situation is may not make
sense, but from a different perspective one can see it’s value.

The Master of the universe has plans for each and every person. His plans may not
always make sense, His plans may leave one disappointed, or they may take one down paths
they never wanted to follow, but His plans always have a purpose. Even during times of doubt,
we need to trust. Trust His plans will work out even when they seem to have taken everything
away from us. Trust that even when we’ve made a terrible mistake and everyone seems to be
running away from us that He will reunite through the power of forgiveness. Trust in Him even
when his plans take us on a roller coaster ride of confusion and hurt for what seems to be no
reason. So when the sky seems to be falling down we need to look to the stars and remember
that His plans can make something beautiful.
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Philippians 2:3-4
“Instead of being motivated by selfish ambition or vanity, each of you should,

in humility, be moved to treat one another as more important than yourself.
Each of you should not only be concerned about your own interests but about

the interests of others as well.”

Jeremiah 29:11
“For I know the plans I have for you” declares the Lord, “plans to
prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”


