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Chapter 1







	
	Cassandra









It’s been weeks since Lilou left on a whim, and there’s been no news since then. Well, there were one or two texts that didn’t explain anything and definitely didn’t tell me where she is. I just can’t figure out what could have possessed her to leave like that, without a word! I go to the hospital again, hoping that Mathew knows more than I do. Frankly, I don’t understand how he manages not to go crazy. I really thought they would end up together. Lilou never notices anything, which isn’t the case with me. I’ve noticed the lovesick looks he gives her from time to time and the way he always finds an excuse to touch her, even if it’s innocent. I’ve brought it up with him once or twice, but the conversation always ends quickly. He thinks she’s not ready for another relationship. Unfortunately, I can’t really argue with that. Johan Mclay is the worst kind of man. He destroyed her before he left her for dead and disappeared into thin air. I really hope he burns in hell for what he did to her.

“Still brooding, Cassandra?”

I smile innocently at Mathew, who’s taking his coffee break in front of the massive building where his friendship with our mutual friend began. He looks sexy in his nurse’s outfit. Still, I’ve never been attracted to him. There’s something in his eyes that I can’t quite put my finger on. Of course, being the curious person that I am, this annoys me. I hate secrets. I always have to know everything, which is why Lilou’s behavior drives me crazy.

“Of course not. That’s not like me at all!”

“Not at all...”

He laughs while giving me loud kisses on both cheeks.

“What brings you here? Do you have any news about Lilou?”

I grimace at his overly optimistic tone.

“To be honest, I was hoping you would.”

The deep sigh he lets out says more than a thousand words. My mood sinks to its lowest point as my frustration rises.

“The last time I spoke to her on the phone, we had an argument. Since then, radio silence.”

My friend recounted their disagreement-well, part of it. He really rubbed Lilou the wrong way. But he knows her well. Despite everything, she’s not the type to let anyone walk all over her. She does her best to rebuild herself, taking into account her traumas and limitations. Mathew tried to force her to bend to his will. It was a terrible move to try to make her give in. She immediately refused to come home to us, her friends. I don’t excuse Mathew’s harshness. Forcing people into a mold is just unnatural, in my opinion. But I understand his concern. I haven’t been sleeping well since Lilou left, wondering where she is and if she’s all right. She has no idea how much she means to us. 

“I guess she hasn’t contacted you.”

“No. No news for days and I’m really starting to worry. Can you imagine if she’s in trouble or has met someone dangerous? No one will be there to help her since we don’t even know where she’s gone!”

Mathew rubs my back a little too vigorously, signaling with this gesture that he feels exactly the same way I do.

“I think she felt a bit smothered by us.”

“Bullshit! We’re her friends. We’re here to support and help her. We never stopped her from doing what she wanted to do.”

We haven’t kept them under a bell jar. On the contrary, we’re pushing her to resume a normal life. Mathew tosses his empty cup into the nearby trash can before coming back to me, a frustrated look on his usually cheerful face.

“You know that’s not true. We’re spoiling her like a child. Only she’s an adult. Lilou has to find her place, make a new life for herself. I think, indirectly, by overprotecting her, we’ve somehow prevented her from turning the page.”

“No! We haven’t mentioned McLay’s name since she asked us not to. We’re doing our best to help her forget the encounter that hurt her. We’ve never stopped her from moving forward!”

“That’s not true! We...”

His raised eyebrow dares me to disagree. Grrr, I hate it when he’s right and acts more mature than me. He questions all my principles. I hate that!

“So what? Do we just wait forever and hope that she’ll call us some day?”

“Lilou will call you eventually.”

His shoulders slump, resigned.

“After the way our last conversation ended, I think she’ll avoid me.”

“Okay, logical. Lilou hates conflict.”

She knows where arguments can lead and avoids them at all costs.

“So if she calls me, I...”

I have no idea what to say to bring her back to her senses, especially back home, because that’s my goal.

“You listen and keep quiet.”

“But...”

Mathew cuts me off to emphasize this last point.

“You keep quiet!”

Hmph! He knows me well. Keeping quiet is not my strong point. I tend to open my mouth at every opportunity.

“You’ll be the attentive ear she needs. Maybe you’ll find out where she is, what she’s up to, and when she plans to reappear.”

Hmm, sneaky. I’m perfectly capable of keeping my lips sealed if it’s for a good cause.

“Okay. I’ll shut up.”

His skeptical face stings.

“I promise I’ll try.”

“Good. We’ll reassess after.”

“She better call me soon, or I swear...”

“Calm down and be quiet, Cassandra.”

This call will probably be the most demanding of my damn life!

Mathew goes back to his patients while I keep my appointments. I usually love my days. I pamper my clients by giving them dream nails while chatting with them about anything and everything. In those moments, I talk as much as they do. It’s just me - I’m always talking, and I’m not going to apologize for it. I like to talk. I’m as curious as I am talkative, and I don’t see that as a flaw. In fact, my clients love it. They find my work professional, but they also come back for the friendly atmosphere I bring to our sessions. Today, however, nothing works. My tongue feels heavy in my mouth, my mind is obsessed with Lilou. She’s been my friend forever. We met when we were children. We played with dolls when we were little. She even stole one from me... Then we grew up and school separated us. I trained as a nail technician, threw myself into my work, into my business - being self-employed is a lot more tedious than it seems - and we lost touch for years. In fact, it was by chance that we ran into each other again. We were both walking down the street, I of course not looking where I was going, and I bumped into her. As soon as I looked up from my phone to apologize, I recognized her. A real stroke of luck for which I’ll never be able to thank you enough. Of course I struck up a conversation, and soon we were catching up on ten years of absence. Lilou took her place in my life again. Everything went back to the way it was when we were kids, except for one thing: Johan McLay. 

I’d never really liked the guy, but I’d never had any reason to doubt him. Of course, Lilou had mentioned his possessive and jealous side. That’s not exactly attractive in a guy, at least not to me, but I can understand why my friend might have felt flattered to be so important to the man she loved. Because she was crazy about him, despite all the things he made up. The only person who doubted her and accused her of having a lover was Johan. Lilou neither wanted nor had time for a lover. She spent hours planning her future marriage and imagining what her hypothetical children would look like, until one day I was surprised to receive a text message asking for advice. I’ll probably remember that message for the rest of my life. Lilou couldn’t take McLay’s accusations anymore. Despite all the love she had for him, she was thinking about leaving him. For good. I never responded to this text. I was in the middle of work when I got it, and honestly, I didn’t know what to write back. If I were her, I would have broken up with Johan a long time ago. But Lilou is not me. We’re very different, which makes our perfect understanding even stranger. I know her ultra-romantic side. I anticipated the pain it would cause her to break up with the man she thought she’d spend her life with.

My heart stopped when a policeman came to my door that evening to tell me of the tragedy. Lilou had fallen from her balcony. Even without knowing the details, I knew it was impossible. My friend hated heights. She’s not the type to sit on her balcony in the sun; she was never like that. The police were just doing a routine investigation and they ended up at my door because I was the last number she called. I never believed the accident theory. I always knew that her lover was involved. But Lilou refused to press charges against McLay. He’s gone, and that’s fine with her. She’s rebuilding herself far away from that monster, even though the case was closed with no follow-up. If I were her, I would have made him pay. No, if I were Lilou, I would have chased him to the ends of the earth to make him pay for what he did. I guess that’s just my vengeful, bitter side coming out. Anyway! I haven’t left my friend since, and I regret that our excessive concern for her forced her to leave. But that’s no reason to never come back! We’re all adults. I’m sure I can control myself. Something like that. Okay! It’s going to take a lot of effort to give her space. But she could also try to put herself in my shoes. I thought she was dead! That’s no small thing. All I want is her happiness. 

Another night too short. My dark circles are beginning to mark my face too often to be hidden by makeup. I’m getting more and more anxious. Lilou is MIA and her damn phone is always off. Who completely disconnects their cell phone these days? If I could, I’d have mine grafted right onto my hand! One thing’s for sure: when she comes back, I’m going to implant a GPS chip in her. No, that’s not excessive, just prudent. It’s a precaution for her next escape. My friend reminds me of a teenager in crisis. She’s rebelling against her parents, represented by Mathew and me, except I’m too young to be a mother and even younger to see my first gray hair in the mirror. I’ve come to hate my phone, which is unimaginable to me. My phone is my life. I have my calendar, my favorite numbers, and a ton of apps I love, and yet when I stare at it for the thousandth time in days, it remains terrifyingly silent. I’m starting to hate it. It’s lucky, though. I’m so angry at it that if I didn’t love it so much, I’d throw it out the window. Since I live on the third floor, it wouldn’t survive the fall! So I sip my coffee and mentally curse it. What’s the point of having a phone if it won’t ring when you need it? I even charge it every night to make sure I don’t run out of battery when the time comes, but no, Mister stays silent. Well, except for Lilou. Outside of her, it beeps about twenty times a day, which is excellent for my business. 

I cover my under-eye bags with lots of concealer, and when I am happy with the results, I finish my beauty routine with a strawberry-flavored gloss. You never know. I might run into a hot guy who I want to devour. I like to be prepared for all eventualities. I wouldn’t mind a little fling to take my mind off things. I like men and they usually like me back. But my bad mood scared off the last one. Not that I saw myself growing old with him, far from it, but I had a good time in his bed, which isn’t negligible. Lilou says I’m a liberated woman. I’m more the type who likes to have sex and isn’t shy about it. I don’t see why I should be ashamed. I’ve never understood why a man who sleeps with women makes men’s eyes light up, while the opposite is frowned upon. It’s the twenty-first century, for God’s sake. I boldly claim the same rights and privileges as those gentlemen, including the right to sleep around without immediately thinking about marriage. I’m a free spirit, I’m proud of it, and I have no intention of changing. So I make it a point to show off my curves with a plunging neckline and skinny jeans that hug my butt like a second skin. When I’m satisfied with my reflection in the mirror, I toss my phone into my bag with an annoyed gesture and head south. The client I’m meeting with is a regular who spoils me as much as I spoil her. I should have a good time. 

What a disastrous day! My oldest client is moving! She’s changing regions. Goodbye to lively conversations and delicious snacks, not to mention the generous tips that accompanied each of my services. A depressing day! On top of that, my last client stood me up. After making me wait at her door for a quarter of an hour, she finally called to cancel our appointment. Something about a cat that I didn’t quite understand. Anyway, I’m done earlier than expected, and I’m pissed. When my phone rings, I’m wondering what kind of bad news is coming, until I see the name on the screen.

“Lilou!”

My voice went up an octave before I could stop it. I’ve been waiting for this call forever!

“Hey, Cassandra.”

“God, where are you? Tell me you’ve come to your senses and you’re finally coming home!”

I know I’m not following Mathew’s advice at all. But honestly, let him try to put himself in my shoes. After so much patience and worry, plus one bad day, I just can’t keep my mouth shut.

“I’m in a small town called Silver City and I’ve decided to settle here.”

I confirm. There’s no way I’m going to stay quiet after a bombshell like that. Even if I bite my tongue, I won’t be able to stop myself.

“You’re kidding?”

“I like it here. I’ve found a community that accepts and respects me, Cassandra, and I’ve met someone.”

A community? And she’s met someone? The same Lilou who had sworn off men? And rightly so, considering that she gets an anxiety attack every time a man gets too close. Is she kidding me?

“Don’t tell me you’ve been fooled by some smooth talker! Not after what Johan has done to you! Lilou, what has he done to you? Brainwash you?”

“Just know that I’m happy, Cassandra. That’s all that matters. I’ll call you soon.”

She just hung up. I stare at my phone like it’s her fault. Is it? No, I have a signal, it’s got a battery, so Lilou just hung up to keep me from yelling at her. I’m going to kill her! I’m going to drag her back by her hair and kill her!
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