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    My Droo…Some feel love.Some grow into it.Some are made of it—you know that's you.

In your glow, I learn.I grow. I aspire.My heart thrives.

You hold my heart.You know my soul.With all my love,I am endlessly grateful.
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CHAPTER ONE







“We gather here for a significant moment,” Pastor Dan’s voice rang out, strong and steady, across the sunlit riverbank. “The funeral of Cassy Bernard.”

The crowd hushed instantly.

“Not of her body,” he added with a smile, “but of her old self. Today, just as a caterpillar becomes something new and beautiful, Cassy rises new in Christ.”

Cassy stood beside him, knee-deep in the rippling water. The hem of her long white dress billowed in the current, catching on her legs. The last time her heart had pounded this hard, she’d been clutching a pencil during scholarship exams.

But this moment mattered so much more. This was her forever yes to God.

So why was there that tiny, insistent whisper telling her to run?

Everyone on the riverbank—her parents, sisters, the whole youth group—watched with quiet expectation. The weight of it all pressed against her chest.

I want this. I really do. But what if I mess it all up? What if I can’t stay faithful? Forever is a long time.

Pastor Dan’s hand settled gently on her shoulders, steadying her.

“Ready?”

Sunlight streamed through the trees, scattering golden freckles across his face. His familiar, caring smile grounded her. She was way too nervous to speak, so she just nodded.

“Cassy,” he said clearly, “based on your profession of faith, I baptize you in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…”

She drew in a breath as Pastor Dan began to lower her. The river closed over her and she drank in its coolness. For a moment, everything was hushed. Sacred. But before she could put words to it, the moment passed. She was breaking the surface, wiping water from her face as applause rang out. When she looked up, Pastor Dan’s grin practically glowed.

“Over in a blink, right?” Pastor Dan said, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “But it ripples out into eternity.”

She smiled up at him. Pastor Dan had shaped so much of her faith journey, and it meant a lot that he was the one baptizing her.

She waded ashore and her mom rushed toward her with a towel, flanked by her younger sisters. Everyone was talking at once. Hands reached for her—squeezing, hugging, tapping.

The crowd, the noise, all the attention was overwhelming. Grateful for the excuse, she rushed to the restrooms, her soaked slides squelching with every step.

Cassy frowned slightly. She had imagined the moment so vividly—light flooding her soul, a clear sense of calling. But it had all happened so fast. Wasn’t she supposed to feel different somehow? Did other people feel something more?

Her shoulders tensed when she spotted Evangeline Brown standing a few paces away near the picnic tables. Her bun had half come undone, wisps dancing in the breeze. Oversized round glasses framed her sad brown eyes.

Cassy lifted a hand in greeting, without fully meeting Evangeline’s gaze, then quickened her pace to the restrooms.

“Cassy… that was beautiful,” Evangeline said as Cassy passed.

Cassy froze. A groan settled in her chest. Does she have to make me feel so guilty? 

Once, they’d been like sisters, sharing their secrets and dreams, but high school had changed that. Evangeline’s seriousness, her endless list of shoulds and shouldn’ts, had started to smother her. And then Julia came along: carefree and fun.

Cassy hadn’t meant to hurt Evangeline, but people grow apart, don’t they? If only Evangeline didn’t take everything so personally.

“Thanks, Evie,” she said, her voice catching on the old nickname. 

Evangeline stepped closer, arms half-raised for a hug, but before Cassy could move, a manicured hand looped her arm.

“There you are,” Julia said triumphantly. She flicked a nod at Evangeline—barely a greeting, mostly a brush-off. Her white teeth flashed in the sun, her gold hoops swinging as she tugged Cassy along.

“Well?” she asked, her brown eyes sparkling with mischief. “Did you see a vision? An angel choir? Anything?”

Cassy wrung water from her hair and forced a shaky laugh. “Nope. Just… soaked.”

Julia grimaced. “I’d be ticked if I went through all that and God didn’t even whisper something.”

Cassy flinched. Julia could be so flippant about God sometimes. Why did I even tell her I hoped He’d show up in some special way today?

“It’s not like that for everyone,” Cassy said, sharper than intended. 

Julia flicked a damp strand off Cassy’s shoulder. “Kidding, Cass. If anyone’s likely to hear from heaven, it’s you.”

Something flickered in Julia’s eyes that didn’t sit right.

Cassy just didn’t get how Julia could ever be insecure. She had everything—killer looks, a huge personality, parents who worshiped her, and money to burn. But somehow it was never enough. Julia chased the spotlight like she needed it to breathe, and she didn’t care who she stepped on to stay there. Lately, it felt less like Julia saw her as a friend and more like she saw her as a threat.

Cassy shrugged it off. Julia was too explosive for a serious conversation and she couldn’t risk losing her—especially not with school about to start.




                               ✧✧✧




Later that afternoon, as the last barbecue smoke drifted lazily toward the trees and the crowd thinned, Cassy wandered back to the river. Atlanta’s sticky late-summer heat clung to the air, eased only slightly by the river breeze.

A low elm tree stood near the edge. She climbed onto a thick branch jutting over the river and perched there, her legs swinging as she watched the water swirl below.

She couldn’t help feeling a little bummed. All year, the Holy Spirit had nudged her toward baptism. She felt so sure He’d reveal a glimpse of her calling. A sign. Something…

But obviously not.

What if her life was just… average?

Must be all those missionary stories Mom read to us, she thought, shaking her head. Anything less than a life on fire for God felt like an insult.

“Lord, I want my life to matter for You,” she whispered. 

Minutes passed as she stared across the river, straining to hear or feel anything.

She let out a frustrated grunt. A calling couldn’t be forced—she knew that—but could she offer herself anyway?

No, God was the one who called. 

Still… David had volunteered to fight Goliath. And didn’t Isaiah say, “Here I am, send me”? 

But volunteer for what?

A familiar tension bubbled up. Most kids at school already knew what they wanted to do with their lives, but nothing had captured her heart. So if she volunteered, it would have to be open-ended—no strings attached.

A smile broke free.

Now that would be different. Everyone wanted to experience something when they got baptized. What if she gave something instead? Something that mattered.

The more she imagined it, the more her pulse quickened. It was like giving God a blank check. He could choose whatever He wanted. She bowed her head. “Lord, I’m Yours. I’ll go wherever You lead and do whatever you want. Just show me.” 

The moment carried real gravity. Her promise sank into her spirit like a key clicking into place, and she felt certain there was no turning back. It was a small offering, but God had accepted it. 

Joy surged through her. 

She pictured what God might ask and smiled. Some daring missionary adventure in South America, or maybe He’d call her to be a jungle doctor.

Then a wave of fear hit as she imagined spiders and roaches crawling across the floor of some dark, dusty hut. She leaned back against the bark, trying to retreat from the thought.

“Go away,” she muttered, but panicked ideas kept rushing in.

What if God asked her to stay single forever? Or move to a war zone? Or—please no—serve Him from a wheelchair?

Wait… what did I just promise?

“Please, Lord,” she whispered. “You know I’m not that strong. I said anything… but maybe not something too hard. Please.”

A twig snapped behind her.

“There you are!”

Cassy tensed at the edge of irritation in Julia’s voice. She turned to see Julia scowling, hands planted firmly on her hips.

“I hate it when you vanish like that,” she said. “I looked everywhere.”

“Sorry,” Cassy said, wincing. “Just needed a sec.” She hopped down, brushing bark from her dress. “You know I don’t have your way with crowds.”

Julia narrowed her eyes. “You could’ve told me. I stood there like an idiot.”

“Sorry, Jules. I saw you with Shawn and Yolanda and figured you were fine.”

Julia’s lips pressed together for a couple of seconds, then softened. “Okay, forgiven. But seriously, is a little consideration too much to ask?”

More like the center of all consideration, Cassy thought. She felt irritated with Julia for spoiling her special moment with God. 

But it went deeper. Julia had been grating on her nerves all day.

Maybe because Cassy had hoped Julia would at least respect her baptism. But her outfit—screaming to be seen—and the way she kept flirting with Shawn through everything made it clear: today wasn’t sacred to her at all. 

“My mom’s here, so I have to dash,” Julia said. “Want to go to Waterworld on Friday? I’ll ask my dad to drop us off before work.”

Cassy smiled. Julia’s parents always said yes. Thankfully, what she wanted most was a friend to take along.

“Totally. Except… I’ve got that nursing home outreach.”

Julia groaned. “I can’t believe your parents are making you go. It’s the last week before school starts!”

“At least visiting grannies beats serving gloopy soup at the shelter,” Cassy said. Julia had volunteered there once with her and hated every second.

Julia laughed. “Anything’s better than that.” 

“Please come with me?” Cassy asked, giving her a hopeful look.

Julia grinned. “Fine, but you so owe me.”

“Thanks,” Cassy said, surprised by how quickly Julia folded.

“Shawn’s going, so… maybe don’t wear that blue dress.”

Oh… 

Cassy was tempted to roll her eyes. “He’s obsessed with you. He doesn’t even notice me.”

“Maybe. But that could change.”

Cassy looked away. Never on purpose. But it had happened before.

Her Nordic-ice looks, white-blonde hair and denim-blue eyes, stood in sharp contrast to Julia’s island-girl glow. Their personalities couldn’t be more different, either. Guys were usually drawn to Julia’s glam and confidence, but once they started talking, they often ended up stuck on Cassy.

Julia pretended not to care, but Cassy had felt enough subtle jabs to know the truth. “Just wear your white sundress,” she said softly. “He won’t just notice you. He’ll never be able to forget you.”

Julia’s smile returned, slow and sweet. “You really think so?”

“I know so.”

“Aww, that’s why I love you, Cass.” Julia gave her a quick hug. “Wait! Wait! I almost forgot—I got you something.”

She fumbled for a moment with her handbag, then pulled out a small box. “To commemorate your special day,” she said, smiling.

A small frown flickered across Cassy’s face as she lifted a beautiful blue butterfly pendant, delicate on a fine chain, from the box.

“I asked Pastor Dan what would best represent this day for you,” Julia said, her smile softening, “and he said a butterfly.”

“Thanks, Jules!” Cassy said, returning the smile. “I love it.”

She shook her head as she watched Julia stroll toward her mom’s waiting SUV. Just when she expected it least, Julia could be surprisingly—almost unbearably—sweet.

If only she knew Jesus. Like in really knew Him.

But somehow, Cassy had always come up short there. Julia could pull her into the gossip and drama of her world so easily… but never followed her into God’s.

If I can’t even reach my best friend, how can I promise God something big?

She turned back toward the river, the elm tree swaying gently in the breeze.

She wanted to follow God’s will, even into hard places, but she knew how weak she was. “Please, Lord,” she whispered, “either You’ll have to pick something super easy, or You’ll have to stay close and hold my hand the whole way.”








CHAPTER TWO







“Pretty sure Gerald’s crushing on you,” Julia whispered, flashing Cassy a mischievous grin as the bus hummed on its way back from the nursing home outreach.

Cassy looked up and met Gerald’s eyes. He winked and grinned, his freckles dancing with the motion.

Cassy rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at her lips. Usually, only the girls from Youth showed up to visit the grannies, but Gerald’s buddy Shawn was clearly sweet on Julia. As for Gerald? Maybe he came for more than just moral support.

“So? Do you like him?” Julia whispered.

Cassy shrugged. Julia loved any hint of drama, but Cassy barely knew Gerald. 

Shawn and Gerald were the eldest of the guys at Youth, around nineteen or twenty. Shawn was good-looking, with shoulder-length black hair and light brown eyes. He had a casual, almost daring air and always toted his skateboard in his backpack.

Gerald wasn’t what you’d call attractive. He had dark red hair, pale skin, and ears that stuck out too much. But Cassy liked him at Youth, and he was insanely good on the drums.

Still, he wasn’t Zach. Cassy thought back to the summer before, when she’d met Julia’s cousin. Julia had a soft spot for Zach, and when Cassy had seen his photos, she’d understood why. He was... unreal. His eyes pulled Cassy into a green whirlpool with no hope of resurfacing.

Dark hair, sharp eyebrows, and a Caribbean tan like Jules. Gorgeous. And then that smile… He smiled easily, like he knew he’d hit the genetic jackpot and didn’t mind letting the world in on the secret.

Cassy’s week in Santa Cruz with Julia’s family was the best of her life. It was a surfing hotspot, and Zach woke Cassy early every morning to surf with one of his buddies. 

The crisp morning air stung her cheeks as they jogged barefoot over the cool sand, wind pushing against their boards. He took her out beyond the breakers and taught her with such patience that she was hooked on surfing… and Zach. 

His family had money and lots of it. Guys like Zach usually had egos to match their looks, but Zach surprised her. He was laid-back, funny, and actually nice.

On the last night of their trip, they went to the amusement park on the boardwalk.

“Hey, Jules,” Zach said as they stepped off the Typhoon ride. “Think you could grab our spot in the Shockwave line? Cassy and I’ll go get us some ice cream and meet you there.”

Julia narrowed her eyes for a beat, then smiled and tossed her hair. “Sure. Just bring me water! I’m dying over here!”

That was Julia. She didn’t ask or thank. The world existed to serve her.

Cassy’s adrenaline was still pumping after the ride, and she couldn’t stop smiling. “Unreal. If I asked that, she’d laser-eye me into dust. But with you? Must be your cousin superpower or something,” she said, bumping his shoulder as they walked away.

He shot her a sideways grin. “Come on—I wanna show you something.”

He took her hand and led her through the crowd, out of the amusement park and farther down the boardwalk, where locals spun and moved to blaring Latino beats. Laughter and chatter filled the air, and the warm scent of roasted corn and funnel cake drifted around them. Zach suddenly tugged her into the dancers, and Cassy’s face flushed. 

She had no rhythm and no one had ever taught her to dance. But, like with surfing, Zach was patient. His hands found hers, steady and warm, and drew her into the slow pulse of the music. She barely noticed the crowd or the music. She felt the beat in the way he moved. His steady gaze should’ve made her nervous, but instead, it somehow grounded her.

After the dance, he led her out of the crowd, but didn’t let go of her hand. She blinked in surprise. There was definitely something electric between them, but it was their last day, and she hadn’t expected him to make a move so late in the game.

They stepped onto the beach, still dotted with umbrellas and kids chasing the last rays of sun, and stared out over the waves. Zach grinned at Cassy as they sat with their backs against the sun-warmed boardwalk wall, gritty sand brushing their calves.

Cassy’s heart thudded as she looked into his eyes. She could see the kiss there even before he leaned forward.

It was her first kiss, and Cassy didn’t know what to expect. There weren’t any fireworks, just a quiet, strange thrill that he wanted to kiss her.

Afterward, they sat a few more minutes, watching the sunset, before hurrying back to Julia and the others.

The next day, Julia’s family moved on to a resort. Cassy had only that moment with Zach, but she treasured it.

Gerald was fun, but he wasn’t in Zach’s league.




                               ✧✧✧




Cassy snapped back to the moment as the bus lurched around a corner. Julia laughed loudly, and Cassy turned just in time to catch the daring glance Shawn shot Gerald.

Gerald cleared his throat. “So, Evangeline... how far is too far?”

Cassy glanced at Julia and stifled a grin. They were clearly baiting Evangeline, but Cassy knew she wouldn’t back down.

When Evangeline turned, Gerald grinned at her. “Asking for a friend, of course.”

“I think that’s the wrong question,” Evangeline said seriously, lifting her pointy chin high as she stared at Gerald through her tortoiseshell glasses.

Evangeline always reminded Cassy of Wonder Woman—straight-backed, eyes burning with a fierce resolve to rescue the world from all unrighteousness.

“Picture a bride on her wedding day,” Evangeline said seriously. “She’s walking past a nasty, stinking sewage pit. She wouldn’t ask, ‘How close can I get without getting dirty?’ She’d ask, ‘How far can I stay away?’ It’s the same with purity—if we understand how pure God is, we won’t want to mess with anything that dirties us.”

Gerald rubbed his curly stubble. “I’m struggling to picture myself in a white dress, Evangeline.”

Julia and Shawn laughed, and Cassy snickered. 

“And,” Gerald added, “now you’ve crushed Shawn’s dreams—he was hoping to steal second. Maybe even third.”

Evangeline’s face reddened, and she glanced at her younger sister, who was sitting next to her, as if trying to shield her.

“Third base?” Julia asked, snorting. “Evangeline’s the kind of ump who benches you before you even step up to the plate!” 

Her eyes taunted Evangeline, and Cassy looked away when she noticed the ugly splotches creeping up Evangeline’s pale cheeks. Julia had a way of pushing things too far.

“All I heard was a chance to bat. Is there one, Jules?” Shawn teased.

“If the date starts at Morrells, I’m free Saturday at seven,” Julia said, blowing him a kiss.

Cassy smiled. Morrells was the most expensive restaurant in their part of Atlanta.

“Morrells?” he groaned. “Deal—if I can sell my car by Saturday.”

Julia laughed, tossing her hair.

“But seriously, girls,” Gerald said, turning toward Cassy and Julia. “Where should someone draw the line?”

Cassy’s mind raced, aware of Evangeline’s eyes on her.

“I’m not desperate,” Julia said with a hint of arrogance. “A guy would have to work hard to get beyond second base.”

“Ah, holding out for true love,” Gerald cooed, clasping his hands and batting his lashes.

Evangeline looked down and bit her lip.

“And you, Cassy?” Gerald prompted, and for a second, it seemed like her answer actually mattered.

Her cheeks flushed. “I don’t know,” she said. “A speaker at a youth event said something that stuck: if you stay clear of anything a bikini covers, you can make out till the cows come home.”

“You can play the whole field except the bases?” Shawn asked, frowning. 

Cassy laughed—then stopped cold at Evangeline’s frown.

“Do you agree, Cassy?” Evangeline asked softly.

Cassy gulped. It made sense then, but Evangeline’s look made her hesitate. “I mean, yeah—purity matters to God,” Cassy said, lifting her chin. “But if you’re still trying to honor Him, what’s wrong with having fun?”

Silence stretched into awkwardness. 

“Honestly? That’s really bad advice,” Evangeline said carefully.

Cassy felt another rush of heat flood her cheeks. 

Evangeline shot her sister a look, like she needed backup. When her gaze lifted again, Cassy caught the fire in her eyes—and knew Evangeline was ticked.

“Jesus said if a guy even looks at a woman lustfully, he’s already committed adultery with her in his heart. Letting someone touch you like that...” she shook her head. “You’d be leading him into sin—even if that’s not what you meant.”

Cassy became aware of the stares. Kids in other rows had turned to watch. “I can’t control what someone else thinks!” she snapped.

“But if that’s your boundary, you’re setting him up to fail,” Evangeline said. “Jesus said it would be better for someone to have a millstone tied around their neck and be thrown into the sea than to lead others into sin. That judgment wasn’t split fifty-fifty. It was aimed squarely at the one doing the leading.”

Cassy shook her head. Evangeline just doesn’t get it. Total dweeb.

Evangeline’s mom was the same way—never missing a chance to hammer on modesty back when Cassy still attended their homeschool co-op. She was like a woodpecker drilling into a log.

“I get it, Evangeline,” Cassy said, her voice rising. “But didn’t Paul say each person should be convinced in their own mind? You’ve got your lines, I’ve got mine. That doesn’t mean one of us is right and the other’s wrong.”

Evangeline began to speak, but Cassy held up her hand.  

“What you should really watch out for is legalism,” she said. “Jesus came to set us free. But you make it sound like God’s waiting to punish us the second we mess up. Jesus cares more about our hearts than the little lines we like to draw to make ourselves look good.”

“Besides,” Julia said coolly, “if God had a problem with nudity, why’d He let Adam and Eve strut around Eden naked?” She smirked.

Evangeline looked directly at Cassy with something like disgust. “You’re butchering God’s Word, and you know it.”

Cassy felt the sting. There was no greater sin to the Browns than taking Scripture out of context.

“You can’t play with fire and call it freedom,” Evangeline said. “Grace helps us live free from sin—it’s not a pass to dance on the edge of it.” She shook her head. “You think I’m all about rules—but God gave those boundaries to protect what’s sacred, not ruin our fun.”

She hesitated, then bit her lip hard before turning to Julia.

“And as for Adam and Eve, they were innocent and unaware of their nakedness. But the moment they realized it, God covered them. Modesty wasn’t God’s punishment. It was His mercy—to protect their honor and keep them from sin. Everyone knows I’m all for fun and freedom—just not the kind that costs more than it’s worth.”

Cassy almost laughed out loud. All for fun? Yeah, right. She glared at Evangeline, rummaging through her mind for a powerful verse to throw back.

She had beaten Evangeline in math and English, but never in Scripture memory. The Browns had hosted an annual “Bible Bee,” and their house had come alive in the weeks leading up to it. Bible verses had been taped to mirrors, cupboards, and the fridge. Songs with Scripture lyrics had played on repeat.

Evangeline’s dad had set up a tiered reward system based on how many verses she and her sister could memorize. It paid off—Evangeline made the finals of the National Bible Bee more than once.

“Whoa. Someone’s getting a little serious,” Shawn muttered, tugging at his collar.

“Someone’s always way too serious,” Julia said, rolling her eyes. “Relax, Evangeline. Everyone saw your ‘bikini’ at Youth camp. Pretty sure no guy’s stumbling over your pasty hands—since that’s literally all anyone saw.”

“Ooh, baby, I love your floor-length skirts,” Gerald said flirtatiously. “Any chance you’ll wear one of those grandma blouses again? You know how your frills thrill me.”

Some kids snickered. Evangeline exhaled shakily, her breath fogging her glasses as she stared down at her hands.

“Hey! Everything good back there?” Pastor Dan called, standing up.

“All good,” Evangeline murmured, turning away.

Cassy huffed. Did Evangeline really have to humiliate her like that? To say she was butchering God’s Word? In front of everyone?

She caught the stares. They were judging her. Worst of all? Most of them had been at her baptism. Heat pulsed through her face, and her chest felt clamped in a vise.

Typical Evangeline! She always took it personally whenever Cassy said or did something she disagreed with, like she honestly believed Cassy was trying to hurt her. Why can’t she just accept that we’re not friends anymore? That this is why?

Gerald caught her eye and shook his head. Cassy turned away, staring out the window as the lush, green world slid by in a slow, sunbaked haze. She tried to breathe past the tightness in her chest, fighting for control. Gerald should never have brought up the subject!








CHAPTER THREE







Cassy groaned as she sank onto the porch swing.

She rested her head against the swing’s frame and shut her eyes.

Please, not again tonight.

Normally, the night before school started, she’d have wondered what the year might bring. Whether anyone had changed over the break. Maybe even a little excited at the thought of seeing some cute guy again.

But not tonight. Maybe it was nerves about the new school year or maybe it was that fallout she’d had with Evangeline, but since Friday night she’d had a weird, terrifying dream—two nights in a row. 

It had to mean something important. Was God warning her? 

She’d felt anxious and nauseous since then.

She laid her head against the backrest for a moment. Her eyes felt scratchy and irritated from the lack of sleep, but she refused to go to bed. 

“Hey, honey, we’re heading to bed,” her mom said from the doorway. “Can we pray with you?”

Cassy nodded without opening her eyes. 

The swing creaked as her parents sat down on either side of her. 

“Father, we pray that You will give Cassy a good night’s rest,” her father’s deep voice drifted in. “And give us wisdom, as a family, to discern what that dream means.”

Cassy could hear the concern in her dad’s voice. Even her parents found the dream disturbing. 

Cassy found herself drifting off from time to time throughout the prayer, and when they were done her mom planted a kiss on her cheek.

“Don’t nod off here,” she said, close to Cassy’s ear.

“I’ll head to bed soon,” Cassy murmured, eyes still closed.

Don’t think about it, she told herself, but her thoughts were already drifting to the dream.

She remembered the pain… the hesitation… the regret.

But more than anything, she remembered those eyes.

So anguished, so many emotions tangled in that one look. And now, as she recalled them, another thought crept in…

Were they… accusing her?

Her breathing slowed as she sank deeper into the swing…




                               ✧✧✧




I shouldn’t be here.

The woods were dark. Overgrown. Eerie. 

Breathing was hard, like the air itself was trying to keep her out. 

Cassy’s skin snagged on thorny branches as she pushed forward through the underbrush.

Still, she moved toward the sound—a low, desperate moan—just ahead. The faint, anguished sound seemed to vibrate through her bones.

She followed the sound to a dense snarl of thorn bushes, twisted so tightly they didn’t look natural.

She knew instinctively they’d been placed there—to keep her out.

She glanced around. If I get caught now…

Still, she stepped closer. The thorns clawed at her arms and snagged her clothes, but the moan came again, and she couldn’t turn back. She held her breath and shoved forward, breaking through the worst of the thorns.

Peering through the branches, she saw it.

A small iron cage hung from a tree, barely large enough to contain the child inside. The boy was curled into himself, knees pressed to his chest, his pale face streaked with tears—desperate to escape the iron cocoon. No matter how he squirmed, he couldn’t free himself. But it was his eyes, those haunted, dark blue eyes, that made her reach out her hand.  

He was fading.

Struggling. Diminishing. The last of his hope flickered like a candle in the wind.

Cassy looked all around, desperate for some way to free him. Her hand warmed suddenly. When she looked down, a beautiful golden key was clenched in her fist.

I can help him.

With joy she burst forward, but the branches curled around her ankles, holding her back. She fought to move, but the thorns dug in. She felt angry, hurt, and frustrated. Her feet stopped moving.

Should I go on? What if I can’t even help him? Is it worth the effort? Do I even want to? 

She froze. This mission was insane. She had no hope of getting through the barriers. 

She stood there thinking for what felt like a long time. Gradually, her palm warmed until the key seared her hand.

I have to get to him.

She threw herself at the thorny hedge with determination and managed to break through. She hardly noticed the thorns slicing at her skin.

As she reached the cage…he disappeared. His form flickered once or twice, then vanished like mist in the morning sun.

She reached for him, but caught only air.

She collapsed, dazed and nauseated.

The key had gone cold. When she opened her hand, it crumbled to ash.




                               ✧✧✧




Cassy jolted awake in the porch swing, the night air biting at her skin. She hugged her knees to her chest as guilt flooded her. How could she have been so hesitant—so slow to act?

She shook her head. 

Who is that boy? And more importantly, what is God trying to tell me?

Maybe she didn’t want to know. She buried her face as the weight of the dream hit her all over again. All she knew was that there was no excuse.

I could’ve helped him. I even had a special key to free him.

I didn’t.




                               ✧✧✧




The first day of the new school year had the cafeteria at Astor House buzzing with nervous chatter and bursts of laughter. Cassy slipped her lunch tote between Julia and Maxwell, a school friend of theirs. “I got Dragonbreath again,” she groaned. “Second year in a row.”

“Bad karma?” Julia suggested.

Cassy wrinkled her nose. She didn’t believe in karma, and it bothered her that Julia did, even after all their years in church. 

Julia’s grandmother had stipulated in her will that her grandchildren attend church until they had finished high school to be eligible for a lump sum on their twenty-first birthdays. Sometimes, Cassy wondered if Julia’s family would even go to church if it hadn’t been for that.

“I also got Pedantisaurus Perkins for math,” Cassy added, rolling her eyes.

Julia laughed but then pouted. “It sucks that we have so few classes together. I’ll talk to my dad about it.”

Cassy nodded, though she secretly felt relieved they didn’t share many classes. It was impossible to outshine Julia without paying some penalty. Julia usually got her way, though, and her dad was on the board of directors…

“Look at that guy,” Maxwell remarked from Cassy’s right. “Where do you even find a school uniform that big?”

Cassy hushed him as a mountain of a guy passed by, his lunch tray dwarfed by his large hands.

“Probably a camping store where they sell made-to-order tents,” Maxwell quipped.

Julia’s laugh echoed through the cafeteria.

Cassy felt a chill for the guy’s sake. He was massive. His shirt stretched tight over broad shoulders, and his face was full and flushed. His trendy hairstyle only emphasized his round cheeks.

The guy ignored their comments and headed to a table in the far corner, sitting with his back to the room.

“That was mean, guys,” Cassy said. “He could totally hear you.”

Maxwell shrugged. “Who is he, anyway? If he weren’t so heavy, he’d boost the Astor Eagles’ shot at the state championship.”

Cassy silently agreed. At 5’9”, most people thought she was tall, but this guy had to be around 7’2” or 7’3”. Basketball was huge at Astor House, and at that height, he could easily dunk.

“Tristan Montgomery,” Julia announced, clearly loving being in the know. “I share some classes with him. He transferred from Chesterton Manor.” She leaned in and whispered, “Roxanne said he’d killed a kid there. He’s got a terrible temper—when he gets mad, he smashes desks to pieces. They’d called him the ‘Hulk.’ They couldn’t handle him anymore, so they shipped him here—a last-ditch effort by his parents.”

Cassy stared after him. He seemed harmless enough.

“I think Roxanne was having you on,” she said. “If he killed someone, he’d be in jail or a juvie center.”

Julia glared at Cassy. “I’m not an idiot,” she snapped. “His parents are loaded and famous. His dad’s a hotshot criminal attorney, so…” She raised an eyebrow. “Besides, nobody transfers from Chesterton to Astor House without a super good reason.”

Maxwell whistled softly. “What’s he like in class?”

“Quiet,” Julia said with a shrug. “But it’s only the first day.” She nodded slowly. “But look in his eyes and you’ll see a serial killer!”

Poor guy, Cassy thought. If Julia was already this vicious, he was in for trouble. She glanced at him, sitting alone at his table, and felt a pang of sympathy. A loner, maybe, but a serial killer? She sighed. When there wasn’t enough drama, Julia always stirred some up.




                               ✧✧✧




Cassy sighed as she neared Dragonbreath’s classroom. Despite her excellent grades, Mrs. Ingle hadn’t liked her from the start and often humiliated her.

She slowed her pace when she saw the “Hulk” guy approaching. He practically filled the hallway as he headed for Mrs. Ingle’s door. When he noticed her, he hung back so she could enter first.

“Thanks,” she muttered. She glanced up to check his eyes, curious if Julia was right, and almost snorted. His eyes were the furthest thing from a serial killer’s—deep blue, framed with long lashes and dark eyebrows with a strong, clean line. Quite beautiful. And familiar. 

Cassy stopped dead in her tracks as realization hit. It’s him!

He rammed into her, propelling her into the classroom, arms flailing to regain her balance. Face burning, she scrambled for a seat.

“Grand entrance,” Mrs. Ingle remarked dryly. “Let’s hope your academic performance is on par this year, Cassy.”

A few kids snickered, and Cassy rolled her eyes. She bent down to grab her book, her eyes scanning the room for the guy. With his towering height, he was easy to spot. He stared straight at her as he pulled out a chair. She quickly looked away. Yes, the exact eyes from my dream!

That same feeling she’d woken with after her nightmares gripped her heart…sending goosebumps prickling across her skin. Yes, it’s him—she could feel it. But what does it all mean? She pressed her fingers against her lips, staring down at her desk. 

What does he even need to be freed from? And how could I possibly help him? She recalled how long it had taken in her dream to act—and how it had been too late. 

But what can I do for him?

“Cassy Bernard, if you prefer a class with nap time after lunch, I can recommend a good kindergarten,” Mrs. Ingle quipped from the front.

Her comment drew more giggles, and Cassy snapped to attention. I’ll have to figure this out later, she thought, flipping through her textbook for the right page.








CHAPTER FOUR







No, no... no! Cassy thought, walking to the bus stop that afternoon. What could God want from me? What kind of key could I possibly have?

She could imagine Julia’s reaction if she ever suggested befriending that guy. 

Julia’s parents were wealthy, but they weren’t nearly as well-off or connected as some of the kids at Astor House. Julia set herself apart with her unique style and a hint of snobbery. Being seen with a guy like that would kill her image. 

Cassy groaned, frustrated. No, this couldn’t be from God. What could she possibly offer that guy?  Friendship, maybe. But how could that be the key to freeing him? Freeing him from what?

Maybe it was just her imagination. 

She rubbed her arms, recalling the dream—the shock she’d felt when she realized he was gone.

“Why me?” she whimpered.

“You promised…”

“What?” The voice was more an impression on her heart than a sound, but it was clear. She groaned when she remembered—her baptism. She had promised to do something special for God.

She pressed a hand to her mouth. Not this. She’d lose everything! Fitting in as the scholarship kid was hard enough with the snobbish crowd at Astor House. 

She groaned louder. Why had she even made that promise?

“No, Lord,” she pleaded silently, feeling like a deer cornered against a cliff. “Please, please don’t do this to me. Ask anything else, but not this!”




                               ✧✧✧




“I think you do have the key, sweetie,” Cassy’s mom, Beth, said that evening.

Cassy frowned at her as they rocked gently on the porch swing. After her sisters had gone to bed, her mom invited her out to the porch for cocoa. One of her mom’s superpowers was sniffing out a rough day. 

“What do you mean?”

“From what you’ve said, this boy needs some help. If he starts eating better and loses weight, he might find it easier to make friends. You could help him. He must feel lonely.”

Cassy drew her legs up, hugging her knees to her chest. A couple of years earlier, when her sister Rachel was battling cancer, her mom switched from instant ramen to salads and vegetables almost overnight. It was a shock to everyone’s system. Cassy was twelve then, thoroughly hooked on instant foods, soda, and cheese puffs.

Everyone at home revolted against the sudden change. Mealtimes dragged on as they pushed food around, psyching themselves up for buckwheat pancakes, sauerkraut, and spiralized zucchini. Eating her mom’s whole wheat bread felt like chewing leather, and everyone begged her to stop the experiment.

Her mom, still shuttling between the hospital and home, had a hard time, but somehow, she persevered, and the food improved.

Over time, their new food had become familiar, and Cassy had realized she loved the fresh salads and veggies her mom made. Now, her family followed a whole-food diet, making everything themselves, from soups to pasta, and had completely given up sugar.

She nodded. “It makes sense. But do you know how embarrassing it would be? This guy sits alone, and he’s so big everyone would notice me sitting with him. If Julia came with me, it’d be fine. People would just think we’re friends. But if I go alone, they’ll think we’re dating.” She buried her face in her hands.

“Would Julia go with you?” her mom asked. 

Cassy noticed her mom’s lips tighten. She always said Julia was catty and manipulative.

“I haven’t asked her yet.”

“But do you think she will?”

Cassy hesitated. “I don’t know,” she lied.

“But you feel strongly God wants you to do this?”

Cassy nodded.

“Then you need to be brave and talk to him. See what happens.”

Cassy drew in a deep breath. The kids had never let her forget she’d earned a ‘cheap seat’ at Astor House. She could only imagine what they’d say if she sat with that guy. 

The thought alone made sweat bead on her lip. It would send her crashing even further down the social ladder. The only thing worse than being invisible was getting branded as a loser.

Cassy shook her head. “I can’t. I’d be shunned just like him. I know Julia’s not perfect, but she’s always been there for me. I wouldn’t have survived Astor House without her. I’m not strong enough for this. How can God expect it of me?”

Tears welled up. It wasn’t fair. She’d made that promise to God as a gesture of kindness. Now, it felt like He was punishing her, asking her to give up everything she knew and loved. For some weirdo!

She suddenly pictured the boy from her dream again and his desperation to free himself. If that really was him, he was a tortured soul. Her heart softened somewhat. 

“I’ll talk to Julia tomorrow,” she muttered begrudgingly. 

“I’ll be praying for you,” Beth said, giving Cassy’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.




                               ✧✧✧




“Guess who won the weekly challenge?” Julia asked, hugging her tablet to her chest as Cassy stepped into her room early the next morning.

Cassy smiled faintly. “Oh, your design game? Congrats!”

“It’s not a game,” Julia said, her voice sharpening. “It’s training.” Tossing her dark hair over her shoulder, she flashed the triumphant smile she always wore after a win.

Cassy resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Whatever she called it, it was an obsession. And since she spent most of her allowance on premium furniture and fancy design elements, it was no wonder she always won.

Julia had her future all mapped out: famous interior designer, magazine spreads, probably a TV show. And with parents who funded her every whim, why wouldn’t she believe she could have anything she wanted?

Her bedroom proved it. Cassy nearly fell over when Julia announced she was redecorating. To Cassy—who shared a room with two of her sisters—Julia’s room was something out of a dream. Changing it all felt so wasteful. Cassy had been sure Julia’s parents would say no, but the tiniest pout had been all it took for them to fold.

And now, barely six months later, Julia was already crafting mood boards for her next overhaul.

Cassy trailed her fingers along the cool, buttery curve of the cream leather couch. She’d been tempted to ask for Julia’s old pieces when she redecorated, but she knew better. Julia would either casually mention it at school or, worse, look down her nose at it every time she visited Cassy's house.

She sank down next to Julia. “Let me see.”

“The brief was to design a cozy, classy restaurant with a drinks area around a fireplace,” Julia said proudly, handing over her tablet.

Cassy studied the design. She had to admit, Julia had talent. “You nailed it. I’d definitely want to eat there.”

Julia beamed. “Obviously. You should see the disasters people submitted.”

She swiped dramatically through the photos. “Look at this,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “It’s like a sports bar and a cafeteria had an ugly baby. Rule number one: always follow the design brief.”

Cassy nodded. “That’s pretty tacky.”

Julia watched her for a second, then slowly reclaimed her tablet. “What’s up with you? You look so… I don’t know. Are you sad or something?”

Cassy caught the way Julia’s smile thinned. Julia hated it when she didn’t gush about her ideas, but Cassy had been too focused on that guy to think straight. Her throat tightened. Now or never.

“I need to talk to you about something,” she said.

Julia’s brows lifted as she tucked in her chin, like she was reining in a runaway conversation.

“You know that new guy at school—the giant one?”

“Tristan Montgomery?” Julia’s nose wrinkled slightly, like even saying his name left a bad taste.

Cassy nodded. She’d been trying to remember his name the whole afternoon. “You know that weird nightmare I had three nights in a row? About the boy trapped in the forest?”

Julia sighed. “You already told me about it. In detail.” Her fingers drummed against the couch.

“I think Tristan’s that boy.”

Julia’s head jerked back, an incredulous laugh escaping. “You’re kidding, right? You’ve only seen him since school started.”

“I know it sounds crazy, but... the eyes, Jules. It’s him. I’m sure of it.”

Cassy leaned forward. She had to convince her. “In my dream, he was so sad. So desperate for help. I need to talk to him. Today.”

Julia stared at her like she’d just split in half. “At school?”

Cassy was tempted to ask, “Where else?” But Julia was like the skies over London. She could swing from sunny to stormy without a second’s notice.

“I have to, Jules. I felt so guilty in my dream for not doing anything.” She tilted her head. “I have English with him, but I can’t exactly start chatting during Dragonbreath’s class, so I need to find him at lunch.” Her pulse hammered in her throat. “I was hoping you’d come with me.”

Julia’s eyes widened, and she shook her head quickly like she was flinging the thought to the trash.

“No way!” she said, laughing lightly—a tight little laugh she used when she thought Cassy was embarrassing herself.

Cassy tried again. “Every time I woke up from that dream, I felt sick because I didn’t do anything. I can’t ignore it.”

Julia stared at the thick Angora carpet beneath their feet, her mouth tightening. “You know I’d do anything for you, but this isn’t our problem. You don’t even know him. Besides, he doesn’t need a friend. He needs a stomach reduction. Or therapy or something. I don’t see how you could possibly help him.”

Cassy bit down hard. She wanted to tell Julia about her baptism promise—how real it felt—but she knew Julia would laugh her off. She got irritated whenever Cassy tried to share anything real about God.

“Please. Think of it as your good deed for the week.”

Julia looked at her with a small frown. “Cass, you know how important running for class president is to me. What if people see us talking to him?”

Cassy hesitated. Classic Julia guilt trap. One wrong move now, and she’d get punished for weeks.

“But if you’re president, you’ll represent everyone, right? He needs to fill out your survey.”

Julia snorted. “No need. I’m sure his biggest complaint is that our cafeteria doesn’t serve fries.” She shook her head.

Cassy jerked her head back. Ugh—did Julia have to be so cruel?

Julia’s voice sweetened. “Come on, Cass,” she said softly. “That dream rattled you, and when you saw this guy—a total sad puppy—you couldn’t help thinking it was him. You have a good heart—sometimes too good—but you’ve got to realize you’ll never get to the important things in life if you get stuck trying to fix every sad story you stumble across.”

She shook her head again and added, sweet but firm, “We’re not getting involved.”

Cassy bristled. She hated it when Julia made decisions for her.

“I’m not trying to ‘fix’ him. What harm would it do to talk to him once?”

Julia just kept shaking her head.

“I’m sorry, Jules, but I have to.”

Julia’s smile vanished like a snuffed candle. “Don’t you dare!”

“Or what?” Cassy shot back, squaring her shoulders. “You’re my friend, Jules—not my boss.”

Julia’s mouth dropped open, and Cassy caught the flash of hurt and confusion in her eyes.

“Seriously?” she said, her tone rising. “After everything I’ve done for you?”

Typical, Cassy thought. With Julia, loyalty was her royal privilege—everyone owed it to her, but she never paid it back.

“Jules, this isn’t about sides. I’d be disobeying God if I didn’t help him. Don’t you get that? What if you were the one that was trapped?”

Julia’s brown eyes narrowed. “I’m surprised at how selfish you’ve become.” 

She nodded slowly, then huffed. “It’s been there for a while actually. Ooh, my baptism. Ooh, I’m top of the class again. Ooh, let’s talk to the weird guy and wreck Julia’s shot at class president. Not one thought for me or my feelings.”

“That’s not fair,” Cassy said, clutching her backpack. “And not true either. We almost always do what you want. I’m just asking you to support me this one time.”

Julia rose gracefully from the couch, brushing her pleated school uniform like she was shedding the conversation. “You know, I really thought you were different,” she said, her voice icy. “I should never have wasted my time on you.”

Cassy swallowed hard.

“Jules…”

But Julia turned her face away.

“Forget it. Go save this 'Hulk’ guy! Be a hero.” She tossed her hair again, a tiny, deliberate flick, and turned toward the door.

“Just don’t expect me to be around when you come crawling back.”

Cassy opened her mouth, but Julia was already halfway to the door. 

Julia stopped and glanced over her shoulder. “And forget about your ride to school,” she added, her voice sweet with venom. “Heroes take the bus.”

Then she was gone.

Cassy sat frozen on the couch as Julia’s words cut through her.

She’d spoken like Cassy was dirt.




                               ✧✧✧




Why do I feel so shocked and hurt? Cassy wondered as she walked out of Julia’s house. She’d suspected Julia wouldn’t be thrilled about the idea, but to defriend her like that? Over talking to some guy?

She shook her head. I poured so much of myself into Julia’s world these last three years, she thought. I’ve bitten my tongue so many times just to keep the peace. And for what? Was our friendship really this fragile? One disagreement, and it’s over? 

A wave of devastation washed over her as the bus pulled up to the curb. It felt like her world was falling apart. Without Julia, she had nowhere to sit. Nowhere to belong. Plus, she wouldn’t be surprised if Julia started a hate campaign against her. 

Worst of all? Julia’s dad had organized Cassy’s scholarship at Astor House, and Julia might go out of her way to get it canceled. 

She shook her head. I’m not strong enough for this. 

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”

Cassy blinked back her tears in surprise as she sank into one of the back seats. It was one of the memory verses she had learned at the Browns’ homeschool co-op.

As she focused on the verse, peace poured into her heart.

“Okay, Lord,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “But please hold my hand, ’cause I’m scared stiff.” She took a deep breath. The path ahead felt like a mountain, but at least she wasn’t climbing it alone.

She stared out the window, slightly awed. This Tristan guy must matter heaps to God.








CHAPTER FIVE







Cassy’s shoes felt about three hundred pounds each as she trudged to Tristan’s table.

What if he’s aggressive? Makes a scene… Images of the “Hulk” filled her mind, and she halted. 

Think of the little boy, she reminded herself, taking another step forward. 

“Hi,” she squeaked as she reached his table.  

He looked up, eyebrows furrowed—not unfriendly, but not inviting either.

“You’re Tristan, right? I’m Cassy. We’re in the same English class.”

His brows lifted slightly. “Yeah, I remember bumping into you once or twice,” he replied, his tone clipped.

Cassy blinked. Is he joking about the other day? 

“Mind if I sit?”

“Sure, if you want,” he said, his frown deepening.

Cassy felt like every eye in the cafeteria was on her. She glanced around nervously, then sat across from him.

He studied her, his eyes probing. “Why are you here?” 

“You’re new here, right? Thought I’d get to know you better.” She kept her tone light and friendly.

“Then why do you look like you’d rather be anywhere else?” He ran a hand through his wheat-brown hair. 

She drew a blank, and his gaze hardened. He leaned back, crossing his arms. “Okay, I know the drill. Been your lifelong dream to chat to Humpty Dumpty?”

Cassy frowned, shaking her head.

“Let me guess,” he said in a bored tone. “You were sent to confirm the stories? Did I wreck Chesterton Manor’s lab? Yeah, that one I’ll own… partly. Did I kill a kid there? Almost.” His voice hardened as he leaned in. “Oh, he had it coming. Stealing my pizza like that. I can’t handle it when people touch my food.” His gaze dropped to Cassy’s hand near his tray.

She quickly jerked it back, and when she glanced up, a spark of humor shone in his eyes. Her nerves released in a burst of laughter.

“You’re funny,” she said, catching her breath.

He flashed a grin.  

“So, any truth to the stories?”

He held her gaze for a moment. “There’s usually a kernel of truth before the rumors snowball. I flipped two desks in the lab once. The next day, it was, ‘Tristan trashed the whole place,’ and two weeks later, I supposedly burned it down and took Mr. Tompkins hostage. But where the ‘I killed a kid’ story came from—no clue... unless I sat on him without noticing.”

Cassy laughed. “That’s harsh.”

Tristan shrugged. “Human nature, I guess. Today’s drama is tomorrow’s old news. School? It’s a thirteen-year prison sentence—no parole for good behavior. Just lay low, dodge the jerks, and survive. Only three years left.”

“And what’s your crime?”

“Being alive.”

“Pretty deep,” Cassy said, giggling. “Especially for a guy who flips desks. Why did you do it?”

Tristan’s mouth opened, then shut, his eyes narrowing. “I wish I could say for sure,” he said slowly. “The doctors think it’s my meds. They help me focus. Without them, my brain races so fast it spins me off the track, and no teacher wants me in class. But some meds make me agro when they wear off, and others make me depressed. Some do both. When I get too frustrated, I black out, grab whatever’s closest, and throw it.”

Cassy raised an eyebrow. “Ever thrown a person?”

She could tell she’d struck a nerve by the way he shifted.

“Not yet,” he said dryly.

“But you’re scared you might, right?” The look in his eyes gave him away.

He tilted his head. “You’re pretty direct,” he said. “What are you, a reporter for the school paper or something?”

“Sorry,” she said, raising a hand. “I was just imagining being in your shoes—always scared I’d snap and hurt someone.”

“Yeah.” He said a lot with that one word. He met her eyes. “Don’t worry. I prefer the truth. I wish people would just say what they mean.”

“Okay,” she said, “Since you like honesty, mind if I tell you why I think it happens?”

He smirked. “Sure. Go ahead, save my parents several grand a year trying to figure it out.”

Cassy took a deep breath. “I think it’s all the junk you eat.” She nodded toward the yogurt bars and juice next to Tristan’s enchiladas. “It messes with your brain chemistry.”

Tristan raised an eyebrow, a spark of humor in his eyes. “Oh yeah? That easy?”

Cassy had to admit, his eyes were gorgeous—dark blue and animated. Poor guy. It’s the only thing he has going for him. 

She wagged a finger at him. “Simple, not easy. Big difference.” 

“It says ‘health bar’ on the wrapper,” he countered.

She flipped the yogurt bar over and squinted. “Loaded with glucose syrup, some ick, a bunch of unpronounceable stuff, ingredients starting with an ‘E,’ and a bucketload of sugar. “Yeah, super healthy… but eat three and you’re sure to go into a candy coma.”

“So, you’re one of those health nuts who orders salad on purpose?” He grinned before biting into his enchilada.

She shook her head. “I’m not afraid to eat. But my family eats whole foods only. We make everything from scratch—bread, pasta, smoothies, you name it. We even have a stone mill to grind our grains.”

“That sounds like a lot of work. Why bother?” he asked, eyebrow arched.

Cassy shook her head. “My sister Rachel was two when she had cancer. Back then, we lived on instant dinners and freezer pizzas. My mom got scared and changed everything about how we ate.”

“You think your food caused Rachel’s cancer?” he asked, scowling.

Cassy shrugged. “No way to know for sure. But I can tell you that a lot of our family’s health issues went away when we started eating right. It’s not as tasty as the old stuff, but we feel much better.”

Tristan pursed his lips. “Interesting. I like when people have opinions, even if I don’t always agree.”

The bell rang, and Cassy gathered her things. “Mind if I drop by again sometime?” she asked, suddenly feeling shy.

“Sure. See you around. Just flash your brake lights next time you stop dead in front of me.”

Cassy smiled as she walked to her next class. Against all expectations, she had enjoyed her lunch with the “Hulk.”




                               ✧✧✧




Tristan was riding a high for the rest of the day. Someone had been nice to him. And not just anyone—a stunning girl. 

Had Mom been right? 

Until the previous spring, he’d been unhappily plodding along at Chesterton Manor. But then fate had intervened—his chauffeur had come down with food poisoning, and for once, his mom had to pick him up from school.

She’d gone pale when she overheard the insults. Some jerks were shouting slurs while a pack of kids snickered as he walked to the car.

“We’re paying Chesterton’s outrageous fees for this?” She shook her head. “Teachers were right there! Doing nothing! I’m taking this up with the board!” Her hands trembled as she sped around the corner.

“They’re jerks,” Tristan muttered. Thank goodness his mom hadn’t gotten out—one scene was enough for the day. “Besides, it’s nothing compared to what I endure most days.”

He stifled a groan as he remembered the ridicule in everyone’s eyes—how a whole group would fall silent as he walked by, then erupted in laughter. He wished he could slip through a crack and disappear. But with his luck, he’d get stuck. It’d have to be a sinkhole.

He’d shot up like this only last year, unexpectedly. No one in his family was this tall. His height brought a bit of respect, but it also made things worse. Now, the kids had two reasons to mock him. As if one weren’t enough.

Most days the pain just sat there, like an annoying headache. Other days it pounded like a migraine splitting his skull, impossible to ignore and even harder to get rid of.

“Thankfully, now that I’m taller, they mostly just snicker behind my back,” he said, noticing how deathly pale his mom looked.

“Well, stand up for yourself!” his mom roared. “You’re twice the size of some of them. Make an example out of one, and the rest will fall in line.”

“And resort to the same violence they accuse me of?” He despised himself after any outburst, regretting it for months. “With my luck, I’d kill someone.”

“I’m not saying pulverize anyone. Just make your presence felt. Shove one against a locker, maybe. Your dad will back you if there’s trouble.”

“You know that’s not my style, Mom. What would Grandpa Lou have said?”

He recalled how furious Grandpa Lou had gotten back in fourth grade, when he’d come home from school one day, his eyes red. He’d told Grandpa Lou the kids wouldn’t let him on their team or invite him to their parties. That afternoon, a boy had said in front of the whole class, “Who votes not to invite Fatpuppy to my party?”

A girl he’d been crazy about was the first to raise her hand. “Awww, I’d love to see him play crab soccer,” she quipped. He knew he shouldn’t look, but he did. Almost every hand in the class went up.

That night, Tristan overheard Grandpa Lou talking—more like shouting—to his mom. “In public schools, bullies club you to death. In private schools, they snub you to death. And what’s worse, Debra? It’s scarring our sweet boy. You need to step in now! Your obsession with this whole television thing has gone too far. Or mark my words, your children will grow up resenting you, and you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

Tristan had never heard Grandpa Lou so angry; his words trembled as they came out.

His mom sent him to a therapist for a while, until he got good at acting fine.

He knew she hated how much he slowed her down. She was laser-focused on building her interior decorating career and didn’t have time for anything that refused a makeover. She never came right out and said she hadn’t signed up for a kid with problems, but she didn’t have to.

“Tristan, I had to postpone my job in Venice twice to deal with these petty issues you keep having at school. This is costing me more than you realize.”

“You will try harder this year, won’t you? Please, Tristan. I need you to try.”

“Why can’t you just be like the other kids?”

“Tess copies everything you do, Tristan. So maybe think twice before shoving food in your mouth—you’re the reason she’s overweight.”

“You’d be so handsome if you just lost weight.”

He knew the therapy wasn’t for him. It was to fix the “problem.” She’d whisper to the therapist before every session, like she was dropping off a home makeover disaster she couldn’t fix herself.

So he had stopped opening up—said what they wanted to hear, nodded at the right times, smiled like he was okay.

Until Grandma and Grandpa Lou died—four months apart. After that, he couldn’t fake it anymore. He shoved the hurt down, packed it so tight he just... stopped feeling almost anything.

He was still there, but barely. Just kind of... existing, day in, day out. The only thing keeping him tethered was his little sister Tess. Everything he did, literally everything, was for her. He felt too guilty to leave her behind.

But the idea of death became hypnotic. Like sleep you don’t have to wake up from. No pressure. No pretending. No ping-ponging between anger and shame and that overwhelming hopelessness he couldn’t shake.

Yeah. That was what he wanted. Not to die. Just for everything to go quiet for a while.

“Grandpa Lou would’ve done something,” his mom growled next to him. “And so will I. No one treats my kid like that!”

Tristan stared at her, wide-eyed. He hadn’t seen her this fired up since the divorce.

He thought she’d cool off, but by evening, she declared, “I’m pulling you and Tess out of Chesterton.”

“What?” he exclaimed. His mom could be impulsive, but changing schools like this?

She nodded. “You and Tess will start at Astor House next fall. It’s closer, and I’ve heard good things.”

“Astor House? That’s a pretty steep drop.”

His mom sighed as if his existence were painful to endure. “I won’t send you to boarding school, and I refuse to let you be treated the way I saw today at Chesterton. Would you rather live with your dad in New York?”

Tristan rolled his eyes. Well played! Against New York, Astor House seemed like utopia. His mom was away so often, he might as well have been in boarding school. But he’d heard the rumors about those boys’ schools—it would definitely be worse than Chesterton Manor. And Tess would fade away without him. 

“Mom!” He rubbed the back of his neck, desperate to think of something.

Her hands were on her hips. “As you see, we don’t have the luxury of snobbery right now, so you better make it work.”

“I don’t see how it’d be any better,” he pleaded. “School is school. Jerks will be jerks. I’m a walking target no matter where I go. Please don’t punish Tess for my sake. She made a friend at Chesterton.”

“She’s resilient.” 

“You think I’m resilient, too,” he said, glaring at her. “But it’s hard for me, Mom. Please, let Tess stay at Chesterton and get me a private tutor so I can finish school here.” He’d begged her so many times, but he knew the answer.

“Are you insane? You need a good school on your résumé to get into a good college.”

He shook his head and swore. “I honestly don’t give a shred about college,” he said, failing to keep his voice down. “At Astor House, I’ll be the new kid. Sometimes that’s even worse. At this rate, the only place that fancy school’s name will end up is on my obituary. Is that what you want?”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic!” his mom said, throwing up her hands. “Sometimes being the new kid is better. You might be surprised. If they get to know you, they’ll love you.”

He pushed down on the cold granite counter. “Yeah, right. Like that’s gonna happen.”

He fought her decision for about a month. Then, one afternoon, he returned to his brand-new truck and saw that someone had spray-painted it. In bold black letters, it read, ‘Fatman’s Fatmobile.’ A fat cartoon bat was stretched across a large oval. A couple of kids stood leaning against a fence, phones in hand, ready to catch his expression. 

It was the most brutal twenty yards he’d ever walked. He ignored their laughter, got into his truck, and drove home. Beside him, Tess cried all the way.

Tristan clenched his jaw. I won’t cry, he told himself. But if I ever get my hands on those jerks…

Of course, his mom went ballistic. Chesterton had to pay to remove the paint. They covered the damage with a slick vinyl design. But it didn’t feel like his truck anymore; he thought of that hateful word every time he saw it. It felt like ‘Fatman’ had been seared into him with a hot iron. And now, people could recognize his truck from Georgia to Kentucky. Not the low profile he craved.

He decided to give life one last shot. If Astor House turned out better, he’d stick around. If it were more of the same, he’d end it all. He didn’t want to drag this misery into college, too. What kind of life was it to be a burden to his parents and a joke to everyone else? Even Tess got snubbed because of him.

But maybe Astor House was better. The teachers were stricter, and the kids mostly behaved. Besides Cassy, one or two others talked to him. Not overly friendly, but civil enough. Even the English teacher seemed to like him.

He couldn’t help but smile when he thought of English class and the first time he saw Cassy. She was beautiful—a shock to his system.

He snorted. He'd always been a sucker for girls with silky hair like that. And those eyes, deep blue and dangerously easy to fall into. He thought of her flawless skin, dimpled smile, and the way her eyes lit up when she laughed at his jokes. She thinks I’m funny. That’s a first. Yeah. Astor House was way better.



