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CHAPTER ONE

Caught




Cassandra didn’t sleep well. Different worries and thoughts plagued her mind, mostly centering around Grayson. She felt muddled and confused inside, desperate and lonely. She couldn’t lose him.

She woke up late, and her mind felt groggy as she threw her clothes on. Riley had slept in also and called to say they shouldn’t wait for her, so Mrs. Jones let Cassandra drive the van to Bible study. But Cassandra drove too slow, and they were late. 

She regretted it as soon as she stepped inside and saw who their substitute teacher was: Brother Garrett, Noah’s father.

Riley had developed a crush on Noah over the summer, and Cassandra had developed a friendship with him while she acted as the voice between them. She glanced around for Noah but didn’t see him. Riley hadn’t come either. She would be disappointed! Cassandra collapsed into a chair in the front row and tried to appear as if she hadn’t just arrived.

“You are a fine-looking bunch of kids,” Brother Garrett said, smiling at all of them. “I’d say you’re the finest looking people I’ve seen this morning, other than my wife and son Noah.”

Cassandra smiled at the reference.

“I want to talk to you about outside influences that can affect your life, that can affect how you see yourself.” 

Why did it seem he looked right at her when he spoke? Why had she sat on the front row?

“You have to remember who you are. You have to remember the light you have. You can share that light, but only if you keep it burning bright. Don’t let anyone take it from you or dim it. Don’t let anyone have that kind of power over you. Nobody should be that powerful.”

Brother Garrett kept on talking, but those words seared into Cassandra’s soul. Nobody should be that powerful. No matter what she felt for Grayson, he shouldn’t be able to take away her light.

“Surround yourself with people who add to you light. Who make it grow. Who make you better. If someone is not doing that for you, you have to be their light. Do not let them diminish yours.”

Her heart pounded in acknowledgment. She could be a light for Grayson, but she could not let him diminish hers.

She didn’t see Grayson before first hour. She suspected he stayed in his classroom, but that was all right. Cassandra sat down in front of Mia in Spanish and pulled out her notecards to review for the quiz. 

The bell rang, and an office runner came by with a note. Ms. Elliot read it, then said, “Cassandra Jones? You’re wanted at the principal’s office.”

A murmured “Oo” carried through the room, but Cassandra’s blood froze in her veins.

“Did you do something?” Mia murmured.

Cassandra couldn’t even answer. She had done something. But surely not . . . surely she couldn’t be in trouble for that. She clutched her fingers together as she walked toward the office, her heart pumping harder with each step.

There were four chairs outside the principal’s office, and one of them was occupied. By Farrah.

Cassandra’s heart skipped a beat. They had been caught.

Farrah shot her a wide-eyed look when she sat down. “What do we do?”

“I can’t believe this,” Cassandra breathed.

“We’re going to lose our senior privileges. Get suspended.”

Cassandra took several deep breaths. She closed her eyes and uttered a silent prayer, one of total regret for skipping and begging to help them get out of this mess. She opened her eyes and blinked rapidly. “We were just at the football fields! It was just one hour!” So not worth this kind of trauma.

“What do we say?” Farrah clutched her fingers together, her hands trembling.

“Let me handle this,” Cassandra whispered.

The door opened, and Mr. Harris, the school principal, stood there. “Ladies.” He beckoned them inside.

They stepped inside and sat down again, very quietly, backs straight, as he folded himself into his chair. He looked at them somberly. 

“Do either of you know what this is about?”

They looked at each other and shook their heads very slowly. Better to see what he knew.

He looked down at a paper and back at them. “Ms. Lynn marked you truant during yesterday’s assembly. She said neither one of you was in the row when she counted heads.”

“Oh!” Farrah said, but Cassandra already saw a way out of this one. She wasn’t supposed to lie, and she prayed God would forgive her this one time. Because the words forming on her tongue were a lie.

“We didn’t know we had to sit with our classes,” she said. “Ms. Lynn never told us that.”

Mr. Harris leaned forward in his chair and frowned at her. “Where were you?”

“I had to use the bathroom,” Cassandra said, remembering the chain of events. “So Farrah and I left the row. I’m sure Ms. Lynn saw us. When we came back in, it was all dark, and there was an empty seat in the back, so I sat there. Farrah found one a few rows ahead of me.”

“We just didn’t know,” Farrah said, trembling. “We didn’t know we needed to stay with our classes.”

Mr. Harris shuffled his papers and studied them, then looked at the girls again. “Neither of you has any bad marks on your record, and you’re both good students. So I’m going to give you the benefit of a doubt. But if anything like this happens again, you will be written up for truancy.”

Cassandra nodded, trying not to wilt with relief. She had never even been in detention! She couldn’t be punished for truancy!

“Go on, then. Off to class.”

They both fled. Farrah looked close to tears, and Cassandra gave her a quick hug before hurrying back to Spanish class. She slipped into class and sank into her seat in front of Mia, wanting to disappear.

“What happened?” Mia demanded to know as soon as class let out. “You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

“Ms. Lynn reported me truant from the assembly yesterday,” Cassandra said. She felt a flash of anger toward her teacher and wished she didn’t have to go to P.E. right now. 

Mia’s eyes went wide. “What did you do?”

“I told Mr. Harris I’d been in a different row and she didn’t see me.”

“I would vouch for you. I know you’re the kind of person who would never skip.”

Her words gave Cassandra a pang of guilt, but she brushed it aside. She’d never intended to skip. Another prayer went up, this one of gratitude that she’d escaped unscathed. And it included a promise that she would not ever allow herself to be in that situation again.

Ms. Lynn didn’t say anything to Farrah or Cassandra about the incident, and neither girl brought it up. Cassandra hoped that meant it was behind them.

She did not see Grayson until fourth hour. He was already at his desk, and he didn’t look at her when she walked in, even though she kept her eyes on him. She sat down next to Ashlee, her hands trembling as she pulled out her binder. What was going on?

He slipped out quickly again, not giving her a chance to talk to him. And she wasn’t going to chase him to fifth hour. She’d seen how that went last time.

She wanted to wait at his locker, but Charlotte was everywhere. So instead she wrote him a note.

Grayson,

I just wanted to see how you are. I’m sorry if I did something wrong. I can tell you’re upset. I’m concerned. I miss your smile.

She almost erased that last line and decided against it. He knew how she felt. How should she end it? Not love. Too honest. Yours? Too assuming. Sincerely? Too formal.

She finally just put her name. Cassandra.

She knew which way he went before sixth hour, and she intentionally walked the opposite direction in the hallway so she’d pass him. She saw the moment he noticed her because he gave a slight pause in his step. Charlotte wasn’t with him, for once. Cassandra took advantage of the hesitation to move next to him, grab his hand, and slide the note into it. Then she kept going down the stairs, blushing at her own brazenness, grabbing his hand that way.

Of course, with her classroom being upstairs, she had to go back up. But she made sure Grayson had already gone to class.

She saw him after sixth hour as she moved the few doors down to her seventh period class. Grayson stood talking with another junior outside her classroom door. Was he intentionally waiting for her? She slowed when she approached, just in case.

He turned slightly as she neared, not breaking conversation with his friend, and held his hand out as if giving her five. She saw the note there, tucked under his thumb, and she returned the five, sliding the note out as her hand pulled away.

She sank into her seat, shaking. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what he said.

“You okay?” Leigh Ann asked, and Nicole and Mia both looked at her. “You look pale.”

“Are you still upset about this morning?” Mia asked.

Cassandra shook her head. Keeping her hands under her desk, she opened the note from Grayson.

Cassandra,

I can’t talk to you anymore. I’m sorry. For everything.

Grayson

That was it. But the three lines explained everything, and inexplicably, Cassandra burst into tears.
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