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CHAPTER ONE

Lovingly Drawn


“Cassandra Jones,” Ms. King says as we all get into our assigned seats for music time, “will you stay after class a moment? I want to talk to you about something.”

“Sure,” I answer, pulling out my songbook and trying not to sound too curious.

I like Ms. King, but we haven’t spent a lot of time together since last year when Dad ran the school band. Now that he’s given it up, I only see Ms. King once a week during music time. The paranoid part of me whispers that I might be in trouble, but I cast it aside. I haven’t done anything wrong.

Class ends and everyone lines up at the door, waiting for Ms. Timber, but I put my book on the shelf and walk over to the piano. I’m surprised to notice Andrew Simpson, a friendly kid from my class, also walking to the piano.

“Yes, Ms. King?” I ask, arriving at the same time as Andrew.

“Oh, good.” Ms. King smiles at both of us. “I have some very exciting news for you.”

I wait. It has to do with music, which I love, so it must be good.

“I’ve been informed that the community is creating a children’s choir. They’ve asked me to select four students, two sixth graders and two fifth graders, to be in their choir. I’ve chosen you two. Are you interested?”

I gape, stunned, and Andrew says, “Yeah, that sounds like it would be fun.”

“Cassie?” Ms. King asks, and we both look at her.

“Of course!” I sputter, finding my voice. I beam at my teacher. “I would love to.” I can’t believe the honor.

“Great.” Ms. King hands us both an envelope. “Take this home, I need your parents to sign it. If you can stay late after school on Thursday, we’ll do a little singing exercise with all four of you. Then the community director will reach out to you about more practices.”

“Sure,” I say, taking my envelope. I hope my mom won’t mind.

“Your class is gone.” Ms. King nods to where the line of kids had stood only minutes ago. “Better catch up with them. And let me know if you have any questions; my number’s on the form.”

I clutch my envelope to my chest as I walk with Andrew back to class. “Isn’t this cool?” I breathe.

“Yeah. It’s pretty neat.”

I hesitate, then blurt, “It’s like Ms. King thinks we’re really good singers—like maybe, the best.”

“That’s why she asked us.” He turns and grins at me, a piece of his longish blond hair falling in his face.

“Yeah.” I can’t hold back my own smile. “Must be.”

#

Every day for the next few days, I rush through my math assignment so I can work on the class caricatures, as Ms. Timber calls them. So far, they haven’t been any of my close friends. Andrea’s last name is Wall, so she’ll be near the end. Miles will be in a week and a half, though, just a few days before me. His will be special. I need my skills to be up to par before his turn comes around.

Today is Michael Cox. A few months ago, I considered him a friend. I even invited him to my twelfth birthday party. But last month, Michael helped spread rumors about me when I wouldn’t be Will’s girlfriend. Even though everyone has apologized and the situation is mostly behind us, I haven’t really talked to Michael since.

I hesitate on his narrative. I want it to sound kind while still being genuine. So I write about my birthday and how fun it was to have him there. I mention the times we ate lunch together when Michael liked Andrea. Then I add, truthfully, that Michael has been an impactful part of my sixth-grade year, and he has helped me become the person I am.

For better or worse. I don’t add that, of course, but Michael will know.

I finish up the narrative and start on the picture. I’ll start it here in school, but I really need last year’s yearbook. I draw the basic outline of a person from the torso up.

“How’s your drawing coming along?” Andrea asks, leaning in. She has a set of colored pencils out and is already shading Michael’s face.

“Pretty good. I’ll do most of it at home.”

“Yeah.” Andrea nods. “That’s a good head shape.”

I scowl, and Andrea giggles. “Thanks a lot,” I growl. “Let’s see yours.”

Andrea moves her elbow out of the way, and I study the clean, precise pencil marks on Andrea’s paper. She’s done a fantastic job capitalizing on Michael’s features, making it recognizably him while still having a whimsical, cartoonish feel. I feel a pang of jealousy.

“You’re a much better artist than me,” I say, turning back to my own paper.

“Not true,” Andrea protests. “Yours will be just as good when you’re done.”

I don’t bother objecting. I put my paper inside my folder, determined to finish it at home where no one will see it.

#

I walk with Andrew to Ms. King’s classroom after school on Thursday.

“Welcome!” Ms. King says, ushering us over to the piano. “I’m so glad your parents gave you permission!”

“Me, too,” I say. It took some pleading and cajoling to convince my mother, especially since I have soccer right after this. “I’m glad too.”

Two fifth-grade girls are already waiting by the piano. Ms. King introduces us to each other, then sits down behind the keys.

“All right, we’ll be quick,” she says. “I’m just going to play an ascending and descending scale to get your range. Sing along on an ‘ah’ until you can’t anymore.”

The piano notes start, and the four of us begin singing. At first, we all sing together. Andrew is the first to drop out as the notes climb. Then one of the fifth-grade girls. The other one sings along with me for several more notes before she, too, drops out. Ms. King shoots me an indecipherable look as I continue to sing, hitting the notes as they rise higher and higher.

“All right,” Ms. King says, her hands stilling on the piano keys. “You hit a high C. I’m very surprised you can go that high.” She takes out a notebook and writes in it. “Definitely a soprano.” Her hands go back to the keys. “All right, let’s go back down!”

I sing along, my mind lingering on Ms. King’s words. What does it mean, exactly? Is it unusual to be able to sing so high? My body tingles at the idea that I might have some sort of special talent.

Not for singing low, though. I frown as the scale descends, dropping into my lower register and struggling to get the notes out. With a shake of my head, I shut my mouth, the first to drop out. The other girls continue singing until finally, only Andrew is left.

“Very nice!” Ms. King says, retrieving her notebook again. “I think I chose very well.” She beams at us. “Cassie, you’ll be a soprano, Lindsey a soprano, Courtney an alto, and Andrew, you can sing whatever you’re asked to sing.” She puts down her pencil. “Your first practice is Saturday. Good luck, guys!”
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I hurry outside, pleased to see my mother already waiting at the curb.

“How was it?” Mom asks.

“Great,” I say, opening my lunch box to see if I have any food left. Nothing. I’ve eaten it all. “We didn’t do much, just sang so Ms. King could hear our range.”

“And what was yours?”

“Soprano.” I put my backpack at my feet and look out the window, watching the tall trees go by. The constant rain and the bright sunshine leave a bright shade of green across the foliage. The grass fairly shimmers with it, the leaves seeming to swell with pride at the fine color. “I’m not really surprised. Ms. Malcolm says I have the potential to be a lyric soprano.” Ms. Malcolm is my voice teacher, and she hears me sing more than anyone. Although what exactly that is, I’m not sure.

“Well, good. I’m glad to see you participating in something you enjoy.”

“Yeah.”

“Your soccer clothes are in the back. Go ahead and get changed, and I have dinner in the plastic bag by your chair.”

By the time I get home from soccer, my bruised ego just wants to curl up with a good book. But I’m not done with Michael’s caricature. Mom makes me shower and get ready for bed, and then I sit at the kitchen table with my fifth-grade yearbook open in front of me, examining Michael’s picture. I figure it doesn’t have to be perfect, since he’s not one of my best friends, but I want it to be good.

The phone rings, and I glance at the clock above the stove top while Mom answers it. Almost eight.

“Um-hum.” Mom says. “I see. Yes, thank you.” She hangs up the phone and leans against the counter, arms folded across her chest.

I frown. Am I in trouble? “What?”

“That was Betsy’s social worker,” Mom says.

My breath catches. It’s been a few weeks since Betsy disappeared. I’ve been waiting so long to hear from her I’d almost thought it wouldn’t happen.

“And?” I say, finding my voice again. “What did they say?”

“It’s all arranged for her to live with her aunt. She’ll be moving to Mountain Home next week.”

“Where’s that?” I ask, my throat closing up.

“It’s a city about three hours from here.”

Three hours. So far away. My eyes blur with tears. “I’ll never see her.”

“Not very often,” Mom agrees. “But Betsy wants to see you. If you can, the social worker has arranged for you to visit Betsy at her hotel room this Saturday before she leaves for Mountain Home.”

This Saturday. My heart soars, and then it nose-dives as I remember something. “Saturday is my practice with the
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