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Reaching Higher
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Episode 6: Reaching Higher



CHAPTER ONE

Science Bee


“I’m so excited you’re coming to church with me!” I squeeze my best friend’s hands and haul her into the chapel. I’ve been reluctant to put the label “best friend” on Riley since my birthday in March. I still feel betrayed when I think about it, but I don’t hold it against her. Not anymore, anyway. That was months ago now.

“Sure,” Riley says, glancing around at all the faces in the pews. “Mom said we had to go.”

I look back at my mother, who tugs along Margaret Isabel, Riley’s mom. Riley and I are in the same fifth-grade class at school, and Margaret is the leader of the local Girls Club unit, which Riley and I both attend. I shoot Margaret a grateful smile, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

“It’s not a very big church, is it?” Riley comments as we sit down.

I think it seems plenty big. I shrug. “I guess that depends.” Maybe Riley is used to one of the giant churches, like the one on the corner behind the animal hospital.

We sit quietly through the sermon, though Riley fidgets with a piece of paper, then her ring, then the hem of her skirt before finally letting out a series of sighs. I glance at her several times, but since Riley doesn’t say anything, I shrug it off.

When the sermon ends, I excitedly lead her to Sunday School.

“Hello, Sister Garrett,” I say as soon as I walk in. “Guess who I brought with me? Riley Isabel!” I beam with pride. Months ago, my teacher discovered that Riley was on our class role, and I made it my personal mission to get Riley to church ever since then. Today, I have finally succeeded.

“Welcome, Riley!” Sister Garrett smiles at her and helps her find a chair. “We’re so glad you could join us!”

The lesson is a familiar one to me, about loving your neighbor and treating others as you want to be treated. I nod along and supply answers, all while watching Riley’s reactions. Riley answers correctly when called upon and definitely understands the principle.

“What did you think?” I ask as we walk to the car after church. “Did you like it?”

“It was kind of boring,” Riley says, wrinkling her nose. She climbs into the passenger seat of her car, next to her mother.

“Oh.” I look down, deflated. Then I brighten. “Well, it gets better! Come next week, too, it’s always different.”

“Thanks for the invite, Cassie,” Margaret says warmly.

“Bye,” Riley says, closing her door.

“Bye,” I echo. Then I turn around to find my own mother.

#

I stand in line with the rest of my fifth-grade class after morning recess, waiting to file back into the room. Ms. Dawson presses her finger to her lips and waits for everyone to quiet down.

“All right,” she says when it’s finally silent. “Let’s file in like the almost-sixth-graders that you are.”

I cheer with the rest of my class. Just two more months, and we are done with this year. I was new at the beginning of the year, having just moved to Arkansas from Texas. Now, nine months later, I feel like I know everyone, and everyone knows me.

Just one space behind me in line, Riley leans toward me. “Almost sixth graders, right?”

“Yeah.” I nod.
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Ms. Dawson watches while the entire class settles into their school work. Slowly the excited chatter dies down, and chairs stop bumping into the desks. I glance at the assignment on the board and pull out my notebook. Around me, my classmates do the same until silence fills the classroom.

Ms. Dawson clears her throat. “If I could have everyone’s attention, please.”

I look up from my work. My teacher holds up a lined sheet of computer paper. “Ms. King is putting on a talent show at the end of the month. Anyone who wants to participate needs to sign up. Make sure you write down your talent.”

A talent show! I straighten up, excited. I’d heard rumors about this already. I love talent shows. I always participate. But usually, I sing, and this time, I feel like doing something different. I tap my pencil to my lips. What else can I do? A few weeks ago, I thought I wanted to be a comedian, but I can’t think
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