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CHAPTER ONE

Flower Girl




“Well.” I look at Emily as we put our pajamas on. “Dinner was a total fail.”

“But not completely,” Emily says, buttoning up her flannels. “They were in good moods. No one fought.”

“I guess that’s true,” I say. The whole point of making dinner for our parents was to create a romantic vibe between them. And I did see Mom kiss Dad, which has to be a good sign. “We need to make sure they’re okay, though. Really cement their relationship while they’re on this good path right now.”

“How do we do that?” Emily asks.

I snap my fingers. “Mom needs to write a love note to Daddy. Then he’ll be all happy with her and feeling loving too. And he can send her flowers.”

“But . . .” Emily wrinkles her nose. “We’d have to tell them about our plan.”

“Or.” I lean forward, grinning conspiratorially. “We can do it for them, and they’ll just think it’s from each other.”

“That’s awesome! How will we get flowers?”

“I’ll handle the flowers.” I still have a few dollars in my piggy bank. “You write the note.”

“For tomorrow?”

I nod. “Yeah. Let’s do this.”

#

I walk up to Ms. Timber’s desk on Tuesday morning, anxious to remind her about the presentations.

“I know,” Ms. Timber says when she sees me. “You’re going first. Don’t even worry about it.”

I smile in relief and head back to my desk.

“I checked on your hamburger,” Todd says. “It’s still there.”

I spin around to face him. “You didn’t tell anyone about it, did you?”

“No.” He shrugs. “Why not? Is it a secret?”

I take a deep breath, telling myself to stay calm. If he tells everyone, he’ll ruin my whole presentation. “I just want it to be a surprise, that’s all. Everyone will see it today when I present.”

“Okay.”

He goes back to his desk, and I slip my hand into my pocket to make sure I still have my money. I’ll have to act quickly after school if I’m going to make it to the flower shop across the street and back before the buses leave. It’s my only chance to get flowers for my mom. I have to try.

The day drags on, and finally it’s almost over.

“All right, class, let’s clear your desks,” Ms. Timber says. “Put away your math assignments, and let’s hear some presentations.”

I take a deep breath and put my math binder away, relieved that I finished my homework in class. One less thing to worry about at home.

“Cassandra, I believe you’ve been waiting. You’re up first.” Ms. Timber smiles at me and gets out her video recorder.

I stand up, my heart already doing a little jig in my throat. I take a step toward the desk to pick up my replicator—

—and the fire alarm goes off.

Ms. Timber frowns. “Hang on.” She sticks her head out into the hall and talks with the other teachers, then comes back in. “All right, fire drill. Everyone line up by the door.”

The students do so, and I’m more agitated than I want to admit. My fingers twitch with nervous energy.

We go outside and line up at our usual spot against the fence.

“I keep waiting to see what that little box of yours does,” Miles says behind me.

I turn around and find Miles grinning at me. I grin back. “If I ever get to give my presentation, you’ll find out.”

“I hear there’s a hamburger in there.”

Todd! I force my grin to stay in place. “Maybe.”

“Quiet out here!” Ms. Roxi, the other sixth-grade teacher, says.

I fall silent but exchange another smile with Miles. His words warm my heart. I hope he’ll be impressed by my invention.

The teachers walk through the rows of students, checking heads, talking with each other, and glancing around. Then they huddle up and murmur together, looking back at the school from time to time.

I fidget. “How long will they make us stand here?” I whisper to Miles.

“We should have grabbed our backpacks. Look.” He nods toward the pick-up line.

Is it already time? I follow his gaze and see a line of cars forming around the front of the school. The first bus pulls into the bus lot, pulling all the way to the front to make room for the other buses.

“Oh no.” My heart sinks. How will I find the time to buy flowers?

“What’s wrong?” Miles asks.

I shake my head. “Nothing. It’s just—no, it’s nothing.”

He nudges me with his elbow. “No, come on. What is it?”

“Flowers,” I blurt, then blush. When he just stares at me, I explain, “I’m supposed to buy flowers for my mom. As a gift from my dad.”

“That’s good, then!” Miles says. “Your parents are getting along?”

I’d forgotten that the whole class knows about my family issues. “Yeah, I guess,” I say. That’s all he needs to know.

A shrill blast comes from the school building, followed by two short ones. Immediately, the teachers begin hustling their lines forward.

“Get your backpacks as soon as we get inside,” Ms. Timber says. “Don’t forget your homework. We’ll do the presentations tomorrow.”

“What about Cassie’s hamburger?” Todd asks.

Ugh! Does everyone know? I turn around, anxious to hear my teacher’s answer.

“We’ll worry about it tomorrow. Hurry, bus riders! The buses are here!”

I grab my backpack with a sigh of frustration. No presentation, and no flowers. Emily should fare better, at least.

I sink into the seat next to Emily on the bus. “Did you write the note?” I murmur.

“Yes.” Emily pulls it from her backpack. “Want to read it?”

“No, that’s okay.” I exhale, my shoulders relaxing slightly. “At least something’s going right.”

“Where are the flowers?” Emily peers around me as if she expects to see flowers hiding behind me.

“I had no chance to buy them.” I scowl. “The fire drill messed everything up.”

“Well, maybe you’ll find something on the way home.”

“Where?” I say, irritated. “There’s not a flower shop between the bus stop and our house.”

Emily shrugs and opens her book, already tuning me out.

I sigh and look down the aisle, some of my irritation fading as I mull over Emily’s words. There are wildflowers growing along the side of the road. If I can find enough big, pretty ones, I could pick a bouquet for my mom. Somewhat cheered, I imagine the kinds of flowers I’ll look for.

We hop off the bus at our stop, and I wander over to the side of the road.

“What are you doing?” Scott asks.

“None of your business,” I say, not wanting to explain. He might accidentally let it slip. Instead, I push aside the weeds and thorns, looking for flowers.

“Did you lose something?” Emily asks, joining me.

“No,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Just take everyone to the house. I won’t be long.”

With a shrug, Emily gathers Annette and Scott around her. I continue searching. At first, I look for the tall, bright, and colorful flowers I pictured in my mind. When none of those show up, I start picking whatever colored flowers I can find. After a few minutes, I open my hand to see what I’ve gathered.

Dandelions. That’s all I’ve found. I lift my eyes, discouraged, and spot some Queen Anne’s Lace. The wispy white flowers don’t have the typical petals, but neither do dandelions. I pick a few, and my path leads me to some Black-eyed Susans. Satisfied now with my find, I tromp through the grass up to the house.

I poke my head in the front door and listen. I hear the murmur of little voices, but Mom doesn’t seem to be in the kitchen. I step inside, holding my flowers behind my back as I walk onto the tile.

Emily looks up from unloading the dishwasher. “What did you do?”

“Picked flowers.” With a smile, I brandish my bouquet. “Aren’t they lovely?”

“Oh, they’re great!” Emily opens a cupboard and pulls out a tall cup. “Put them in here. I’ll add some water.”

I arrange the stems, frowning as most of the dandelions slip between them and fall into the cup of water. I should’ve picked them longer.

“What about the note?” I ask her.

“I stuck it on Daddy’s pillow. He’ll see it when he gets home.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“Downstairs. She didn’t even see me when I went in her room.”

“Perfect,” I breathe. I take the plastic cup down the hall and into my parents’ master bathroom. I clear a spot on the cluttered counter and set the flowers down. Taking a step back, I survey my work. Some of the flowers are already drooping, but the others stand upright, bright and perky. I nod. It looks great. Certainly, Mom will think it’s from Dad.

Just in case… I look around for something I can write on. Nothing except tissue paper. I grab a sheet and set it on the counter. I find a pencil in Mom’s make-up case and write, “Love, Daddy.” No, no, no, Dad wouldn’t say that. I take a new sheet of tissue paper and try again. “Love, Jim.”

There. I smile at my own cleverness and skip out of the room.
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