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To Zoreo, Sammie, and Shuga—my pets—and all the animals that need love and a better home

—Q. W.

For Clara Hyacinth Ohlin

—N. E. O.

To my niece, Emma

—S. M.
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SCENE 1

G for “Goose”

Shai Williams positioned her fingers on the clarinet. Its name was Clara the Clarinet (although Shai had been thinking about changing the name to Sadie or maybe Kennedy). She closed her lips over the mouthpiece, tucked her chin, and made laser eyes at the conductor’s baton. The other musicians in the orchestra were watching the baton too.

The conductor, Mr. Yee, scanned their faces. He nodded and smiled. Then he breathed in quickly and raised the baton. This meant: Let’s all get ready to play the first note!

A second later he breathed out quickly and lowered the baton. This meant: Time to play the first note!

Shai blew into the mouthpiece eagerly. Her first note was a G. Or it was supposed to be a G, anyway. It sounded more like a goose honking.
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G for “Goose,” she thought unhappily. G for “I Goofed Gigantically.” She tried to adjust the note with her breath, but the harder she tried, the more gooselike it sounded.
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Mr. Yee cleared his throat and dropped his baton hand to his side. Everyone stopped playing. “Let’s try that again. Woodwinds, maybe a little less air?” he said, not looking at Shai. He was a nice person that way, not singling her out even though she’d been the only person in the woodwind section—the clarinets plus the flutes—to make a mistake.

Emmie Harper turned around in her seat; she sat up front with the other cellos. She gave Shai a big braces smile. She had just gotten braces, which she was not thrilled about, because she was no longer allowed to eat her favorite snack, nacho-cheese-flavored popcorn.

Shai waved to Emmie. Emmie waved back and made a goofy, wiggly-eyebrows face. Shai giggled; her bestie-best friend always knew how to cheer her up! Shai started to make a goofy face back, then stopped when she realized that Mr. Yee had raised his baton again.

“Let’s take it from the top,” he said. “From the top” was fancy music language for “from the beginning.”

Shai made her face become very serious as she resumed her clarinet-playing position. Fingers, lips, chin, laser eyes.
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Mr. Yee’s baton went up, then down. This time Shai hit the G note perfectly!

The orchestra continued with the piece, which was called “Opportunity.” The piece was usually played by older musicians, but Mr. Yee had written a new, easier version. It was just the right level for the Sweet Auburn Student Orchestra, which was made up of third, fourth, and fifth graders.

Shai, Emmie, and the other orchestra members attended the Sweet Auburn School for the Performing Arts. It was a school for kids who might want to become professional musicians, dancers, or actors someday. They took classes in music, dance, and drama, plus regular subjects like math, English, science, history, and foreign languages. Mr. Yee was their music teacher as well as the boss of the orchestra.
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Shai was most interested in the drama part of the school. She planned to be an actor—and also a veterinarian like her mom. And a dentist, too, because teeth were pretty much the coolest things ever. She liked dance and music, although she couldn’t imagine herself as a professional dancer or clarinet player. But who knew? Her grandma Rosa liked to remind her that she was only eight, and she might change her mind a whole bunch of times before she was an adult!



SCENE 2

A Concert for Animals

The orchestra rehearsal continued. First they practiced the beginning of “Opportunity” . . . then the middle . . . then the end.

Mr. Yee kept the tempo and beat steady with his baton. He used his free hand and the rest of his body to communicate different directions to different instruments. One minute he pointed to the violin section, clutched at his heart, and pretended to swoon; this meant he wanted the violins to sound lovey-dovey and romantic. (Ew, thought Shai.) The next minute he pointed to the brass section while bobbing his head and bouncing up and down on his toes; this meant he wanted the saxophones, trumpets, and trombones to sound super-energetic.
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The final part of the piece was even more super-energetic. As Shai played her notes, her fingers flying and her breath breathing, she pictured fireworks popping and crackling in the sky.

The piece finished with a loud cymbal crash from Jayden, who was a fourth grader and the percussionist for the orchestra. Jayden was Deaf, so she played in bare feet; that way she could feel the music vibrating through the wooden floors. She also paid double-extra attention to Mr. Yee’s baton and other cues.

“Bravo! Brava!” Mr. Yee complimented the orchestra. Those were fancy Italian words for “Hooray!” “I think this piece is almost ready for our concert,” he added.

“What concert?” Shai whispered to Glenn, who was also a clarinetist.

Glenn shrugged.

Shai raised her hand. “What concert?” she asked Mr. Yee.

“Didn’t I tell you guys already? I’m sorry. It must have slipped my mind!” Mr. Yee was not the best with details; his brain seemed to be always filled with great music and important thoughts. “This is our annual fund-raising concert. All the money we get from ticket sales will be donated to this year’s cause, which is the Sweet Auburn Animal Haven.”

Shai nodded excitedly. The Animal Haven was a shelter that took care of stray pets. Shai was a huge believer in helping strays. Her house was filled with formerly homeless dogs and cats that Momma had brought home from her veterinary clinic. Shai, Momma, and Shai’s big brother, Jamal, also volunteered at the Animal Haven one weekend each month.
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