Chapter 1

By the time the ferry started its slow turn toward Whidbey, my skin had finally stopped buzzing from the Nevada heat.
I stood out on the deck anyway, leaning on the metal railing that was probably coated in fifty years of sea salt and kid handprints. The wind came at me in steady, cool lungs, filling my hoodie and rushing down the collar of my t-shirt. It wasn’t cold, not really—late August in Washington meant soft sunlight and air that felt like it had been washed before they gave it to you—but compared to three months in the desert, it might as well have been air-conditioning straight from God.
The Sound stretched out in all directions, gray-green and restless, slapping itself against the sides of the boat. Off in the distance, the shoreline folded over itself in layers of dark trees and little white houses, like someone had taken the coast and crumpled it before setting it back down.
I breathed in deep, salt and diesel and that weird metallic ferry smell, and tried not to think about the fact that this was the third vehicle I’d been on in the last twelve hours.
Plane from Vegas to Seattle. Shuttle from the airport to the ferry dock in Everett. Ferry to Whidbey.
My brain was still somewhere over Utah.
A little girl in a pink jacket ran past me, hair blowing straight back, her dad jogging behind her with this look that said I love you, kid, but if you fall overboard I’m gonna die. A dog barked from somewhere behind me. Over the loudspeaker, a bored voice reminded everyone we were approaching the dock and to return to their vehicles, which was always funny because half of us were human carry-ons.
I shifted my guitar case strap on my shoulder and watched the island get bigger.
I didn’t realize how much I’d missed green until I was back in it. Nevada had its own colors—faded golds and dusty browns and that weird purple at sunset when the whole desert went soft—but this was a different kind of saturated. The trees on the shoreline were so dense it looked like they were pushing each other just to fit, layers of cedar and fir and whatever else grew up here, marching right up to the water like they thought they were in charge.
Somewhere beyond those trees was home. Or, whatever we were calling home this year.
The engines shifted, the whole boat shuddered, and we slid into the dock. The ramp lowered with a metallic groan. People surged toward the stairs, toward the cars, toward land. I took one more breath of ferry air and joined the herd, guitar case bumping against my back, suitcase rolling and trying to flip over every ten feet.
By the time I stepped off the ferry and onto the concrete, the world tilted just enough to make my stomach notice.
“Okay,” I muttered under my breath. “Land. We like land. Land is our friend.”
“Elias!”
My mom’s voice cut through the noise before I saw her. I turned and there she was, weaving between people in that determined way she moved through everything—grocery stores, church hallways, big life changes. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy bun, sunglasses on top of her head, keys jangling from the lanyard around her wrist.
She’d dressed up for the ferry terminal, which for her meant jeans with no paint stains and a black blouse that actually fit. The second she got close enough, she reached out and grabbed my face in both hands like she had to make sure I was real.
“Oh my gosh,” she said. “Look at you. You’re… brown.”
“Good to see you too,” I said, my words squished against her palms.
She laughed and let go, pulling me into a hug that drove all the ferry air right out of my lungs. She smelled like vanilla shampoo and whatever scented candle she was into this month. For a second everything in me unclenched a little. The dock, the water, the motion, all of it faded and it was just this: my mom, solid and warm and here.
“Seriously,” she said, pulling back to arm’s length. “You’re so tan. My little desert lizard.”
“That’s racist against Nevadans.”
“Is it?”
“Probably.”
She grinned. “Well, you look good. Turn around. Lemme see.”
I gave her a little spin, mostly to humor her and also to keep my stomach from focusing too hard on the fact that the ground was still subtly swaying.
“Same hair,” she said, eyeing me. “Same nose. Same too-big eyes. Slightly taller?”
“Quarter inch,” I said. “Confirmed by Grandma’s wall chart.”
“Wow. We love growth. Physical, emotional, spiritual.”
“We’ll see about the emotional and spiritual,” I said. “But check this out—”
I opened my mouth and made the most pathetic croaking sound I could.
“My voice cracked twice on the phone with Nic,” I added. “He said I sound like I’m buffering.”
Mom snorted. “Okay, well, if you buffer your way into the jazz band, I will be very proud of you.”
The word jazz band landed in my chest and stayed there. Heavy, important.
I shrugged one shoulder. “Working on it.”
She looked at the guitar case on my back. “Clearly.”
Behind us, cars started rolling off the ferry, engines rumbling, the whole line of them snaking up the hill and onto the island. Mom held out her hand for my suitcase.
“I got it,” I said.
“I know you do, big man, but I want an excuse to drag it dramatically and complain about my back.”
We both grabbed a handle—me on the guitar, her on the suitcase—and headed up toward the parking lot, salt air thinning into just regular air.
“So,” she said, “first request of the school year. Hit me.”
“Seafood,” I said immediately. “Real seafood. I have consumed my body weight in gas station jerky this summer. I need… clams. Or salmon. Or, I don’t know, a crab that looked at Seattle once.”
She laughed. “A crab that looked at Seattle?”
“I’ve been in the desert for three months, Mom. Do not question my seafood standards.”
“I would never,” she said. “Seafood it is. There’s a little place in Freeland that does fish and chips and chowder. We can go after we drop your stuff.”
My stomach, traitorous and seasick and jet-lagged, still perked up at the idea of chowder.
“Deal,” I said.
We reached the car—our beat-up blue Subaru with one mismatched door—and I loaded my guitar into the backseat like it was a small child that needed buckling. Mom tossed my suitcase in and we both got in, the familiar fabric seat swallowing me. The car smelled faintly like pine needles and old coffee.
As she pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main road, the trees closed in on both sides, tall and dark and dripping green. Sunlight flickered through the branches, making little strobes across the dashboard.
The motion hit me again, a slow roll under my ribs. I closed my eyes for a second and breathed through it.
“Still sick?” Mom asked.
“Just a little,” I said. “Plane plus shuttle plus ferry. My brain doesn’t know which way is up.”
“Well, try not to vomit until after we get home,” she said cheerfully. “I just vacuumed.”
“I missed you,” I said.
“I missed you too.” She glanced at me, softening. “Did you have a good time?”
Nevada flashed in my mind: my dad’s trailer, the cracked dirt, the cheap evaporative cooler that never quite beat the heat, long evenings picking through banjo runs on the porch, my little step-brother banging on a plastic bucket like it owed him money.
“Yeah,” I said. “We jammed a lot. Dad taught me this old bluegrass turnaround. I’ll show you later.”
“I’d like that,” she said. “Did you burn?”
“Day one. I looked like a boiled shrimp. Grandma made me wear a hat the size of a satellite dish.”
Mom laughed, the sound of it bouncing against the windshield. “That sounds right.”
We drove in companionable silence for a while, the Subaru humming along the two-lane road. The island rolled by: small grocery stores, hand-painted signs for farm eggs, a field with two horses who always looked vaguely annoyed to exist.
“So,” she said eventually, “you ready for junior year?”
“No,” I said.
“Good, me neither.”
We passed the little turnoff for Langley, then another stretch of trees, then finally the left turn onto our road. Mom slowed and turned onto the dirt, and the world shrank immediately.
Our driveway wasn’t really a driveway. It was more like someone had taken a goat path, widened it just enough for a car, and then sprinkled potholes for enrichment. Trees leaned in from both sides, branches almost touching above us, turning the whole thing into a tunnel of leaves and dust.
I loved it and hated it at the same time.
The car bounced, suspension protesting. My stomach gave an alarming lurch.
“Oh boy,” I muttered, rolling the window down further. Cool air rushed in, smelling like damp earth and that sharp green that comes from things that never really dry out.
“You okay?” Mom asked.
“Just… tell my story,” I said. “Tell Nic I died doing what I hated: moving slowly over uneven terrain.”
“Very funny,” she said. “We’re almost there.”
The trees thinned, reluctantly, and then we were out into the little clearing that pretended it was a meadow. The grass was long and half-gold, half-green, dotted with tiny white flowers that probably had a name but I just thought of them as the tiny things that got caught in my socks.
And in the middle of it all sat the house.
Our house was small and white, the paint peeling in a few places, with green trim around the windows that made it look like it was trying to be quaint and almost pulling it off. The roof was dark and a little saggy in the middle, like an old dog’s back. The front steps were wood and creaked in two distinct notes when you went up.
But the first thing that always caught my eye wasn’t the house.
It was the thing to the left of it.
If you didn’t know what it was, you’d think it was a tree—some weird, knobbly trunk, maybe, covered in climbing vine. But if you looked closer, you could see the shape under the green: a ring of old concrete, about waist-high, with a rusted metal frame arching over it.
A well. Or what used to be one.
The vines had claimed it pretty aggressively, thick stems wrapped around the metal, leaves spilling over the top like it was overflowing with plant instead of water. In the evening, when the light hit it right, it looked like something out of a fairy tale. The creepy kind.
Mom parked in front of the house and turned off the engine. The sudden quiet rang in my ears.
“Home sweet rental,” she said.
I swallowed, my head doing that fun thing where it felt like it was still moving even though the car wasn’t.
“Okay,” I said. “I need… the view.”
“Go,” she said immediately. “I’ll grab your stuff.”
“You sure?”
“I am absolutely capable of lifting a suitcase. Go look at your expensive therapy cliff.”
“It’s free,” I said, already opening the door. “That’s the best part.”
I stepped out onto the dirt and almost kissed the ground. The air here was cooler than at the ferry, a little more shadowed, but still that same clean edge. I walked past the house, past the vine-choked well, the grass brushing my legs, and followed the faint path where our footsteps had worn the meadow down.
The cliff waited where it always did, sudden and absolute.
One second there was earth; the next there was nothing. Just a drop of something like two hundred feet, down to a strip of pale sand and the slow, steady reach of the tide. A weather-worn wooden fence ran along the edge, more symbolic than actually helpful. I rested my hands on the top rail and opened my eyes all the way.
This was the part of the island that didn’t feel small.
From here, the world stretched out and out and out. The Sound was a sheet of shifting gray, cut by the white scars of boat wakes. To the south, Seattle was a faint silhouette, a cluster of tiny teeth pushing up from the horizon. On a clear day, when the haze lifted and the air behaved, Mt. Rainier would rise behind it, huge and impossible, like someone had layered a mountain backdrop behind a city set.
Today it was faint, a ghost more than a presence, but it was there.
To my right, the coastline curled and the Olympic Mountains crouched on the horizon, blue-gray and stacked on each other.
I locked my eyes on the furthest point I could find and just… let my brain stretch.
The trick, I’d figured out sometime during freshman year, was distance. Car rides, boat rides, rollercoasters—anything that involved motion and not being the one in control—made my head feel like it was full of warm glue. But if I could see really far, if my eyes had somewhere to go that wasn’t just the dashboard or the back of a seat, everything settled.
“You and the cliff having a moment?” Mom called from behind me.
“Always,” I said, not looking away.
My stomach unwound, inch by inch, as if the horizon was reeling all the queasiness out of me. I breathed in the smell of salt and wet rocks and some kind of seaweed funk and felt my shoulders drop.
It wasn’t Nevada. There was no heat shimmering off the ground, no cicadas screaming, no endless road disappearing into the bright, blinding distance.
But it was wide. And that counted for something.
After a few minutes, footsteps crunched on the grass next to me. Mom came to stand at the fence, her shoulder bumping mine.
“Rainier’s shy today,” she said.
“Same,” I said.
“You? Shy? Tell that to your seventh-grade talent show performance.”
“That was a different man,” I said. “He died of second-hand embarrassment.”
She laughed softly. We stood together in silence, watching the slow glitter of sunlight on the water.
“So,” she said after a while, “tomorrow’s Saturday. You wanna sleep in?”
“Yeah,” I said. “And then… can you give me a ride to church on Sunday?”
She glanced at me, eyebrows lifting. “Look at you. Voluntarily going to church. Who are you and what have you done with my son?”
“I know, I know,” I said. “But Nic’ll be there. And everyone else. I wanna see them before school starts.”
“Uh-huh. You sure it’s just Nic you’re excited to see?” she asked, voice turning suspicious in that mom way.
Heat crept up my already sun-burnt neck. “It’s mostly Nic,” I said. “And… people. Human beings. Social interaction. That thing we’ve heard so much about.”
“Mmm.” She clearly didn’t buy it but let me off the hook. “Yeah, I can take you. I might sit in Relief Society and pretend I still remember everyone’s names.”
“You’ll do great,” I said. “Just call everyone ‘sister’ and ‘sweetie’ and you’re covered.”
“Good tip, Brother Elias.”
I groaned. “Don’t.”
She nudged me with her elbow. “Come on, lizard boy. Let’s feed you.”
We went back to the house, our footsteps swishing through the grass. Inside, the air was cooler, shaded by the trees and the old bones of the place. Hardwood floors creaked under our shoes. The kitchen was small and cozy, a mismatched collection of thrift-store plates and cups stacked in open shelves, the table shoved against the window so you could half-see the view if you craned your neck.
Mom pulled leftovers and random ingredients from the fridge with the confidence of someone about to perform a miracle.
“I thought we were doing seafood?” I asked, leaning my guitar case against the wall.
“We are,” she said. “This is an amuse-bouche.”
“A what now?”
“An amuse-bouche,” she repeated, rolling the word around like it smelled expensive. “A little something to amuse your mouth before the main event.”
“My mouth is easily amused,” I said. “A bag of chips would have done it.”
“Well, I don’t have chips, but I do have some chicken, rice, and that salad kit I panic-bought last week.”
“Ah yes,” I said. “The holy trinity.”
She lit the stove, set a pan on it, and started chopping chicken. I sank into a chair at the table with a sigh that came from somewhere behind my ribs.
“So,” she said over the sound of sizzling oil, “when’s jazz band audition?”
“End of the school year,” I said. “Like, May. Probably.”
“So you have… what, nine months?” she said. “Plenty of time to become a prodigy.”
I picked at a scratch on the table. “That’s kind of the problem. Everyone else has had, like, nine years.”
She turned, leaning the knife handle against the counter. “Talk to me.”
I stared at the wood grain for a second, tracing the swirl with my finger.
“Okay,” I said. “So. Freshman year, I didn’t even know how to hold drumsticks right. Sophomore year, I finally stopped looking like I was trying to kill the snare drum. Now I can keep up. Mostly.”
“Mostly is good,” she said.
“Mostly is not jazz band,” I said quietly. “The kids in jazz band have been playing since fifth grade. Their parents probably played. They go to camps. They have private lessons. They know all this… language I’m just now learning. Modes and voicings and weird Italian words the sheet music throws at you like you’re supposed to just… know.”
I rubbed my thumb against my index finger, feeling the ghost of drumsticks there.
“I can catch up,” I said. “I think I can. But this year… it matters. Junior year’s when you get good enough that senior year means something. And if I can get into jazz band, that’s… that’s a thing, Mom. That’s the kind of thing that goes on applications and scholarship forms and makes some college somewhere go, ‘Okay, maybe this desert lizard is worth giving money to.’”
The chicken hissed in the pan. Mom watched me with that look—the one where you can tell she’s simultaneously proud and terrified and trying not to show either too much.
“You’re already worth giving money to,” she said.
“You know what I mean,” I said, a little sharper than I meant to.
She set the spatula down and wiped her hands on a towel, then came over and leaned her hip against the table next to me.
“Hey,” she said. “Look at me.”
I did.
“You worked your butt off this last year,” she said. “You hauled that banjo to every church talent show and open mic you could find, you joined every band they’d let you sign up for, and you practiced in the laundry room for hours until I thought I was going to hear eight-note patterns in my sleep forever.”
“That was a good run, though,” I said automatically.
“It was,” she agreed. “And you’re going to keep working. And you might get into jazz band and you might not. But whether you do or don’t doesn’t decide whether you get to be a musician. It doesn’t decide your whole life in one shot.”
“I know,” I said, because I did. In the logical part of my brain. “It just… feels like it.”
She reached out and tapped my forehead with one finger. “That’s the anxiety goblin talking.”
“The what now.”
“The anxiety goblin,” she repeated. “Lives right behind your eyes. Screams about worst-case scenarios. Hates fun. Gets louder when you’re tired and carsick.”
I snorted. “You are so weird.”
“You’re welcome,” she said. “Also, the goblin is wrong. You’re allowed to want this badly. You’re allowed to work hard for it. You’re just not allowed to decide that you’re garbage if it doesn’t work out exactly how you pictured.”
I looked back down at the table. “What if I’m not good enough?”
“What if you are?” she shot back.
I didn’t have an answer to either question.
She squeezed my shoulder once, then went back to the stove, flipping the chicken, tearing open the salad kit with one hand.
“So,” she said casually, over the rustle of plastic, “any new cute girls at church I should be aware of this year, or are we still pretending you don’t have a crush?”
I nearly choked on my own breath. “I don’t— what? No.”
“Uh-huh. Totally believe you.”
“There are no girls,” I said. “Girls are a myth invented by Calvin Klein to sell perfume.”
“Okay, philosopher,” she said. “Just know that if I see you talking to anyone whose name I don’t recognize, I reserve the right to embarrass you in the parking lot.”
“You already do that just by existing,” I said.
“Ouch,” she said, throwing a lettuce leaf at me. It bounced off my nose and landed in my lap.
I picked it up and popped it in my mouth. “Mmm. Tastes like emotional manipulation.”
“Good,” she said. “Have some more.”
She brought the pan to the table later, plus a big bowl of salad and a pot of rice that had only slightly stuck to the bottom. We ate at the little table with the window open, evening light slanting in yellow and slow.
“So,” she said between bites, “seafood after this?”
“I thought this was amuse-bouche,” I said. “Isn’t that supposed to be small?”
“You’re a teenage boy,” she said. “There is no such thing as small.”
“Facts,” I said.
We finished the “small” meal, then packed into the car again for the ten-minute drive to Freeland, my stomach now much more willing to cooperate. The seafood place smelled like fryer oil and lemons and felt like the opposite of Grandma’s kitchen in Nevada.
Later, when we got home for real, when my suitcase was half-unpacked and my guitar was leaning in the corner of my room and my phone buzzed with a text from Nic—
YOU BACK YET OR DID NEVADA CLAIM YOU FOREVER
—I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling.
Jazz band in May.
 Junior year in a week.
 Church on Sunday.
Kate.
I didn’t let myself think about her for too long. It made my chest feel weird.
Instead I let the muffled sound of the waves, barely audible from my open window if I really tried, creep into my head. I imagined the cliff, the horizon, the faint outline of Seattle with a mountain looming behind it like a promise or a threat.
Somewhere out there, a version of me existed who was already good enough.
This year, I was going to see if I could catch up to him.

Chapter 2 Church always smells like carpet.
Not a normal carpet smell, either. It’s this specific blend of old coffee, nursery Goldfish crackers, hymn books, and the industrial cleaner they probably buy by the vat. The kind of smell that sinks into the walls and the padded pews and your clothes until you carry it home with you, whether you got anything spiritual out of the meeting or not.
Mom and I slipped into the back row just as the opening hymn started. She gave the greeter lady her nice church smile—that extra-bright, I-swear-I’m-still-active one—and we picked a spot far enough from everyone else that I didn’t have to make small talk but close enough that people wouldn’t assume we were criminals.
I dropped into the cushioned bench and immediately started calculating escape routes in case my stomach decided to reenact the ferry.
The chapel was the same as always: beige walls, beige carpet, beige pews, beige people in their Sunday best. The stand at the front, with the pulpit and the enormous flower arrangement that never looked real enough to be fake or fake enough to be real. A big painting of Jesus on the back wall, looking vaguely tired.
Up front, the bishopric sat in their matching dark suits like a trio of overworked accountants. People rustled around us, kids whisper-fighting, hymn books thudding open.
Mom handed me one and I took it automatically, even though I already knew the opening hymn by heart. You sing something enough times and it brands itself into your neurons.
As the congregation stood, I glanced sideways and started the Sunday game: Spot the People You Care About.
Nic was on the right side, four or five rows ahead, sitting with his family. His dad looked like he always did on Sundays—like someone had shoved him into a button-up and tie and he was still processing the trauma. Nic’s little sister was swinging her legs so hard her shiny shoes were a blur.
And then, front row center, like always: Kate.
She was sitting with her family, perfectly straight, hands folded in her lap. Her dress was some soft color that didn’t even exist in Nevada’s color scheme, something between blue and gray that made her look like she belonged in the painting behind the pulpit more than the rest of us did. Her hair was pulled half back with a clip, the rest falling in a wave just past her shoulders.
Her mom sat right next to her, a little closer to the aisle, posture so correct it looked exhausting. Front row, as far forward as humanly possible without actually joining the choir.
I leaned toward Mom, keeping my voice low.
“Why do we always sit in the back?” I asked.
She raised an eyebrow. “You want to sit in the front?”
“Absolutely not,” I said. “I just wanna know what the strategy is.”
She glanced around, then leaned in too. “Back row is the introvert row. If the ceiling opens up and Jesus comes down, he’ll still see us. We’re fine.”
“That’s not how Sister Reynolds sees it,” I muttered, nodding toward the front. “I’m pretty sure she sits there because it makes her feel closer to God.”
Mom followed my gaze to where Kate’s mom sat, perfectly still, hymn book open at a crisp ninety-degree angle.
“Well,” she said, “some people like to be closer to the action.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “If God is hanging out anywhere, I’m pretty sure it’s back here with us and the homeless guy who only comes for the potluck.”
Mom slapped a hand over her mouth to hide a laugh, shoulders shaking.
Sure enough, two rows over, the guy in question was slumped in his seat, hair wild, beard doing its best Moses impression. He always showed up right before the closing prayer and you’d see him later annihilating rolls in the cultural hall.
The opening hymn started and the whole room swelled up with sound. I sang out of habit more than devotion, letting the notes sit in my chest. It felt weird to be back—like I’d been away for a year instead of a summer.
I’d forgotten how many babies there were. How many toddlers. How many little kids in tiny ties and ruffly dresses, all of them wiggling and whispering and dropping Cheerios on the floor. Nevada church felt different. Smaller. Louder, but not in the same way. Here, everything was… contained.
The sacrament went around, little trays of bread and water, and people bowed their heads and thought whatever they thought during it. I mostly thought about how many Sundays I’d be sitting here this year, counting the spots in the ceiling tiles and timing how long it took for the deacons to make it from one side of the chapel to the other.
Every once in a while, my eyes wandered back to the front.
To her.
It was stupid how different she looked after just one summer. She hadn’t magically turned into a new person or anything, but something had shifted. She carried herself different. Maybe it was the dress, or her hair, or the little gold necklace at her throat catching the light. Or maybe it was her. The way she watched whoever was at the pulpit, completely focused, like she was trying to memorize the right way to be.
She didn’t look back at me once. I told myself I didn’t care.
We sang another hymn. Two speakers did their thing—one earnest teenager summarizing a General Conference talk, one older guy telling a story that went on three minutes longer than it should’ve. My mind wandered in and out, catching bits about faith and service and enduring to the end.
By the closing hymn, my legs were twitchy and my brain felt like someone had left it in the “simmer” position.
“Amen,” Mom said with everyone else as the prayer ended, and I stretched my neck like I’d just completed a workout.
“Potluck?” I asked.
“Potluck,” she confirmed.
The cultural hall was already half-transformed by the time we got there. Long tables lined up, covered in those plastic tablecloths that tried to look like real fabric and failed. Crockpots everywhere, their lids fogged with steam. Casserole dishes. Bowls of salad. Dessert trays that could probably kill a man if he wasn’t careful.
The noise level jumped instantly: kids running between tables, moms chatting in clusters, dads standing around talking about weather and sports and whatever else dads are legally required to discuss.
Mom veered toward a group of women by the serving table, putting her Church Face back on. I hung back, scanning for one person.
“Eli!”
I didn’t have to look far. Nic barreled toward me from the opposite side of the room, nearly taking out a folding chair in his excitement. His tie was already loose around his neck like it had personally offended him.
He crashed into me with a hug that was more of a collision.
“You’re alive!” he said. “Grandma didn’t boil you or anything.”
“Barely,” I said, hugging him back. “She tried to feed me to the scorpions.”
He stepped back and looked me up and down, eyes narrowing. “Dude. You’re dark.”
“That’s racist,” I said.
“I mean sun-dark,” he said, smacking my arm. “You look like Nevada adopted you as a state secret.”
“What about you?” I said, looping a finger under the edge of his sleeve and pulling it up.
He yanked it higher willingly, revealing a sharp tan line halfway up his upper arm. His forearm was deep brown, dusted with freckles, the skin above it pale by comparison.
“Oh yeah,” I said. “That’s a roofer tan if I’ve ever seen one.”
“Roofing chic,” he said. “All the ladies are into it.”
“Yeah, okay.”
“I spent all summer up there with my dad,” he went on, making a “this is my life now” face. “Tiles, shingles, whatever. If it goes on top of houses, I have touched it. Repeatedly. In the sun. With my soul leaving my body.”
“They pay you in money or trauma?” I asked.
“Both,” he said. “Also Gatorade.”
I pushed my own sleeve up in response. My tan line wasn’t as extreme, but my forearms were definitely darker than before summer, the skin warm and tight.
“Look at us,” I said. “Two walking vitamin D deficiencies, trying our best.”
“We’re so manly,” Nic said. “I’m scared of us.”
“Terrifying,” I agreed.
We were still comparing melanin content when a voice cut in.
“Whoa, easy, boys. Maybe put the guns away before someone gets hurt.”
We both turned.
Kate stood a few feet away, a paper plate in one hand, eyebrows raised. Up close, the color of her dress was even stranger—in a good way. It made her eyes look greener, or maybe that was just my brain malfunctioning.
“Guns?” I repeated stupidly.
She nodded at our arms. “You two are flexing so hard, I’m worried about friendly fire.”
Nic immediately switched to full ham mode, twisting his torso like a bodybuilder and making a ridiculous face.
“You’re just jealous,” he said, flexing his bicep like it owed him rent. “Feast your eyes, Kate. This is pure—”
“Chicken nugget?” she suggested.
“Muscle,” he finished. “Pure muscle.”
I snorted. “I’ve seen you try to open a jar of pickles. Don’t lie in the house of God, man.”
“What about you?” Kate asked, turning to me. “You gonna show off, or just let him win by default?”
“Nic can have the title,” I said. “I’m more of a… musical strength kind of guy.”
She rolled her eyes. “That’s not how that works. Flex.”
Her tone made it sound like no big deal, like she was just continuing the bit, but the word still shot straight through my chest and lodged somewhere behind my ribs.
I tried to play it off. “What, like… now?”
“No, in three business days,” she said. “Yes, now. C’mon. Give me something to judge here.”
Nic started chanting under his breath. “Do it, do it, do it—”
I sighed dramatically, because that was safer than acknowledging that Kate Reynolds was asking to feel my arm.
“Fine,” I said. “But I expect a fair and unbiased evaluation.”
“You won’t get one,” she said. “I’m extremely biased.”
That did not help.
I bent my arm, making a fist, trying not to flex so hard I looked like I was trying. Nic made a drumroll on the edge of the nearest table.
Kate stepped forward, putting her plate down on a chair. She wrapped her hand around Nic’s bicep first, squeezing like she was testing fruit at the grocery store.
“Hm,” she said, thoughtful. “Definitely something there. Roofing clearly works.”
“Told you,” Nic said smugly.
Then she turned to me.
For half a second, I considered faking my own death or spontaneously combusting. Instead I stayed still, arm bent, heart at least twenty beats faster than it had any right to be.
Her fingers wrapped around my bicep. Her hand was small and warm, her grip surprisingly firm. She tested the muscle, pressing her thumb in slightly.
“Okay, wow,” she said, eyebrows going up. “We have actual competition.”
Nic gasped. “Betrayal.”
She laughed, looking between us. “I don’t know, you guys. This is hard. Elias has, like, desert muscle going on. Nic has… roof muscle.”
“I am a working man,” Nic said. “Salt of the earth.”
“I play banjo,” I said. “Salt of the… seventh chord.”
Kate smiled at that, and something in my chest did a weird flip.
“Well,” she said, “I guess we’ll have to call it a tie.”
“Lame,” Nic said. “You have to pick. Those are the rules of… whatever this is.”
She opened her mouth to respond—then froze, her gaze flicking over my shoulder.
I glanced back.
Her mom stood by the kitchen door, keys in one hand, Tupperware dish in the other, eyes fixed on us like we’d just been caught graffitiing the temple.
“Kate,” she called, that nice church voice with the steel core. “Honey, can you come help me bring the rest of the food in from the car?”
Translated: Stop touching boys and get over here.
Kate didn’t even flinch, but I saw the moment her spine stiffened.
“Coming!” she called back, then grabbed her plate with a little half-apologetic shrug toward us.
“Duty calls,” she said. “Try not to blind anyone with your tans while I’m gone.”
“We make no promises,” Nic said.
Her eyes flicked to me for a fraction of a second—just long enough for something like real warmth to show through the polite church smile—then she turned and walked away, slipping back into her row, into her role.
I watched her thread through the crowd, watched her mom put a hand on her shoulder like a reminder.
“Dude,” Nic said under his breath. “She touched your arm.”
“Shut up,” I muttered, trying to pretend my heart hadn’t just climbed into my throat. “She touched your arm too.”
“Yeah,” he said. “But she said you were competition. I’m gonna have to start lifting actual weights now. This is terrible news.”
We grabbed plates and joined the line for food, Nic giving running commentary on each dish like he was hosting a cooking show.
“Ah yes, Sister Miller’s Famous Funeral Potatoes,” he said. “A classic. Nothing says ‘we love you’ like cheese and carbs.”
“If I ever die,” I said, “please make sure someone brings those to my memorial.”
“I’ll make them myself,” he said. “Badly. In your honor.”
We loaded up on rolls, potato salads, mystery casseroles, and enough brownies to ensure at least three kids would bounce off the walls later. We ate at a round table with a bunch of other teens, the conversation bouncing from school starting next week to summer jobs to some rumor about a teacher getting replaced.
It felt good, in that familiar, chaotic, slightly too-loud way. For a little bit, I forgot about jazz band and Nevada and how my stomach still felt like it was on a ferry.
At some point, though, the noise started to press in. The fluorescent lights hummed. Someone’s baby started crying, sharp and high. My brain tapped me on the shoulder and said, Hey, we’re done here.
I slipped away while Nic was explaining how he’d almost fallen off a roof, weaving through clusters of adults talking about garden produce and scripture study.
The hallway outside the cultural hall was cooler and quieter, the carpet muffling my footsteps. Classrooms branched off on either side, their doors propped open just enough to see the chalkboards and posters inside.
I wasn’t really going anywhere on purpose—just walking, letting my feet pull me out of the noise and into the empty parts of the building.
That’s when I saw it.
One of the Sunday school rooms at the end of the hall had its door all the way open, and in the corner, half-hidden behind a stack of metal folding chairs, was a piano.
Not one of the big chapel ones. Just an upright with scuffed wood and a slightly crooked bench, the kind that had probably lived through thirty years of primary songs and reluctant teenagers.
My fingers twitched.
I glanced back down the hall. No one. The low roar of the potluck seeped under the cultural hall door, distant and muffled.
I slipped into the classroom and closed the door just enough that it looked like it had closed itself. Dust motes hung in the air, floating through the beam of light from the single window. The chalkboard still had half-erased notes about some lesson from last week.
I slid onto the bench and lifted the key cover.
The first touch is always a question: What kind of mood are you in, old friend?
The keys were a little sticky in places, the action heavier than the one at school. When I pressed down, though, the sound that came out was warm, a little wobbly, but still very much alive.
I started with something simple, just feeling it out. A scale, a chord progression, my right hand testing the high notes, left hand checking the low.
I didn’t have a piano at home. Not a real one, anyway. We had my guitar and the banjo and a cheap keyboard that sometimes decided the G above middle C was canceled. I’d missed this—the weight of the keys, the way the sound wrapped around you when you were close enough.
Without really thinking about it, my fingers slid into something familiar. A progression I’d been messing with all summer, something that started in C and walked its way down in this lazy, bluesy fall. My left hand took the bass notes, steady as a heartbeat, while my right found a melody over the top.
It wasn’t a song yet, not really. Just pieces of one. But it felt good.
The room shrank down to the sound. To the way the chords brushed up against each other. To the little mistakes and the corrections and the tiny moments where everything clicked for half a second and I could see the whole thing, finished, before it dissolved again.
I don’t know how long I was playing when the door opened.
The air shifted and I stopped mid-phrase, hands hovering above the keys.
“Sorry,” a voice said quickly. “I didn’t mean to—oh.”
Kate stood in the doorway, one hand on the knob, the other holding a stack of plastic cups. Her eyes flicked from my face to the piano and back again.
“Hey,” I said, because my brain is extremely good at coming up with complex, layered dialogue in moments of emotional intensity.
“Hi,” she said, stepping in a little. “I was sent on a mission for more cups. I didn’t know there was a… concert happening.”
“It’s not a concert,” I said, ears warming. “It’s just me… messing around.”
“Well, your messing around is better than most people’s practicing,” she said, closing the door behind her with her heel. “I thought Sister Brown had a recording on or something.”
I laughed, too loud, then tried to dial it back. “It’s just this old thing I’ve been working on.”
“Just this old thing,” she echoed. “Okay, Mozart.”
I ran a hand over the keys softly, not pressing down. “Nah. Mozart knew what he was doing.”
“You sound like you know what you’re doing,” she said.
I shrugged, because I didn’t know what to do with that. “Sometimes. In theory.” I wiggled my fingers. “Literally.”
She smiled and came closer, setting the cups on the table. Up close, I could see the little flyaways around her face, the faint dusting of freckles on her nose summer had left behind.
“You didn’t tell me you were this good at piano,” she said.
“You didn’t tell me you were working for potluck supplies,” I said back. “We all have secrets.”
She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, though. I knew you did band stuff, and guitar, and the banjo thing.” She mimed plucking. “But this… you sound official.”
I shrugged again, because my shoulders had apparently decided that was my default move around her. “We don’t have one at home,” I admitted. “So whenever I see a piano just… sitting there, I kind of have to.”
Her expression softened. “Does your dad have one?”
“In Nevada?” I shook my head. “He’s got a keyboard in the trailer, but it’s mostly for my little brother to mash on. The piano at school is the good one. This is like… bonus time.”
She leaned against the side of the chalkboard, watching me. “Play something else?”
“You’re supposed to be getting cups,” I said.
“I got them,” she said, nodding at the stack. “See? Mission accomplished. I can linger at the secret music club for a minute.”
My heart did that weird skipping thing again.
“Okay,” I said, turning back to the keys. “But if your mom comes in here and kills me for corrupting you with jazz, this is on you.”
“I’ll tell her I was led astray by the spirit of syncopation,” she said dryly.
I snorted, then started playing again.
This time I went for something more structured—a hymn I’d been re-harmonizing in my head during the meeting. Same melody, but the chords underneath moved in ways they weren’t supposed to, little substitutions and turns that made it feel like the song had gone on a detour and was trying to find its way home.
Halfway through, I risked a glance at her.
Her eyes were closed.
Not in a dramatic, I’m-so-moved way, just… lightly. Like she was letting the sound sink in without watching me do it. Her hands were folded in front of her, but looser than they’d been in the chapel.
For a second, it hit me that this was the first time in a long time we’d been almost alone. No moms, no church kids, no teachers. Just me, her, an empty classroom, and a beat-up piano.
I looked away quickly and focused on the music.
When I finished, the last chord hanging in the air a little too long, she opened her eyes.
“Okay,” she said quietly. “That was… really good.”
“Thanks,” I said, trying not to sound like I was fishing for it. “I, uh… I’ve been practicing. A lot.”
“I can tell,” she said. “You should keep going. Seriously. You have this… thing. I don’t know what to call it. It’s like when you talk about music, your eyes do this light-up thing, and when you play, it sounds like… you?”
I blinked. “Is ‘sounding like me’ a good thing? Because I have heard myself sing in the locker room and—”
“It’s good,” she said firmly. “I promise. You can just… pick up anything and make it work, can’t you?”
I thought about it. Guitar, banjo, drums, the half-broken keyboard, now piano. The way instruments made sense to me in a way people sometimes didn’t.
“Mostly,” I said. “If it makes noise, I can usually figure something out.”
“That’s not normal, you know,” she said. “In a good way.”
I shrugged for the third time, because of course I did. “It just feels normal to me.”
“Well,” she said, pushing off the chalkboard. “Don’t waste it.”
Something about the way she said that made my chest tighten.
“I’m trying not to,” I said.
She smiled, soft and quick.
“I should get these back before my mom thinks I joined a cult,” she said, picking up the cups. “But, um… I’m glad you’re back.”
The words hit me harder than they should have.
“Yeah?” I said, brilliantly.
“Yeah,” she said. “Church is boring when Nic has no one to whisper to.”
I huffed out a laugh. “Oh, so I’m just here to keep Nic entertained.”
“Among other things,” she said lightly, then seemed to realize what she’d said. A faint blush climbed her cheeks.
Before I could decide whether to be brave or normal (spoiler: it would have been normal), she grabbed the cups tighter.
“Keep playing,” she said, already backing toward the door. “For… you, I mean. Not for… us. I mean, you know what I mean.”
I did. Maybe.
“Yeah,” I said. “I will.”
She nodded, then slipped out into the hall, the door closing behind her with a soft click.
I sat there for a second, staring at the keys, her last words still hanging in the air like the end of a chord.
Keep playing.
So I did.

By the time Mom and I got home, the church smell had been mostly replaced by the smell of the trees and the sea again. My tie was stuffed in my pocket, my sleeves rolled up, my brain buzzing—not from the meeting, but from the piano, from seeing Kate in that room, from her “I’m glad you’re back” echoing in my head.
We had the usual Sunday afternoon decompression: Mom changed into sweats, I made myself a snack that was 90% bread, we both pretended we were going to be productive and then quietly failed. There was leftover chowder from last night for dinner, warmed up in a pot, the two of us eating at the kitchen table while the light outside went from bright to soft.
“So,” Mom said, stabbing a piece of potato, “how was church?”
“Long,” I said automatically.
She gave me a look.
“Fine,” I amended. “It was fine. Nic was there. We did a comparative tan analysis.”
“I see,” she said. “Very spiritual.”
“And there was a piano in one of the classrooms,” I added, because I wanted to talk about that part. “An old upright. I… played for a while.”
Her face lit up. “Yeah? That’s great. Did you get in trouble?”
“No,” I said. “I think it’s the unofficial law of churches that if you see a piano, you’re allowed to touch it as long as you’re not playing, like, death metal.”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I think Jesus would be into a sick guitar solo.”
“Jesus played bass,” I said. “You can’t convince me otherwise.”
She laughed. “Well, I’m glad you found somewhere to play. We’ll have to make sure you can get over to the church more if you want piano time.”
“Yeah,” I said, then added, before I could overthink it, “Kate heard me.”
Mom’s eyebrows did a little dance. “Oh?”
“She was getting cups,” I said, suddenly fascinated by my chowder. “She came in and listened for a minute. Said I sound like… me. Or something.”
“That’s nice,” Mom said, which was Mom-code for I’m going to tease you about this later but I’ll be cool for now.
We finished dinner and did dishes together, the warm water and clink of plates grounding me back in the house, the here, the now.
Later, when the sun had slid down and turned the sky into a smear of pink and orange over the water, I ended up in my room, lying on my back on the bed, staring at the cracks in the ceiling.
I should have been thinking about school.
About how jazz band auditions were nine months away, and how I needed to hit the ground running. About chart reading and scales and practicing kit work until my hands did it in my sleep. About Emily—the senior drummer I’d barely talked to last year but who I knew, from reputation, was impossible to replace.
I did think about that. For a while.
But my brain kept circling back to her.
Kate, sitting in the front row. Kate, walking up during the potluck and joking about guns. Kate’s hand on my arm, her fingers testing the muscle like it meant something. Kate, in the empty classroom, eyes closed while I played. Kate saying I’m glad you’re back like it was a small thing and not a grenade.
I rolled onto my side and stared at the wall where I’d taped up a few sheets of staff paper. Half-scribbled ideas. A measure here, a chord progression there. Nothing finished.
She’d only emailed me twice all summer.
I’d checked my inbox way more than I’d admit to anyone. In June, there’d been a short email: hope Nevada isn’t too hot lol church is weird without you and Nic whispering. Then, sometime in July, another: band is gonna be so different with you as an upperclassman don’t forget about us little people.
Both were like that. Short. Light. Easy to read. Hard to stop thinking about.
I’d answered both, obviously. Told her about the heat, about my grandma’s hat, about learning new songs with my dad, about how my little brother had decided the banjo was a drum and there was nothing I could do to stop him.
Then… nothing.
No hey, how are you? No I miss you guys. No I can’t wait till you’re back.
I knew she was busy. She had her whole front-row life to live, with her mom and her planner and her perfect expectations. I knew it didn’t mean anything. But some small, petty part of me kept poking the thought:
If she cared, wouldn’t she… say more?
Maybe that was unfair. Maybe that was the anxiety goblin again, setting up camp in my brain with a sleeping bag and a megaphone.
Still. The feeling was there. This little hollow ache that today had made worse instead of better.
She looked older. Not in a old-old way, but in a you-have-your-life-together-and-I’m-still-figuring-out-my-laundry way. More put together. More… something. Something that made me feel like I was still catching up.
I flopped back onto my back and stared at the ceiling again.
“What do you want out of this year?” I asked myself quietly, because apparently I talk to myself now.
Jazz band, obviously. That was the big one. Get good enough. Get noticed. Get in. Be the kid who came from nowhere and earned a seat.
Pass classes. Survive junior year. Maybe find some way to not always feel like my family history was a flashing neon sign over my head.
And then, quieter: see Kate. Really see her. Maybe get more than two emails’ worth of her. Maybe… I don’t know. Be someone she didn’t have to only talk to in empty classrooms and quick jokes between potluck tables.
I blew out a breath and scrubbed my hands over my face.
“Okay,” I told the ceiling. “Game plan: practice a lot. Don’t throw up in any moving vehicles. Try not to be weird around the girl you’ve been low-key in love with for two years. Easy.”
The house creaked in response. Distantly, I could hear the soft rush of the Sound against the shore, a sound so low you only noticed it when everything else was quiet.
Tomorrow would be just another day. Maybe I’d find time to go back to the church and steal more minutes with the piano. Maybe Nic and I would hang out. Maybe I’d run into Kate again, or maybe I’d spend the whole day pretending I didn’t hope I would.
Either way, the year was coming, whether I was ready or not.
I reached blindly for the notebook on my nightstand, flipped it open, and scribbled down a few chords I’d been playing earlier, tying them to a line of words before it could slip away:
keep playing / she said / like it’s that simple
It probably wasn’t a song yet.
But it was a start.

Chapter 3

The morning of the first day of school, the cliff looked exactly the same and I felt completely different.
Fog hugged the water, low and thin, like the Sound had pulled up a blanket but hadn’t fully committed to sleeping in. The sun was doing that PNW thing where it pretends it might come out later if it feels like it. I stood at the fence with my backpack on, breathing in air that tasted like wet wood and salt, trying to convince my stomach this was just another day.
It wasn’t buying it.
Behind me, the old house creaked as Mom locked the front door. Her keychain jingled as she walked across the yard.
“Okay,” she called. “You ready to go be an upperclassman?”
“No,” I said.
“Perfect.” She fell into step beside me. “Let’s go anyway.”
We walked back toward the car, grass damp around our ankles. The Subaru’s paint looked more faded in the gray light, the one blue door still brighter than the rest like it hadn’t gotten the memo.
I tossed my backpack in the back seat and slid into the passenger side. Mom started the engine; the radio crackled to life with some classic rock station she never changed because she said it made her feel grounded.
“So,” she said as we bumped down the dirt road. “On a scale of one to ten, where’s your anxiety goblin?”
I stared out the window at the trees folding over us. “Like… seven and a half?”
“That’s pretty high,” she said. “Does he at least have snacks?”
“He’s stress-eating my brain cells,” I said. “He’s having a great time.”
She snorted. “Tell him junior year isn’t allowed to eat anyone alive until at least October. We have rules.”
We paved-roaded our way toward town, the island waking up: dogs being walked, condensation clinging to mailboxes, that weirdly timeless feeling of early morning in a small place. As we got closer to the school, the traffic picked up—trucks, minivans, kids on bikes, a couple of walkers with backpacks too big for their frames.
I felt every bump in the road like a little drumroll in my chest.
“You know,” Mom said, eyes on the road, “when I was your age, first day of school meant making sure no one noticed my thrift store jeans were actually men’s.”
“And now?” I asked.
“Now it means making sure my son remembers he’s allowed to be an idiot sometimes,” she said. “You don’t have to nail your whole life in the first week, kiddo.”
“I know,” I said, because logically, I did. Emotionally, I was already writing jazz band in shaky permanent marker across my entire future.
We pulled into the school parking lot, a chaotic sprawl of cars and noise. The brick building loomed on one side, melding old construction with newer additions in a way that made it look like it had been built by committee over thirty years—which it probably had.
Clusters of kids milled around the loading zone and sidewalks. A few teachers stood near the front doors, armed with clipboards and forced enthusiasm.
Mom found a spot near the back row and put the car in park.
“You want me to walk you in?” she asked, absolutely serious and absolutely joking.
I made a face. “Do you want me to drop out immediately?”
“Fair,” she said. She reached over and flicked an imaginary speck off my shoulder. “You’ve got this.”
“Define ‘got this,’” I said.
“You’re going to go in there,” she said, “find Nic, survive the assembly, not punch anyone, and then go to band and make instruments do what you want. The rest is optional.”
“That’s a lot of steps,” I said.
“You’ve done harder,” she said. Then, more softly, “Text me at lunch?”
I rolled my eyes, but it didn’t have much venom. “Maybe.”
She gave me a look that said: you’d better. I opened the door.
The air hit me—cool and slightly damp, carrying the smell of asphalt and wet grass and cheap deodorant. I slung my backpack on, adjusted the strap over my shoulder, and shut the car door.
“Hey!” Mom called as I started to walk away.
I turned back.
“If anyone asks,” she said, “Jesus played bass.”
I snorted. “Got it.”
She gave me a little salute, then pulled away, merging into the slow flow of parents exiting.
I scanned the crowd.
“Eli!” someone yelled, and then Nic was there, coming at me with the speed of an enthusiastic golden retriever.
He slammed into my shoulder, nearly knocking me off balance, and then wrapped me in a half-hug, half-headlock.
“There he is,” he said. “Mr. Nevada. Mr. Desert Tan. Mr. I-Abandoned-My-Best-Friend-All-Summer.”
“You worked on roofs,” I said, prying his arm off me. “Don’t act like you were suffering in boredom.”
“Yeah, but roofs don’t play Mario Kart with you,” he said. “Roofs don’t make fun of Brother Hastings’ ties. Roofs don’t—”
“Fall on you and break your neck?” I suggested.
He considered. “Okay, roofs do a lot. But still. I’m allowed to have abandonment issues.”
He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt under an unbuttoned flannel, backpack hanging off one shoulder like it was an afterthought. His hair was doing that semi-controlled flip thing, like he’d brushed it but it refused to commit.
“You ready?” I asked.
“Absolutely not,” he said cheerfully. “But my mom said if I fail junior year she’s turning my room into a yoga studio, so here we are.”
We started toward the front doors, joining the stream of students. Conversations overlapped around us—who had what classes, who got what teacher, who dyed their hair over the summer, which seniors had cars now.
Inside, the noise doubled. Lockers slammed open and shut, backpacks thumped, someone shouted across the hall and got shushed by a teacher. Posters advertising clubs and last year’s achievements covered the walls—drama club, band concerts, a faded flyer about the chess team that looked like no one had touched it since 2009.
“Ah,” Nic said, breathing in dramatically. “The scent of institutional despair.”
“It’s better than church carpet,” I said.
“Debatable.”
A bell rang, shrill and echoing. Kids groaned or sped up. The intercom crackled to life.
“Students,” the office secretary’s voice said, sounding like she’d been doing this since the dawn of time. “Please make your way to the auditorium for our welcome-back assembly. Teachers, bring your first period classes. Thank you.”
Nic bumped my shoulder. “Walk with me, my liege?”
“I have a feeling we’re all going the same way,” I said, but we fell into step anyway, moving with the current toward the double doors that led to the auditorium.
Inside, the space was buzzing. Rows of padded seats sloped down toward the stage, where a podium stood between maroon curtains. The smell of dust and stage makeup and a hundred past assemblies hung in the air.
“Where do you wanna sit?” Nic asked.
“Anywhere not directly under a speaker,” I said. “I’d like to hear when I’m forty.”
We found two seats halfway back, middle section. Kids piled in around us, filling the room with laughter and whispered gossip. The drama kids congregated near the front, already too loud. Athletes clustered with other athletes. The band kids—I recognized a few—sat sprinkled around, some with instrument cases at their feet from morning rehearsals.
“Look,” Nic whispered, nodding toward a corner of the front row. “Jazz royalty.”
On the end of the second row, near the aisle, sat Emily—the senior drummer, future-college, jazz-band legend. Her dark hair was pulled into a low ponytail, and even from here I could see the callus on her stick hand where the skin had grown thick from hours of practice. She was talking to a couple of other upperclassmen, feet propped on the seat in front of her like she owned the place.
Technically, she kind of did.
My chest tightened. The principal hadn’t even started talking yet and my brain was already looping: jazz band, jazz band, jazz band.
The house lights dimmed a little. The principal, Mr. Hines, walked onto the stage to lukewarm applause. He was a tall, thin guy with a mustache that refused to pick a decade. His tie was school colors, which was either dedication or masochism.
“Good morning, everyone,” he said into the microphone, his voice echoing a little in the high ceiling. “Welcome back to another year here at South Whidbey.”
The room responded with a mix of cheers and groans.
“I know, I know,” he said, smiling like he’d practiced it. “The sun is still out, the water’s still warm, and you’re thinking, ‘Why am I not at the beach?’”
“Because we want to graduate,” someone muttered behind us.
“But,” Mr. Hines continued, “we’ve got a lot to be proud of from last year, and a lot to look forward to this year. Before I talk your ears off about expectations and respect and all those fun words, I want to take a moment to recognize some of our student groups who did amazing things.”
He pulled out a paper. The rustle echoed through the mic.
“Our FBLA chapter,” he said, “placed at state and sent four students to nationals.” A smattering of applause. “Our volleyball team took regionals.” Louder applause, some whistles. “And, as many of you know, our jazz band won the Puget Sound Invitational this summer.”
The room reacted—not like a sports game, but with this particular kind of pride, hoops and claps and that collective oooooh. Someone behind us yelled, “Felgar for President!”
Onstage, Mr. Hines chuckled. “Our music and drama programs continue to be some of the strongest in the region. So whether you’re an athlete, a musician, an actor, a scholar, or just here for lunch—”
“That’s me,” Nic whispered.
“—we have a place for you,” the principal finished.
My ears rang a little.
Jazz band won the Invitational.
They’d done that without me, obviously. I’d watched low-res videos on my phone in Nevada, trying to pick out Emily’s cymbal work over shaky camera audio.
But hearing it out loud, in this room, with this many people clapping… it made it feel more real. More impossible and more necessary at the same time.
Mr. Hines launched into the usual talk about respecting each other, making good choices, not doing drugs, telling someone if you felt unsafe. My mind drifted in and out, catching on phrases like “college readiness” and “your future” and “this is your year.”
I glanced sideways at Nic. He’d slouched down, head tipped back, mouthing along with parts of the speech like he’d memorized it. Which, to be fair, he probably had—these assemblies didn’t change much.
When it finally ended, we were released to our first-period classes like a swarm of bees freed from a jar.
“You got first period?” Nic asked as we got pulled along with the crowd out into the hallway.
“Skills lab,” I said, making a face.
“Is that where they teach you how to be skilled?” he asked.
“It’s where they try to make sure I don’t drown in algebra again,” I said. “Resource class. Academic support. Whatever they’re calling ‘we know you’re not dumb but you missed some stuff’ this year.”
He winced, sympathetic. “Oof.”
“It’s fine,” I said quickly, before the defensive part of my brain flared up. “Ms… something. I forgot her name. Mom said she’s nice.”
“Well, enjoy the cardigan vibes,” he said. “I’ve got English. Pray for me. My summer reading was ‘watched two seasons of a show with subtitles and called it literature.’”
“I’m pretty sure that counts,” I said.
We split at the next intersection, Nic heading left, me right. The hallway thinned out as I got into the older section of the building, where the lockers were a slightly different color and the bulletin boards hadn’t been updated since spring.
I found the room number from my schedule—108, “Learning Support”—and paused outside the door for a second. My hand itched with the urge to turn around, go back to a normal classroom where nobody would have a special roster with my name highlighted.
Instead, I took a breath and stepped in.
The room was bright, which helped. Big windows along one side let in a soft, gray light. The walls were covered in posters about study skills and growth mindset, but they’d been arranged with enough care it didn’t feel like a motivational poster graveyard. A horseshoe of desks faced a whiteboard, and a round table sat in the corner with a stack of binders on it.
The teacher looked exactly like every Good Teacher character in a movie, but in a way that felt real instead of cliché. Mid-forties, hair pulled back in a loose bun, glasses on a chain around her neck, cardigan over a floral blouse. She was sorting papers at the front, but looked up and smiled as soon as I came in.
“You must be Elias,” she said.
I blinked. “Uh—yeah.”
She came around the desk, hand out. “I’m Ms. Cartwright. Come on in. Find any seat you like.”
Her handshake was firm and warm. I dropped my backpack next to a desk near the middle.
“There will be a few more students,” she said. “You’re my early bird.”
“I got lost slower than I thought I would,” I said.
She chuckled. “Good skill. So, you moved here… last year?”
“Freshman year,” I said. “From Nevada.”
“Right,” she said. “I saw that in your file. You’ve had a lot of changes the last couple of years. Different schools, different standards, different curriculum pacing. That’s tough.”
The way she said it—matter-of-fact, not pitying—made something unclench a little.
“Yeah,” I said. “My old school was… small. Like thirty-kids-in-the-high-school small.”
“That can be great,” she said. “But it can also mean you come into a new place and realize everyone else has been doing things you’ve never been asked to do before.” She tapped the stack of folders on her desk. “That’s what this class is for. We’re going to make sure you have what you need to be successful in your other classes. You’re not behind, you’re just on a different timeline.”
“You read that off a poster?” I asked, because being sincere for too long made my skin itch.
She laughed, genuinely. “No, I came up with that one myself. But you’re welcome to put it on a poster and pay me royalties.”
More kids trickled in—two guys who looked like they’d rather be anywhere else, a girl with a sketchbook already open, a kid I recognized from church who had accommodations for ADHD and looked constantly in motion even when he was sitting still.
Class started with introductions that weren’t as painful as they could have been. Ms. Cartwright had us fill out a sheet with questions like “What is a class you feel confident in?” and “What is something you’re proud of from last year?” and “What’s one thing you wish your teachers understood about you?”
I stared at that last one for a long time.
What did I wish they understood?
That I wasn’t lazy, just lost, sometimes. That my brain could pick up chord changes in a minute but shut down when twenty math problems stared back at me from a page. That I wasn’t trying to be a problem. That I was actually trying, even when it didn’t look like it.
I ended up writing: I’m good at music, but bad at pretending I’m not confused.
I wasn’t sure if that made sense, but when she walked around glancing at our papers, she paused by mine for a second. Her hand rested on the back of my chair.
“That’s a powerful thing to know about yourself,” she said quietly. “We can work with that.”
The period went fast. By the end, I had a planner with my schedule in it, a list of times I could come in for extra help, and the unsettling feeling of someone actually expecting me to succeed.
When the bell rang, kids shuffled out, talking about where to go next. I slung my backpack on and hesitated.
“Hey, Ms. Cartwright?” I said.
She looked up from her desk. “Yes?”
“Is it… weird that I’m in here?” The words sounded dumber out loud, but they were already out.
Her expression softened. “Elias,” she said. “If anything, it would be weirder if you had a chaotic couple of years and didn’t need a little extra support in some areas. There’s nothing wrong with getting help. The smartest people I know do it all the time.”
She glanced at the band sticker on my binder. “You have band next?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Concert. Then theory tomorrow.”
“Go make some noise,” she said. “I’ve heard very good things about Mr. Felgar’s program.”
“Yeah,” I said, stomach flipping again. “Me too.”
The band room was in the newer wing, down a hall that hummed with the low buzz of kids warming up instruments. As I got closer, the random honks and taps coalesced into something more musical—someone running scales on a clarinet, a trumpet playing a too-loud high note, the deep thud of a bass drum being tested.
I pushed the door open and stepped into organized chaos.
Stands everywhere. Rows of chairs okay-ishly lined up. Percussion instruments cluttered the back: snare drums, bass drums, cymbals, a timpani that looked like it would judge you if you messed up. The carpet had that wax-and-brass smell that all band rooms apparently shared by law.
“Elias!” a voice boomed.
Mr. Felgar stood on the podium at the front, flipping through a stack of music. He was in his forties, tall, with a permanent five o’clock shadow and the posture of someone who’d spent his whole life telling teenagers to sit up straight. His tie was crooked. His shirt sleeves were rolled up.
“Hey,” I said, weaving my way between chairs toward the back.
Percussion kids were already there—Dylan, who’d been first chair snare last year; Moe, who could play mallets like he had four hands; a freshman I didn’t recognize, standing next to the triangle like it might bite.
“Grab a seat,” Felgar called. “We’ll get started once I finish wrestling with the photocopier’s life choices.”
I dumped my backpack in the percussion corner and looked at the stack of instruments like I was picking a starter Pokémon.
“Sup, Nevada,” Dylan said, giving me a nod. “You back for more?”
“I like the emotional abuse,” I said. “It keeps me humble.”
He grinned. “Well, you came to the right place. We’ve got a good set this year. Wait till you see the new piece.”
I picked up a pair of sticks and tapped them lightly against the edge of a snare, just to feel the rebound. It steadied me.
A buzzer sounded somewhere in the front office; a few more kids hurried in. A flute section settled. The low brass section in the back made farting noises on purpose, because of course they did.
“Okay!” Felgar said finally, clapping his hands once. “Welcome back, everybody. Concert band, junior/senior edition. You made it. Some of you just barely, but you made it.”
A ripple of laughter.
“I see a lot of familiar faces,” he continued, scanning the room, “and a few new ones. We’ll go over seating later, but for today we’re just gonna make some noise and pretend we know what we’re doing.”
He grabbed the stack of music from the stand next to him and started down the rows, handing out parts. The brasses got their folders, woodwinds theirs. When he reached the percussion section, he dropped a thick pile onto the nearest drum.
“All right, my chaos goblins,” he said. “This is your pile. You know the drill.”
We all reached for the music at the same time, flipping through pages. Titles jumped out—“Three Celtic Dances,” “Festive Overture,” “Something With Too Many Italian Words.” Each piece had multiple percussion parts: snare, bass, auxiliary, mallets.
“Oooh, there’s a tambourine solo in this one,” Moe said, eyes lighting up. “Called it.”
“You can’t call tambourine,” Dylan protested. “That’s not even a real instrument.”
“Say that to my face when I’m playing thirty-second notes at fortissimo, coward,” Moe shot back.
I scanned the pages, looking for something interesting but not so complicated I’d make a fool of myself on day one. Up front, Mr. Felgar was starting his usual spiel about expectations and practice and how we’d be sight-reading for the next week.
“Weapons claim!” Dylan announced suddenly, slapping his hand down on a page. “Snare on ‘Festive Overture.’ That’s mine.”
“You had snare on everything last year,” I said.
“And I earned it with my blood, sweat, and rudiments,” he said. “What do you want, Nevada?”
I flipped through until I landed on one titled “Cascadia Legend.” The percussion score had bass drum, crash cymbals, triangle, and something labeled “auxiliary.”
Grammy vibes. Big cinematic stuff. That could be fun.
“What’s aux on this?” I asked.
Moe leaned over. “Suspended cymbal, wind chimes, possibly some magic,” he said. “Looks like you switch between a bunch of toys. Good for someone with a brain that can multitask.”
“Or someone whose brain is chaos,” Dylan added.
“Sold,” I said.
We divvied up parts like that, half-arguing, half-joking. The new freshman kid quietly picked triangle and temple blocks on another piece, looking relieved no one took it from him.
“Remember,” Felgar called from the front, “you’re always going to end up playing more than one thing. Don’t get too attached. Life—and orchestration—require flexibility.”
He ran us through some long tones and tuning, then counted off a piece for sight-reading. I focused on not dropping anything. The music was messy at first, like trying to run on a rocky trail, but there were glimpses of what it could become—brass swells, woodwind runs, percussion hits that landed exactly where they were supposed to and made the room vibrate.
When we took a break, my shoulders buzzed with that particular kind of tired that only comes from concentrating really hard.
As we were putting music back in order, the door opened and Emily stepped in, drumsticks in one hand, a binder in the other. A couple of kids glanced up, and the room’s energy shifted a degree.
“Felgar,” she said. “You stole my music stand again.”
He looked over, already smiling. “You left it in the jazz room.”
“It lives there,” she said. “I visit it every summer and feed it charts.”
Everyone chuckled. My ears perked up like a dog’s.
“Jazz kids,” Felgar sighed, mock-exasperated. “So needy. Take one from the percussion rack, Torres. We’ll negotiate stand custody later.”
She rolled her eyes, grabbed an extra stand from the side, and for a second her gaze passed over the back row.
Our eyes almost met. Or maybe that was my imagination. Either way, my heart did a weird thing—half admiration, half panic.
Jazz band, I thought. End of the year. You have time.
The bell rang too soon, dumping us into the hallway again. After the controlled chaos of band, the usual chaos of lunch almost felt calm.
We’d staked out “our” table last year by default—far enough away from the center of the cafeteria to avoid scrutiny, close enough to the back door that you could theoretically bolt and ditch if the mood struck. It sat near a set of windows that looked out over a sad, patchy lawn and a chain-link fence.
Nic was already there when I got my tray and made my way over, splayed out in his chair like he owned the place.
“There he is,” he said. “How’s my favorite almost-genius?”
“I upgraded from dumb to confused,” I said, dropping my backpack on the floor and sitting across from him. “You?”
“I forget how to write an essay,” he said. “But I can tell you five different kinds of roof tiles.”
“So you’re set for life,” I said.
“Obviously.” He opened his lunch—leftover pasta in a plastic container that had seen better days. “How was band?”
“Loud,” I said. “Good. We got some new pieces. Felgar threatened us with metronomes.”
“As he should,” Nic said. “Any Emily sightings?”
I stabbed a piece of cafeteria chicken with my fork. “She came in to argue about a music stand.”
“Oooh,” he said. “Romantic.”
“It was between her and Felgar,” I said. “I was a background tree.”
“Don’t underestimate the power of trees,” he said sagely. “They’re in, like, every play.”
Before I could respond, a voice cut through the din.
“Well, well, well,” it said. “If it isn’t my two favorite losers.”
Jazzy dropped her tray onto the table like she was making an entrance on a stage. Her hair was pulled back in a high ponytail that swung when she moved, a few strands escaping to frame her face. She wore a denim jacket over a tank top with some band logo that looked like it had been screen-printed in someone’s garage.
Kyle trailed behind her, tall and broad-shouldered, wearing a hoodie despite it not being hoodie weather. His expression hovered at that neutral place between “chill” and “permanently stoned,” even though Jazzy liked to joke he couldn’t afford to be high and eat as much as he did.
“Hey, Jay,” Nic said, not bothering to hide his grin. “We were just talking about you. I said you’d probably trip on the first day and bring the entire freshman class down like dominoes.”
“You wish you could watch me fall,” she said, sliding into the seat next to me like she owned it. “Hi, Sunshine.”
The nickname hit the side of my face like a thrown pebble. She’d started calling me that at the tail end of last year, after I showed up to school in the middle of winter in a yellow hoodie and she decided it fit.
“Hi,” I said, trying to control my smile. Jazzy radiated this constant low-level energy that made you feel like you’d walked into a party fifteen minutes late.
She looked me over, eyes narrowing. “Okay, first of all, you were in Nevada for three months and you’re not a crisp? Rude. Second of all, you still look illegally good with that guitar-player wrist situation.”
I glanced at my wrist like it had betrayed me somehow. “What’s wrong with my wrist?”
“Oh my gosh,” Nic said. “He has no idea. This is incredible.”
“Veins,” Jazzy said, as if that explained everything. “Girls love veins. It’s a thing. God accidentally made tendons hot or something.”
Kyle snorted, opening his milk. “You’re gonna confuse him, babe.”
“I live to confuse him,” she said sweetly.
I stabbed my tater tots. “You know I’m sitting right here, right?”
“That’s why it’s fun,” she said.
She shoved a fry in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully, eyes flicking between me and Nic like she was debating something. Her foot bounced under the table, hitting mine once, then twice. I couldn’t tell if it was on purpose.
“So,” she said finally, drawing out the word. “Boys.”
“That’s us,” Nic said.
“What’re you doing Friday night?” she asked.
“Probably crying over my math homework,” I said. “Why?”
“Incorrect,” she said. “You are coming to my bonfire.”
Nic sat up straighter. “The one on the bluff?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Near Davey’s place.”
“Who’s going?” he asked, curious in that way that meant he knew but wanted to hear her list it anyway.
She ticked names off on her fingers. “Me, obviously. Kyle. Davey. Probably Tori and Jess. Maybe half the soccer team if they find out there’s gonna be food. You two. A few other degenerates.”
“Wow,” Nic said. “Honored to be on the degenerates list.”
“You’re welcome,” she said.
A bonfire. The mental picture flashed up—driftwood stacked high, sparks against the night sky, the smell of smoke clinging to clothes and hair, kids passing around whatever someone managed to smuggle in.
My chest did that split-screen thing: one half intrigued, the other nervous.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve got… stuff.”
“What stuff?” she demanded.
“Practicing,” I said. “Mom things. Life. Jazz prep.” I didn’t know why I’d said that last part; it just slipped out.
“Jazz prep?” Jazzy echoed, eyes widening. “Oh right. You’re doing your whole ‘I must become one with the drum kit’ thing this year.”
“That’s the idea,” I said.
She leaned in closer, hip pressed against mine, voice dropping to something conspiratorial. “Then you, my sweet little choirboy, need to live a little. How are you gonna play soulful jazz if you’ve never felt the raw emotion of inhaling bonfire smoke and regret at the same time?”
Nic pressed his napkin to his face like a tissue, pretending to cry. “She’s got a point.”
“I don’t—” I started.
“Elias,” she said, and when she said my full name like that, it felt like a dare. “You’re not gonna turn into a pumpkin if you stay out past nine. Come. We’ll be on the beach. There’ll be hot dogs. There might be s’mores if Kyle doesn’t eat all the chocolate. You can bring your guitar. Be a good influence or whatever.”
“Yeah,” Kyle said, looking up from his sandwich. “We need at least one sober one to call 911 if Davey decides to body slam the fire again.”
“That was one time,” Jazzy said.
“One time too many,” Nic muttered.
I glanced between them. These were my people, too, in their own messy way. Not just church kids and band kids, but… this. The ones hovering on the edge of trouble, toeing the line more often than not. I’d spent most of last year carefully half-in, half-out, keeping my halo intact enough that Kate’s mom couldn’t sniff me out from three pews away.
“Please?” Jazzy said, tilting her head, eyes big. It would’ve been manipulative if she didn’t look genuinely excited. “Come. We missed you this summer. It wasn’t the same teasing Kyle without you backing me up.”
“I feel so loved,” Kyle said dryly.
“You are,” she said, shoving his shoulder. He didn’t budge. “Come on, Sunshine. End-of-summer bash. Gotta celebrate junior year somehow.”
Nic looked at me over his lunch, eyebrows raised. This was one of those unspoken moments where he waited for me to call it—yes or no, in or out.
I thought about Mom, about the way she’d told me I was allowed to be an idiot sometimes. I thought about Kate, who would never know if I went to a bonfire, who would probably be studying or at some perfectly supervised academy social that ended at ten sharp. I thought about jazz band, about how every story the old records told sounded like people who’d lived a little, even if I didn’t think “lived a little” had to mean “got wasted on a beach.”
“Okay,” I said, before I could second-guess myself. “I’ll come.”
Nic whooped. “That’s my boy.”
Jazzy grinned so wide her eyes crinkled. “Yes. Friday, around eight. We’ll swing by and grab you.”
“Wait,” I said, instinctively. “You don’t know where I live.”
She rolled her eyes. “Elias. Everyone knows where you live. The cliff house? With the creepy vine tree? The one your mom accidentally invited half the youth group to last year for that movie night and they all got lost in the woods?”
“That only happened twice,” I protested.
She bumped her shoulder against mine. “Relax. We’ll find you.”
“You’re going too?” I asked Nic.
He shrugged. “I mean, if you’re going, I’m going. I can’t let you out-party me.”
“I’m not partying,” I said quickly. “I’m… being present.”
“Oh my gosh,” Jazzy said. “You’re insufferable. I love it. We’re totally corrupting you.”
Something about the word “corrupting” landed wrong, like a splinter under my skin. I laughed anyway, because that was the script.
“Good luck,” I said. “I’m already disappointingly straight-edge.”
She smirked. “We’ll see.”
The bell rang overhead, making us all jump. Lunch was apparently over; time, rude as always, had kept moving.
We scattered toward our next classes, the afternoon blurring into a series of rooms and roll calls and syllabi. Names on whiteboards. Homework policies. Teachers doing their “I’m approachable but you should fear me” speeches. By the time the final bell rang, my brain felt like someone had wrung it out like a dishcloth.
On the bus ride home, Nic took the seat across the aisle from me, knees bumping the back of the seat in front of him.
“You sure you’re good with Friday?” he asked, voice low enough that the two freshmen in front of us wouldn’t hear.
“Yeah,” I said, watching trees whip past the window. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
He shrugged, fiddling with the strap of his backpack. “I don’t know. It’s just… not really your thing.”
“What, standing near fire?” I said. “Pretty sure that’s a basic human skill.”
“You know what I mean,” he said. “The… other stuff. The vibes. You get weird when people are drunk.”
“People are weird when they’re drunk,” I said. “I’m just reacting appropriately.”
He huffed a laugh. “True. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to go.”
“I don’t have to,” I said. “I want to. Sort of. Mostly. I want to hang out with you guys. Before everything gets crazy with school.”
He watched me for a beat, like he was checking if I was trying to convince him or myself.
“Okay,” he said finally. “We’ll stick together. If you wanna bail, we bail.”
The bus dropped me near the head of our road. I walked the dirt track home alone, the trees swallowing the sounds of the road behind me. By the time the house came into view, my head had quieted enough to notice the ache in my feet.
Mom was in the kitchen when I came in, chopping onions, a pot already steaming on the stove.
“Hey, how’d it go?” she asked, turning as I dropped my bag by the door.
“I survived,” I said, kicking off my shoes. “Assembly, classes, band. No casualties.”
“Proud of you,” she said. “Dinner in twenty. How’s Ms… Cartwright?”
“Good,” I said. “She seems nice. Knows my whole life story somehow.”
“Teachers have access to your permanent record,” Mom said in a mock-ominous voice. “They know everything.”
“Terrifying,” I said, but it felt… okay. Less like being exposed, more like being seen.
I grabbed an apple from the counter and leaned against it. “Um. Jazzy invited me to a bonfire on Friday. On the beach near Davey’s place.”
Mom paused, knife mid-chop, and gave me a measuring look.
“Okay,” she said slowly. “Who all is going?”
“The usual,” I said. “Her, Kyle, Nic. Some of the soccer kids. Maybe others.”
She nodded, thinking. “Any adults?”
I snorted. “You volunteering to chaperone?”
“Oh, absolutely not,” she said. “I still remember what teenagers do at bonfires. I’m not emotionally prepared to witness it from the other side.”
“Mom,” I groaned.
She smiled, then sobered a little. “Do you want to go?”
I thought about the way Jazzy’s face had lit up when I said yes. The way Nic had immediately volunteered to stick by me. The part of me that wanted to be the kind of kid who had stories about bonfires and bad singalongs and smoky hoodies.
“Yeah,” I said. “I think I do.”
“Okay,” she said. “Then here’s the deal. You can go, as long as I know where you’ll be, what time you’re getting picked up, and what time you’ll be home. And if things get sketchy, you call me. No questions asked, I come get you. Deal?”
Relief blew through me like someone had opened a window. “Deal.”
She pointed the knife at me. “And don’t be stupid.”
“I thought you said I was allowed to be an idiot sometimes,” I said.
“An idiot who lives,” she said. “There’s a difference.”
I laughed, the sound loosening something tight in my chest. “Got it.”
Later, after dinner and bad TV and pretending to look at homework, I found myself back at the cliff as the sky started to darken. The water below was calmer than it had been in the morning, the surface reflecting the fading light in streaks of silver.
I wrapped my fingers around the top rail of the fence and stared out at the distant smear of Seattle. The city looked tiny from here, like something you could put in your pocket. Somewhere beyond it, Rainier hid behind clouds, enormous and unseen.
Friday night, I thought.
The jazz band had won an Invitational this summer. Emily had a grip on that world so firm it seemed unshakable. I was still in the phase of fighting over auxiliary percussion parts and hoping my math homework didn’t kill me.
And now, between me and that endpoint, there was… a bonfire.
A party I wouldn’t have been invited to back in Nevada, because we hadn’t had enough kids for a party, let alone one on a beach. A party Kate would never be at. A party Jazzy could flop into like she’d been born in neon and smoke, where Nic and I would try to find our versions of “belonging.”
Two worlds. Three, if you counted Kate’s academy universe. Church, school, bonfire. None of them really touching, except where I did.
“You’re allowed to be an idiot sometimes,” Mom had said.
“Come on, Sunshine,” Jazzy had grinned. “We’re totally corrupting you.”
I rested my chin on my forearms and watched a ferry slide across the Sound, its lights flickering faintly against the gray.
Part of me wanted to stay exactly here—on this cliff, with this view, where I could see everything coming.
The rest of me knew that wasn’t how life worked.
Friday was coming, whether I was ready or not.
Chapter 4

By the time Friday got here, the whole first week of school felt like a long, noisy shrug.
Syllabi. Names on whiteboards. “This counts for 20% of your grade.” Ms. Cartwright handing me a planner and telling me we’d tackle algebra one step at a time. Felgar throwing new music at us like confetti and assuring us it would “make sense eventually, probably.” Lunch at the same table. The same hallway traffic patterns. The same ceilings to stare at when my brain needed to check out for a second.
Nothing big had happened. No epiphanies, no disasters. Just… adjusting. Surviving. Trying to remember where the bathrooms were in the science wing.
But Friday meant one thing that wasn’t just another school day: the bonfire.
I was half-sprawled on my bed, staring at the crack in the ceiling that branched like a river delta, when my phone buzzed next to me.
NIC: we got me. ur next. don’t wuss out
 NIC: kyle says that was a direct quote from god
I snorted and texted back:
ME: tell god to find a better spokesperson
 ME: see you in a few
I sat up and my stomach did a little flip. Not nerves exactly—more like pre-show jitters, the kind you get waiting offstage while the audience rustles on the other side of the curtain.
Outside, the sky was doing that deep blue thing it did just before real dark hit. The air floating in through my cracked window smelled like cool dirt and distant salt.
I grabbed my hoodie from the back of my chair—gray, soft from too many washes—and shrugged into it, shoving my phone in the kangaroo pocket. No guitar tonight; Jazzy had mentioned bringing it, but I didn’t trust myself to carry something that fragile down a beach trail in the dark with people who might not be steady on their feet.
In the kitchen, Mom was rinsing dishes in the sink, sleeves rolled up, forearms wet. The overhead light made a little halo on the countertop.
“They on their way?” she asked without looking up.
“Yeah,” I said. “Nic says they have been personally sent by God to retrieve me.”
She snorted. “Good to know the Almighty is outsourcing to teenagers now.”
I leaned against the counter. “You still good with this?”
She turned the water off and wiped her hands on a towel, then really looked at me. “You tell me,” she said. “Are you good with it?”
I thought about the car ride. The beach. The fire. The drinks and smoke I knew would be there. The part of me that wanted to be included. The part that hated the feeling of not being in control.
“I think so,” I said. “I wanna go. I just… don’t wanna be stupid.”
“Good news,” she said. “You’re allowed to go and not be stupid at the same time. Revolutionary concept.”
She stepped closer, flicking a crumb off my hoodie. “Same deal as before,” she said. “If things feel wrong, you call me. I don’t care if it’s eleven or two in the morning. No lectures, no ‘I told you so’s. I just show up with the car and my mom face.”
“Your mom face is kind of a lecture on its own,” I said.
“Rude, but fair,” she said. “What time you planning to be home?”
“Probably… eleven-ish?” I said. “They’ll drop me first. I’m closest.”
She nodded. “Text me when you’re on your way. And wear your seatbelt. And don’t walk too close to the cliff in the dark. And don’t—”
“—talk to strangers, don’t accept candy, don’t summon demons with a Ouija board, yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said.
She smiled, but her eyes stayed serious. “I trust you,” she said. “Just make sure you’re taking care of you, not just Nic and Jazzy’s chaos.”
Headlights washed over the front wall of the house as a car pulled into the clearing, the beams cutting across the window and then swinging away as someone parked crooked in front of the porch.
“That’ll be them,” she said.
My heart kicked. “Yeah.”
We walked to the front door together. Through the small window, I could see the outline of the car, engine rumbling, music thumping faintly. The night made everything else a blur—trees, the old well, the edge of the meadow.
Mom put a hand on the doorknob, then paused and looked at me again. “You’re gonna be okay,” she said. “Go have… whatever your version of fun is.”
“Listening to everyone else be idiots,” I said.
“Perfect,” she said, and opened the door.
Cool air rushed in, carrying the smell of pine and exhaust. I stepped out onto the porch, hoodie zipped halfway, the dark pressing in at the edges of the porch light.
“Eliiiiias!” Nic crowed from the passenger seat as soon as he saw me. The car’s interior dome light flicked on, lighting up his face and Jazzy’s grin in the back seat. Kyle was behind the wheel, one hand draped over it, the other tapping to the bass line coming from the speakers.
“Look at this wholesome boy,” Jazzy said. “He’s wearing a hoodie like he’s about to drop his acoustic indie album.”
“Don’t tempt me,” I said.
Mom leaned out the doorway behind me. “Hi, Nic. Hi, Jazzy. Hi, Kyle.”
“Hi, Sister… Elias’s mom,” Nic said, because he could never remember whether to go full LDS or not.
“Hi, Ms. C,” Jazzy waved, all dimples.
Kyle lifted his hand in a half-salute. “Evening.”
Mom gave them her you’re-my-child’s-friends-so-I-love-you-but-I’m-watching smile. “Have fun. Don’t die. Drive safe.”
“Always,” Kyle said. “Promise.”
I rolled my eyes at the “always,” but Mom seemed satisfied. She squeezed my shoulder once, then disappeared back inside, closing the door with a soft click.
I jogged across the yard, gravel crunching under my sneakers, and climbed into the back seat next to Jazzy. The car smelled like old fast food, air freshener, and the faint skunky note that meant Kyle had already gotten started tonight.
As soon as I shut the door, Jazzy scooted closer, looping her arm through mine like this was a rom-com and we had a soundtrack.
“Hi, Sunshine,” she said, bumping her shoulder against mine. “You ready to be corrupted?”
“Hi,” I said. “Define ‘corrupted,’ because if it involves pyramid schemes, I’m out.”
She laughed, tipping her head back. “He’s cute. Can we keep him?”
“Only if you water him and give him at least eight hours of anxiety a night,” Nic said.
Kyle put the car in reverse. “Everybody buckled?”
I clicked my seatbelt on. “Responsible king,” I said.
“It’s not responsible,” he said, backing up in a wide arc that almost took out a patch of tall grass. “It’s just my mom will literally kill me if she hears I drove without belts on. You can smoke weed, drink your brains out, but God forbid you don’t click that little metal thing.”
He straightened the car and started down the dirt road, headlights bouncing over potholes. Branches scraped the sides as we squeezed through the tunnel of trees.
“So you’re high right now?” I asked, because subtlety was for other people.
“Little bit,” Kyle said. “Just enough to focus.”
I blinked. “How is that a thing?”
“I drive better when I’m high,” he said, completely confident. “Helps me dial in. Alcohol messes you up, man. Weed just… smooths the edges.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Nic said. “He also thinks pineapple belongs on nachos.”
“It does,” Kyle said.
“That’s a war crime,” Jazzy muttered, still latched onto my arm.
I tried to keep my voice light. “I dunno, man. Being high while operating a moving metal death box doesn’t exactly scream ‘improved focus’ to me.”
He shrugged, eyes on the road. “Hey, I don’t get blitzed. Just enough to chill. I’d never get behind the wheel hammered. I’m not an idiot.”
The thing was, I believed him. Or at least, I believed that he believed that. Kyle wasn’t reckless in the obvious ways; he prided himself on being the “responsible degenerate,” the one who’d take your keys and make sure you got home.
That didn’t mean my stomach loved the idea.
“Relax,” Jazzy said, like she felt me tense. “Kyle’s the best driver I know.”
“That’s a low bar,” Nic said. “You know, like, four drivers.”
We bumped along the road and then turned onto the main one, the tires humming on actual pavement. Trees framed the night, occasional mailbox flashing by, the occasional porch light peeking through.
The bass from whatever Kyle had on—some chill indie track with too much reverb—vibrated through the seat. Jazzy rested her head on my shoulder like it was the most natural thing in the world, the scent of her shampoo cutting through the car smell.
I swallowed, suddenly very aware of the way the car swayed, of the fact that I wasn’t the one in control.
My body started to do that thing it always did: little lurch in the gut, a lightness behind the eyes, that faint, simmering nausea that never cared that I was fully upright and technically safe.
“You good?” Nic asked, twisting around in his seat to look at me.
“Yeah,” I lied. “Just… cars.”
“Weed would fix that,” Kyle said, casual. “Couple hits, you’d feel great.”
There it was.
“I’m good,” I said quickly. “Thanks, though.”
“I’m not saying get wasted,” he said. “Just a little. It helps with motion stuff. My cousin swears by it for flights.”
“I’ll pass,” I said, trying to keep it light. “I like my brain cells edgy and fully aware of their own suffering.”
Jazzy huffed a laugh against my shoulder. “He’s a control freak,” she said affectionately. “He doesn’t even like taking ibuprofen.”
“Once,” I said. “I said that once.”
“Good to know where the line is,” Kyle said. “Just offering solutions, man.”
I knew he meant well. None of it felt like pressure, not really. It was more like… this was just the language they spoke. Jokes and weed and “come on, lighten up.”
My discomfort wasn’t moral; it sat deeper than that. It wasn’t about thinking Kyle or Jazzy or anyone else was a loser or a screwup. It wasn’t church-guilt. It was the memory of other cars, other nights, other people slurring their way through “I’m fine” while I sat in the back seat, hands clenched on the upholstery, watching the road blur by and wondering if this was the time we’d all die in a ditch.
The idea of adding anything to that already-tilting feeling made my skin crawl.
We turned off onto a smaller road, then another, then a dirt pullout marked only by a “NO CAMPFIRES” sign that everyone apparently agreed to ignore. Cars and trucks already cluttered the area, parked at odd angles. The air smelled like smoke and seaweed.
Kyle killed the engine. The music cut, replaced by the muffled rush of the nearby waves and the crackle of fire from somewhere below.
“Welcome to paradise,” Jazzy announced, sitting up.
We all climbed out. The night slapped me in the face—cool and damp, the sky an inky bowl speckled with stars. Down the incline, past the brush and scrub, I could see the glow of the bonfire, flickering against the dark like a heartbeat.
Voices floated up, shrieks and laughter and someone yelling, “Don’t throw that in yet, it’s still got nails!”
Jazzy hooked her arm through mine again as we headed toward the trail, sand already sneaking into my shoes. Nic walked ahead, flashlight from his phone guiding us along the narrow path that zigzagged down the bluff. Kyle carried a cooler, one hand steady on the handle, the other occasionally reaching for branches to keep his balance.
By the time we hit the sand, my stomach was complaining full-time. The mix of car movement, steep trail, and anticipation had it doing gymnastics.
The beach smelled like smoke and salt and something sweet—pot, drifting on the air in lazy clouds. The fire itself roared a few feet away, driftwood logs stacked high, sparks flying up into the night. People circled it in clumps, some sitting on logs, some standing, a few dancing badly to music coming from a Bluetooth speaker perched on a rock.
“LET’S GO,” Jazzy yelled, letting go of my arm to sprint ahead. She dove into the nearest group like a human cannonball, immediately absorbed into the swirl of bodies and noise.
Kyle veered off toward a cluster of guys near the cooler drop-off, exchanging nods and handshakes. Nic stayed near me, nudging my shoulder.
“You look like you’re about to puke,” he said conversationally.
“I’m considering it,” I admitted. “Mostly for dramatic effect.”
He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Wanna walk for a sec?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m gonna… do a lap. Let my organs recalibrate.”
“Go for it,” he said. “I’ll hold down the sarcasm here.”
I headed down the shore, away from the fire, the sand giving under my feet. With every step, the noise thinned, the night reclaiming space. The tide was out, leaving a wide swath of dark, damp sand that reflected the sky in streaks.
I inhaled deep. Salt and cold and faint rot from drying seaweed. No smoke. No engine rumble. Just the rhythmic suck and rush of water on sand.
I walked until the fire behind me was just a glow, the people around it reduced to silhouettes. A log lay half-submerged near the high-tide line, bleached and smooth. I hoisted one end, testing the weight, then dragged it a few feet before deciding it was too much effort. Smaller pieces of driftwood littered the shore—branches, planks, splinters.
I picked up what I could easily carry—a couple of decent-sized logs, some smaller sticks—and turned back toward the fire. If I was going to lurk on the outskirts, I might as well be useful.
By the time I got back, my stomach had settled from open rebellion to low grumbling. The heat hit me in a wave, the fire radiating warmth against the chill in the air. Shadows danced over faces. Someone I half-recognized from math was trying to teach someone else how to play that clapping game you did as kids, badly.
Nic stood with a group near one side of the fire, hands jammed in his pockets, laughing at something Davey said. I added my driftwood to the edge of the stack.
“Nice,” Davey said, his cheeks pink, words just a little too loose. “Fire tax for being late.”
“I’m not late,” I said. “I brought wood. That’s, like, VIP status.”
“VIP stands for Very Important Pyromaniac,” Nic said.
I found a spot on a log and sat, hands out toward the flames. They crackled and popped, occasionally sending sparks up that made everyone flinch and laugh. A beer can hissed as someone crushed it under their heel.
A joint made its way around the circle, passed from hand to hand. When it reached me, I waved it on with a “nah, I’m good,” and nobody made a big deal about it. It just moved to the next person, the smoke twisting into the night.
It didn’t bother me, the smell or the sight of it. It was just… there. Part of the landscape, like the fire or the waves. I knew what the church would say about it, what my grandma would say, what the carefully-scripted lesson manuals said.
But sitting here, watching the faces around me—the girl who worked two jobs and needed something to take the edge off, the guy whose home life made being anywhere else feel like a blessing, Jazzy with her too-loud laugh and too-bright eyes—I couldn’t see them as “sinners” or “stoners” or whatever label adults liked to slap on kids that made them easier to file away.
They were just… people. My people, in their own messy, imperfect way.
I just also knew I didn’t want that fuzziness in my own head. Not on top of the fuzziness already there from cars and moving and life.
“Sunshine!”
Jazzy’s voice cut through the noise like someone had hit a cymbal. I turned in time to see her weaving through the crowd toward me, red plastic cup in one hand, hair escaping her ponytail in wild curls.
She dropped down on the log next to me, close enough that her hip bumped mine. Her breath smelled like whatever was in the cup—cheap beer—and something sharper underneath it.
“There you are,” she said, poking my shoulder. “Thought you ran away to join the seagulls.”
“I was collecting tribute for the fire,” I said, nodding toward the new logs.
“A hero,” she declared. “Providing for the masses.”
She took a sip from her cup, then leaned in, voice dropping to something meant-for-me-only.
“So,” she said. “How does it feel?”
“How does what feel?” I asked.
“Being at an actual party,” she said, gesturing loosely. “Driftwood, alcohol, questionable life choices. All the things your bishop warns you about in one convenient location.”
I huffed a laugh. “Pretty sure my bishop’s main concern is me staying awake during talks, not this.”
“Still,” she said, nudging me. “You’re here. You didn’t spontaneously combust when you touched the sand. I’m impressed.”
“I go outside sometimes,” I said. “I’ve seen the moon.”
“You know what I mean,” she said, eyes glinting in the firelight. “You’re our resident good boy. Our little ray of morally upright sunshine. I figured you’d be in, like, a cardigan reading scriptures right now.”
“You literally saw me at lunch all week,” I said. “No cardigan. Zero scriptures.”
“For now,” she said. “Just wait till your mission.”
I made a face. “Wow, rude. You assume a lot of things about my life trajectory.”
She laughed, then tilted her head, studying me. Her pupils were blown a little wide, but behind the buzz there was still the same sharpness.
“I’m just saying,” she said, “it’s kinda fun that we got you here. We’re rubbing off on you.”
She wiggled her fingers in front of my face like they were cursed.
“Careful,” Nic called from across the fire. “He might catch something.”
“Exactly,” she said, turning back to me. “We’re gonna ruin you, Elias. Take that shiny innocence and drag it through the mud. In a good way.”
The words landed wrong. Not because of what she meant, but because of what they scraped against inside me.
I knew she was joking, mostly. Jazzy lived in jokes; they were her first language. I knew that when she said “innocence,” she didn’t mean it the way my grandma did, with all the moral weight and shame and gold stars.
Still, my chest tightened.
“I’m not…” I started, then stopped, trying to find the right way to say it without sounding like a lecture. “I’m not a project, you know.”
She blinked. “What?”
“I just mean,” I said, picking at a loose thread on my jeans, “I’m not here to, like, get fixed. Or ruined. Or… whatever. I’m here to hang out. With you guys. That’s it.”
Her smile faltered a fraction. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” I said quickly. “I know you’re messing around. It’s just… I like being clear-headed. That’s not a ‘you’re bad, I’m good’ thing. It’s just… me.”
Someone on the other side of the fire yelled as a log shifted, sending up a shower of sparks. The speaker glitched and switched songs mid-track. Around us, the beach kept being a beach—waves, wind, the faint cry of a gull somewhere in the dark.
Jazzy stared into the fire for a long beat, her jaw working.
“Hey,” she said finally, voice quieter. “I’m sorry. I didn’t… I wasn’t trying to make you feel like… that.”
“Like what?” I asked.
“Like you’re some kind of… relic we’re dragging into modern times,” she said. “I joke about corrupting you because it’s easier than…” She trailed off, searching for words. “Than dealing with the fact that you’re probably a better person than I am and I’m the one who feels like the disaster.”
I turned to look at her.
In the flickering light, a lot of the usual Jazzy armor had slipped sideways. Her eyeliner was a little smudged. Her smile was there, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“You’re not a disaster,” I said automatically.
She snorted, but it sounded more like a sigh. “You weren’t there when I fell off Davey’s deck last month, apparently.”
“Okay, you make disaster choices sometimes,” I said. “But that doesn’t make you a bad person.”
She picked at the rim of her cup. “Yeah, well. I know what everyone thinks,” she said. “Party girl. Easy. Fun. Good for a laugh, good for a night. Not the kind you bring home to your mom.”
The way she said it made my throat tight.
“I don’t think that,” I said.
“You don’t have to say that because we’re friends,” she said, eyes still on the fire.
“I’m saying it because it’s true,” I said. “You’re more than… whatever reputation you think you have. And I’m not… better than you because I don’t drink. I just had some bad experiences with drunk people and decided I like knowing where the ground is. That’s it.”
She looked at me then, really looked, like she was recalibrating some internal setting. Her eyes were glassy at the edges, but not from tears—just from whatever she’d had and the wind.
“What happened?” she asked.
I hesitated. The rodeo story sat just behind my teeth, but it didn’t feel like the right time for all of it. I could feel it, though, the way you can feel a scar under your sleeve.
“I’ll tell you later,” I said. “When you haven’t just tried to hug a bonfire.”
She glanced down at her cup, then at her hand, which had drifted toward the flames earlier, too close. “Yeah,” she said softly. “Fair.”
We sat there for a minute in a little pocket of quieter, the noise of the party swirling around us but not quite touching. The fire threw heat against my face; the back of my neck prickled with the cool air.
“You sure you’re okay?” she asked finally. “Being here, I mean.”
I thought about it. Really thought, instead of just defaulting to “yeah, I’m fine.”
“Yeah,” I said slowly. “I’m okay. I like the fire. I like the waves. I like hanging out with you idiots. I just… don’t want to be passed out in the sand when the tide comes in.”
She laughed, genuine this time. “Good call.”
“And I’m not judging you,” I added. “Or Kyle. Or anybody. You do you. I’m just… not gonna do that part.”
She nodded, more sober in that moment than anything in her cup had been.
“Okay,” she said. “Deal. No more ‘corrupting the sunshine’ jokes.”
“You can keep one or two,” I said. “They’re kind of your brand.”
She smiled sideways. “We’ll workshop it.”
She bumped her shoulder against mine again, this time less performative, more… thanks. Then someone yelled her name from across the circle, and she jumped up like a spring.
“That’s my cue,” she said. “Jess is about to fall in the log pile, I can sense it.”
“Go save her,” I said.
“Oh, I will,” she said. She hesitated, then squeezed my shoulder once, quick. “Thanks,” she added, almost too quiet to hear over the fire. Then she was gone, back into the chaos.
The rest of the night settled into a rhythm.
Stories. Laughter. Someone pulling out a ukulele and butchering a Taylor Swift song. People offering me sips of this or that, me waving them off with a joke: “Someone’s gotta remember what happened.” Nobody pushed it. Nobody got mean about it. It was just accepted, like the way Nic couldn’t shut up or the way Kyle narrated his own life in movie trailer voice.
As the fire burned down from roaring to steady, people drifted away in twos and threes, heading back up the trail to their cars, headlights flicking on in the distance like fireflies. The speaker died at some point and no one bothered restarting it, content with the sound of the waves and the crackle of wood.
Eventually, it was just a handful of us left: me, Nic, Jazzy, Kyle, and a couple of others whose rides had just left but who had somehow claimed spots in Kyle’s car for the trip home.
“You ready?” Kyle asked, stretching his arms above his head, joints cracking.
“Yeah,” I said. My hoodie smelled like smoke; my hair did too. Sand had invaded my socks. My eyes stung a little from the heat and the salt.
We stomped out the last stubborn embers with wet sand, doused a few charred pieces of wood with water from a jug someone had had the foresight to bring. The beach went dark, the stars suddenly brighter without the fire’s competition.
The hike back up the trail was slower, everyone a little more tired, a little more unsteady. Jazzy nearly stepped off the path once, and I grabbed her elbow without thinking.
“Whoa,” I said. “Careful.”
“Look at you,” she said, giggling. “My guardian angel.”
“At least let me get some wings first,” I said.
At the car, Kyle did a quick headcount like this was a field trip.
“Everybody in?” he asked. “Nobody left on the beach to start a new colony?”
We piled in: Nic back in the passenger seat, me and Jazzy in the back again, plus another kid squeezed on the other side. Seatbelts clicked. The engine turned over.
As we pulled away, bumping over the ruts toward the main road, Jazzy sort of melted sideways until her head landed on my shoulder again. Her body was loose, her words looser.
“You’re warm,” she said.
“You’re heavy,” I replied.
“Lies,” she said. “I’m a delicate fairy.”
Nic twisted around, watched us for a second, then looked back at the windshield, covering a yawn.
The drive felt longer on the way back, the road stretching out in the beams of the headlights. My stomach held steady this time, the earlier walk and the fire and the cold air having done their job.
As promised, Kyle dropped me off first.
He pulled into the familiar clearing, the house a dark shape against the slightly-less-dark sky. The porch light Mom had left on cast a soft circle on the steps, the old vine-covered well a vague lump off to the side.
“Here we are, Sunshine Manor,” Nic said.
“Home of the Cliff of Dramatic Staring,” I said.
“You good?” Kyle asked, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.
“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks for the ride. And for not killing us.”
“You’re welcome,” he said. “Tell your mom I drove like a saint.”
“Sure,” I said. “Saint Jointicus.”
He grinned.
I unbuckled and opened the door, cool air rushing in.
“I’ll walk him,” Jazzy said suddenly, already fumbling with her own seatbelt.
“You don’t have to—” I started, but she was already half out of the car.
“I gotta pee anyway,” she said. “I’ll use your terrifying forest outhouse.”
“I do not have a forest outhouse,” I said. “We live in the twenty-first century.”
“Same diff,” she muttered, slamming the door behind her.
Kyle looked at me, eyebrows raised. “You good to get her back here in one piece?”
“I’ll trade you a safe return for you not smoking while driving next time,” I said.
He hummed. “We’ll negotiate.”
“Text me,” Nic said. “If you die, I wanna know.”
“Got it,” I said, and closed the door.
The car’s taillights cast everything in red for a second before they reversed and backed toward the exit, then idled in the makeshift driveway, waiting.
Jazzy swayed a little as we started across the yard. The grass was damp with dew; my shoes soaked it up instantly.
“You okay?” I asked.
“Yep,” she said, popping the “p.” “The world is just… a little softer at the edges.”
She wobbled. I reached out and caught her elbow.
“Here,” I said. “Maybe less zigzag, more straight line.”
“You’re bossy when you’re sober,” she complained, but she let me steady her.
We made it to the porch without tragedy. Up close, under the porch light, she looked more tired than anything. The flush in her cheeks, the slight glassiness in her eyes, the way her mascara had smudged under one eye like a half-moon bruise.
She stopped at the bottom of the steps and turned to face me, hands gripping the railing on either side.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” I echoed.
“I’m sorry,” she blurted.
“For what?” I asked, even though I had a guess.
“For earlier,” she said. “For the… corrupting sunshine crap. For treating you like… like you’re some weird experiment. I was joking, but it was still kind of… shitty.”
The word sounded heavy in her mouth.
“You already apologized,” I said. “Back at the fire.”
“Yeah, but now I’m, like, less surrounded by people who might shout over me,” she said. “And I wanted to say it when there wasn’t a distraction. You’re… important to me, Elias. I don’t wanna make you feel like trash for… being yourself.”
I leaned against the porch post, picking at a peeling bit of paint.
“You didn’t make me feel like trash,” I said. “You just… stepped on a landmine you didn’t know was there.”
She winced. “Still. I don’t like hurting you.”
I chewed my lip, then exhaled. “Okay,” I said. “You wanna know why I’m… weird about drunk people?”
“Only if you wanna tell me,” she said. “I don’t wanna… take your trauma tour if you’re not ready.”
The way she said it made me smile despite myself.
“It’s not that dramatic,” I said. “It’s just… one of those things that sticks.”
She waited, quiet.
“I was twelve,” I said. The memory unspooled as I talked. “We went to this rodeo. My cousin’s barrel racing, my dad’s helping with something, whatever. I’m running around, eating nachos, living my best life. The usual.”
“Sounds on brand,” she said softly.
“Afterward, it’s late,” I said. “Everyone’s tired, it’s dark, the whole parking lot is trucks and dust. My cousin—she’s sixteen at the time—decides she’s fine to drive us back to my grandma’s. Spoiler: she is not fine.”
Jazzy’s eyebrows knit. “How not-fine are we talking?”
“She’d been drinking with some of the older kids behind the trailers,” I said. “I didn’t know at the time. I just thought she was extra loud and thought everything was the funniest thing that had ever happened. We get in the truck—her, me, and my little cousin in the back—and she keeps… swerving. Like… not bad at first. Just little corrections. Like she’s overcompensating. Laughing. Singing with the radio.”
I could see it as I spoke—the dashboard lights glowing, the road ahead swinging slightly left-right-left like it was dancing.
“At some point,” I said, “this other car honks at us and passes, and I realize we’ve been halfway in their lane without her noticing. And I just… this cold feeling hits me. Like, ‘Oh. We could die now. Tonight.’”
Jazzy’s hands tightened on the railing.
“Did you say anything?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “I told her to pull over. She laughed and said she was fine. I told her again. She told me I was being a baby. Meanwhile, my little cousin’s in the backseat singing some Disney song, totally oblivious.”
I swallowed.
“Eventually, I just… reached over and turned the radio off,” I said. “And I said, ‘If you don’t pull over, I’m calling Grandma.’ And she got all pissed, but she did it. Pulled into a turnout. Got out, stomped around, yelling about how no one trusted her. Then tossed me the keys and went to go puke behind a bush.”
Jazzy’s eyes widened. “She tossed you the keys.”
“I’d sat on a tractor,” I said. “Driven around the yard a little. That’s it. But I knew more about being in a straight line than she did in that moment.”
“Jesus,” she murmured.
“I drove us home,” I said. “Barely. My hands were shaking so hard I could barely keep it between the lines. My little cousin thought it was the coolest thing ever. My grandma lost her mind when she found out. My cousin got grounded for a month. And I…” I shrugged. “I just kind of decided I didn’t ever wanna be at the mercy of somebody who thought they were fine when they weren’t.”
The porch creaked softly under our feet. Somewhere in the trees, an owl called, low and distant.
“That’s not… ‘not that dramatic,’” Jazzy said. “That’s… a lot, Eli.”
I shrugged again, because I didn’t know what else to do with my hands. “We didn’t die,” I said. “So, you know. Win.”
She stepped up one stair, so we were closer to eye level. Under the warm porch light, her expression was more open than I was used to seeing it.
“You were twelve,” she said. “You shouldn’t have had to do that.”
“Yeah, well,” I said. “People shouldn’t get drunk and drive with kids in the car either. Sometimes life doesn’t check the ‘should’ box.”
She made a face, half-grimace, half-sad smile. “Still. That sucks.”
“Yeah,” I said.
She took a breath. “Okay,” she said. “I get it. Not fully—because I wasn’t there—but… enough. I won’t push you on the drinking thing. Or the weed thing. Or the anything thing. You’ve got your reasons. And they don’t make you lame. Or judgmental. They just make you… someone who had to be the grown-up too early.”
Her words hit a sore spot I hadn’t realized was sore.
“Thanks,” I said quietly.
“And for the record?” she added. “You’re allowed to not be the grown-up with us sometimes. We can take care of you, too, you know. Even if we’re chaos goblins.”
I snorted. “You are absolutely chaos goblins.”
“Rude,” she said, but she smiled.
From the car, Nic leaned out the window. “Everything okay over there? Do I need to come rescue either of you?”
“We’re fine,” I called back.
“Wrap it up, lovebirds,” Kyle shouted. “My mom will kill me if I get home smelling like the entire Pacific Northwest on fire.”
“Coming!” Jazzy yelled.
She turned back to me one more time. “We’re good?” she asked.
“We’re good,” I said. “Just… try not to fall off any decks in the near future.”
“No promises,” she said. Then, on impulse, she leaned forward and hugged me.
It was brief and off-balance, her weight shifting, her forehead briefly bumping my collarbone. I caught her out of reflex, hands on her shoulders to steady her.
“Thanks for walking me to church,” she said into my hoodie.
I laughed. “This is my house.”
“Same diff,” she mumbled.
I let her go and walked her back across the grass, making sure she didn’t face-plant. At the car, she flopped into the back seat. Nic gave me a salute.
“Text me,” he mouthed.
I nodded. Kyle lifted two fingers in a goodbye. The car backed out, tires crunching, then turned onto the road and disappeared into the night, taillights melting into the dark.
The meadow was quiet again. The house loomed, the cliff behind it invisible but there, as always.
Inside, the living room lamp was on. Mom sat on the couch with a book open on her lap, glasses low on her nose. She looked up as I stepped in, pulling the door shut behind me, the latch catching with a soft click.
“Hey,” she said. “You’re back.”
“Last time I checked,” I said, kicking my shoes off.
She studied me for a second—eyes clear, gait steady, hoodie smelling like a campfire. Her shoulders dropped a fraction.
“How was it?” she asked.
“Smoky,” I said. “Sandy. Loud. People tried to teach me TikTok dances. It didn’t go well.”
She smiled. “Did you have fun?”
“Yeah,” I said, surprised at how easily the word came. “I did. In my own… non-liquid courage way.”
“Did you drink?” she asked. The question wasn’t accusatory, just a checkbox on the list.
“No,” I said.
“Smoke?”
“Nope.”
“Anyone else?” she asked.
I sank onto the armchair, the cushions swallowing me. “Yeah,” I said. “A lot of people. Jazzy got pretty drunk. Kyle got a little high. Some people both. No one drove totally wrecked,” I added quickly. “Kyle was… more functional than I’d like, but not… gone.”
She nodded slowly. “Thanks for telling me,” she said.
“You’re not mad?” I asked.
“Are you?” she countered.
I thought about it. About the joint passed over my lap, the red cups, the way Jazzy had swayed on the trail. About Kyle’s “I drive better when I’m high” speech.
“I don’t like it,” I said. “I don’t like the… edge of it. But I like them. And they weren’t… monsters. Just… kids trying to forget they’re kids for a night.”
Her eyes softened. “That’s a pretty fair assessment,” she said.
“And I set some boundaries,” I added. “With Jazzy. About the whole ‘corrupting me’ thing.”
Her eyebrows went up. “Oh?”
I told her—a shorter version of the conversation by the fire, the rodeo story, the porch. Saying it twice didn’t make it any less real, but it made it feel a little less heavy, distributing the weight between someone else’s ears and mine.
When I finished, Mom leaned back, exhaling through her nose.
“I hate that that happened,” she said quietly. “Twelve-year-old you deserved better.”
“Twelve-year-old me also thought nachos were a food group,” I said. “He was not always wise.”
She smiled sadly. “I’m proud of you,” she said.
“For… not drinking?” I asked.
“For knowing yourself,” she said. “For going, even though you were nervous. For not judging your friends. For standing up for your line. For not… hardening around it.”
The idea of “hardening” around it made sense. It would be easy to take all of it—the church rhetoric, the rodeo, the car ride tonight—and build a wall. Decide these kids were lost causes. Decide I was better. Safer. Holier.
But I couldn’t look at Nic’s stupid grin, or Jazzy’s shaky apology, or Kyle carefully counting heads before he drove, and see lost causes. I just saw… people. Flawed and messy and trying.
“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t… I don’t wanna be that guy.”
She closed her book, marking the page with her thumb. “You won’t be,” she said. “As long as you keep asking yourself why, you won’t be.”
We sat there for a minute, the house quiet around us. The clock in the kitchen ticked softly. Somewhere out beyond the walls, the waves kept doing what they always did, pulling at the shore and letting go.
“Go shower,” Mom said eventually. “You smell like a forest fire.”
“I thought it was a good look for me,” I said, standing.
“It’s very… rustic,” she said. “But the sheets don’t deserve that.”
On my way to the bathroom, I stopped by my open bedroom window. The night outside was dark enough that I couldn’t see the cliff, but I could hear it—the faint shush of the water below, the distant echo of what felt like the whole world moving, even when I stood still.
I thought about the fire, and the circle around it. About Kate, probably doing homework in a tidy room somewhere, or reading something for class, or just existing in a world that would never include this kind of sand-in-your-shoes night.
Two lives. Three, really. Church. School. Beach.
I was still figuring out where, exactly, I fit. Maybe I always would be.
But tonight, I’d stepped a little further into one of them, found my edge, and walked back out intact.
That felt like something.
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Mom dropped me off in front of the church, the morning sun already warming the pavement. The brick building looked the same as always—clean, square, a little too beige for its own good. A few families lingered near the entrance, kids in clip-on ties chasing each other around the bushes while their parents pretended not to notice.
“Don’t fall asleep,” Mom said lightly as I opened the passenger door.
“No promises,” I told her. “If the bishop talks about tithing again, I’m gone.”
She grinned. “I’ll pick you up after. Text me when you’re done.”
I shut the door and watched her drive off, the taillights blinking as she turned toward the main road. The air smelled like cut grass and someone’s perfume drifting on the breeze. I shoved my hands in my pockets and headed toward the chapel doors.
Inside, the cultural hall-turned-chapel had that familiar hum—folding chairs scraping, whispered greetings, hymnbooks snapping open. Nic’s family always sat in the same place, third row from the front on the right side. Which meant I usually sat in the blast zone of front-row energy without being fully in it.
Nic spotted me halfway down the aisle and waved me over with a grin like we hadn’t seen each other in years instead of… yesterday.
“Duuude,” he stage-whispered as I sat beside him. “You look alive. Good job.”
“I slept,” I said. “It’s this new thing I’m trying.”
His mom patted his knee in the Universal LDS Mom “please behave” gesture. Nic immediately didn’t.
“You still smell like smoke,” he murmured. “Kyle’s car or you?”
“Combination,” I said. “Mostly trauma.”
The sacrament hymn began, and we stood. I tried to follow along, but Nic leaned slightly toward me, eyebrows raised like he was mid-scandalous confession.
“So,” he whispered, “tell me again how you almost died on the beach—”
“Shh,” his dad hissed from the other side.
I covered a laugh with my hymnbook. “We didn’t almost die,” I whispered. “Kyle didn’t hit anything.”
“Yet,” Nic said.
I elbowed him, light, just enough to shut him up.
The bishop droned on for a while about integrity, the importance of kindness, and—surprise—the upcoming temple trip. I drifted in and out, staring at the big floral arrangement near the podium, thinking about school, and notes, and jazz rhythms that Emily would probably beat into my skull eventually.
When I looked up again, Kate caught my eye.
She was about five rows ahead, slightly to the left. Perfect posture, hair pinned back with a tiny gold clip. Her family took up almost the entire row—siblings lined in age order, her dad’s arm casually draped behind her mom. Kate sat still as a statue, but her eyes flicked sideways.
At us.
At me.
Then back forward, face neutral, like she hadn’t been listening to Nic and me whisper-laughing through the opening prayer.
I swallowed. Did she hear… everything? The bonfire stuff? The “almost died” joke? Me laughing about it like it was some stupid adventure instead of the weird, discomfort-filled mess it had actually been?
The rest of the meeting blurred.

After the closing prayer, families split off into their usual post-church patterns—small clusters forming in the aisles, kids darting to primary, adults talking about whatever adults talked about: callings, weather, someone’s new casserole recipe, the moral decline of teenagers.
Nic and I slipped out into the hallway.
“That wasn’t so bad,” he said. “Only three people fell asleep and one of them wasn’t you.”
“Growth,” I said.
As we rounded the corner, Kate stepped out of the Relief Society room at the same time, nearly bumping into us.
“Oh—hi,” she said, smoothing her skirt like it needed smoothing. “Hey, Nic. Hi, Elias.”
Her voice was calm and warm and exactly normal. But her eyes?
 They were way too focused on me.
“Hey, Kate,” Nic said. Way too loudly. “Guess who survived the bonfire?”
I froze. “Nic—”
Kate blinked. “Bonfire?”
Nic’s grin stretched wickedly. “Yeah, Elias here—”
“NOPE,” I said, clapping a hand over his mouth. “Nope. He is done speaking.”
Nic mumbled protest into my palm. Kate lifted one eyebrow. Just one. It was devastating.
“A bonfire?” she repeated, like she was inspecting the word for sin content. “Where?”
“Nowhere,” I said too fast. “Just a… beach. Thing. Not important.”
“Mmhmm,” she said, skeptical already. “And who was there?”
I dragged my hand off Nic’s face. He inhaled dramatically.
“I mean, a bunch of people,” Nic said. “Kyle. Davey. Some of the older kids. Oh—Jazzy was there—”
I glared daggers at him.
Kate’s expression didn’t change much, but I swear a tiny muscle fluttered in her jaw.
“I see,” she said.
“It wasn’t a big deal,” I said quickly. “I just… went. For a little bit. Didn’t do anything.”
Nic nodded too enthusiastically. “Yeah, he was like the sober dad of the group. Very responsible. Boring, really.”
“Thank you,” I muttered.
Kate gave a tight little smile. “Well. Sounds like… fun.”
She looked like someone had handed her a glass of milk right after telling her it expired yesterday.
Her family called her name from down the hall.
“See you guys later,” she said, backing up a step. She looked at me again. “Bye, Elias.”
“Bye,” I said, but she was already turning.
Nic exhaled. “Oooooh, she’s mad.”
“She’s not mad,” I insisted.
“She’s something,” he said. “Possibly murderous.”
“Nic. Shut up.”
He grinned. “Never.”

Mom texted that she’d be ten minutes late—car trouble or helping a neighbor or possibly getting distracted by a yard sale. Hard to say.
So I wandered down the hall, the church quieter now. Most of the adults had left, only a few teenagers lingering near the foyer talking about seminary assignments and mutual night.
The empty Sunday school room had the door cracked open. I slipped inside.
The piano sat against the wall, sunlight streaming across it in perfect pale stripes. I sat on the bench, my fingers hovering over the keys. I didn’t think about what to play—my hands just chose something soft, something that lived somewhere between a lullaby and a movie soundtrack.
The notes filled the little room. Echoed off the walls. Calmed that weird unsettled feeling Kate had left behind.
I didn’t hear the door open.
I only noticed her when she didn’t breathe.
Kate stood in the doorway, hands clasped lightly in front of her. She stepped in quietly, her flats making almost no sound on the carpet.
“Hi,” she said softly.
My fingers stumbled on a chord. “Oh. Hey.”
She closed the door halfway behind her but didn’t latch it. Proper. Safe. LDS-coded.
“Mom’s talking to Sister Harris,” she said. “I was just… waiting.”
“Oh.” Brilliant response, Elias. Truly Shakespearean.
She moved closer and sat down beside me on the bench—leaving exactly enough space to be appropriate, but close enough that I could smell the faint lavender perfume she always wore.
“Play more?” she asked.
So I did.
Something slower, something deeper. Her shoulders eased a little. Her lashes fluttered as she closed her eyes, head tilting slightly like she was letting the music sink into her bones.
Watching her like that felt… dangerous.
The gold clip in her hair caught the light. A tiny freckle I’d never noticed sat just at the corner of her jaw. The pulse in her neck beat softly, steady, like a metronome set to something calm and measured.
I shouldn’t have stared.
But I did.
And when she turned her head, eyes opening, I didn’t look away fast enough.
Our eyes collided.
She blinked. I blinked. We didn’t move.
My fingers slipped and hit a wrong key—an ugly, brassy note that crashed through the softness.
Kate startled lightly, sitting up straighter.
“Sorry,” I said, clearing my throat. “I, um. Thought I saw a… thing.”
“A thing?” she said, smiling faintly.
“Yep. A thing. Don’t worry about it. Very distracting thing.”
She studied me for a moment like she was trying to figure out what category of idiot I was.
Then her expression shifted. Became careful.
“I heard about the bonfire,” she said suddenly.
I froze.
“Oh,” I said. “Yeah. I mean… yeah.”
“Nic said you ‘survived,’” she said, voice light. “Which made it sound like something… happened.”
“Nothing happened,” I said quickly. “It was just a beach. With a fire. People were there. You know. Human things.”
She tilted her head, eyes narrowing slightly. “Did you… drink?”
“No,” I said immediately.
“Smoke?”
“No.”
“You sure?” she asked, tone purposely mild but laced with something sharp.
“Yes,” I said. “Why would I lie about that?”
She didn’t answer that.
Instead she looked down at her hands, then up again with a little half-smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Well,” she said, “I also heard…”
Her gaze flicked toward me.
“…that you and Jazzy were… up close and personal.”
My heart tripped.
“Wh—what? No. No, that’s—no. We weren’t—”
She lifted her eyebrows. “Nic said she was all over you.”
“I’m going to kill Nic,” I muttered.
Kate gave a tiny huff of amusement, but it was hollow. “She just seems like… not really your crowd.”
There it was.
Not loud. Not cruel. But definitely judgment.
“Jazzy’s not—” I started, then stopped. “She was drunk. And she apologized. And that’s it. There’s nothing there.”
Kate looked down again, twisting the hem of her sleeve. “I wasn’t implying anything.”
“You kinda were,” I said softly.
Her cheeks colored. “I just… you’re… you.” She gestured vaguely at me. “And she’s… well. Them. That whole group. I just didn’t think you’d…”
She trailed off, biting her lip like she regretted saying anything.
“It was just a party,” I said. “I didn’t… do anything.”
“I know,” she said quickly. “I know that. I’m not accusing you of— I just—”
She inhaled, slow and shaky.
Then she stood.
“I should go,” she said. “Before my mom comes looking.”
“Kate—”
The door creaked open wider.
Brother Jenson stepped in, holding a stack of manuals. “Oh—hey, uh—” His eyes darted between us. “You two probably shouldn’t be in here alone together.”
His tone was polite, but the message landed with that familiar LDS thud:
 You’re teenagers. Separate.
Kate’s face flushed.
“Sorry,” she said quickly, ducking her head. “I was just—leaving.”
She slipped past him into the hall without looking back.
Brother Jenson gave me an awkward smile. “You doing okay, Elias?”
“Yep,” I said, forcing a smile. “Just playing.”
“Good, good,” he said. “Church is… you know. Wrapping up.”
He left the door open behind him.
The room felt suddenly too bright, the piano too loud in the silence, my pulse too obvious.
I pressed one key.
 Then another.
But the melody wouldn’t come back.
All I could think about was the look on Kate’s face when she’d said “up close and personal.”
And how badly she’d wanted it not to sound jealous.
And how badly I wanted her to believe me.
I didn’t touch the piano again.
Didn’t want to. Didn’t want to hear the wrong notes echo around the empty room like they were mocking me. Didn’t want to replay the look on Kate’s face when she’d said “up close and personal” like it was poison.
I just slipped out the same hallway she’d gone down, waited quietly in the foyer until Mom’s car pulled up, and pretended the whole thing hadn’t carved a hole under my ribs.
She asked how church was.
I told her it was “fine.”
She didn’t press.

That night, the house was quiet except for the creaking of old wood cooling in the dark and the faint whisper of waves hitting the beach far below.
I lay on my back staring at the ceiling, hands behind my head, replaying everything. Every word. Every glance. Every raised eyebrow Kate had aimed at me.
Nic’s voice, loud and stupid, echoing between my ears:
“Guess who survived the bonfire?”
 “Jazzy was there!”
I growled into my pillow and grabbed my flip phone off the nightstand.
It lit up the whole room like a miniature sun.
 I snapped it open and texted the only thing my brain could form:
ME:
 Dude. Why would you SAY THAT
Three seconds later:
NIC:
 Say what
I glared at the ceiling.
ME:
 ABOUT THE BONFIRE
 AND JAZZY
 AND EVERYTHING
 WHY ARE YOU LIKE THIS
The typing ellipsis blinked for an eternity.
NIC:
 bro relax
 she was gonna find out anyway
ME:
 NO
 SHE WOULDN’T HAVE
 LITERALLY NOBODY TOLD HER ANYTHING
NIC:
 she asked who was there
 i answered
 thats called honesty
I punched my pillow like it owed me money.
ME:
 You didn’t ANSWER
 You broadcasted it
 on a megaphone
 to Kate
 of all people
 why would you do that
Nic replied too fast:
NIC:
 because i thought u wanted her to know u have a life lmao
I sat up in bed.
A life?? Is THAT what this was??
ME:
 I don’t want her thinking I’m out getting drunk w stoners
 or making out w Jazzy behind a driftwood log
 which is apparently what she thinks now
NIC:
 u werent tho
 just tell her the truth
ME:
 I DID
 she didnt believe me
My phone buzzed immediately:
NIC:
 oh
 yeah thats rough
I threw myself back down on the bed dramatically.
ME:
 I hate u
NIC:
 u say that but im ur best friend
 so jot that down
ME:
 never texting u again
NIC:
 k see u 2morrow :)
I groaned into the blanket.
My stomach felt like someone had stuck a handful of gravel in it and shaken it around. Every time I replayed Kate’s voice—
“You and Jazzy were… up close and personal.”
—my chest went tight.
I wasn’t even mad at HER, exactly.
 I was mad at the… misunderstanding?
 The assumption?
 The fact that she thought I’d lied?
And maybe—just maybe—the fact that she cared.
I rolled onto my side, flipping my phone closed.
 The room darkened again, the faint outside light pooling on the wooden floor.
I was seconds away from letting my brain spiral into the abyss when my phone buzzed again, vibrating across my comforter like a bug.
I snapped it open.
An unknown number.
No—
 not unknown.
 Just newly saved last week when she’d grabbed my phone in the cafeteria and typed her name in without asking.
JAZZY:
 no mre hungovr
 thnk god
 C U 2morrow sunshine ;]
I stared at the screen for a long moment.
Then I dropped the phone onto my chest, sighed at the ceiling, and said the only thing that felt appropriate:
“…Oh great.”
Chapter 6
I found out about the banjo piece on a Wednesday, which felt unfair, because Wednesdays were already the worst day of the week.
Middle of everything. Too far from last weekend, too far from the next. The kind of day that smelled like lunchroom tater tots and exhaustion.
Band, at least, gave it structure.
I slid into the band room with the rest of the late bell crowd, weaving between music stands and instrument cases. Somebody’s trumpet was already blaring high notes they had no business attempting this early. The low brass section was doing their usual warm-up of “play the loudest, rudest note possible.” Felgar stood at the front, shuffling through a stack of fresh sheet music like a dealer about to ruin a poker game.
“Take your seats!” he called. “We have something… special today.”
“Special good or special ‘I ordered a piece in 13/8 and you’re all going to cry’?” Dylan muttered as I passed.
“Both,” I said.
I dropped my bag in the percussion corner and squeezed onto my usual spot by the auxiliary gear. Moe was twirling a mallet between their fingers, eyes narrowed at the stack of music like it might attack.
“Anyone know what this is?” they asked.
“Nope,” I said. “But he has that ‘I’m about to change your life’ look.”
“That’s his ‘I found something weird’ look,” Dylan said. “We are not the same.”
Felgar cleared his throat into the chaos. It worked—mostly. The room quieted to a lesser version of itself, the random honks turning into the gentle rustle of kids pretending to pay attention.
“All right,” he said. “Before we get into scales and all that fun, I’ve got a new piece for you. Saw it at a conference this summer, and I thought… we have the exact kind of band that could pull this off.”
He paused, just long enough for us to get nervous.
“It’s a mid-century style concert piece,” he went on. “Big brass, punchy woodwinds, lots of color. Think ‘soundtrack to an old black and white caper film.’”
A couple of clarinets perked up. The trombones exchanged a look like they’d just won something.
“And,” he added, letting the word hang, “it has a featured banjo part.”
Every head in the room swiveled toward the back.
Specifically, toward me.
I blinked. “What?”
“See?” Moe said under their breath. “We are the same.”
Felgar grinned, a little too pleased with himself. “I might have picked it with our resident multi-instrumentalist in mind.”
“I play banjo exactly… occasionally,” I said, hands raised. “Not professionally. Not ‘be the backbone of a full concert piece’ levels of banjo.”
“You own one, you’re halfway there,” he said. “I already talked to the office. We’ll mic it for the concert. It’s going to be great.”
He started down the rows, dropping folders onto stands. When he got to us, he handed me a part with “Banjo” printed at the top in bold letters, like it was mocking me.
“Trust me,” he said, eyebrows up. “You can do this.”
The banjo line was… not nothing.
Fast. Lots of syncopation. Those rolling patterns that made your fingers feel like they’d gotten tangled in fishing line. It snaked around the brass hits, answered clarinet runs, poked through the texture like some old-timey narrator.
“Dude,” Dylan whispered, leaning over my shoulder. “That looks sick.”
“That looks like carpal tunnel,” I muttered.
“We’ll start slow,” Felgar called. “Don’t panic. Yet.”
He gave the rest of the band their parts and hopped back onto the podium. “All right, let’s run some scales to shake the cobwebs out, and then we’ll take a look at this bad boy.”
As the band launched into their usual warm-up, I tuned out the long tones and stared at the banjo line. My fingers twitched against my leg, mapping patterns in the air.
I’d played banjo before—just not like this.
Back in Nevada, it had been a novelty. Somebody’s uncle brought one to a barbecue, left it at my grandpa’s house “for a while.” I picked it up, plucked around, taught myself enough rolls to play along to old country songs. Here, it had been a party trick. I’d brought it out once for a church talent thing, once at school to mess around in the practice room.
Now it was… a responsibility.
“Yo,” Moe said. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just… doing math.”
“In band?” Dylan scoffed. “Nerd.”
“Counting to four is math,” I said.
Felgar called us to attention. We started sight-reading the piece at a crawl, everyone stumbling through the first couple of pages. It sounded like the skeleton of something amazing—a little wobbly, but with enough swagger in the brass and chattering in the woodwinds that I could imagine it with polish.
When my entrance came, my hands automatically mimed the picking pattern on my knees. Thumb-index-middle, thumb-index-middle, slide, hammer-on. The rhythm settled into my chest like it belonged there.
By the time class ended, my head was buzzing—not just from the sound, but from possibility.

They let us keep our parts.
As soon as I got home, I went straight to my room, propped the banjo case against my chair, and clicked it open.
The familiar wood smell hit me—dust and metal and the faint tang of old strings. I sat on the edge of the bed, slid the strap over my shoulder, and balanced its round body against my stomach.
“Hey, stranger,” I murmured.
My fingers found a G chord automatically. Then a roll. Then another. My thumb stumbled once, then fell into the pattern like muscle memory had been waiting for an excuse.
I propped the music on my desk and squinted at the first eight measures.
Slow.
I played them as written, counting under my breath, making sure every note landed where it should. The banjo’s bright, tinny sound filled the small room, bouncing off the walls and the cheap posters I’d taped up to make the place mine.
I messed up. A lot. My fingers snagged on weird shifts, rolls collapsing into accidental rests. But none of it felt bad. It was work, sure, but the kind that scratched an itch deep in my brain.
It felt like solving a puzzle where you got to make noise the whole time.
By the time Mom stuck her head in the doorway, I’d made it through most of the first page without train-wrecking.
“You’re back in hillbilly mode,” she said, smiling.
“It’s not hillbilly,” I protested automatically. “It’s… sophisticated retro Americana.”
She snorted. “That’s what your grandpa called it when he wanted your grandma to let him hang another old car calendar in the garage.”
I grinned. “Felgar got this piece that has a banjo feature. Like… real, center-of-attention stuff.”
“Wow,” she said, stepping all the way in and leaning against the doorframe. “Look at you, Mr. Feature.”
I shrugged, but the words warmed something in my chest. “It’s a lot,” I said. “Fast. I’ll probably mess it up in front of everyone.”
She tilted her head. “Do you want to do it?”
“Yes,” I said, before I had time to overthink. “Absolutely.”
“Then mess it up until you don’t,” she said. “I like listening to you make mistakes, anyway.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said.
She smiled. “I mean it. It means you’re trying. Play something for me?”
So I did. Slowly, haltingly, the banjo line weaving through the empty air of my room, my mom swaying a little without realizing it.
When I hit the end of the section without crashing, she clapped.
“Sounds like a movie,” she said. “Like the part where they sneak the money out of the bank and almost get caught.”
“That’s… exactly what it’s supposed to sound like,” I said.
“Then you’re doing it right,” she said.

The next couple of weeks blurred.
School days fell into a pattern: Ms. Cartwright’s calm, organized class trying to tame the academic chaos in my brain; half-paying attention in history; eating lunch with Nic and Jazzy while she poked me with French fries and stole my dessert; band, where I juggled mallets and triangle and now banjo, living in that sweet spot between “challenged” and “why did I agree to this.”
At home, my evenings were divided between homework that felt like climbing a muddy hill and practicing until my fingers went numb. The banjo piece carved grooves into my muscle memory. I woke up with rolls already half-formed in my hands, my thumb twitching against the blanket in a pattern.
Every once in a while, I’d catch Mom watching me with this look—part pride, part worry, part I-have-no-idea-how-your-brain-works-but-I’m-impressed.
Sundays were… different.
Kate had pulled back.
Not in a dramatic, soap-opera way. She didn’t cut me dead in the hall or roll her eyes or anything like that. It was smaller. Quieter.
She still sat in the front row with her family. Still sang all the hymns. Still smiled when someone talked to her.
But when our paths crossed, she kept it surface-level.
“Hi, Elias.”
“Hey, how’s school?”
“Fine.”
“Busy.”
“Yeah, same.”
No more lingering by the piano. No more soft, secret little comments. No more “I’m glad you’re back” looks.
If I caught her glance my way during sacrament, she looked away faster than she had before the bonfire. Once, in the hall, I heard two girls from her class whispering:
“—and my cousin said there was this huge bonfire—”
“—Jazzy was there—”
“—and Elias, I think, you know, the music kid—”
Their voices dropped when they saw me. One of them gave me a tight smile. I pretended I hadn’t heard anything and kept walking.
Maybe Kate thought I’d lied. Maybe she thought I’d changed. Maybe she thought I was one more boy drifting toward the “wrong crowd.”
She never said it out loud. Of course she didn’t.
But I could feel it in the space between us.
So I did what I do best: shoved all that tangled feeling into my hands and made them play.

By the time the leaves on the edge of the meadow started to blush yellow, the banjo part actually sounded… good.
We’d run the piece almost every other day in band. The first time I nailed the big solo section—clean, in time, no weird buzzes—Felgar pumped his fist in the air like we’d just won state.
“There it is!” he shouted. “Yes. That. Lock that in, folks. That’s our show-off moment.”
The band had adjusted around it too. The trumpets hit their punctuation marks just behind me; the clarinets threaded their runs under my rolls. The whole thing felt like we were riding the same rickety roller coaster, but now we all knew when the drops were coming.
One afternoon after rehearsal, as I was packing up the banjo, Emily walked by the percussion area, drumsticks tucked into the back pocket of her jeans.
She slowed, watching my hands as I loosened the strap and closed the case.
“Didn’t know you played that seriously,” she said.
I looked up, startled. Emily rarely talked to underclassmen unless they were blowing an entrance in jazz.
“Oh,” I said. “Yeah. Kind of. I mean, it was a joke instrument first. Now it’s my job, I guess.”
She smirked. “It’s not a joke instrument when you’re hauling half the piece on your back.”
My face heated. “I’m trying not to drop it.”
“You’re doing more than ‘not dropping it,’” she said. “Just… don’t rush the sixteenth-note run in letter D. You do this little panic-speed-up thing like you’re trying to outrun it.”
I blinked. “You… noticed that?”
She shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal. “I notice rhythms. Occupational hazard.”
I nodded, storing that away. “I’ll… work on it.”
“Do,” she said. “It’s a cool feature. Don’t waste it.”
Then she was gone, already halfway out the door, drumsticks clacking together in one hand.
My heart thudded a little faster.
If Emily Torres thought I was doing okay, maybe I was.

In between all that, life kept being… life.
Jazzy was in my space more than ever.
At lunch, she’d slide into the seat next to me and lean against my shoulder like I was a piece of furniture she’d decided to claim. Her hands were everywhere—tugging on my sleeve, ruffling my hair, poking my ribs when I zoned out. She smelled like vanilla and something sharper underneath, like citrus and trouble.
“Cowboy,” she’d say sometimes, flicking the edge of my banjo calluses when I forgot to bring my guitar. “You ready for the big moment? Gonna yee-haw in front of the whole school?”
“It’s not yee-haw,” I’d say. “It’s art.”
“Art can say yee-haw,” she’d argue.
Nic watched all of this with the detached amusement of someone who had front-row tickets to a show he did not fully understand.
“You know she’s basically a cat, right?” he said one day as Jazzy doodled on my hand with a pen, drawing stars on my knuckles.
“How?” I asked.
“She sits on whatever is warm and available, knocks things off tables when she’s bored, and pretends she doesn’t care right up until she does,” he said. “You are a sunspot. She’s just loafing.”
Jazzy looked up. “Are you calling me fat?”
“No,” Nic said. “I’m calling you a creature of mystery and chaos.”
“That’s better,” she said, returning to my hand. “Hold still, Sunshine.”
At night, if I wasn’t too exhausted from school, I’d check my email.
Sometimes there’d be a short message from Kate.
Nothing big. Nothing like the long, late-night conversations I imagined people in movies having.
Just:
hey, how’s school?
 academy is crazy, they’re already talking about college stuff
 gotta go, choir thing. see you sunday
or
my little brother says your banjo thing sounds like a cowboy show lol
 hope it’s going well
I answered every one. Told her about the piece, about Ms. Cartwright, about Nic almost falling asleep in history, about the fog rolling in thicker on the ferry rides.
She never mentioned the bonfire again. Never mentioned Jazzy. Never asked if we could hang out outside of church.
She was polite. She was friendly.
She was… distant.
I told myself it was just our lives diverging. Different schools. Different pressures. Different orbits.
Didn’t stop it from stinging.

By the time October posters started going up in the hall—pumpkins and handwritten fonts and the words HOMECOMING DANCE splashed across fluorescent paper—the banjo piece was basically performance-ready.
We were scheduled to play it at the fall concert in a couple of weeks, along with a slow, pretty thing for parents to cry to and something with too much timpani for Dylan to be trusted with.
After one especially good run-through, Felgar dismissed us a few minutes early.
“Go rest your faces,” he said. “You’ve earned it. Percussion, don’t hit anything on your way out. That includes each other.”
I packed the banjo up carefully, still humming the last measure under my breath. In the hallway, kids poured toward the cafeteria, the scent of that day’s mystery meat already in the air.
Nic and I found our usual table.
I dropped my tray down—pizza rectangle, baby carrots, chocolate milk. Nic had the same, plus something vaguely green he claimed was a salad.
As we sat, Jazzy arrived in a flurry of denim jacket and messy ponytail, dropping her tray with theatrical flair.
“Okay,” she announced, sliding in right next to me. “Serious business, gentlemen. We need to talk strategy.”
“I’m scared,” Nic said. “Is this about Kyle’s attempt at facial hair?”
“Worse,” she said. She leaned in, resting her chin on her hand, eyes glinting. “Homecoming.”
I froze mid-carrot.
Nic groaned. “Already?”
“Posters are up,” she said. “Committees are committee-ing. There’s probably a throne of crepe paper being built in the gym as we speak. We can’t ignore it.”
“I can,” I said.
“You can’t,” she said, poking my arm. “You’re a junior now. This is prime awkward-school-dance time. You’re obligated to make bad choices and have stories.”
“My story can be ‘I practiced banjo and didn’t sweat through a button-up shirt in a smelly gym,’” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “Lame.”
Nic smirked. “The last dance you went to, you spent twenty minutes hiding in the bathroom because someone spiked the punch and you got paranoid by association.”
“That was one time,” I protested.
“And iconic,” he said.
Jazzy turned fully toward me, tucking one leg up on the bench. “So,” she said, too casually. “You asking anyone?”
I stared at my pizza. “No.”
“Liar,” she sing-songed. “C’mon, Sunshine. Who’s on the list? Anyone from church?” Her voice lilted on that last word, just enough to imply she knew exactly who that meant.
My chest tightened. “I’m not asking anyone.”
“Why not?” she demanded. “You’re cute. You’re tall. You play, like, nine instruments and have mysterious desert trauma. That’s top-tier YA protagonist material.”
“I don’t—” I started.
“And before you say ‘Kate,’” she went on, “you’ve made it very clear that’s a whole… thesis we’re not writing right now.”
My ears went hot. “I didn’t say—”
“You didn’t have to,” she said.
Nic watched us like he was at the tennis match from hell.
“Look,” I said, trying to pull the conversation back to something I could breathe in. “I just… don’t want to make it weird. Dances are… complicated.”
“They’re literally not,” Jazzy said. “You show up. You stomp in a circle to ‘Hey Ya.’ Somebody’s mom brings cupcakes. Half the people leave early to go to McDonald’s. That’s it.”
“That sounds terrible,” I said.
“It is,” she said. “That’s the point. It’s a rite of passage.”
I took a long pull from my chocolate milk. “I think I’ll pass on my rite of passage this time.”
She squinted at me for a second.
Then her expression shifted into something sly.
“Okay,” she said slowly. “New plan.”
“Oh no,” Nic muttered.
“You’re not asking anyone,” she said. “So you’re free. So you’re taking me.”
I choked. “What?”
“To Homecoming,” she said, like this was the most obvious thing in the world. “Problem solved.”
“I—no—what?” I sputtered. “You just—you can’t just—decide that.”
“Sure I can,” she said. “I just did.”
“As—what?” I asked. “A date?”
She shrugged one shoulder. “As whatever makes your little Mormon brain not explode. We can call it ‘going as friends’ if that helps you sleep at night.”
Nic snorted into his milk.
My heart was doing a weird two-step. “I don’t—Jazzy, there are probably, like, five guys who actually want to—”
“Yeah,” she said. “And you’re the one I’m asking.”
That shut me up.
She softened a little, leaning her weight against my arm. “Look,” she said. “I don’t want some dude I barely know stepping on my feet all night, and you were just going to stay home and stare at your banjo anyway. This way, we both get a story. No pressure, no making out behind the bleachers. Just bad dancing and laughing at everyone else.”
She said it so simply, so matter-of-fact, that it was hard to argue.
Still, my brain flashed two images side by side:
Kate, in some academy-approved dress, surrounded by polished boys whose moms knew each other from Relief Society.
And me, in a public school gym that smelled like sweat and Axe body spray, with Jazzy hanging off my arm, laughing too loud.
Both felt possible.
 Neither felt clean.
“I don’t know,” I said weakly.
Nic elbowed me under the table. “Dude. You’re not gonna get a better offer.”
“Rude,” Jazzy said, flicking his ear.
“I just mean,” he said, “it’s Jazzy. You already know her chaos level. It’s the least risky option.”
Jazzy turned back to me, eyes bright. “What do you think, Sunshine?” she asked. “Wanna suffer through Homecoming together?”
I stared at her.
At her messy ponytail and smudged mascara and the doodles still inked onto my knuckles from yesterday. At the way she didn’t seem scared of being seen with me. At the way she’d walked drunk across my yard and apologized without flinching.
I thought about saying no.
Staying home. Practicing. Pretending dances weren’t happening.
I thought about Kate’s emails. Short. Polite. The way she’d said “up close and personal” like it hurt to imagine.
I thought about how my life was already complicated even when I tried to keep it simple.
“Okay,” I heard myself say. “I’ll go.”
Jazzy’s face lit up. “Yes,” she said. “Perfect. It’s a date. Or not a date. A… situation.”
“Oh my gosh,” Nic said. “You’re going to Homecoming with Jazzy. I need to sit down.”
“You’re already sitting,” I pointed out.
“Exactly,” he said.
Jazzy bumped her shoulder against mine. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll make sure you have fun.”
I wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a threat.
Either way, the calendar in my brain flipped ahead on its own, landing on a night I hadn’t planned for.
Fall concert coming.
 Banjo feature looming.
 Homecoming with Jazzy now circled in red.
And somewhere, in a chapel on Sunday, a girl in the front row who might hear about all of it secondhand and never, ever ask me what really happened.
[bookmark: _d0pozjvhlrbz]CHAPTER 7 — Mutual Night
Wednesday mutual night was the kind of event where everyone pretended they weren’t trying too hard, even though everyone absolutely was.
I walked into the church gym with Nic, the familiar smell of floor polish and old basketballs hitting me in the face. The Young Men leaders were hauling out folding chairs. The Young Women were setting up some display about service opportunities. Someone had brought cookies shaped like pumpkins even though it was barely October.
I was halfway through unfolding a chair when Nic elbowed me so hard I almost dropped it.
“Dude,” he whispered. “Dude.”
“What?” I said, annoyed.
“Don’t look now,” he said, “but Kate just unlocked a whole new skill tree.”
Naturally, I looked immediately.
And Nic was right.
Kate stepped through the gym doors like she’d walked out of a catalog titled Soft Pretty PNW Autumn Aesthetic for LDS Girls Who Break Hearts.
 Her hair was curled — not tight curls, but soft waves that framed her face.
 Her makeup was subtle but perfect.
 Her dress was simple, navy with little embroidered flowers, but it looked like it had been chosen carefully, not just grabbed from a hanger.
It was the kind of outfit girls wore when they wanted someone specific to notice.
And I noticed.
 Holy crap, I noticed.
She smiled when she saw us, and it hit me like a gut punch — not because she looked different, but because she looked like she’d hoped I’d be here.
She walked over, holding a tray of cookies.
“Hi, Nic. Hi, Elias,” she said, voice bright but a little breathy.
“Hey,” I said. “You, uh… look nice.”
She flushed slightly. “Thanks. I was… practicing makeup with my sister. She kind of went overboard.”
She didn’t look overboard. She looked flawless.
We started setting up tables, mixing with the rest of the youth. The leaders launched into some kind of service project — making cards for soldiers overseas or assembling hygiene kits — but the room hummed with quiet conversations.
Kate drifted close to me again as we taped stickers onto Ziploc bags.
“Oh hey,” she said casually, “did you know Scatchet Academy students are invited to Homecoming at Whidbey High? It’s open. We can go too.”
My brain glitched.
“Oh,” I said. “Cool.”
Cool.
 I said cool.
 I wanted to punch myself.
Kate tucked a curl behind her ear. “Yeah. A lot of people from the Academy go. Sometimes we go as groups, or sometimes… you know. With someone.”
Her cheeks colored again.
Nic stared at me from across the table like he was witnessing the slowest train wreck in history.
Before I could think of something less stupid to say, one of the leaders called for volunteers to move boxes, and the moment dissolved.

Later, we all circled back into little talking groups. Someone turned on soft background music from a Young Women leader’s Spotify playlist — wholesome acoustic covers of songs that were originally about sex but now sounded like they were about prayer.
Kate drifted near us again with one of the other Academy girls. I was sitting on the edge of the stage with Nic, swinging my feet.
She approached like she was testing the water.
“So,” she said, “are you guys going to Homecoming?”
Nic answered first.
“Yeah,” he said. Then: “I guess I am. Jazzy set me up with one of her friends. We’re going as a group.”
Kate’s smile froze at the edges.
“A group?” she repeated softly.
“Yeah,” Nic said. “It’s chill. No pressure.”
“Oh,” Kate said. Her voice was bright, practiced. Protecting something. “That’s nice.”
She glanced at me.
I didn’t know what to say.
 Nothing I said would’ve made sense anyway.
I just nodded awkwardly, which somehow made everything worse.
Kate’s eyes flicked downward, and she gave a small, polite smile that hurt to look at.
Before any of us could fix the silence, the gym doors banged open.
And in walked Joseph Carlisle.
I recognized him immediately — Scatchet Academy golden boy.
 Perfect posture.
 Letterman jacket.
 Smile designed for mothers.
 Every LDS mom’s dream son-in-law starter kit.
He carried a bouquet of grocery-store roses and a poster board covered in candy bars arranged into sentences:
“It would be SWEET if you’d go to Homecoming with me.
 Don’t say NO —
 It’d break my HEART!”
The room collectively gasped.
 I wanted to sink through the floor.
Joseph walked straight to Kate like he was approaching an altar.
“Kate,” he said grandly, “will you go to Homecoming with me?”
Kate’s eyes widened.
Then she looked at me.
For one second — one — her face showed everything:
Hope.
 Hurt.
 Resignation.
 A tiny flicker of anger.
 And something that felt like a goodbye.
She sighed, almost invisible, then smiled the polite, perfect Academy-girl smile.
“Yes,” she said softly. “I’d love to.”
The Young Women around her squealed.
Joseph beamed. “Awesome! You’ve been dropping hints all night! I knew you wanted to be asked. Who could miss the signs?”
Nic made a strangled noise.
I blinked stupidly. Signs? What signs?
 Was there supposed to be a quiz?
Kate hugged the flowers to her chest. “Thanks, Joseph. Really.”
He bounced off toward his friends, triumphant.
She turned back toward me and Nic for half a heartbeat.
“Have a good night,” she said, voice steady but eyes darker than before.
Then she walked away, curls bouncing with each step.

At home that night, I lay on my bed staring up at the ceiling, trapped under the weight of something I didn’t have words for.
Of course she was going with Joseph.
 He was safe.
 Approved.
 Academy-level handsome.
 The kind of guy her mom probably prayed for her to like.
But why did I feel…
Wrong.
Heavy.
Left behind.
My phone buzzed.
I flipped it open.
JAZZY:
 dont 4get
 tommorow we r matching colors
 ur tie = my dress
 i’ll kill u if u screw it up <3
I stared at the screen.
I didn’t know what color Jazzy’s dress was.
I didn’t know why my chest felt tight.
I didn’t know why Kate’s face — the way she’d sighed before saying yes — kept replaying in my head.
But I knew one thing:
Tomorrow was going to be a disaster.

[bookmark: _3v6jg3tznq83]CHAPTER 8 — The Scavenger Hunt
Elias POV
I don’t know who at church headquarters first decided that the safest way to wrangle a pack of hormone-saturated teenagers was by shoving them into barely supervised group activities, but honestly? That person deserves a statue.
Because this?
This was chaos.
The cultural hall buzzed like a beehive someone punted. Folding chairs scraped across linoleum. Leaders with clipboards shouted instructions no one was listening to. Someone in the corner was playing early-2000s bangers off a Bluetooth speaker illegal in three states. Every kid in the South Whidbey ward seemed to be shouting over another kid, and the air smelled like Costco muffins and teenage nerves.
It was the exact kind of environment where something emotionally catastrophic was destined to happen.
Jazzy bumped my shoulder as she stretched her arms overhead like an Olympic gymnast warming up for the “Young Men–Young Women Emotional Damage Games.”
“Alright, Sunshine,” she said, ponytail swinging, “you ready to dominate? They’re saying this year’s hunt has stamina challenges.”
She did air quotes so aggressively she nearly elbowed me in the throat.
Nic handed Sierra—his date for the dance—a bottle of water with the seriousness of a medic in a war film. “Stay hydrated,” he said. “They always try to kill us.”
Sierra smiled nervously. “I’m starting to believe it.”
I laughed under my breath.
Then something in the room shifted.
A hush.
 A static charge.
 That weird inhale teenagers make when they’ve spotted someone socially important entering the chat.
I didn’t need to look to know who caused it.
Kate walked in with Joseph and her two Academy friends—Miriam and Elise—looking like the poster child of a Young Women’s values project gone right.
Jeans. Soft sweater. Curls pinned half-up.
 Not trying to be pretty.
 Just… being it.
And she saw me.
For half a second, her eyes lit up.
Then she saw Jazzy slip her arm through mine.
That light died so fast I swear the fluorescent bulbs flickered.
Her chin lifted a fraction too high as she turned toward Joseph. Her smile went tight. Polite. Off.
Interesting.
Before I could decode that—and I wasn’t going to, because emotions are dangerous and I am a coward—Brother Jensen stepped forward waving a clipboard like he was begging for divine intervention.
“Alright everyone! Today’s day date is a SCAVENGER HUNT!”
Half the room cheered.
 Half groaned.
 One kid yelled, “Is there a prize?” and Brother Jensen pretended not to hear.
“You’ll work in your Homecoming groups,” he continued, “and—”
That was as far as he got before Joseph’s voice cut across the room like a perfectly ironed knife.
He approached our group with the kind of casual swagger that made me want to walk into the ocean.
“Oh,” he said loudly, looking Jazzy up and down like she’d crawled out of a dumpster in Vegas, “so they’re letting the party crowd participate?”
The world froze.
Jazzy blinked. Her smile faltered for half a heartbeat.
“I’m sorry—what?” she said lightly, voice sweet but trembling at the edges.
Nic muttered, “Jesus Christ.”
Sierra went pale.
And something sharp and electric snapped in my chest.
“Say that again,” I said.
Joseph’s smirk widened. “Relax. It’s a joke.”
“It wasn’t funny.”
“Well,” he said with a shrug, “it’s just not the kind of group Kate’s used to. Nothing personal.”
Kate’s eyes went wide—mortified, furious, embarrassed all at once.
 She stepped toward him. “Joseph—stop.”
But he didn’t.
 Because Joseph’s personal brand is “obedient in public, smug in private, and powered by righteousness as a renewable energy source.”
“Anyway,” he added, still giving Jazzy the look people give raccoons rummaging in their garbage cans, “competition’s more fun with handicaps, right?”
Jazzy laughed once—a short, wounded little thing. “Okay, wow.”
My pulse went sharp.
 Cold.
“Hey,” I snapped, stepping forward. “Try being less of an ass.”
Joseph blinked, mock-innocent. “Just calling things as I see them.”
“You mean judging people for fun?”
“Someone has to,” he said.
That was it.
“Fine,” I said. “Let’s make it simple.”
Joseph raised his eyebrows.
“Our groups,” I said. “Yours. Ours. Scavenger hunt.”
His smirk grew. “Winner gets bragging rights till Christmas.”
“Done.”
Nic groaned. “Oh good. Mutual-sponsored warfare.”
Kate looked between us—hurt, embarrassed, and something else.
 Something tight.
 Something that made her jaw tense for half a second before she smoothed it away.
A flicker of jealousy?
 I wasn’t going to assume that.
 I don’t assume anything.
 I’m normal and well-adjusted.
Brother Jensen blew his whistle—
 God knows why they keep giving that man whistles—
 and the hunt began.
We hit the parking lot like it was a starting line.
Nic’s Civic sat in the far corner, paint oxidized, one hubcap missing, sticker on the bumper that said I BRAKE FOR BAND DIRECTORS. He’d gotten it at a fundraiser and regretted it ever since.
Jazzy flung herself across the hood. “TO BATTLE!”
“Get off my car,” Nic said, unlocking it. “She’s sensitive.”
“She’s a death trap,” Jazzy said, but she slid off and yanked the back door open. “Shotgun is for lovers of basic stability. I’m sitting behind Elias so I can mess with his hair when he gets stressed.”
Sierra shot me an apologetic look like, sorry in advance for dating these idiots, and climbed into the front. Nic started the engine, which coughed like a lifelong smoker and then caught.
From across the lot, Joseph’s dad’s SUV started up, smooth and quiet. Of course.
I buckled in. Jazzy immediately leaned between the front seats, hair tickling my cheek.
“What’s the first clue?” she demanded.
Sierra already had the envelope open. “Okay, it says…” She cleared her throat. “‘Let the hunt begin with something small / a crisp, round promise of autumn for all.’”
Nic snorted. “That’s an apple. Wow. Deep.”
“Very metaphor,” Jazzy said. “Much symbolism. So where?”
“Star Store,” I said automatically. “Where else are we getting a single apple in Langley that isn’t from someone’s neglected orchard of sadness?”
Nic grinned. “See? Sunshine’s from the land of actual farms. He knows these things.”
“Drive, nerd,” Jazzy commanded, pointing dramatically toward the road like Washington’s least stable general.
Nic pulled out of the lot. Joseph’s SUV followed, headlights sliding across the rearview. I tried not to look, but there was a flash of Kate’s hair in the front seat.
“So we’re really doing this rivalry thing?” Sierra asked, clutching the envelope in her lap.
“Yes,” Jazzy said.
“Yes,” I said.
“No, but actually yes,” Nic said. “We can’t let Captain Modesty over there lord it over us in Priest quorum for six months.”
Jazzy snorted. “Imagine the fast and testimony meeting flex. ‘I’d just like to bear my testimony that the Lord helped my Homecoming group win the scavenger hunt, unlike the sinners in the corner, amen.’”
Sierra tried not to laugh and failed. “You’re all terrible.”
“We know,” Nic said, taking the turn toward town a little too fast. The Civic whined in protest; Jazzy whooped like we were doing fifty on a racetrack instead of twenty-five down a damp, tree-lined road.
“You okay?” she asked, tapping my elbow. “You’re quiet.”
“I’m fine,” I said automatically. “Just thinking.”
“About how I’m gonna destroy Joseph?” Nic offered.
“About how you’re gonna get us pulled over,” I said. “Also yes to the first one.”
Jazzy hummed thoughtfully. “You know who else is quiet?”
“Jesus?” Nic said.
“Kate,” Jazzy said lightly, ignoring him. “She gets quiet around you, Sunshine. Like, suspiciously quiet. Girl’s got stealth feelings.”
My neck went hot. “No she doesn’t.”
“Okay,” Jazzy said. “Sure. I hallucinated her face when Joseph called me ‘party crowd.’ Totally imagined that little murder look she gave him.”
Sierra twisted in her seat. “She did look… mad.”
“At him,” I said quickly. “For being a jerk to you. It had nothing to do with—”
“With you jumping to my defense like some kind of sexy Mormon superhero?” Jazzy wiggled her eyebrows. “No, you’re right, that’s not romantic at all.”
“Please never say ‘sexy Mormon superhero’ again,” Nic said. “Also, I’m driving, please limit the amount of cursed phrases in my environment.”
I stared out the window as the trees thinned and the town came into view—water beyond, grey and flat; storefronts with crooked signs; flower baskets still hanging, a little wilted in the September chill.
“I’m just saying,” Jazzy went on in that fake-casual tone she used when she was poking at something real, “Kate McPerfect doesn’t make that face about everyone. She looked like she wanted to bite Joseph’s head off and throw it in the sacrament trash can.”
Sierra coughed to hide a laugh.
“That’s not a thing,” I said.
“Yet,” Jazzy said. “I’m workshopping it.”
“It’s not about me,” I insisted, which sounded weak even to my own ears. “She just doesn’t like people being crappy to other people.”
“Mmhmm,” Jazzy said, settling back in her seat. “Okay, Sunshine. Whatever helps you sleep at night.”
She was quiet after that, but every once in a while I caught her watching me in the window reflection. Not mocking. Calculating.
Like she’d just found a new song she couldn’t quite figure out the key for.

Nic swung into the Star Store parking lot fast enough that Sierra grabbed the door handle with a small squeak. Joseph’s SUV pulled in almost at the same time, tires crunching over gravel.
“This is it,” Nic said. “Apple wars.”
“Please don’t say that like it’s Vietnam,” Sierra muttered, unbuckling.
We piled out. The air had that damp, salty tang that settled into your clothes and never really left. Across the lot, Joseph’s group spilled out in coordinated sweaters like a church youth-group catalog photo. Kate’s sweater was a soft navy. It made her skin look even warmer.
Focus, idiot.
We beelined for the entrance. The sliding doors whooshed open, cool fluorescent light swallowing us up. Star Store still smelled like it had eight personalities—coffee, bread, dust, detergent, and that weird cross between vitamins and despair that every small-town grocery has.
“Produce,” Sierra said, pointing left.
“Charge!” Jazzy shouted, sprinting ahead.
We hit the apple section at the same time Joseph did.
He swooped in and grabbed the biggest, reddest Honeycrisp he could find, holding it up like a trophy. “Beat that,” he said.
Kate stood behind him, fingers curled around a smaller apple. When our eyes met, she flinched like I’d caught her doing something wrong, then looked down quickly.
My stomach did that stupid drop thing anyway.
Jazzy stepped up beside me, crossing her arms. “Wow,” she said. “So proud of you. Truly heroic, grabbing the prettiest apple in the pile. Inspiring.”
Miriam—one of the Academy girls—wrinkled her nose. “We’re just trying to win.”
“Same,” Jazzy said. “Only we’re gonna do it without being dicks about it.”
Joseph smiled like he was above this. “It’s just a game.”
“Sure,” I said. “So maybe don’t insult my friend as a warm-up activity next time?”
For the first time, his eyes flashed. Just a second of annoyance before he smoothed it over with that patented future-elder’s-quorum-president expression.
“I already said it was a joke,” he said.
“Yeah,” I said. “And it sucked.”
Kate shifted her weight, looking between us. Her mouth opened, then closed. Her brow pinched—tiny, almost invisible.
Sierra cleared her throat. “We should grab ours,” she said to me, voice small but firm. “We’re wasting time.”
She was right. This was supposed to be fun. Or at least survivable.
We grabbed four of the reject apples—the bruised, misfit ones that no one actually wanted—and Nic fished some quarters out of his pocket for the self-checkout.
Behind us, Joseph slapped his perfect apple down on the belt like he was sacrificing it to the gods of smugness.
The cashier—a middle-aged guy with tired eyes and a ponytail—gave us all a look like he recognized the specific brand of church chaos and wanted no part of it.
“You kids doing that ward thing again?” he asked as he rang us through.
Sierra nodded, already pulling out her phone. “Can we take a picture with the apples for proof?”
“Knock yourselves out,” he said.
Nic lined us up in front of the register. Jazzy held two apples up like dumbbells. I made bunny ears behind Nic’s head. Sierra smiled like she was trying to look normal and not like she was on a doomed game show.
Over her shoulder, I saw Joseph’s group already heading toward the door, their pristine apple in Kate’s hands. Joseph was walking close enough that his arm brushed hers with every step.
She didn’t move away.
But she also didn’t look at him. Not once.
Jazzy followed my gaze and made a low, knowing sound in her throat. “This is war,” she announced.
“I thought it already was,” Nic said.
“Now it’s personal,” Jazzy said. “Right, Sunshine?”
I shoved my hands in my pockets. “It was already personal.”
She looked at me for a long second, something softer than mockery in her eyes.
Then she slung an arm around my shoulders and hauled me toward the sliding doors. “Come on. I need to blow Joseph’s little preacher-boy mind with how good we look at the statue.”

We hustled back out into the grey light. The clouds had thickened, the air cooler now, the Sound a blur of silver through the trees at the end of the street.
“What’s next?” Nic asked, unlocking the car.
Sierra unfolded the clue card. “‘Find the boy with his dog, frozen mid-play / say cheese with the pair, then be on your way.’”
“The statue,” I said. “Near the park.”
“Race you,” Jazzy said, already sprinting toward the Civic. She grabbed my wrist as she passed, dragging me the last few steps. “Let’s go, Nevada, use those desert legs.”
Nic rolled his eyes but grinned. “I swear you only like me for my mediocre vehicle.”
“And your big heart,” Jazzy said. “And your tragic lack of game. It’s adorable.”
Sierra gasped, laughing. “He does not have a tragic lack of game.”
“Aw, listen to her,” Jazzy cooed. “Defending her man. This is what I came here for. Romance and potential property damage.”
As Nic pulled out of the lot, Joseph’s SUV turned in the same direction. For a few seconds we drove side by side before the road curved and one car fell back behind the other.
From my window, I saw Kate in profile, forehead tilted toward the glass like she was watching the trees blur.
Jazzy followed my gaze again. I tried to ignore that.
“How long have you known her?” she asked abruptly.
I blinked. “What?”
“Kate,” she said. “You guys have that thing.”
“What thing?”
She snorted. “The thing. The… unfinished sentence energy. The unsent letter vibe. That thing.”
Sierra glanced back, curious.
I shrugged, feeling my ears heat. “We grew up in the same ward. She went to Academy. I went to public. It’s… I don’t know. It’s just history.”
Jazzy’s eyes sharpened. “History doesn’t look at you like that.”
“How does she look at me?” The words were out before I could stop them.
Jazzy leaned back, satisfied. “Like she’s trying really hard not to.”
I stared at her. “That doesn’t even mean anything.”
“Sure,” Jazzy said, looking unconvinced. “Okay.”
Nic, mercifully, chose that moment to swing into the angle parking near the statue. “Quit psychoanalyzing my passengers and go pose with a bronze child,” he said. “We have a reputation to reclaim.”

The boy-and-dog statue sat on its concrete pedestal like always, eternally mid-play, eternally patient. The little park around it was damp and mostly empty, just a couple of tourists wandering with coffee cups and rain jackets.
We hopped out of the Civic just as Joseph’s crew piled out of the SUV at the far end of the block.
“Move, move, move,” Jazzy urged. “We have to get there first so we can photobomb them with our superior vibes.”
Sierra hurried forward while Nic dug the disposable camera out of the glove compartment.
“Why do you even have that?” she asked.
“Mutual budget from like three years ago,” he said. “Refusing to die, much like this car.”
We reached the statue seconds before Joseph’s group. Jazzy scrambled up onto the pedestal, slinging an arm around the bronze boy like she’d known him her whole life.
“Take it, Nic!” she crowed.
“Hold on,” he said. “Let Sunshine in. He’s the visual anchor of this composition.”
I rolled my eyes but hopped up anyway, careful not to slip on the damp concrete. Sierra squeezed into the angle between me and the dog, grinning shyly. Nic held up the camera.
“Say ‘down with respectability politics,’” Jazzy said.
“Please don’t,” Sierra said through a laugh.
The camera clicked.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement. Joseph, catching up, boosted Kate up onto the opposite side of the statue, hands around her waist.
She went rigid for a second, then forced herself to relax. Her smile when she settled next to the bronze boy wasn’t the real one. It was the picture-day one.
Our eyes met across the statue’s metal hair.
Something sharp flickered across her face—hurt? anger?—before she turned her attention to Nic’s camera.
“Want one of all of us?” Nic called automatically, because he’s a good person and occasionally forgets we’re at war.
Joseph gave him a tight smile. “We’re okay, thanks.”
He pulled out his own camera and angled it so he and Kate were front and center. Miriam and Elise climbed onto the pedestal on either side, giggling.
Jazzy hopped down, landing lightly. She dusted off her jeans and muttered under her breath, “He’s touching her like he’s pre-claiming temple sealings. Calm down, sir.”
I choked on a laugh. “You’re going to hell.”
“Only if I’m unlucky,” she said. Then, louder, she added, “Ready for the next clue, or is righteousness heavy to carry around?”
Miriam shot her a look. “You’re very… loud.”
“Thanks, babe,” Jazzy said. “You’re very… plaid.”
Kate’s lips twitched. Just for a heartbeat.
Joseph cleared his throat. “We should go. We’re wasting daylight.”
“It’s overcast,” Nic said. “There is no daylight. Only grey.”
“Wow,” Jazzy said. “You guys are a bummer and it’s not even noon.”
Sierra unfolded the next clue before any more verbal damage could be done. “‘Find a friendly face in a cap / pose with a stranger—give them a clap.’”
“So… someone in a hat giving a thumbs-up?” Nic translated.
“In Langley?” I said. “That’s every retired person within a five-mile radius.”
“Let’s go bother the locals,” Jazzy said cheerfully, linking her arm through mine again. “Come on, Sunshine. Time to weaponize your dimples.”
I didn’t have dimples, but I didn’t argue. It was easier to let her pull me along, Joseph’s narrowed eyes prickling between my shoulder blades, Kate’s unreadable gaze following us for one hot second before she turned away.
Jazzy noticed that too. I could tell.
She didn’t say anything this time.
 But the smirk she wore as we headed toward the coffee shop told me she’d filed it away.
By the time we hit the third and fourth clues, the whole hunt had devolved into some kind of Mormon Hunger Games.
We’d sprinted through Langley, taken pictures with a barista wearing a pirate hat (he did the thumbs-up with a kind of weary resignation, like he’d seen too many youth activities in his lifetime), and nearly collided with Joseph’s group three separate times.
Jazzy trash-talked every single encounter.
 Nic kept apologizing for her, which she loved and encouraged.
 Sierra tried to keep us on task, holding the clue cards like they were fragile museum artifacts.
 And Kate…
Kate kept doing these tiny, betraying things:
· avoiding Joseph’s hand when he tried to guide her

· glancing at me when she thought I wasn’t looking

· looking away even faster when she realized I was

· biting her lip when Jazzy looped an arm through mine

· looking almost sick when Joseph bragged about “crushing the competition”

Tiny things.
 Barely there.
 Maybe imagined.
But every time, Jazzy would look at me sideways.
 Not saying anything.
 Just noticing.
Because for all her chaos, she wasn’t stupid.
And then — finally — Sierra pulled the next clue out of the envelope and stopped walking so fast she skidded on the damp pavement.
“Um,” she said. “You guys. This one’s… interesting.”
We all crowded around.
The card read:
RECREATE AN ICONIC ROMANTIC MOVIE MOMENT
 WITH SOMEONE FROM ANOTHER TEAM.
 TAKE A PHOTO.
 NO KISSING.
 BE APPROPRIATE.
Jazzy let out a dramatic gasp. “Well well well. I did NOT have inter-ward romantic cinema on my bingo card.”
Nic squinted. “Why do they always emphasize the ‘no kissing’ thing? Nobody was going to kiss during a scavenger hunt photo.”
Jazzy elbowed him. “Sweetie… speak for yourself.”
Across the street, Joseph’s group had stopped too. They were reading the card with various levels of horror — except Joseph, who looked like he was already preparing to give a fireside talk about it.
He marched over like he owned the sidewalk.
“We’ll handle this logically,” he said. “Our group has three girls, your group has one girl, three boys. We’ll pair—”
Jazzy cut him off. “Nope. Absolutely not. This isn’t a youth conference arranged marriage event.”
Miriam crossed her arms. “I’m not posing with him,” she said, pointing at Nic like he’d asked her to commit a felony.
Nic raised his brows. “I’m flattered?”
Elise shook her head. “No offense, but this is weird.”
“It’s the assignment,” Sierra said softly, trying to diffuse. “We just have to get the picture.”
Joseph exhaled through his nose like this was beneath him. “Fine. We’ll match by height.”
“No,” Jazzy said immediately. “Because that’s stupid.”
“Do you have a better system?” Joseph asked.
Jazzy looked right at Kate.
 Kate looked anywhere but at me.
 Her fingers twisted in her sweater hem.
 Her shoulders lifted, then fell, like she was working up courage for something that scared her more than Joseph’s disapproval.
And then, quietly:
“I’ll do it.”
Everyone froze.
Kate stepped forward, face calm, eyes steady — except the slightest tremor in her lashes.
“But only if it’s…”
 A tiny breath.
 Barely a pause.
 But I felt it.
 Like my bloodstream stuttered.
“…only if it’s with Elias.”
Nic whispered, “Oh my god.”
Jazzy’s eyebrows shot up so high they nearly left her face.
 A slow smirk spread across her mouth — the kind that said she’d been right all along.
Joseph’s jaw clenched, the tendons in his neck standing out like he’d swallowed a pinecone sideways.
Miriam and Elise looked scandalized.
 Sierra looked like she might faint.
And me?
My brain disconnected from my body for a solid three seconds.
Kate did not look at me.
 Not directly.
 Her eyes hovered somewhere in the vicinity of my shoes, then the horizon, then the ground — anywhere that wasn’t my face.
But her cheeks were pink.
 Too pink.
And that told me everything and nothing at the same time.
Joseph regained his composure with all the grace of a malfunctioning Roomba.
 “Great,” he said stiffly. “Fine. Whatever. Let’s just finish this.”
Jazzy crossed her arms, delighted. “Ooooh, this is gonna be good.”
I shot her a look.
 She grinned wider.
Nic muttered, “She’s not even trying to hide it anymore.”
“I literally don’t know what you’re talking about,” I whispered.
“You never do,” he whispered back.

[bookmark: _4c6mwm3um5uc]⭐ The Pier
Kate walked ahead without waiting for me, heading toward the boardwalk near the marina. The planks were damp and creaked under our steps, gulls wheeling above us, the air heavy with the smell of salt and seaweed.
The water below was a choppy grey quilt, stitched with silver.
 The wind curled fingers through her hair, pulling loose strands free.
She stopped at the edge of the pier, hands gripping the railing lightly, like she didn’t trust herself to hold it tighter.
I swallowed.
 “What scene do you… want to do?”
She didn’t look at me at first.
 Just breathed out slowly, watching the water.
Then:
“I don’t know,” she said. “Something simple? Something… iconic?”
Her voice was soft.
 Quieter than normal.
 Not shy — more like she was worried the breeze might carry it away.
“Titanic?” I offered weakly.
Her smile twitched. “Please no. I am not doing the arms-out thing with you holding me like a sacrament-table Jesus.”
“Fair,” I said. “Plus the bishop might descend from heaven to smite us.”
She laughed.
 Soft.
 Real.
Then she shifted her weight, turning to face me fully for the first time since choosing me.
Up close, I could see the faint flush on her cheeks.
 The rise and fall of her breath.
 The tiny tremble in her hands.
“Um,” I said, my voice embarrassingly rough. “So… romantic scene. How… do we… make that work?”
Kate’s eyes flicked to my mouth.
Just for a second.
 Barely a second.
 But enough to make every atom in my body rearrange itself into a new, more stupid configuration.
“Well…” she whispered, stepping one inch closer. “A romantic scene usually has a…”
She didn’t finish the sentence.
 She didn’t need to.
The space between us shrank by its own gravitational pull.
Her breath mingled with mine, warm and sweet.
 Her eyes flicked from my eyes → down → then up again.
 Her voice trembled.
“…a kiss.”
My pulse slammed into my throat.
“Kate…”
She leaned in.
 Slow.
 Careful.
 Like she was stepping through a doorway only she could see.
Her hand rose — not touching me, but almost — fingers hovering near my jaw like she was afraid I might vanish if she made contact.
The world fell away.
 The gulls.
 The wind.
 The shouts of the other groups behind us.
Everything tunneled down to her lips.
 Her breath.
 Her eyes, wide and terrified and wanting.
She closed the last inches.
I leaned in too.
This was it.
 This was real.
 This was—
“GOT IT!”
Joseph’s voice split the air like a gunshot.
Kate jerked back so fast she hit the railing, a strangled gasp catching in her throat.
Her eyes went wide—horrified, guilty, undone.
 She shook her head once, tiny and panicked.
“I—I should— They’re waiting— I can’t—”
 Her words tripped over each other, breathless.
And before I could say anything—
 before I could breathe—
 before I could even step forward—
she turned
 and ran.
Bolted off the pier, hair whipping behind her, feet thudding against the wooden planks as she sprinted back toward her group without looking back.
They flocked to her instantly — Elise reaching for her elbow, Miriam saying something sharp, Joseph watching her with narrowed suspicion.
Kate kept her head down.
 But I saw her hands shaking.
The wind rocked the pier.
 I stood there alone, heart pounding against my ribs like it wanted to escape.
Nic reached the end of the boardwalk a few seconds later, out of breath.
He took one look at my face and froze.
“Oh,” he said softly. “Dude. She wasn’t faking that.”
I didn’t answer.
I couldn’t.
Because I didn’t know if he was right.
And it terrified me that I wanted him to be.
The rest of the scavenger hunt passed in a blur — one of those dreamlike sequences where everything is technically happening but none of it feels real.
We regrouped with Jazzy and Sierra near the whale bell, where they were arguing with Miriam about “photographic integrity” like they were debating the Geneva Convention.
Nic dragged me in with a hand around my elbow. “Hey! Focus up! We still have a clue left.”
Sierra waved the laminated card. “Final challenge: assemble all your photos and present them to a judge — a neutral judge.”
Jazzy snorted. “Neutral? In Langley? Sis, the whole town remembers when Joseph’s mom single-handedly saved the library bake sale. We are so losing this.”
We hustled down to the waterfront anyway because losing didn’t mean we weren’t going to make a scene trying.
Joseph’s group was already there, standing in a perfect, photogenic formation like this was the cover of some LDS youth pamphlet. Kate hovered slightly behind, arms crossed, looking anywhere but at me.
Jazzy swore softly under her breath. “Okay, what did you do to her?”
“I didn’t do anything,” I said quickly.
“Mhm.” She squinted at me. “You look like you kissed a ghost.”
Nic choked on a laugh. “He kinda did.”
“I didn’t,” I snapped. “Nothing happened.”
Nic raised an eyebrow. “Sure.”
“Nothing happened,” I repeated, which was… technically true. Physically. Barely.
But the echo of her almost-kiss was still on my skin like heat from a blown-out candle.

[bookmark: _hv2exn9g5iow]⭐ Judging
Brother Jensen had recruited a man in a big raincoat as the “official neutral judge.” He looked like he’d been lured here with cookies and couldn’t figure out how to escape.
We lined up.
 Both groups handed over our photos.
Raincoat Guy adjusted his glasses, flipping between our sets like it was a high-stakes art critique and not a series of poorly lit, chaotic teenage selfies.
He studied Joseph’s perfect apple photo.
 He studied ours: four bruised rejects and Nic giving a thumbs-up like an anxious raccoon.
He studied their polished statue shot.
 He studied ours, which included Jazzy riding the bronze dog like it was a mechanical bull.
He studied their “romantic scene” — a posed Academy-girl dip that looked straight out of a youth conference slideshow.
He studied…
 …nothing from me and Kate.
Because we didn’t turn ours in.
 Because it didn’t exist.
 Because she ran.
Raincoat Guy scratched his chin. “Well,” he said. “One team here is certainly more… composed.”
Jazzy crossed her arms. “Say ‘rigged’ without saying ‘rigged,’ sir.”
“And the winners are…” Raincoat Guy lifted both photosets dramatically.
Joseph’s team leaned forward.
 Nic held Sierra’s hand like they were waiting for a medical diagnosis.
 Jazzy rolled her shoulders like she was preparing for battle.
“…the group with the matching sweaters!”
Joseph fist-pumped so aggressively he looked like he was trying to launch himself into orbit.
Miriam squealed. Elise hugged her.
 Kate smiled — but only with her mouth.
Jazzy sagged like someone had cut her strings. “Ugh. Gross. Uniformity wins again.”
Nic shrugged. “I mean… we knew. Deep down.”
Sierra patted his arm sympathetically. “We did our best.”
Jazzy threw her hands up. “Our best was ART. And we were ROBBED.”
“Let the record show we lost with dignity,” Nic said.
“We lost with STYLE,” Jazzy corrected.
Joseph passed us with a victory smile that would have been less punchable if he’d slipped in a puddle. “Good game,” he said, voice soaked in smugness.
Jazzy gave him a thumbs-up.
 Middle finger adjacent.
 Approved for church settings, but barely.

[bookmark: _hpohgn4u895r]⭐ Dinner
By the time we trudged to dinner, the adrenaline had worn off and the exhaustion had set in.
We chose the little pizza place by the marina — the kind with wobbly tables, posters from the 90s still taped to the walls, and a soda machine that sounded like it was struggling to breathe.
We slid into a booth.
 Nic and Sierra on one side.
 Jazzy and me on the other.
“So,” Sierra said brightly, trying to break the weird, heavy air, “what was everyone’s favorite part?”
Nic answered immediately. “When the barista said ‘kill me’ under his breath when we asked for the hat picture.”
Sierra giggled. “Nooo he didn’t.”
“He did,” I said. “He absolutely did.”
“And we respected his choices,” Jazzy added. “We honored his struggle.”
We ordered.
 We waited.
 And as soon as the pizza arrived, Jazzy dug in like nothing emotionally scarring had happened all day.
But every few minutes, she glanced at me.
 Not teasing.
 Not smirking.
 Just… watching.
Like she was checking on something she didn’t have the words for yet.
Nic told a story about his band teacher breaking a music stand during rehearsal. Sierra laughed so hard she nearly snorted soda up her nose. Jazzy wiped her eyes, wheezing.
And me?
I chewed.
 Nodded.
 Laughed on cue.
But my mind was still on the pier.
Her almost-touch.
 Her breath.
 Her eyes right before she ran.
Joseph’s voice interrupting like divine judgment.
 Kate fleeing like she’d touched a live wire.
I couldn’t get any of it out of my head.

[bookmark: _gk9ipinofkji]⭐ Splitting Off to Get Ready
After dinner, Jazzy stretched and cracked her neck like she was prepping for a heist. “Alright, nerds. Sierra and I are going to my place to get hot. Don’t wait up.”
Sierra blushed. “Jazzy—”
“What?” Jazzy said. “You are going to look HOT. Own it.”
Sierra smiled helplessly. “Okay. Yes. Let’s… go do that.”
Nic stood, brushing off his jeans. “We’ll meet you guys at the dance?”
“Yup,” Jazzy said. “Try not to emotionally implode in the meantime.”
She shot me a meaningful look.
 Then another.
 Then one more for good measure.
Nic elbowed me. “You good?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure?”
“…No.”
He nodded like that was the right answer. “Cool. Come on. Let’s go pretend we know how to get dressed without our moms.”
We walked out into the cool evening air, the sky low and grey and smelling like rain.
Jazzy and Sierra peeled off toward the upper parking lot.
 Nic and I headed toward his car.
I shoved my hands in my pockets.
“Nic,” I said quietly.
“Yeah?”
“Do you think she—”
 I swallowed.
 “Do you think Kate was actually going to… you know.”
Nic looked at me with that rare, serious softness he saved for moments when sarcasm wasn’t enough.
“Elias,” he said. “There is no universe where she leans in like that if she doesn’t want to.”
I exhaled shakily.
“But,” he added, “there is also no universe where she knows what to do with wanting anything.”
The wind blew cold off the water.
“C’mon,” Nic said gently. “Let’s go to your house. We’ll figure out ties and deodorant and whatever existential crises you need to process before the dance.”
I nodded.
And as we started the walk back up the hill toward home, the ache in my chest settled into something quiet, heavy, and impossible.
Tonight was going to be a disaster.
A beautiful one.
 A dangerous one.
 But a disaster all the same.
Chapter 9
I stood in front of my mirror, trying to get my tie to look like anything other than a mangled fire hazard. Nic lounged on my bed like he paid rent here, flipping through one of Mom’s old People magazines and occasionally making commentary I did not ask for.
“Did you know the Jonas Brothers used to dress like this?” he said, pointing at three aggressively coordinated outfits. “You and Joseph should match. You could be the Discount Brothers.”
“Please shut up,” I muttered, yanking the tie again.
Nic sat up. “Dude, you’re gonna rip it. Let me.”
“I’ve got it.”
“You very much don’t.”
He stood, walked over, and took the fabric out of my hands with the kind of patience normally reserved for toddlers and elderly squirrels. “Hold still.”
I did.
 Unfortunately.
“Why are you shaking?” Nic asked.
“I’m not shaking.”
“You’re vibrating at an emotional frequency outside human hearing.”
“I’m fine, Nic.”
He smirked. “You’re thinking about the pier.”
I glared. “No I’m not.”
“You absolutely are.”
Before I could argue, Mom knocked on the door for the third time in five minutes.
“You boys decent?” she asked.
“No,” Nic said.
“Yes,” I said.
“We have different definitions of decent,” Nic whispered.
Mom pushed the door open anyway. “Oh, look at you two!”
Nic did a little curtsy.
 I considered walking into traffic.
“Oh, hold still,” she said, fussing with my lapels, tugging at the shoulders of my jacket, smoothing down a wrinkle that probably didn’t exist. “You look so handsome. Both of you.”
“Mom,” I said.
“And take lots of pictures!”
“How?” I asked, deadpan. “You didn’t buy me a phone with a camera.”
She waved me off. “Borrow Nic’s.”
“Wow,” Nic said. “Rude.”
“You know I love you, honey,” she told him.
“I’m everyone’s second son,” Nic sighed. “It’s a curse.”
Mom pinched his cheek. He didn’t even fight it.
Then she made us stand by the stairs while she took pictures on her ancient digital camera — the kind that took three seconds to focus and made a shutter sound like someone stepping on a wrench.
“Smile!”
 “Stop blinking!”
 “You’re blinking again!”
 “Oh that one’s cute!”
“Mom,” I said.
“Fine, fine.”
She hugged me.
 Longer than usual.
 Tighter than she meant to.
“Have fun,” she whispered into my shoulder. “Okay?”
I nodded.
Nic grabbed the car keys and jerked his head toward the door. “Come on before she makes you pose with the cat.”
Mom perked up. “Ooh—”
“Nope!” Nic said, pushing me out. “Bye! Love you!”
We stepped outside.
 Cool air hit my face.
 The late-evening breeze carried cedar, saltwater, and that damp PNW quiet that always made my ribs loosen.
We walked toward the car — but halfway down the driveway, I stopped.
At the edge of the trees, past the thinning fog, I could see the cliff.
Silent.
 Steady.
 Mine.
Nic followed my gaze.
 He sighed like he knew exactly what was happening.
“Go on,” he said. “It’s your pre-dance ritual or whatever.”
“It’s not a ritual.”
“You come out here when you’re stressed.”
“I’m not stressed.”
He gave me a look.
“…I’m normal amounts of stressed.”
“Uh-huh.”
We walked the short trail to the overlook, the ground soft with pine needles. The cliff opened below us — the Sound shifting in silver-grey layers, the wind pushing faint ripples across the surface.
I rested my hands on the cool railing.
 Breath in.
 Breath out.
My stomach eased.
 My head steadied.
 Like always.
Nic stood beside me, leaning on the railing with his elbows.
“You gonna tell me what’s going on in your brain,” he said casually, “or do I have to guess?”
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Liar.”
“I really don’t.”
He nudged me with his shoulder. “She wanted to kiss you.”
I didn’t answer.
“You wanted to kiss her.”
I definitely didn’t answer.
Nic looked out over the water. “Just… don’t pretend nothing happened, okay? It’s exhausting watching you shove feelings down like you’re speedrunning emotional repression.”
A laugh escaped me.
 Barely.
Then I straightened.
 “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go.”
“To the dance?”
“To pick up Jazzy.”
Nic grinned. “Where the true fear begins.”

[bookmark: _sb6shd4xefzn]⭐ Part 2: Jazzy’s Staircase Moment
Jazzy’s house was loud before we even knocked.
Not music — yelling. Someone shouting for someone else to bring the good scissors. Someone else yelling about makeup theft. A dog barking.
Nic looked at me.
 “Welcome to the lion’s den.”
Sierra opened the door, half-ready, hair pinned to one side, dress shimmering. “Hey! They’re still… doing things. Come in.”
Jazzy’s house was warm and smelled like hairspray and laundry detergent. We stood awkwardly in the living room while Jazzy shouted something from upstairs that sounded like “DO NOT TOUCH THE GLITTER, I SWEAR—”
Then:
“Okay! Ready!”
We turned.
Jazzy descended the stairs like she was the protagonist of a teen rom-com whose budget went exclusively into wardrobe.
Hair up — messy but perfect.
 Dress fitted at the waist, flaring out just enough to swirl when she moved.
 Glitter catching in the light.
 Confidence radiating off her like heat.
She looked beautiful.
 Really beautiful.
Not delicate like Kate.
 Not soft.
But bright.
 Vibrant.
 Alive.
And for a second, I was actually struck dumb.
Not romantically — never romantically — but in the way you look at someone you care about and see them suddenly more clearly.
She twirled once at the bottom step.
 “Well? How do I look?”
“Holy crap,” Nic said reverently.
Sierra clapped. “Jazzy, you look amazing.”
“You really do,” I said, honest.
She smirked. “Sunshine approves? Oh thank goodness, I was worried.”
But her eyes softened.
 Just a little.
And I think she knew — right then — that the look on my face wasn’t attraction.
 It was appreciation.
 Respect.
 Friendship.
Something safe.
Something real.
She blinked hard, then smacked Nic’s arm. “Okay losers, let’s roll.”

[bookmark: _ov4hhjkhh9qj]⭐ Part 3: Arrival at the Dance
The school gym was already pulsing with lights when we walked in. Pink and blue filters swept over the floor. Balloons clung to the walls. The DJ had questionable taste, which meant everyone was dancing.
Jazzy refused to let us stand in the doorway like awkward extras.
“Nope,” she said, grabbing my wrist. “We’re doing the whole thing. Pictures. Punch. Photo booth. Let’s go.”
I barely had time to breathe before she shoved me under the terrible cardboard arch and demanded Nic take a photo.
“Smile!” Sierra said.
I tried.
 I looked deranged.
 Sierra said it was fine.
We hit the punch table.
 We hit the photo booth with the dumb feather boas.
 We hit the dance floor for a fast song, where Jazzy made us jump and scream the chorus until my lungs hurt.
Then the lights dimmed.
And the air changed.
Jazzy stopped mid-sentence.
 “Oh,” she said.
 “Ohhhhhh.”
I turned.
And saw Kate.
Kate stepped through the double doors behind Joseph and, for a second, everything else blurred.
The gym, the lights, the bad pop track, the chaperones in the corner pretending not to watch—gone.
All I could see was her.
Curly hair down around her shoulders, catching the colored lights.
 An elegant peach dress that hit just below her knees, soft and simple, the fabric moving when she walked like it was made out of light and air instead of polyester and anxiety.
She wasn’t sparkly like Jazzy.
 She wasn’t loud.
She was… glowing.
Kate laughed at something Miriam said, head tipped back, teeth flashing. For one second, she looked completely at ease. Then her gaze swept the room—
—and landed on me.
Everything in her face tightened.
 Her smile faltered.
 Her hands, loosely clasped at her waist, knotted together.
Then she looked away so fast it almost hurt to watch.
Beside me, Jazzy whistled low. “Well damn,” she said. “Princess Peach has entered the chat.”
Sierra elbowed her. “Don’t call her that.”
“It’s a compliment,” Jazzy said. “She looks incredible.”
I swallowed. “Yeah,” I said. “She… does.”
Jazzy turned her head, studying me openly now. Not teasing, not smirking. Just… watching.
Like she was finally done pretending she couldn’t see it.
“Alright,” she said. “Let’s go say hi to your emotional crisis.”
“What? No.” My stomach flipped. “We don’t need to—”
But it was already too late. Joseph had spotted us. Which meant we were about to be legally required to interact.
He led their group toward the punch table with that same steady, confident stride, radiating “I pray out loud in class” energy. Kate drifted slightly behind him, like she wasn’t sure how close she was supposed to walk.
We collided by the cups.
“Well, look who made it,” Joseph said. “How’s second place treating you?”
“Feels great,” Jazzy said flatly. “Really character-building.”
Nic poured punch like it was a sacrament ordinance. “I mean, technically we’re all winners for getting free sugar and not being in Sunday school right now.”
Joseph smirked. “Some of us are just more winners.”
He looked at me when he said it.
I didn’t rise to the bait.
 I didn’t have the energy.
“Congrats,” I said. “Judge liked your sweaters.”
“He has taste,” Joseph said. “Some people don’t appreciate… effort.”
Kate flinched. Almost nothing. Just the smallest shift of her shoulders.
Jazzy saw it.
 I saw Jazzy see it.
“Some people,” Jazzy said sweetly, “talk like they’re giving a devotional when they’re just being condescending. But maybe that’s a sweater thing.”
Sierra choked on her punch.
Miriam rolled her eyes. “Do you have to be so—”
“So what?” Jazzy asked. “Right?”
“Loud,” Miriam snapped.
“The word you’re looking for is fabulous,” Jazzy said. “You’re welcome.”
Nic muttered, “I love democracy,” into his cup.
Through all of this, Kate stayed quiet.
She looked up once, met my eyes, and held them just a fraction too long. Her lips parted like she might say something.
Then Joseph shifted slightly closer, his hand ghosting near the small of her back, and she shut down. Eyes dropping. Shoulders tightening.
“Have a good dance,” Joseph said. “Try not to lose again.”
He turned away.
 Kate didn’t.
She lingered half a beat longer, eyes on me, apology written all over her face without a single word.
Then she followed him.
Jazzy watched her go.
“Yeah,” she said softly. “She looks thrilled.”

We drifted back toward the edge of the dance floor, where the lights strobed and kids were doing that awkward high-school shuffle that’s technically not grinding but definitely not not grinding.
I took a long drink of punch I didn’t taste.
“You know what your problem is?” Jazzy said suddenly.
“I have more than one,” I said.
“Your main problem,” she clarified.
“Enlighten me.”
She turned to face me fully, crossing her arms. “You’re standing on the side like a sad extra in someone else’s music video when the girl you like is literally in the same room.”
Heat flared under my collar. “I don’t—”
“Don’t,” Jazzy said, holding up a finger. “Do not lie to my face. Not tonight.”
Sierra pretended to be suddenly very invested in watching Nic do a tragic attempt at whatever dance move was popular two summers ago.
“She has a date,” I said. “It’d be weird.”
“So?”
“So I’m not going to steal someone’s date. That’s… crappy.”
Jazzy stared at me like I’d said I was planning to drink the punch bowl through a straw. “You’re not ‘stealing’ anyone. You’re asking your friend to dance at a public event where the entire point is dancing.”
“She’s not my—”
She arched a brow. “Finish that sentence. I dare you.”
I shut my mouth.
She leaned in. “She looked miserable standing next to him. You saw that.”
“It’s not my place,” I said. “If she wanted to dance with me, she’d—”
“Grow a pair,” Jazzy said.
“I’m not—”
“Fine,” she cut in. “If you won’t ask her, then you’re dancing with me. I refuse to let you mope against a wall all night like a sad prom-themed scarecrow.”
Before I could argue, she grabbed my hand and dragged me onto the dance floor.

At first, it was purely survival.
The music was fast and loud. Jazzy jumped in with both feet, arms in the air, hair up and swaying, laughing at nothing and everything. She didn’t care who was watching.
She made Nic and Sierra join us, grabbing Sierra’s hands and spinning her until they were both dizzy. Nic tried to keep up and almost wiped out twice. We screamed-laughed at him; he bowed.
And despite myself, I started to loosen up.
The knot in my chest uncurled just enough to let in the music. The rhythm slid into my bones, familiar and grounding—kick, snare, hi-hat, the pattern as predictable as breathing.
For a few songs, I actually forgot to scan the room for peach-colored dresses.
I just… moved.
Jazzy leaned in during the third or fourth chorus, yelling in my ear over the music. “See? Fun! Humans can experience fun without imploding!”
“Shut up,” I yelled back, grinning.
She grinned too. “You love me.”
“Unfortunately.”
The DJ switched tracks. The tempo dropped.
The lights dimmed a little more.
I recognized the opening chord progression before the lyrics even hit: slow, sentimental, just cheesy enough for chaperones to approve.
“Oh no,” Nic groaned. “They’re unleashing The Slow Song.”
“Embrace it,” Jazzy said.
She turned to me, gave an exaggerated curtsy, and held out her hand. “Elias, will you honor me with this deeply heterosexual, totally platonic dance?”
I snorted. “Wow, what an invitation.”
“Take it or I start asking freshmen,” she threatened.
I took her hand.
We shifted into that classic high-school slow dance stance—hands on shoulders, hands at mid-back, exactly enough space for leaders not to intervene, not enough space to breathe normally.
Jazzy rested her hands light on my shoulders.
 I set mine on her waist, carefully.
We swayed.
For a moment, everything softened. The lights, the music, the swell of voices around us. Sierra and Nic rocked together a few feet away, whispering and grinning at each other like idiots.
Jazzy looked up at me, eyeliner smudged from sweat and laughter.
“Hey,” she said quietly, dropping the theatrics for once. “Thanks.”
“For what?”
“For today,” she said. “For… the whole stupid Mormon marathon. For not making me feel like trash when Joseph decided to audition for ‘Most Sanctimonious Human 2007.’”
“Of course,” I said. “You don’t deserve that.”
She rolled her eyes, but it didn’t land. “Guys don’t usually stick up for me like that. They’re happy to hang out, to… you know.” She made a vague hand gesture that somehow encompassed drinking, flirting, and bad decisions. “But they don’t… defend. Not unless it makes them look good.”
“It wasn’t about me,” I said.
“I know,” she said. “That’s the point.”
We turned slowly with the crowd. The song settled into its chorus, sweet and a little too earnest.
“Also,” she added, tone lighter, “thanks for dancing with me instead of sulking.”
I smiled. “Anytime.”
She hesitated, then leaned in and pressed a quick, warm kiss to my cheek.
“Seriously,” she murmured. “You’re a good guy, Elias.”
I froze for half a second—not because it confused me, but because of what she saw over my shoulder while she did it.
Her body went still.
 Her eyes flicked past me.
I followed her gaze.
Across the gym, near the entrance, Kate stood half in shadow.
She’d obviously just walked away from Joseph—he was talking animatedly to Miriam and Elise, completely unaware that his date had drifted several yards away.
Kate watched us.
She watched Jazzy kiss my cheek.
Her face went through at least three expressions in two seconds:
· surprise

· hurt

· something like resignation

Then her mouth pressed into a thin line, and she turned.
Quietly.
 Deliberately.
And walked out of the gym.
My chest clenched. “Oh no.”
“Oh no,” Jazzy echoed, much more knowingly.
She pulled back fully, hands dropping from my shoulders. Her usual smirk was gone.
“Go,” she said.
“What?”
“Go after her.”
I stared. “Jazzy—”
“She doesn’t want to be here,” she said. “Not with him. Not right now.”
“It’s not my place,” I said. “She has a date. She—”
“Oh my God,” Jazzy said. “You and your stupid honor code.”
“It’s not stupid.”
“It is when it’s just an excuse,” she shot back. “Look at me.”
I did.
“She likes you,” Jazzy said plainly. “Like, likes you. I am saying this as a person who has eyes and basic pattern recognition. And you—” She poked my chest. “—like her.”
I swallowed. “I… I don’t know what I—”
“Yes, you do,” she said. “You know exactly what you feel. You just think you’re not allowed to feel it.”
The music swelled around us, kids swaying, talking, laughing. The gym felt too hot suddenly, the air thick.
“I don’t want to screw her up,” I said. It came out low, almost a whisper.
Jazzy’s expression softened. “I know. That’s what makes you different from the guys who actually do.”
She glanced toward the door, then back at me. Her jaw set.
“Go after her, you idiot,” she said. “If she doesn’t want you there, she’ll tell you. But give her the choice.”
I stood there, heartbeat in my ears.
Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I nodded.
“Watch Nic?” I asked.
“I’ll keep him from setting the gym on fire with his romantic energy,” she said. “Now go.”
She gave me a little shove.
 I went.

The hallway outside the gym felt impossibly quiet after the noise. The music leaked under the doors, muffled. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead.
“Kate?” I called, keeping my voice low. “Kate, hey—”
No answer.
Most of the classroom doors were closed. A few had slivers of light brushing under their threshold where teachers used them as chaperone nests. The trophy case reflected my own nervous face back at me as I passed.
I checked the foyer. Empty.
 I peeked into the bathroom. No peach dress.
 I was about to give up and convince myself she’d gone home when I heard it.
Music.
Not the DJ.
 Something softer.
 Halting.
Coming from down the band hallway.
I followed the sound, sneakers squeaking on the waxed floor. The closer I got, the clearer it became.
Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.
Broken, uneven—like someone who didn’t really know how to play but was stubbornly trying anyway.
I reached the band room door. It was cracked open just enough to see through.
Kate sat at the piano, alone, the rest of the room dark behind her. The only light came from the lamp over the music stand, painting her in yellow glow.
Her shoulders were stiff. Her back straight.
 Her fingers stumbled over the keys.
Twinkle, Twinkle again.
 Restart.
 Again.
I watched her for a second, heart crawling up into my throat.
Then I knocked gently on the doorframe.
She jumped, hands flying off the keys.
“Sorry,” I said quickly. “Didn’t mean to freak you out.”
She turned. Her eyes were wide and shiny in the dim light.
“Oh,” she breathed. “It’s… you.”
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s me.”
Brilliant, Elias. Truly poetic.
She swiped a hand under one eye so fast I almost missed it. “How did you—”
“Twinkle, Twinkle carried through the vents,” I said. “Very advanced musical bread-crumb trail.”
She made a strangled sound that might’ve been a laugh.
I walked in quietly and shut the door behind me, the gym noise dropping another notch. The room felt hushed. Private.
“Can I…?” I gestured to the spot on the bench next to her.
She hesitated a fraction of a second, then scooted over an inch.
“Sure,” she said. “It’s your piano.”
“It’s Mr. Felgar’s piano,” I said, sitting. “I just bother it more often than other people.”
She huffed again—definitely a laugh this time. Soft, cautious.
Up close, I could see the freckles across her nose under her makeup. The way her lipstick had worn off a little at the center of her bottom lip. The faint crease between her brows she got when she was thinking too hard.
“What are you working on?” I asked.
Her fingers twisted together in her lap. “Nothing. I mean… obviously ‘nothing.’”
I nodded toward the keys. “Sounded like something.”
“It’s stupid,” she said. “I just… I never really learned. My mom tried when I was little, but I hated practicing. So I know the Primary songs and, like, half of Für Elise, and that’s it.”
“Primary songs and half of Für Elise is ninety percent of Mormon piano culture,” I said. “You’re basically a professional.”
She smiled down at her hands. “I was just… trying to do something that wasn’t standing next to Joseph while he talks about himself.”
I swallowed a smile. “How’s that going?”
She made a face. “The piano part is hard. The not-Joseph part is… better.”
Silence settled between us. Not heavy. Just full.
I reached out slowly, resting my hands on the keys.
“Play it again,” I said. “I’ll… fill in the gaps. If that’s okay.”
She looked at me. Really looked this time.
Then nodded. “Okay.”
She placed her fingers back on the starting notes, hesitated, then began.
Twinkle, Twinkle—hesitant and shaky.
 I listened for a measure, then slipped in under her melody, building a soft harmony with my left hand. Nothing fancy. Just enough to cradle her simple line.
Her eyes widened.
“You’re… making it pretty,” she said quietly.
“It was already pretty,” I said. “I’m just giving it a sweater.”
She laughed.
 We kept playing.
After a minute, her hands steadied. The notes smoothed out, confidence building with each phrase.
I adjusted to her timing when she stumbled, slowing to match her instead of correcting. Letting her lead.
When we finished, the last chord hung in the air longer than it should have. Neither of us lifted our hands right away.
“See?” I said softly. “Not stupid.”
She stared at the keys. “Thanks.”
“For what?”
“For not… making fun of me.”
“I’d never make fun of you for playing,” I said. “That’s… literally the opposite of who I am.”
She swallowed. Her throat bobbed. “I know. That’s… part of the problem.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
She shook her head, curls brushing her shoulders. “Nothing. Just… I keep putting you in situations that make things harder. And you keep being nice about it. And I keep…”
She trailed off.
I waited.
“Today,” she said finally, voice small. “At the hunt. I’m sorry.”
“For what?” I asked. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Her jaw clenched. “I dragged you into that stupid clue. I made you stand on a pier and—” She stopped herself, cheeks flushing deep. “I made you uncomfortable.”
“That’s not what happened,” I said.
“I made you think—” she tried again. “I don’t know what I made you think. But I shouldn’t have.”
My chest tightened. “Kate, I’m the one who’s sorry.”
She blinked. “Why?”
“For… wanting it to be real,” I said. The words felt like they were being pried out of me. “For a second. On the pier.”
She stared at me.
 The air between us shifted.
“I shouldn’t have,” I said quickly. “You have Joseph. You have your mom. You have… all the expectations. And I just keep—” I gestured helplessly. “Existing near you and messing with the gravitational field.”
A tiny, incredulous smile tugged at her mouth. “You think it’s your fault things feel… like this?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just know I don’t want to make your life harder.”
She looked down at her hands. Still on the keys. Still almost touching mine.
Her voice was barely above a whisper. “You don’t make my life harder.”
I exhaled. “It feels like I do.”
“You make it… more honest,” she said. “That’s… scarier. But it’s not worse.”
We fell quiet again.
Somewhere, faintly, the bass from the gym thumped. Here, in the band room, it sounded like a heartbeat through walls.
I turned slightly on the bench to face her. She mirrored the motion, our knees almost brushing.
“About the pier,” I said. “You don’t have to be sorry. You didn’t hurt me. I promise.”
She let out a shaky breath. “I did, though.”
“You didn’t.”
“I did,” she said again, and this time her voice cracked.
I swallowed. “Okay. Maybe a little.”
She huffed out a broken laugh. “I knew it.”
I tilted my head. “You running away in the middle of almost—” I broke off, ears burning. “Yeah. That kinda stung. But the part before that didn’t. The part before that was…”
I searched for the word.
 It didn’t want to come, but it needed to.
“Good,” I said finally. “It was good.”
She looked at me then. Really looked.
“I don’t want you to think it was a trick,” she said. “It wasn’t. I just… I heard him yell and I… panicked.”
“Yeah,” I said softly. “I figured.”
“You did?” Relief flickered across her face.
I shrugged a little. “I know what you’re like when you’re pretending. That wasn’t it.”
Her cheeks flushed deeper. “Yeah,” she whispered. “It wasn’t.”
Something in my chest shifted into place with a quiet, startling click.
We sat there, inches apart, the smell of old sheet music and wood polish wrapping around us. The lamp buzzed overhead, the only witness.
She licked her bottom lip, nervous.
 My eyes tracked the movement like I didn’t have a choice.
“Elias?” she said.
“Yeah?”
“This is… dangerous, right?”
“Probably,” I said.
Her laugh was barely air. “We’re going to mess things up.”
“We already did,” I said. “Existing. Liking music. Showing up at the same church. Damage is done.”
She smiled, small and pained. “You make it sound funny.”
“It’s not funny,” I said. “It just… is.”
We were still playing Twinkle, Twinkle with our hands, in a way—hovering over the same keys, trying to find harmony in something so simple it hurt.
My heart pounded so loud I was sure she could feel it through the bench.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she admitted.
“Me neither,” I said. “But I know how this feels.”
“How?”
“Like…” I swallowed. “Like I’ve been trying not to want something that’s already true.”
She stared at me, breath catching.
Silence.
 Long.
 Dense.
We were past the edge now. No trail. No railing. Just water below.
I drew in a slow breath. I could hear Jazzy’s voice in my head, irritated and fond.
Go after her, you idiot.
“I shouldn’t say this,” I said quietly. “But if I don’t, I’m going to regret it for a really long time.”
She didn’t move.
 Didn’t blink.
“What?” she whispered.
I met her eyes.
 Let myself stay there.
“It wasn’t just a good almost-kiss on the pier,” I said. “It was the best thing that never happened to me.”
There it was.
The line.
Not smooth.
 Not clever.
Just true.
Kate’s breath stuttered. Her hand twitched on the keys like she’d been shocked.
For a heartbeat, nothing happened.
Then she let out a tiny sound—half laugh, half sob—and closed the last inch between us.
She leaned in.
Not hesitant this time.
 Not playacting.
 Not pulled by a clue card or a dare.
Just… choosing.
Her lips met mine, soft and trembling.
Every thought in my head evaporated.
All I knew was warmth, and the faint taste of punch, and the press of her fingers curling into the fabric of my jacket like she was afraid I’d disappear.
I kissed her back.
Gently.
 Carefully.
Like music I’d been hearing in my head for months and finally got to play out loud.
When we parted, it was only by a breath. Her forehead rested against mine. Her eyes were closed.
“We’re in so much trouble,” she whispered.
“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”
I smiled, even as my heart hammered.
“But for once,” I added, “I don’t care.”
Her answering smile was tiny and terrified and the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
And for the first time all night, the world felt… right.
Not safe.
 Not simple.
But honest.
Finally, painfully honest.

[bookmark: _7q63lecz6tzl]CHAPTER 10 — The Day After
Elias POV
 Part 1
I woke up to the sound of the ferry horn in the distance and for one disorienting second, I thought it was still last night. That moment suspended in the band room—her breath warm against mine, the silent piano, the soft, impossible collision of her lips—
Then the horn cut through it a second time, more sharply, and the memory collapsed. I was staring at the ceiling of my bedroom. The air smelled like dryer sheets and late September cold. My suit jacket was still draped over the chair by my desk.
My body felt heavy. Like I’d run a marathon in my sleep. I swallowed against the tightness in my throat and pushed myself upright. My head spun—not fast, just a slow, nauseating tilt—and for a second I wondered if I was motion sick from nothing but memory.
I didn’t sleep. Maybe an hour, sometime near dawn. The rest of the night I lay still, staring at the dark, replaying everything in loops that got worse each time. The sloppy pizza dinner. The dance floor. Jazzy’s cheek kiss. Kate’s retreat. The band room. The piano. The kiss.
It felt too vivid to be real.
It felt too quiet to have been imagined.
I sat at the edge of the bed for a while, elbows on my knees, head down. The house was silent except for the heat clicking in the vents. Church was in two hours.
My phone lit up on my nightstand with a weather alert. Chance of rain.
As if it wasn’t already raining inside me.
I dressed slow. Long-sleeve button-down. Tie. Black slacks. Church shoes. The ritual of it helped—straight lines, familiar motions, fabric that made me stand tall even though I didn’t feel like it.
I looked in the mirror before heading out. My eyes were pink at the rims. Not bloodshot—just that kind of exhausted where your eyes refuse to be clear.
I thought, stupidly: don’t look hopeful.
As if my face even knew how to do that right now.

Church smelled the same as always. Pine cleaner and cheap perfume and paper hymnals. Kids ran through the foyer while adults chatted about casseroles and last week’s rainstorm. Someone laughed too loudly by the bulletin board.
Everything was normal.
I walked in next to Mom. She didn’t talk much, just gave me a side glance every once in a while like she was checking to make sure I was still breathing. She didn’t ask how the dance went. I think she knew better than to make me say anything yet.
We made it halfway down the hall toward the chapel when I saw them.
Kate and her mom.
Hair pulled back now, no curls. Peach gone—she wore a soft gray sweater and a modest skirt, the exact kind of outfit that wouldn’t attract a single comment in the entire ward. She walked beside her mother with perfect posture, one hand around her scriptures, the other lightly touching the strap of her purse.
She looked… composed.
Like last night had been sealed in a jar and hidden somewhere far out of reach.
She didn’t look at me.
 Not once.
But I saw her shoulders tighten when we passed. Barely. A breath held too long. A blink that lasted one second longer than it should have.
Her mom smiled at someone they passed, paused to shake hands with Brother Jensen, and then—without even glancing my way—said quietly, on the edge of earshot:
“Kate, straighten your skirt. And remember what we talked about.”
Kate nodded, looking down just long enough to smooth the hem. Then her face reset—neutral, polite, unreadable.
I realized my hands were in fists.
Mom touched my elbow lightly, guiding me forward.

Sacrament meeting was a blur. I couldn’t tell you who spoke. I couldn’t tell you what hymns we sang. I sat there, hands clasped, counting my breathing like I used to do when motion sickness threatened to spiral.
Every once in a while, I’d let myself look across the room.
Kate sat three rows ahead, to the right. Not next to Joseph—but one seat over, with her mother between them like a buffer zone.
Her head stayed forward the entire meeting.
Even during the closing prayer, she didn’t glance around.
It shouldn’t have hurt. Or maybe it should have. Either way, it did.
God felt very far away.

After the closing hymn, people started standing, coats pulled from chairs, small kids wriggling free of parents. I stayed seated a moment longer.
Then I stood and followed Mom toward the aisle, but halfway there, someone stepped into my path.
Kate’s mom.
She smiled. Tight. The kind of smile you wear talking to someone you’re trying to correct without letting it sound like correction.
“Elias,” she said softly. “May I speak with you for a moment?”
My stomach dropped. “Of course.”
Mom hesitated, then said she’d meet me at the car. I nodded. She gave Kate’s mom a polite smile, then walked away.
The foyer was quieter now, most people moving toward Sunday school rooms. The echo of kids in the primary hallway drifted through the air.
Kate’s mom clasped her hands in front of her. “I just wanted to check in. I heard Homecoming was a busy night.”
I forced a small, neutral nod. “Yeah. It was a good night.”
She studied me. I had the sense I was being audited.
“Good,” she said. “I’m glad. I know you’re a respectful young man.”
“Thank you,” I said, unsure what to add.
She exhaled lightly. “Kate is… very impressionable right now. These are important years for her. She’s under a lot of pressure—school, college prep, church responsibilities.”
I nodded once.
“She needs stability,” her mother continued. “Consistency. I’m sure you understand.”
I didn’t know what exactly she was saying, but I knew where it was going. My throat tightened.
She continued gently, “I know you and Kate have fondness for each other. But emotional situations… especially sudden ones… can be difficult for her. And confusing.”
My chest felt like someone had tightened a strap around it. “I would never want to confuse her.”
“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she said. “But sometimes even good intentions can complicate things. Kate needs time and clarity. So—for now—it would be best if the two of you… take some space.”
I nodded slowly, trying not to clench my jaw.
“She admires you,” she added, as if that would soften it. “Please don’t take this personally.”
“I won’t,” I said.
She gave a final, warm-but-closed-lipped smile. “You’re a good boy, Elias. I know your mother raised you well.”
Then she pivoted gracefully and walked away.
That last line hit harder than she meant. Or maybe exactly as hard as she intended.
Good boy.
 Raised well.
 Don’t confuse the nice girl.
I stood there alone, the foyer suddenly too bright.
I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell her I cared about Kate more than she understood. That last night wasn’t confusion—it was clarity. But the words dried out before they could form.
Instead, I swallowed the feeling.
Like always.

I found Kate outside, near the parking lot, standing beside the car while her mom spoke to someone a few feet away. She wasn’t looking at the door. She was staring at the gravel.
I walked toward her. Enough steps to make my presence noticeable but not enough to be threatening.
She looked up.
And froze.
For one second, I thought she might walk away.
But she stayed.
“Hi,” I said quietly.
“Hi.” Her voice was soft. Too soft. Like even that word cost something.
“Audition tomorrow,” I said, because I didn’t know what else to say. “You ready?”
She glanced down at her hands. “Trying to be.”
I nodded. “You’ll do great.”
She didn’t respond.
A moment stretched.
Finally, she took a small breath. “Last night was… emotional.”
I nodded.
She didn’t look at me when she continued. “I think maybe… we got caught up. With everything.” Her fingers tightened around her scriptures. “I shouldn’t have… I don’t want you to think…”
She stopped, eyes closing briefly.
“It didn’t mean anything,” she said. But her voice cracked halfway through the word anything, and that betrayed her.
She must have felt it because she corrected herself.
“It meant something,” she amended, looking at the ground. “But… it can’t happen again.”
I nodded slowly. I kept my voice steady, even though the ground under me felt like it tilted. “Okay.”
She looked relieved. And devastated.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“I’m not,” I said before I could stop myself.
Her eyes shot to mine.
“I’m not sorry it happened,” I corrected. “I’m just sorry that it… hurts now.”
She looked like she might cry.
She didn’t.
Instead, she nodded once. “Thank you. For understanding.”
And then she walked away before I could ask her not to.

I stood in the church lot for a long time, until most of the cars were gone.
Nic eventually appeared at my side, hands in his pockets, standing quietly the way he does when he decides jokes won’t help.
“She talk to you?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“How’d it go?”
I swallowed. “It’s over. Or it never started. I don’t know.”
Nic nodded once. “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t real.”
The words landed like a lifeline I wasn’t ready to grab.
“Feel like it wasn’t,” I said quietly.
Nic looked at me, eyes steady. “That doesn’t mean it wasn’t.”
We stood there in silence.
And I realized I was still waiting for her to turn around.
She didn’t.
Mom drove home with the radio off.
She does that sometimes on Sundays—claims it’s to “keep the spirit,” but really I think it’s because she’s tired and doesn’t want words in her ears. The road wound through the trees, light coming in slanty and thin. I watched it strobe over my knees.
She glanced at me once, just long enough to register something.
“How was the dance?” she asked finally.
I swallowed. My tongue felt heavy. “Good,” I said. “It was… fun.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
She nodded, hands loose on the steering wheel. “You kids stayed out pretty late.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s Homecoming,” she said. “You’re allowed.”
Silence again. Tires on asphalt. Pine branches blurring at the edges of my vision.
“You and Nic seemed…” She searched for a word. “Grown up, this morning.”
“Is that code for ‘tired’?”
She huffed a little laugh. “Maybe.”
I almost told her. Not everything. Just… that something happened and now I felt like I’d misplaced part of myself at school and couldn’t go back for it. But the words stayed stuck behind my teeth.
She pulled into the driveway. The house looked the same as always—white paint, slightly crooked porch step, the little patch of grass that never cooperated.
“Leftovers in the fridge,” she said as we got out. “I’m going to start a load of laundry. Animation Domination tonight if you’re up for it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m up for it.”
I wasn’t. But saying no would make her look at me harder, and I didn’t have the energy to be seen.

The afternoon passed in pieces.
I tried to do homework. Stared at my notebook. Wrote the date. Nothing else.
I picked up my guitar, tuned one string, set it back down.
I lay on my bed and stared at my ceiling again, but the angle of the light was different now and the ferry horn had already done its rounds. My brain kept replaying conversations instead of images.
It didn’t mean anything.
 It meant something. But… it can’t happen again.
My chest hurt in this hollow, echoing way. Like someone had taken out a chunk of me and forgotten to replace it with anything.
At some point, Mom knocked on my door. “Food, kiddo.”
I dragged myself up and followed the smell of reheated lasagna to the living room. She’d already set two plates on the coffee table and queued up the TV.
Animation Domination—a block of cartoons on Fox. Our weird, unholy Sunday ritual. Started, apparently, because neither of us were ready to pretend Sundays felt holy after the divorce.
She hit play. The familiar Family Guy intro blared, all brass and fake old-time glamour.
“Your favorite high art,” she said, passing me a fork.
“Truly an elevated Sabbath experience,” I said.
We ate.
Mom laughed at the dumb jokes, the cutaways, the stuff about chickens and mayors and whatever else the writers were obsessed with that season. I laughed too, sometimes. More often, my mouth smiled and no sound came out.
I stared at the colors on the screen without seeing them.
Every once in a while, my brain would jump—hard cut to the band room. The little pool of lamplight. Kate’s face inches from mine. The way her voice shook when she said we’re in so much trouble and the way she smiled anyway.
Then the parking lot.
 Her skirt.
 Her mother’s voice.
 Her own.
It didn’t mean anything.
 It meant something. But… it can’t happen again.
My phone buzzed once on the cushion next to me.
I ignored it.
“Popular tonight,” Mom said lightly.
“Probably Nic sending me a meme,” I muttered.
She hummed. “You can answer. I won’t be offended.”
I picked up my phone more to prove I wasn’t hiding anything than because I wanted to.
It wasn’t Nic.
Jazzy:
you still alive or did you spontaneously combust in sacrament
A corner of my mouth twitched.
I typed with my thumb.
Me:
kinda
She answered almost immediately.
Jazzy:
ah yes the sacred third option
 alive
 dead
 or ✨kinda✨
I huffed quietly through my nose.
Me:
yeah
Three dots appeared. Stopped. Started again.
Jazzy:
did you talk to her
My stomach tightened.
Me:
yeah
She didn’t respond right away this time.
On the TV, Peter did something idiotic. Mom laughed, head tipping back.
“What’s he saying?” she asked.
“Peter?” I said.
“Your friend.”
“Oh. Just… checking in.”
She nodded, eyes returning to the screen. She didn’t press. I loved her a little for that.
My phone buzzed again.
Jazzy:
and?
I stared at the word for a long time.
And what?
 And it was everything. And it was nothing. And it hurt. And it was expected.
Me:
she wants space
 said last night was emotional and it can’t happen again
Three dots popped up instantly.
Jazzy:
ouch
 im sorry sunshine
The sincerity of it made my throat feel tight.
Me:
its fine
She sent back a skull emoji, then:
Jazzy:
bruh
 do you know how to use words
 “its fine” is depressed boy code for “im dissociating on a couch rn”
I almost smiled.
Me:
you stalking me?
Jazzy:
no but i know its sunday
 so statistically you are watching fox cartoons with your mom and feeling feelings
 hows animation damnation
I snorted. Mom glanced over, eyebrows raised.
“Nothing,” I said. “Just Jaz.”
“Tell her I say hi,” Mom said.
I typed.
Me:
my mom says hi
Jazzy:
tell that queen i say hi back
 and that she raised a himbo with a heart of gold
I decided not to read that part out loud.
Another bubble appeared.
Jazzy:
hey
 real talk for a sec
My chest tightened again.
Me:
ok
Jazzy:
thank you
 for yesterday
 for the day date
 for the dance
 for standing up for me when joseph pulled his holy authority act
 no dudes really do that for me
 theyre usually happy to hang when im fun and disappear when im not
I stared at the words until they blurred.
The TV rattled off some crude joke about religion. Timing, as always, impeccable.
I typed slow.
Me:
you deserve people who stick around
The response came fast.
Jazzy:
you too idiot
I swallowed hard.
Me:
i didnt do much
Jazzy:
you did
 you kept it from being the worst homecoming ever
 thats not nothing
 also you are a surprisingly good slow dancer
 7.8/10 would twirl again
A real smile slipped out before I could stop it.
“Something funny?” Mom asked.
“Just Jazzy being Jazzy,” I said.
She gave me a curious look. “I like her,” she said. “She’s… a lot. But in a good way.”
“Yeah,” I said. “She is.”
My phone buzzed once more.
Jazzy:
im not gonna tell you it didnt happen
 cause it did
 and i saw her face before she ran out of the gym
 so you dont get to rewrite it as a hallucination just because today sucked
 deal?
I stared at the message.
It was like she’d reached into the exact space in my chest where something was fraying and pressed her hand over it to keep it from coming apart.
Me:
deal
Jazzy:
ok good
 now go back to pretending family guy is funny
 ill see you tomorrow
 dont implode tonight
Me:
no promises
She sent back:
Jazzy:
save it for after school so i get to watch
A quiet laugh escaped me. Mom smiled at the sound, even though she didn’t know the context.
She nudged my shoulder with hers. “You alright, kiddo?”
I thought about lying.
“Not really,” I said.
She nodded slowly. “You want to talk about it?”
I hesitated. The truth swelled up, big and unwieldy. I cut off the sharp corners and handed her the rest.
“Just… girl stuff,” I said.
“Ah.” She leaned back against the couch cushions. “The worst category.”
“Feels like it.”
She was quiet for a second. On the TV, the show transitioned into another cartoon. New theme song, same noise.
“For what it’s worth,” she said, “whatever happened… doesn’t make you less anything. Okay?”
I stared at the blue and yellow people on the screen. “Sometimes it feels like it does.”
She didn’t answer right away.
When she did, her voice was soft. “I know.”
We watched in silence after that.
She laughed sometimes; I smiled when it seemed like I should. The room was warm. The couch familiar. I could feel the weight of her shoulder half an inch from mine, solid in a way almost nothing else felt.
But under all of it, there was this hollow space where last night used to live.
This certainty that had flared up—she wants me too—and then dimmed so fast in the fluorescent light of Sunday that I couldn’t be sure it had ever been bright.
Kate hadn’t looked at me once after that parking lot conversation. Not in the hallway. Not when we passed by the classroom she was headed into for Sunday school. Not even in that awkward moment when our groups both reached for the same hymnbooks and our hands almost brushed.
She just… didn’t.
Like distance was the only way she knew how to be safe.
By the time the credits rolled and Mom clicked off the TV, the house felt too quiet again. The glow from the screen vanished, leaving our reflection faint in the black glass for a second—me, slouched; Mom, tired; the empty space between us.
I stood up to put my plate in the sink. The sound of the faucet and dish clink filled the kitchen.
In my head, the band room replayed one last time, but softer now. Less sharp around the edges. Less certain.
I dried my hands on a dish towel and just… stood there.
She had kissed me.
 She had.
But today she’d moved so fast to wall it off I could feel the door slam on every side.
And the awful, stupid, terrifying thing was—
She closed herself off from me so fast I almost believed I’d imagined last night.


[bookmark: _fsirb7x6sjfm]CHAPTER 11 — First Notes (Rewrite, Part 1)
Elias

Monday felt like a sheet of printer paper left out in the rain—creased, damp, vaguely usable but definitely not how it started. Nothing was wrong, exactly. Nothing was right either.
My alarm went off too early, my cereal tasted like drywall, and the November sky sat low over the island like someone forgot to lift the lid off the world. The whole town felt steeped in grey.
Maybe that was fitting. Color felt like too much effort.
I threw on jeans and a hoodie, grabbed my drum sticks out of habit, and made it to school a few minutes before the first bell. The band room was empty when I slipped in—lights dim, chairs stacked, marimbas ghost-silent in the corner.
I didn’t sit. Just stood in front of the practice kit, holding the sticks like they were something I could use to pry my brain open.
Snare first. Quiet. Then louder.
Double stroke rolls, paradiddles, triplets—the usual muscle-memory exercises. Not to prepare for class; just to put sound between me and the parts of my head that still felt loud without noise.
Stick against snare. Repeat. Faster.
“Please tell me that drum didn’t insult your mother.”
I didn’t jump, which I counted as a small victory. Nic flopped down onto the stool beside the rack tom, setting his backpack down like it weighed more than he did.
“Could’ve,” I said. “She’s tough though. Don’t think it would risk it.”
He nodded. “Good point. Sorry I’m late. I had a moral debate with myself about whether waking up counts as violence.”
“Did violence win?”
“Always does,” he said. “Got coffee?”
“No.”
“Regrettable.” He picked up his snare sticks and tapped a slow, even beat without looking, legs bouncing restlessly. “You thinking too much again?”
I didn’t answer right away. Just kept playing.
Finally: “Trying not to.”
“Practice harder,” he said, like it was that simple.
Maybe it was.
I switched to accented flams, shoulders loosening a fraction. Nic leaned into the rhythm like he was matching something in his head.
The door clicked open.
“Good morning, percussion section,” came Mr. Felgar’s voice, somewhere between greeting and prayer request.
He strode into the room carrying a mug of coffee in one hand and a folder in the other, hair wind-ruffled from the walk across the lot. His tie was crooked. It usually was.
“Elias,” he said, setting the mug on a timpani, “that groove’s either preparation or emotional damage. Which one am I hearing?”
“Combination,” I said.
“Probably,” he murmured, scanning the folder.
He paused then, eyes flicking toward me in that way teachers do when they’re about to say something they’ve been holding onto.
“Actually… got something for you.” He crossed the room and held out a thin stack of sheet music.
I took it.
The title across the top read: Midnight Switch.
 Under that: Concert Band Feature with Banjo Solo.
My fingers actually tightened on the page.
I didn’t say anything.
Felgar did. “I’ve had this sitting in my office since I took over this program. Never had the right player. Finally do.”
“You want me to—?” My voice sounded like it was being played through a paper towel tube.
“Yes,” he said. “It’s a caper-style chart. Rhythmic, clever, little theatrical. Banjo runs lead the whole ensemble. You have the instincts for it.”
“I haven't… gone full banjo in a while,” I admitted, scratching at a callus on my left hand.
“I know,” he said simply. “I also know you’re the only one in this program who could hear the rhythm under these notes before playing it.”
That hit harder than I expected.
“I want it ready,” he continued, “for the festival performance.”
“The overnight one?” Nic asked.
Felgar nodded. “December fifteenth. We travel over Friday, perform that night and again Saturday afternoon. Island is sending two groups this year. Big audience. Good exposure.”
“That’s eight weeks,” I said automatically.
“Roughly,” he agreed. “Enough time to get inside the piece. Not enough to coast.” Then quieter: “I need you to commit to this, Elias. It’s not background decoration—it’s the spine.”
I ran my thumb over the first measure. Syncopation and eighth note rests danced across the staff. Quick flicking rhythms. My mind immediately started mapping finger patterns.
“How much trouble is the guy playing this in?” I asked, almost to myself.
“Hm?” Felgar glanced at me.
“You said,” I clarified, “figure out what kind of trouble the guy playing the notes is in.”
Felgar’s mouth tipped into the smallest smile. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
I didn't have an answer yet.
But I felt the question settle somewhere under my ribs like a chord being struck.
“I’ll do it,” I said.
“Good.” He patted my shoulder once, stepping away. “Then don’t just learn it. Live with it.”
He moved toward the front. “Nic, are you pretending those flams are quarter notes again?”
“They identify as quarter notes,” Nic said dryly.
Felgar sighed. “God help us.”

I didn’t wait until after school.
Study hall came. People copied math homework and checked MySpace pages, and I pulled the banjo case from under the back risers of the band room storage closet.
I set up behind the last row of lockers—calmest place I could find—and opened Midnight Switch across a spare music stand.
The banjo felt familiar and foreign at the same time. I adjusted the strap across my chest, tuned by ear, let the cool brass rim dig into the soft part of my forearm.
Took a breath.
First measure. Slow.
Thumb, index, middle—roll.
Clumsy.
Second pass. Cleaner.
It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t even good yet. But something happened halfway through the third run: the room felt less hollow.
Like putting sound in it made the air real again.
I finished the first page and only then realized someone had been standing near the doorway.
Jazzy leaned against the frame, eyebrows up, boots muddy from the courtyard outside. She held a Mountain Dew and two snack bags like she’d raided a vending machine on the way here.
“That,” she said, “was very ‘Soundtrack to a Charming Heist.’”
“How long were you listening?” I asked.
“Long enough to decide I would absolutely help you rob a bank.”
“That’s comforting.”
She shrugged and stepped inside, tossing one of the chips bags onto the floor next to me. “Lunch needed better vibes.”
Nic appeared behind her a beat later, unwrapping a sandwich. “He’s already running the banjo criminal underworld.”
“Advanced,” Jazzy said. “I thought we’d get there by December.”
“This is preliminary reconnaissance,” Nic replied.
She nodded. “Makes sense.”
They both settled in without asking.
Nic took the chair beside me, elbow on knee like he was judging technique. Jazzy sat cross-legged on the floor, Mountain Dew pressed to her cheek, looking more thoughtful than she probably realized.
“You’ll get it,” she said after a beat.
“I know,” I said, surprising myself with the truth in it.
“You always do,” Nic added.
I glanced down at the sheet again.
For the first time since that night behind the bakery, the thought in my head wasn’t she won’t look at me again.
It was I could make this sound right.
Just that.
Just forward.
I reset my fingers, inhaled.
“Again?” I asked.
“Again,” Nic said.
“Forever,” Jazzy said.
I played.
By actual lunch, my fingers hurt in that satisfying, low-grade way that meant I’d done something worth doing.
We met at our usual table in the back of the cafeteria. Nic had his standard school pizza and chocolate milk. I had a sandwich that was mostly bread. Jazzy had somehow acquired curly fries, two cookies, and a grape soda.
“I stole this from the universe,” she said, gesturing at her tray.
“You stole that from the snack bar,” Nic said.
“Semantics,” she replied.
I set Midnight Switch on the table between us, smoothing the edges.
“So,” Jazzy said, pointing a fry at the pages, “teach the class. What’s the plot?”
“The plot?” I asked.
“Yeah.” She leaned in. “Music is story. What’s this one about? Other than you becoming a banjo gremlin.”
“Gremlin is accurate,” Nic said.
I looked at the notes, the quick little runs, the accents, the way the dynamics swelled and dropped. I’d only really played through the first page, but it already had a personality—sneaky, jumpy, a little cocky.
“It feels like… somebody switching bags on a train,” I said slowly. “Or swapping keys. Quick, small moves that add up to something big if they go wrong.”
Jazzy’s eyes lit up. “Ooh. A crime that’s mostly hands.”
“That’s a terrible sentence,” Nic told her.
“I stand by it,” she said. “When do you play it? At the festival?”
“First night,” I said. The words still didn’t feel real. “Festival town concert. Felgar wants it tight by then.”
“Eight weeks,” Nic repeated. “You’re basically engaged to this chart.”
“Congratulations,” Jazzy said. “When’s the wedding?”
I rolled my eyes. “Can you just be normal for two seconds?”
She thought about it, then shook her head. “No. But I can be supportive in an aggressively weird way.”
She shifted closer without thinking, her knee bumping mine under the table. “I’m serious though,” she said. “This is big, Sunshine. We’re talking public banjo. Loud banjo. Banjo in front of strangers who don’t already love you.”
“That last part doesn’t help,” I said.
“You play better when people don’t love you,” Nic said. “Less pressure.”
“Wow,” I said. “Thanks?”
“You know what I mean,” he said. “You’re not performing for anyone’s expectations. You’re just… doing the thing.”
He said it casually, but it landed heavier than most things do when Nic talks.
He wasn’t wrong.
“So,” Jazzy said. “Festival.”
“Yeah.”
“Overnight.”
“Yeah.”
“Buses. Hotels. Questionable continental breakfast.”
“Apparently.”
She toyed with her soda tab. “Man. I really do wish I could go.”
“You’d hate it,” Nic said. “Curfew. Room checks. Group prayer. The horror.”
“Oh, I’d break all of that,” she said. “Immediately. That’s half the fun.”
“You’re not even in band,” I reminded her.
She stared at me like I’d just told her the earth was round. “And whose fault is that? I blame systemic oppression of the musically chaotic.”
“We needed a triangle player,” Nic deadpanned. “You abandoned your calling.”
She laughed, bumping my shoulder with hers now. “Just saying. It would be fun. You on stage. Me and Nic in the crowd, booing you lovingly.”
“You’re not booing me at a public event,” I said.
“Fine. We’ll yell encouraging slurs.”
“That’s not a thing,” Nic said.
“It is now,” she said.
I tried to picture it—me on stage, spotlight in my face, banjo ringing out over the band; them somewhere in the dark, screaming something stupid and awful and entirely theirs.
It was… weirdly comforting.
And then the flip side: the empty spaces I was used to filling with Kate in my head. The idea of who I thought would be there when I did anything that mattered.
Now that picture wouldn’t form.
My brain kept replacing it with these two idiots instead. Their dumb jokes. Their constant presence.
It didn’t hurt the way I expected it to.
“Anyway,” Jazzy said, snapping a fry in half with her teeth. “If we can’t go, we’ll just… spiritually infiltrate the festival.”
“How does that work?” I asked.
“We’ll practice with you,” she said. “Be your fake audience. Heckle you into excellence.”
“Free labor,” Nic added. “You’re welcome.”
“Wow,” I said. “What did I do to deserve such dedicated emotional harassment?”
“Saved me from dying of boredom on this island,” Jazzy said, like it was obvious.
She said it lightly, but something in her tone skimmed under my skin.
Saved me.
I didn’t feel like I’d saved anything. Half the time it felt like I was barely keeping my own head above water. But when she said it, some small, stupid part of me believed her.
She grabbed my wrist suddenly, fingers wrapping around the tendons there.
“Also,” she added, turning my hand palm-up. “You’re going to need these.” She poked one of my calluses. “You’re already shredding them. Tape while you practice or you’re going to bleed all over your precious Midnight Switch.”
Her thumb pressed right into the sore spot. For a second, my whole arm lit up—not in a romantic way, not in a heart-flip way. More like an electric reminder that I had a body, that I existed outside of my head.
I snatched my hand back, more from surprise than anything.
“Okay, nurse,” I said. “Noted.”
She grinned. “I’m a menace and a caregiver. It’s what makes me fascinating.”
“Fascinating is one word,” Nic said.
She threw a fry at him.

After school, I had a couple hours before my mom got off work and the house turned from quiet to quietly tired.
I locked myself in my room, propped Midnight Switch against my dresser, and tuned the banjo again even though it was still in.
The first page came easier now. The rolls felt almost natural. My left hand still lagged in one of the position shifts, but the rhythm was starting to land in my bones instead of on my eyes.
I lost track of time.
That was the thing about real practice—not the kind you do because someone tells you to, but the kind you slip into like a room where no one can follow. It bends the clock. Everything else sits just outside the door and waits.
By the time my mom called down the hallway—“Food, kiddo!”—my fingers ached and my shoulders had that pleasant burn like I’d been digging in the garden all afternoon.
Dinner was leftovers again. The conversation was light—school, work, a complaint about the price of milk.
She nodded toward the case leaning against the wall. “Haven’t seen that one out in a while.”
“Felgar picked a concert piece with a banjo solo,” I said, trying to sound casual as I scooped pasta onto my plate. “Wants it ready by the December festival.”
She paused, fork halfway to her mouth. “He wants you to solo?”
“Yeah.”
Her face softened. “That’s big, honey.”
“Yeah,” I said again, feeling awkward under the attention. “It’s… a lot of measures.”
“You’re a lot of music,” she said. Then she smirked. “That was a cheesy mom thing to say. Pretend I said something cooler.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “I like cheesy.”
She studied me for a second. “You seem… better today.”
“Better than what?” I asked, even though I knew.
“Than yesterday,” she said. “Than Saturday. Than… lately.”
“Oh.” I twirled pasta. “I just have something to focus on.”
She nodded slowly. “Good,” she said. “It helps.”
We didn’t name what it helped with. We didn’t need to.

The next week blurred into a pattern that felt almost like a song—repeating phrases, small variations.
School.
 Band.
 Banjo.
 Church.
 Repeat.
Banjo in the practice room at lunch some days. Banjo on the back steps after school when it wasn’t raining too hard, breath turning white while I worked the harder runs.
Sometimes Nic sat with me, tapping patterns on his knees and calling out where I’d rushed. “You’re ahead of the band on bar thirty-two,” he’d say. “Trust the rest—don’t drag it.”
Sometimes Jazzy sprawled out on the nearest horizontal surface—floor, bench, stage—eyes closed, one heel bouncing to the beat that only existed in my head and her spine.
“Do the sneaky line,” she’d say, eyes still shut.
“They’re all sneaky,” I’d remind her.
“The one that sounds like cartoon burglars,” she’d say.
I’d find it. She’d hum nonsense over it—half lyrics, half sound effects.
At Mutual, she started showing up more often—“for the donuts,” she claimed. She sat with our ward kids in the corner, making faces during the boring parts, mouthing commentary only Nic and I could see.
Kate was there too. Every Wednesday. Sitting with the other Laurels, hair braided or clipped back, participating exactly as much as expected and never more.
She didn’t talk to me.
But the difference now was I didn’t spend the whole night bracing for the chance she might.
I’d catch a glimpse of her profile sometimes—eyes down in her scriptures, fingers worrying the edge of the page—but the pull right behind my ribs felt… muffled. Like someone had turned the volume down.
After the opening prayer, Jazzy would lean over and mutter, “Is this the part where they tell us coffee is evil again?”
“Probably,” I’d whisper back.
“How do they feel about Mountain Dew?” she’d ask, taking a deliberate sip.
“Spiritually neutral,” Nic would say. “Like green Jell-O.”
The three of us would shake with silent laughter on the metal folding chairs while someone read from Alma.
It wasn’t that I stopped feeling the distance with Kate. I didn’t. It was still there, a quiet ache layered under everything.
I just… had more over the top of it now.
Sound. Jokes. Fingers on strings. Plans for a festival half a state away.

One Thursday after jazz rehearsal—the kind where I stayed on drum set the whole time, trying to translate swing feel through sticks that still sometimes felt like strangers—Felgar called me over as people packed up.
“How’s Midnight Switch?” he asked.
“Getting there,” I said.
“Bring the banjo tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll run it with the full band.”
My stomach dipped. “Already?”
“Yes, already,” he said. “You don’t learn to swim by staring at the pool.”
“I can barely play the second page without my fingers mutinying,” I said.
“Then your fingers better get onboard by tomorrow,” he said mildly. “We’ve got time, but not forever. The band needs to learn how to follow you, not drag you.”
I nodded, feeling the weight of that. The band needs to follow you. I’d never been in that position before—usually I was in the back, supporting, filling in, making sure everyone else stayed in time.
Leading felt… terrifying.
And good.
Mostly terrifying.
He must have seen something in my face, because he added, more gently, “You’re allowed to enjoy it, you know.”
“What?”
“Being good at something,” he said. “You don’t have to apologize for being visible.”
I swallowed. “I’m more used to blending in.”
“I know,” he said. “Blend later. Right now, stand out. Then you can decide what to do with that.”
On the way out of the band room, Jazzy fell into step beside me like she’d been waiting in the hall.
“You look like you just got drafted,” she said.
“Felgar wants to run the banjo piece with the band tomorrow,” I said.
“Nice,” she said. “Terrifying. Hot. All of the above.”
“I’m going to mess it up,” I said.
“Yes,” she said. “And then you’re going to mess it up slightly less. And then slightly less. And by the time the festival hits, you’ll be criminally good and I’ll have to pretend to be modest about knowing you.”
I snorted. “Pretend to be modest. That’ll be new.”
She bumped my shoulder. “I contain multitudes.”
We stepped out into the parking lot. The sky was already getting dark even though it wasn’t that late. The air smelled like wet pavement and cedar.
“Hey,” she said abruptly. “Thanks for… this.”
“For what?”
“For not being weird,” she said. “About me showing up more. To band stuff. To church stuff. To all of it.”
“I like you there,” I said. The truth surprised me with how easily it came out. “Feels less… suffocating.”
She breathed out a laugh. “High praise. I make organized religion more breathable.”
I shrugged. “You make a lot of things more breathable.”
She went quiet for a second. That almost-never happens. Just a beat—her eyes on my face, expression softer than she probably meant to let slip.
Then she flicked my ear. “Don’t get sappy on me, Sunshine. You’re going to ruin my reputation.”
“For being terrifying?” I asked.
“For being cooler than I actually am,” she said.
We reached the edge of the lot where Nic was waiting, spinning his car keys on one finger.
“Took you long enough,” he said. “I almost died of alone time.”
“You’d haunt the parking lot,” Jazzy said. “Moaning about time signatures.”
“I only moan about time signatures when people mess them up,” Nic said. “Looking at you, future Banjo King.”
I rolled my eyes, but the words stuck somewhere less painful than they would’ve a week ago.
Banjo King.
 Midnight Switch.
 Some kid in trouble, running through measures that sounded like escape.
If I squinted a little, it almost felt like a story I wanted to be in.

That night, after homework and dishes and my mom’s half of a sitcom, I went back to my room, closed the door, and took the banjo out again.
I didn’t think about festival crowds. I didn’t think about who might be there watching or who definitely wouldn’t.
I just sat on the edge of my bed, the neck of the instrument snug against my palm, thumb anchored on the fifth string, and let my fingers find the first notes.
Roll. Shift. Climb. Fall.
Somewhere around the fifth repetition of the second page, my brain stopped buzzing. The noise in my chest eased down from static to a low, steady hum.
For a full minute, it was just me and the shapes under my fingertips. No church foyer conversations. No almost-kisses in dark rooms. No sense that I was missing some crucial piece of a life other people seemed to understand.
Just sound.
Just this thing I knew how to do.
I missed Kate. That part didn’t go away. It pulsed under everything, smaller now but still there.
I just… finally had somewhere else to pour the empty.
I let the last chord ring out until it faded into the heater noise and the faint ocean hush that snuck in from the cliff below our house.
For the first time in a while, I didn’t measure the day by how much or how little she’d looked at me.
I measured it by how close I’d gotten to making the music on the page sound like the music in my head.
And that felt—if not good—then like a kind of quiet I could live with.
[bookmark: _vb8bvpabvq9b]CHAPTER 12 — Sleepover
Elias
By the time November decided it was done pretending to be fall and committed to full cold, Midnight Switch had mostly moved from “impossible” to “I can play it if I don’t think about it too hard.”
I’d worn grooves into the first two pages. The third still gave me grief. If I went too fast, my fingers tangled. If I went too slow, it lost all the nerve.
“You are officially in a relationship with that banjo,” Nic said one Friday afternoon, lying flat on my bedroom floor like a crime scene outline while I ran a passage for the twentieth time.
“It’s healthier than some relationships,” I said.
“Debatable,” he mumbled into my rug.
Jazzy sat cross-legged at the end of my bed, scrolling through something on her phone, her ponytail looped through the back of a hat. She’d started treating my room like one of the default after-school locations—home base between her house (chaotic), Nic’s (cramped), and everywhere else (boring).
“Okay,” she said, flicking her screen off. “As your self-appointed social life manager, I am calling for a banjo break.”
“I’m almost through this section,” I said.
“You’ve been ‘almost through this section’ for forty-five minutes,” she said. “Your fingers look like they’re about to file a complaint with HR.”
I flexed my hand. My calluses did, in fact, feel like they’d been personally wronged.
“Come on,” she said. “It’s Friday. Your mom’s working late, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Double shift.”
“Perfect,” she said. “Movie night.”
“I don’t have money for a movie,” I said.
“I didn’t say theater,” she said. “I said movie night. In here. With your tragically small TV and my superior taste.”
Nic rolled over. “Does this superior taste involve anything with subtitles? Because I’m too tired to read.”
“Subtitles are for weekdays,” she said. “Weekends are for dumb explosions and bad jokes.”
“That I can do,” I said.
Jazzy bounced off the bed. “I’ll raid the kitchen. You put the banjo away like someone who doesn’t need to be surgically separated from it.”
She left before I could answer, the sound of her socks skidding on the hall floor trailing behind her.
Nic watched the doorway for a second, then looked at me. “You know this is good for you, right?”
“Movies?” I asked, setting the banjo carefully back in its case.
“Breaks,” he said. “You can’t practice if your brain liquefies.”
“My brain’s fine,” I said.
“You’re starting to hum the piece in your sleep,” he said. “I shared a tent with you once. I know things.”
I snorted. “Lies.”
“Barely,” he said.
I snapped the case shut.
Nothing in my chest felt “fixed.” The Kate-shaped absence was still there. Just… not raw. More like a bruise I could poke at and then forget if I kept my hands busy.
Maybe a dumb movie was another way of not poking.

We ended up in the living room with a stack of DVDs that looked like they’d been accumulated from discount bins and church youth activities over the past decade.
“This is a cursed pile,” Jazzy said, holding up options like evidence: a superhero movie, some early-2000s comedy, a sports flick, a PG-13 thriller that probably shouldn’t have been in a Mormon house.
“Pick your poison,” I said, dropping onto the couch.
“Explosions,” Nic said from the armchair. “I want things to blow up.”
“Democracy wins,” Jazzy said. She picked the loudest-looking one and shoved it into the DVD player.
My mom had texted earlier: Home after midnight. Don’t burn the house down. Love you. I told her Nic and Jazzy were over. She sent back a thumbs up and a “tell them hi.”
We dimmed the lights. Blankets appeared from somewhere. Popcorn happened. For a while, it was just noise and color and fake danger—cars flipping, buildings crumbling, main characters walking away from chaos in slow motion.
About halfway through, Nic started listing sideways in the chair.
“You’re fading,” Jazzy whispered.
“I’m resting my eyes,” he muttered.
“You sound like my grandpa,” I said.
“Your grandpa doesn’t slap on the snare as hard as I do,” he said, words slurring.
“You don’t have a snare in here,” Jazzy pointed out.
“Metaphorical snare,” he said.
Ten minutes later, he was out. Full dead weight, mouth slightly open, breathing all uneven.
“Wow,” Jazzy said. “We killed him.”
“He had a long week,” I said.
“I’ll move him before your mom comes home and thinks we run a teen hospice,” she said.
During a lull between scenes of destruction, Nic jolted awake enough to check the time.
“Crap,” he groaned. “If I don’t go home now, my dad’s going to leave my drumsticks on the lawn as revenge.”
“You good to drive?” I asked.
“I’m fine,” he said, standing up a little too fast, then steadying himself. “Caffeine at home. Threat of parental disappointment. I’m unstoppable.”
I walked him to the door. Cold air rushed in when I opened it.
“You sure?” I asked again.
“I’m not drunk, Elias,” he said. “Just tired. I know the road. I’ll text you when I get in.”
“Okay,” I said.
He paused on the porch. “Hey.”
“Yeah?”
“I’m glad you’re… doing something with all that noise in your head,” he said. “The banjo thing. It fits.”
I didn’t really know how to respond, so I just nodded.
“See you at church,” he said, and headed for his car.
I watched his taillights disappear down the road before closing the door.
When I came back into the living room, the movie had resumed chaos mode and Jazzy had migrated from the far end of the couch to the middle, curled under one of our old afghans like she’d always belonged there.
“Fungus successfully removed?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “He’ll text.”
“Good,” she said. “I don’t have the energy to go identify his body.”
She patted the empty space next to her. “Sit. Main character is about to emotionally bond with his estranged father while a city burns behind them.”
I dropped down beside her. Our shoulders brushed. Not a big deal. It happened all the time. Still, I felt it more than usual.
We watched in silence for a while. The movie leaned hard into drama. Big speeches. Swelling music. Hugging in rubble.
“Movies make it look so easy,” Jazzy said quietly.
“What?”
“Fixing things,” she said. “Say the right words, save the right person, hug it out. Roll credits.”
“That’s two hours,” I said. “You can’t sell tickets to ‘main character sits in unresolved emotions for five years.’”
“I’d watch it,” she said.
“Liar.”
“Okay, I’d pirate it,” she said.
We let the credits roll without talking.
The house felt especially still once I clicked the TV off. No hum, no dialogue, no pretend urgency. The only sound was the heater kicking on and the soft wind outside brushing the trees.
“You want another movie?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I’m full.”
“Of popcorn?” I asked.
“Of… everything,” she said, pulling the blanket tighter around her knees. “You ever get that? Like your brain hit its limit and is just buffering.”
“Constantly,” I said.
She glanced around the room slowly, taking in the family photos on the wall, the scuffed coffee table, the pile of shoes by the door. Places you stop seeing when you live in them.
“This house feels… safe,” she said, surprising me.
“It’s mostly just old and creaky,” I said.
“Old and creaky is safe,” she said. “Means it’s still standing.”
There was something in her voice that made me want to ask more questions. I didn’t. Not yet.
She stood up suddenly, the blanket falling from her shoulders.
“Show me your room,” she said.
I blinked. “Uh. Why?”
“Because I’ve seen the living room, I’ve seen the kitchen, I’ve seen your tragic laundry pile when your door was open once, but I haven’t seen the rest,” she said. “And you’ve seen my house when it was literally on fire.”
“That was one time,” I said. “And it was just the oven.”
She crossed her arms. “Come on, cowboy.”
Reluctantly, I led her down the hall. My room was at the end, next to the little bathroom. I pushed the door open, half-expecting it to look different with someone else’s eyes on it.
Same bed pushed against the wall. Same dented dresser. Same mix of Nevada desert photos and band posters. Same pile of laundry I kicked half-heartedly with my foot while she walked in.
She did a slow, circuiting lap like she was in a museum.
“This is very you,” she said.
“That’s good, I guess,” I said.
She paused at the shelf above my desk where a few framed pictures leaned against the wall. One of me and Mom on the ferry. One of me holding a baby cousin. One of me and my dad in Nevada, a deer hanging in the background, both of us grinning like idiots at the camera, camo hats too big for my head.
She picked that one up.
“Oh dang,” she said. “Look at baby you.”
“Please don’t call it that,” I said.
“You’re like eight,” she said. “Look at your face. You’re so proud.”
“It was my first deer,” I said. “My dad was obsessed with the whole… hunting thing. Said it was ‘real food,’ not store plastic.”
She squinted at the picture, lips pressing together. “Couldn’t you guys… I don’t know. Go fish or something?”
“It’s Nevada,” I said. “Not a lot of rivers.”
“Right,” she said. “I forget you come from sun and rocks and gun culture.”
There wasn’t judgment in her voice. Not really. Just this mild bafflement, like she’d stumbled on a documentary about a weird animal.
“You hate it?” I asked.
“The dead thing in the background, yeah,” she said, setting the frame back down carefully. “The kid in the front is cute, though.”
I felt my face warm. “Thanks?”
She turned away from the pictures and flopped onto my bed, bouncing once with a squeak of the springs.
“Okay,” she said, fingers laced over her stomach. “Now that I’ve inspected your natural habitat, I have a question.”
“That sounds dangerous,” I said, sitting back down in my swivel chair.
“I’ve known you for, like, a year and a half,” she said. “We’ve hung out a stupid amount. I’ve heard you mess around on banjo, I’ve heard you bully a piano, I’ve heard you drum on every available surface when you’re nervous…”
“This is accurate so far,” I said.
“But,” she continued, “I have almost never heard you really play the guitar.”
I shrugged. “It’s just… guitar.”
She rolled her head toward me, eyes narrowing like I’d said something offensive. “Just guitar?”
“You know what I mean,” I said. “Everyone plays guitar.”
“Not like you do,” she said.
“You don’t know how I do,” I pointed out. “Because, like you said, you’ve barely heard it.”
“Exactly,” she said. “Hence the request. Play something for me.”
I shook my head immediately. “Nope.”
“Why not?”
“It’s… weird,” I said. “Playing by myself is one thing. Having someone sit there and stare is—”
“I won’t stare,” she said. “I’ll vibe.”
“That’s worse,” I said.
She pushed herself upright, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. “Elias.”
“What.”
“Please.”
The word was simple. Not dramatic. Not loaded.
But the way she said it—soft, clear, like she meant I want to know this part of you too—landed somewhere I hadn’t armored properly.
“You’re going to make fun of me,” I said, stalling.
“I make fun of you for everything,” she said. “If I was going to be mean about your playing, I would’ve done it by now. Play something you like. Not church stuff. Not band stuff. You. Some desert boy song.”
My brain flipped through an internal playlist. Stuff my dad played. Stuff my uncle hummed. Stuff I’d learned because the chords felt nice under my fingers.
An old Bob Dylan song surfaced. Not because of the words—though they were good—but because of the way the chord changes felt like walking down a long road with no one else on it.
“Okay,” I heard myself say. “Fine. One song.”
She lit up. “Yes. Victory.”
I dug my beat-up acoustic out of the corner, the one I didn’t bring to school because it felt too personal. The wood was worn smooth where my arm rested. A couple of stickers peeled on the back from phases I no longer claimed.
I sat on the edge of the bed facing slightly away from her. Safer that way.
“Close your eyes,” I said.
“What, why?” she asked.
“Because if you look at me, I’m going to mess up,” I said.
“Fine,” she said, obeying instantly, flopping back so she was lying on her back again, arms spread just enough that her fingers brushed the quilt. “I am a neutral listening entity. Do your worst.”
I took a breath. Let my left hand find the opening chord shape.
The first strum felt like exhaling.
Dylan wasn’t fancy. That was the point. Simple chords, simple patterns, all the weight sitting in the way you leaned on certain notes. My right hand settled into a quiet, steady pulse. My voice followed without me making a conscious decision about it.
I didn’t sing loud. Just enough to ride above the strings.
The lyrics were about leaving and not leaving. About pretending you were fine walking away when you were actually bleeding out the whole time. About turning your back without turning your heart off.
I didn’t think about who I was singing it to.
I didn’t think about anything at all.
Halfway through, I forgot Jazzy was in the room.
It was just me and the guitar and a song I’d learned sitting on a porch step in Nevada while the sun went down over nothing.
I hit the last chord and let it ring until the vibrations melted into the air.
Silence stretched of its own accord.
I swallowed, suddenly aware of my own breathing.
“You dead?” I asked finally.
She didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice was small and uncharacteristically serious.
“I think,” she said slowly, “that might be my favorite version of you.”
I stared at the fretboard. “It was just a cover.”
“Don’t care,” she said. “You sounded like… you. Not ‘band you.’ Not ‘church you.’ Just… you.”
“I always sound like me,” I muttered.
“You know that’s not true,” she said gently.
I didn’t have a comeback for that.
I set the guitar down carefully against the bed frame.
When I finally glanced over, her eyes were open again, fixed on the ceiling like she was trying to memorize something there.
“Thanks,” she said.
“For what?” I asked.
“For letting me see that,” she said, then rolled her eyes at herself. “Ugh, that sounded gross and poetic. Ignore me.”
“I won’t,” I said.
She smiled sideways. “Of course you won’t. Your brain holds onto the weirdest details.”
We didn’t say anything for a while after that.
She scooted down so her head was near the foot of the bed, then slid off and padded back toward the living room like gravity had gently tugged her that way.
I followed.
We put on another movie, something easier this time. A cartoon, I think. I barely registered it. We ended up on the couch with the same blanket, her feet tucked under my leg for warmth, both of us slowly slumping lower as the night thickened.
At some point, my eyes closed.
At some point, hers did too.

I woke up to sunlight stabbing one eye and the smell of coffee.
For a second, I didn’t know where I was. Then the couch texture under my cheek and the familiar pattern of the curtains came into focus.
I was half-sitting, half-slumped. Jazzy was folded into the other corner of the couch, blanket cocooned around her, hair sticking out of the ponytail holder like she’d been electrocuted in her sleep.
My mom stood in the doorway to the kitchen, mug in hand, eyebrows doing a very complicated expression dance.
“Morning,” she said.
“Mm,” I said. My voice came out wrecked.
Jazzy snorted awake at the sound.
“Wh—” she blinked, looked around, “ugh. Did we fall asleep?”
“Seems that way,” Mom said.
Panic flickered in my stomach. Not because anything had happened—nothing had—but because I suddenly saw us how someone else might see us. Two teenagers, tangled blanket, couch, morning.
“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “We meant to—”
“It’s okay,” Mom said, holding up her free hand. “You’re fine. You’re dressed. There’s a three-foot rule of Holy Ghost-approved space between your bodies.”
“Mom,” I groaned.
Jazzy pushed her hair out of her face, cheeks pink. “I should… probably head home before my mom notices I didn’t come back last night and fakes a missing person report.”
“You can use the bathroom to change if you need,” Mom said. “I’ve got extra toothbrushes in the drawer.”
“Thanks,” Jazzy said, already halfway on her feet.
She disappeared down the hall.
Mom waited until I was sitting properly, feet on the floor, blanket pushed down to my lap, before crossing to sit on the edge of the coffee table, facing me.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Just tired.”
She sipped her coffee. “Anything I need to actually worry about?”
I met her eyes. This was one of the things I appreciated most about her—she didn’t ask if I’d “been good,” didn’t dance around the word like we were in a lesson manual. She just… asked.
“No,” I said honestly. “We watched movies. Nic crashed and went home. We fell asleep.”
She studied my face like she was reading a chart only she could see.
“I believe you,” she said finally.
“Thanks.”
“But,” she added, “just so we’re not pretending we live in a church pamphlet, I’m going to say this out loud: friends can have sex, you know.”
My ears went hot. “Mom.”
“I’m serious,” she said. “Just because you call someone a friend doesn’t mean there’s some invisible forcefield preventing things. The categories get blurry, especially at your age.”
I dragged a hand over my face. “Nothing happened.”
“I’m not accusing you,” she said, softer. “I trust you to tell me if something did. I just… I don’t want you thinking you’re immune to stupid decisions because you’ve labeled a relationship one way in your head.”
“We’re just friends,” I said, more firmly. “She’s… Jaz. We joke. We hang out. That’s it.”
Mom nodded slowly. “Okay.”
“She doesn’t like me like that,” I added, and felt a weird twist in my chest as I said it. “She flirts with everyone. And I—”
I stopped.
You’re in love with someone else, my brain supplied. Someone who couldn’t even look at you at Mutual last week.
“I know,” Mom said quietly. “I see you, Elias.”
I swallowed.
Jazzy padded back into the room, shoes in hand, own jacket half-zipped.
“Thank you for the couch,” she said to Mom. “And the non-judgmental vibes.”
“Anytime,” Mom said. “Want a ride?”
“Nah,” Jazzy said. “I’ll text my brother. He owes me.”
She grabbed her bag, turned to me. “Thanks for the movies,” she said. Then, after a brief hesitation, “And the song.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Anytime.”
She held my gaze a second longer than usual. Not searching. Not shy. Just… thoughtful. Like she was deciding whether to say something else.
Whatever it was, she swallowed it.
“See you at church,” she said instead, and headed out the door.
It clicked shut behind her.
Mom watched me for a moment.
“You really think she doesn’t like you like that?” she asked softly.
“Yes,” I said.
“What if she did?” she asked. “What would you do with that?”
My chest went tight. “I don’t know.”
She nodded. “That’s at least an honest answer.”
I leaned back against the couch, staring at the ceiling.
I loved Jazzy. I knew that. I loved her chaotic, protective, loud, occasionally unexpectedly gentle presence. I loved that she’d sat in my hallway and listened to my banjo practice when everyone else just heard noise. I loved that she’d wanted to hear my guitar, that she’d called that version of me her favorite.
But in my head, love and in love weren’t the same file.
One had Dylan chords and deserts and Kate’s peach dress and the way her hand had trembled when she touched the piano. The other had laughter and Mountain Dew and Jazzy’s arm slung over my shoulders in a parking lot.
They overlapped in weird places.
And for the first time, the idea slid into my brain—uninvited, sticky:
What if she wanted more?
I didn’t believe it. Not really.
But the question didn’t leave.
Mom stood up, ruffled my hair like I was still twelve. “Eat something,” she said. “You look like you’ve been emotionally interrogated.”
“I have been,” I said.
“You’ll live,” she said.
When she left the room, I sat there a little longer, staring at the unplugged TV, last night’s blanket pooled around my waist.
I thought of the Dylan song. The way my fingers had moved without me thinking. The way Jazzy had listened, for once not filling every silence with a joke.
I thought of her words: That might be my favorite version of you.
I didn’t know what to do with that.
So I did the only thing I knew how.
I went back to my room, opened the banjo case, and started Midnight Switch from the top.

[bookmark: _k6owxjyqdays]CHAPTER 13 — Thin Ice
Elias
Sunday mornings always felt colder.
Maybe it was the clothes—button-down instead of hoodie, too-stiff shoes, the extra layer of “be good” that came with walking through the church doors. Maybe it was just my brain.
Either way, by the time we pulled into the parking lot, the sky was a flat silver lid and the air bit at any skin that wasn’t covered.
Mom parked and killed the engine. “You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Just tired.”
She gave me a look that said not just tired, but she didn’t push. “Jazzy’s meeting you here?”
“Yeah. Her brother’s dropping her,” I said.
“Okay,” she said. “Tell her hi for me.”
We walked toward the building. Kids clustered near the doors, breath fogging, program papers already bent. Familiar mix of cheap perfume, wet coats, and nursery crackers hit as soon as we stepped inside.
I spotted Nic by the water fountain, hair half-tamed, doing his best “presentable priesthood holder” impression. Jazzy stood next to him in a black skirt, boots, and a sweater that technically passed the modesty rules if you didn’t look too long. Her hair was down for once, curls frizzing from the damp.
She looked… out of place and perfectly herself at the same time.
“There he is,” she said when she saw me, brightening. “Saint Sunshine.”
“That’s blasphemy,” Nic said. “At least wait until after sacrament.”
Mom peeled off toward the Relief Society hallway with a quiet “see you,” and then it was just the three of us, marooned in the foyer.
“You actually came,” I said to Jazzy.
“Hey, I told you I’d try the full Mormon sampler,” she said. “So far I’ve had Mutual, a dance that wasn’t technically a dance, and a scripture chase. I figured I should experience the main event.”
“You picked a fast and testimony Sunday,” Nic said. “Bold.”
“That’s when people cry into the microphone, right?” she whispered. “I love drama.”
“Try not to clap,” I muttered.
“No promises,” she said.
We headed into the chapel together. A couple of heads turned as we slid into a pew near the middle—Nic on one side of me, Jazzy on the other.
It wasn’t a big deal. We weren’t holding hands. We weren’t doing anything we didn’t always do in any other building.
Still, I could feel the attention. Not everyone, not even most people—just a handful of moms with purses on their laps and teenagers glancing over from the Young Women’s side.
I’d never been the subject of that kind of look before. I’d been looked at with expectation, with approval, with “there’s a good boy.”
This one was more… cautious.
Curious.
Jazzy leaned in. “If I burst into flames, that’s on you, by the way,” she whispered.
“You’re fine,” I whispered back. “You’re like eighty percent caffeine and hairspray. You’d have lit up by now.”
She snorted, tried to smother it, failed a little. Nic coughed to cover.
The meeting rolled the way they always did—opening hymn, sacrament, a handful of people going up to bear testimony. Some about gratitude, some about trials, one about the power of tithing that made Jazzy raise an eyebrow so high I thought it might escape into her hairline.
I tried not to look around too much. Tried to focus on the speakers, the bread tray, the hymns.
Of course, my eyes found Kate anyway.
She sat two pews ahead with her mom and little brother, posture straight, hair braided and pinned. She wore a soft green dress I hadn’t seen before—simple, nothing flashy. She looked like she’d stepped out of an Ensign painting.
She turned her head once, just slightly, like she was going to look back.
Then Joseph slid into the pew on the other side of her family—the approved boy, pressed shirt, perfect hair—and whatever chance there was of her turning our direction evaporated.
He nodded toward us, expression unreadable. Then he leaned in to whisper something to Kate. She smiled politely, eyes still forward.
My stomach did that hollow drop thing.
I looked down at the hymnbook instead, lips moving with the words of the song without really hearing them.
After the closing prayer, sacrament meeting dissolved into its usual post-service chaos. People stood, hugged, shuffled programs. Toddlers escaped down aisles. Someone’s baby started crying in the cry room.
We filed out into the hallway.
“Okay,” Jazzy said, “that was… a lot of sitting.”
“You survived, though,” Nic said.
“I did,” she said. “Ten out of ten, would endure again for the hymns. Less so for Brother Ropelato’s financial testimony.”
“That one always happens,” I said. “It’s tradition.”
Through the ebb of people, I saw Kate and her family near the door. Her mom’s hand rested lightly on her shoulder as she talked to another Relief Society sister. Joseph stood nearby, hands in his pockets, the picture of calm, righteous patience.
For a second, Kate’s eyes slid past them and landed on me.
They didn’t stay.
Just one beat, one quick jolt of recognition, then she looked away again. Not dramatic. Not flinching. Just… redirecting.
Like I was something it was safer not to think about right now.
“Elias!”
I turned. Brother Halstead—one of the Young Men’s leaders—threaded his way over, smile bright, tie a little too wide.
“Hey,” I said.
He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Good to see you, man. Haven’t had you in priesthood opening exercises the last couple weeks.”
“Jazz rehearsals,” I said. “We’ve been practicing for the festival. And, uh, concert band stuff.”
“Good, good,” he said. “Always happy to see you using your talents.”
He glanced briefly at Jazzy, then back at me. The smile didn’t disappear, but it tightened at the edges.
“Just make sure you’re keeping your priorities straight, yeah?” he added, voice lower. “Lots of… noise out there. Easy to get distracted from the important things.”
“I know,” I said.
“I’m not worried,” he said quickly. “You’re a solid kid. Just—remember where your foundation is.”
“Yeah,” I said again.
He patted my shoulder like he’d checked something off a list. “We’d love to have you share a thought in quorum sometime. Give us a report on that festival.”
“Sure,” I said, trying not to commit to anything.
He nodded to Nic, gave Jazzy a polite-but-confused nod, and melted back into the crowd.
Jazzy watched him go.
“What was that?” she asked.
“Nothing,” I said.
“Felt like something,” she said.
“They just… say stuff like that,” I said. “Band. Friends. Non-church things. They want to make sure I’m not going off the rails.”
Nic snorted. “You? Off the rails? You’re the reason rails were invented.”
“I can be wild,” I protested weakly.
“You alphabetized your sheet music last week,” he said.
“Organization is punk,” I said.
Jazzy was still looking down the hallway, where Kate and her family were now talking to Joseph’s mom.
“You’re one of the good ones, huh,” she said softly. Not mocking. Just… observing.
“Not really,” I said. “I’ve just… always tried not to make trouble.”
“Everyone makes trouble,” she said. “Some people just get a better PR team.”
I followed her gaze. Kate’s mom squeezed Joseph’s arm, said something, smiled. He smiled back, practiced and easy.
For a blink, Kate turned again. Our eyes almost met.
Almost.
Then she looked at Jazzy beside me, at the way we stood close without thinking about it, and something shuttered behind her expression.
She turned away.
“We should get to class,” Nic said, breaking the moment.
“Yeah,” I said.
We split—Priesthood one way, Young Women and Sunday School the other. Jazzy, technically belonging to neither, tagged along with the “visiting friend” group like she always did.
As I walked down the hall with the guys, Brother Halstead’s words replayed in my head.
Lots of noise out there. Easy to get distracted.
He meant well.
That almost made it worse.

Monday morning, the sky looked exactly like Sunday’s, just with fewer ties.
I hauled the banjo case into the band room before the bell, the familiar smell of brass polish and old carpet hitting me in the face.
“Today’s the day,” Nic said, appearing beside me like he’d been teleported in. “You ready to subject the entire band to crime twang?”
“No,” I said. “But we’re doing it anyway.”
He grinned. “That’s the spirit.”
Felgar had written MIDNIGHT SWITCH — FULL RUN on the whiteboard in block letters. Underneath: 3 WEEKS TO FESTIVAL.
My stomach flipped.
Everyone filtered in—flutes, clarinets, saxes, brass, the other percussionists. A couple of them glanced curiously at the banjo case by my chair. Not the “what’s that?” look—they knew what it was. More like “oh, we’re really doing this.”
“Alright, band,” Felgar called, clapping his hands once. “Warm-ups, then we’re going to try something fun and terrifying.”
He had us run through scales first, then a quick chorale. Standard stuff. It helped. My hands loosened. Breath evened.
“Okay,” he said finally. “Set up for Midnight Switch.”
Music rustled. Stands adjusted. The room shifted from general band to a specific arrangement built around a piece I’d mostly only heard in my head.
I took the banjo out carefully, tuning faster than I normally would. My fingers felt thicker than they had in my room. Suddenly I was hyper-aware of the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, the way the metal chair legs scraped the floor, the kid behind me whispering something about “yee-haw jazz.”
Felgar raised his baton.
“Remember,” he said, looking right at me, “you’re the spine on this one, Elias. We follow you.”
My throat went dry.
He gave me a count.
I started.
The opening was fine. I’d played it a hundred times alone. The band came in behind me with soft, sneaky chords, clarinets and muted trumpets tiptoeing around my pulse. For a few bars, it felt like the practice room.
Then we hit the first big run.
My fingers hesitated—just a fraction of a second. Just enough to make me second-guess, to feel everyone stacked behind me.
I overcorrected. Rushed the end of the phrase. The band, trained to follow, lurched forward with me, then collided with a syncopated hit I should’ve set up and didn’t.
The whole thing came down like a bad Jenga pull.
“Stop,” Felgar said sharply, dropping his baton.
Everyone froze. A few kids laughed nervously. A trumpet squeaked and got shushed.
Heat climbed my neck.
“Okay,” he said, less harsh now. “First run. That’s why we rehearse. Elias, what happened?”
“Got ahead,” I said, the words sticking. “I rushed the end.”
“Yeah,” he said. “You took off like your pants were on fire. The band did what they’re supposed to do and followed. So the hit was a mess.”
“Sorry,” I said.
“I’m not looking for apologies,” he said. “I’m looking for awareness. You know the notes. I’ve heard you play them. What changed?”
Everyone was still staring.
I could say: We’re not in my room. There are forty people attached to my hands. My head is still in a chapel pew, thinking about who I walked in with and who won’t look at me.
Instead I said, “I… tensed up. Thought about it too much.”
“Exactly,” he said. “You went from storytelling to math. This chart can’t survive if you think of it as a test. It has to feel like mischief. You’re planning the heist, not reciting the manual.”
A few people snickered at “heist.” It helped.
Felgar nodded at my hands. “Again. Just the run. No band yet.”
He clicked a slow tempo with his tongue.
I played the run by myself. No problem. Fingers knew the way.
“Good,” he said. “Now, add two bars before. Then the hit.” He nodded at the band. “You all come in on the hit only. Let him set you up.”
We did it.
Better. Not perfect, but the landing didn’t collapse this time. The chord lined up. For one beat, it felt like the floor was solid.
“Good,” he said again. “Now from the top.”
We started over.
This time, I held back a hair on purpose. Let the line breathe instead of sprinting.
The band slipped in behind me, more confident now. Trumpets bounced, trombones glided, low reeds added this fun little sneer under the whole thing.
We made it through the first page.
I almost smiled.
Halfway down the second, I clipped a note. Tiny. The kind of mistake you only hear up close. It didn’t derail anything, but it bounced my brain off the groove. I felt my right hand tense—not enough to stop, just enough to make everything feel rigid.
We finished. The last chord rang. People shifted, exhaling.
It wasn’t a disaster.
It also wasn’t what it could be.
“Okay,” Felgar said, lowering his arms. “That’s a chart. It’s not a story yet.”
He looked at me. “You’re allowed to enjoy this, Elias. That’s not a sin.”
The word hit funny after yesterday.
A couple of kids chuckled. He wasn’t making a religious joke; he was talking about rhythm. But my brain had already filled in the other context.
“Again tomorrow,” he said. “Same time. You did good for a first full run. Don’t beat yourself up yet—it’s not show week.”
Everyone started packing up. Chairs squeaked. Cases snapped. People talked about anything else.
I wiped my palms on my jeans, heart still racing like I’d run actual miles.
Nic appeared at my elbow. “That was sick,” he said.
“I tanked the first hit,” I said.
“Yeah,” he said cheerfully. “But you recovered. And page two? That slapped. I wanted to rob a bank.”
“Good to know,” I said.
“Seriously,” he added. “You’re in the pocket when you stop thinking.”
“Helpful,” I muttered.
He bumped my shoulder. “You got this,” he said. “I gotta run to math, but… don’t spiral, okay? That’s my job.”
He darted out.
I took a little longer packing up, giving myself space to not join the hallway stampede.
By the time I stepped into the corridor, it was mostly empty. Just a few stragglers slamming lockers, the distant echo of someone running up the stairs.
And Jazzy.
She was sitting on the floor across from the band room door, back against the cinderblock wall, knees up, picking at a loose thread on her sleeve.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Loitering,” she said. “And eavesdropping.”
My stomach tightened. “You listened?”
“I’m an auditory connoisseur,” she said. “Also, the door was cracked and you were loud.”
I winced. “Great.”
She tilted her head. “Are you fishing for ‘it wasn’t that bad’ or ‘it was that bad but I love you anyway’?”
“Neither,” I said. “I just… it felt off.”
“It was a first run,” she said. “First runs are supposed to be janky. That’s why they’re not called ‘finals.’”
“That’s deep,” I said.
“Thank you,” she said. “Put it on a t-shirt.”
She nudged my ankle with her shoe. “For what it’s worth, there were parts where it didn’t sound like you were in a band room.”
“What did it sound like?” I asked before I could stop myself.
“Like you in your room,” she said simply. “The way you played that Dylan song. The sneaky part, especially. Before you freaked yourself out.”
I sank down next to her, the cold floor seeping through my jeans. “And the rest?”
“The rest sounded like you were taking a test in front of thirty people,” she said. “Which, technically, you were. But still.”
“Felgar said the same thing,” I said. “About tests.”
“Then he’s right,” she said. “You’re better when you forget we’re here. Which is annoying for me, as your number one fan, but fine.”
“Nic’s my number one fan,” I said automatically.
“Nic is your number one rhythm accountant,” she said. “I am your number one vibes appreciator.”
I huffed out a laugh. The knot in my chest loosened a millimeter.
“You’ll get there,” she said. “I want to see you do the crime song on stage. It’ll be extremely important to my personal mythology.”
“You’re not even going,” I reminded her. “They don’t let random non-band chaos agents onto the festival bus.”
“Yet,” she said.
“That’s not how that works,” I said.
She shrugged. “We’ll see.”
The way she said it—casual, like she was talking about weather or soda flavors—made something flicker at the edge of my brain.
Stowaway jokes. Tuba cases. Buses with too many kids and not enough supervision.
It wasn’t a plan.
Not yet.
Just a shape.
She pushed herself up, then offered me a hand.
“Come on, Banjo Boy,” she said. “If you sit on this floor any longer, you’ll become part of the building and then who’s going to play your solo?”
I took her hand. Let her pull me up.
Her grip was warm from being tucked in her sleeves. Solid.
“Hey,” she said quietly, before letting go. “For the record? That thing Brother Halstead said yesterday? About priorities?”
“What about it?” I asked.
“He doesn’t know you,” she said. “Not the way me and Nic do. You’re not… slipping. You’re just finally doing something for yourself. That’s not the same thing.”
I swallowed. “Feels the same sometimes.”
“I know,” she said. “They’ll probably always call it the wrong thing. That doesn’t mean they’re right.”
She dropped my hand then, stepping back into her usual orbit, jokes and noise already climbing back onto her face.
“Now,” she said, louder, “walk me to class before I trip over my own feet and die. I need a Mormon escort or my mom will blame your church.”
I snorted. “Can’t have that.”
We moved down the hallway together.
For a second, walking there with my banjo case banging my knee and her shoulder brushing mine, the future didn’t feel like a cliff.
It felt like a narrow, tricky path.
I didn’t know yet that I was going to slip.
I just knew I had to keep moving.

[bookmark: _bwk8o59yl282]CHAPTER 14 — Midnight Switch
Elias
By the time the permission slip came home, Midnight Switch lived in my hands.
Three weeks blurred into a loop: school → band → banjo → church → text thread chaos → banjo again. My fingers went from sore to numb to stronger. The chart stopped being black dots and became something my muscles knew without checking in with my eyes.
Felgar turned into a man on a mission.
He started every rehearsal with some version of:
 “Festival in three weeks.”
 “Festival in two and a half weeks.”
 “Festival in—do I need to draw you a countdown?”
He slapped the whiteboard with a dry erase marker. Bellingham Big Band Festival was written across the top in all caps, the date boxed three times.
“Permission slips on the table,” he’d say. “Fifty-dollar deposit due Friday. School lunches ordered if you’re broke. If you forget to turn in your form, you can come to my house and watch me do my taxes instead. Those are your options.”
Kids groaned. Trumpets made sad wah-wah sounds. Clarinet section joked about selling reeds on the black market.
I turned my slip in on time. Mom wrote the check with a tired kind of pride, said, “Take pictures,” and then laughed when I reminded her my phone didn’t have a camera.
We ran Midnight Switch at least once a day.
First week, it was chaos. People missed hits. I flubbed the run on page two so many times I started hearing it in my sleep.
By the third week, it clicked.
There was this one rehearsal where everything lined up—saxes tight, trumpets spicy, low brass sneering in all the right places. I hit the runs clean, leaned into the swing without forcing it, let my hands do what they’d learned instead of micromanaging every note.
We finished and there was this electric half-second of silence before people started talking.
“That,” Felgar said quietly, like he was afraid to scare it away, “is the band I want on that stage.”
He looked at me. “You keep playing like that, and they’re going to remember the kid with the banjo.”
I didn’t know where to put the feeling that sentence lit up in my chest.
So I took it home, put it in the same place as the Dylan song and the night on the couch, and tried not to overthink it.

The week of the festival, the group chat blew up.
Jazzy:
 so when do the holy jazz warriors depart
Me:
 bus leaves the high school at 8am
Nic:
 translation: be there at 7:40 or felgar will smite you
Jazzy:
 what if someone… say… not in band… wanted to witness this crime in person
Me:
 you can’t just get on a school bus, jazz
Jazzy:
 wow fascist
Nic:
 pretty sure that’s just called “policy”
Jazzy:
 what if I followed the bus in a totally not creepy way
 like in my mom’s van
 white minivan
 no windows in the back
 very safe
Me:
 you just described a kidnapping vehicle
Nic:
 I’ll bring snacks
 kidnapping but make it cozy
Me:
 you’ll get bored, it’s all rehearsals and standing around
Jazzy:
 are you kidding me
 you’re going to get up on a stage in front of strangers and banjo at them
 you think I’m missing that??
She cornered me in person about it after school on Thursday too, pacing my room while I tried to pack.
“My mom’s van seats seven,” she said, counting on her fingers. “We only need three spots. Four if Nic’s drum sticks demand their own seat.”
“Jazz,” I said, shoving a dress shirt into my backpack. “They’re already letting you crash my church and my practices. If you show up at the hotel on top of that, someone’s going to have a heart attack.”
“Good, maybe it’ll loosen them up,” she said. “Come on. Van caravan. It’ll be like a B-movie. The Bus of Righteousness leading the way, The Van of Poor Decisions right behind.”
“It’s not that I don’t want you there,” I said. “I just… think it’s probably best if I stick with the actual group. At least on the way there. Try to be… I don’t know. Official. For once.”
She watched me for a second, that quiet look she got sometimes sliding over her face.
“Okay,” she said. “Be official. I’ll still find my way there.”
“You seriously going to drive all that way for one set?” I asked.
“For you,” she said, like it was obvious. “And Nic. But mostly you. Don’t look at me like that, I’m committed to the bit now.”
“The bit?” I said.
“Supporting my banjo gremlin,” she said. “You don’t get to decide your own fan club strategy.”
I shook my head, but the warmth that crawled up my neck stayed long after she left.

We left from the high school parking lot on Friday.
It was still barely light, the sky a washed-out blue, when we loaded cases into the bus’s undercarriage. People shuffled around in hoodies and pajama pants, clutching travel mugs, complaining about the hour.
Felgar did a headcount twice, muttering names under his breath.
“Remember,” he called out, “you represent the school, the island, and my rapidly deteriorating sanity. Don’t make me regret this.”
I climbed onto the bus with my banjo in its hard case, my overnight bag, and a knot of nerves that felt like I’d swallowed a fist.
Nic took the aisle seat next to me. “If this thing crashes, my obituary better mention I died on the way to a gig,” he said.
“I’ll write it,” I said.
He nodded, satisfied. “Cool.”
As the bus pulled out of the lot, I glanced out the window just in time to see a familiar beat-up white minivan roll after us onto the road.
It was unmistakable—small dent in the side, one mismatched hubcap.
I didn’t need a text to know.
My phone buzzed anyway.
Jazzy:
 operation tailgate ur destiny = go
I looked back. Through the glass, I could just make out her face behind the wheel, oversized sunglasses on even though the sun was barely up, mouth open like she was yelling something.
I lifted my hand, palm flat to the window.
The van’s lights blinked twice.
Nic followed my gaze. “They really did it,” he said.
“Yeah,” I said, and I couldn’t help the smile that crept up on me. “They really did.”
The bus rumbled down the highway, the island slowly falling away behind us. Conversations rose and fell. Someone passed a bag of licorice. A trombone player snored against the window.
I put my earbuds in, but I didn’t turn music on.
I just watched the van.
Even when we couldn’t actually see it—the highway curving, other cars sliding between—I knew it was back there.
It made the whole thing feel less like a school trip and more like… something we were doing together.

We hit the Everett–Clinton ferry midmorning, lined up behind a string of trucks and commuters and regular people with regular days.
The bus engine idled. The van idled behind.
“You ever get tired of this boat?” one of the trumpet players asked, leaning into the aisle.
“Motion sickness doesn’t give me a chance to get tired,” I said.
He laughed. “Man. Island life.”
When we finally rolled onto the ferry, the bus rocked under us, settling into its slot on the car deck. The air changed—the echo of metal, the smell of diesel and saltwater.
Students piled out to head upstairs to the passenger deck. I moved with them, feet already anticipating the sway.
At the top of the steps, the cold hit full in the face. The deck was all white railings and grey sky, water stretching out forever in both directions.
“Over here!” someone yelled.
Jazzy stood near the rail, Nic beside her. She’d beat us up here, somehow.
“Stalkers,” I said, stepping over.
“Pilgrims,” she corrected. “I am on a holy journey.”
“To Bellingham?” Nic asked. “That’s your sacred city?”
“To wherever my friends are doing cool things,” she said.
The wind whipped her hair around her face. She didn’t bother taming it.
I leaned on the rail. The water moved below, endless and lethal and pretty.
“Still queasy?” she asked.
“Always,” I said. “It’s my brand.”
She bumped my shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”
I wanted to believe it.

Bellingham wasn’t glamorous, but after the ferry and the freeway and the various strip malls, it felt like a different planet anyway.
The hotel was one of those mid-range chain places with carpets that looked like they were designed to hide stains and a lobby that smelled like coffee and waffle batter.
The band kids exploded into the space, dragging rolling bags, complaining about room assignments, calling dibs on beds before we even knew which floor we were on.
Felgar herded us into a rough semicircle and did the “if you get arrested, tell them you’re in the other band” speech. Curfew at midnight, breakfast at seven, lobby call at nine for the clinic, performance at seven that night.
“Do not be late to any of those things,” he said. “I will haunt you.”
We got room keys. I ended up in a double with one of the trumpet players who immediately disappeared to find ice.
As soon as the initial chaos thinned, my phone buzzed.
Jazzy:
 we have arrived in the land of vikings and jazz
 where u at
I texted her the room number and snuck down to the lobby.
They were waiting near the revolving door—Jazzy in her denim jacket, Nic with a backpack already half-unzipped, both of them buzzing with that particular mix of road trip exhaustion and “we’re somewhere new, everything is possible.”
“You made it,” I said.
“Did you doubt me?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“Rude,” she replied, but she was smiling.
We walked a few blocks to some overpriced sandwich place the band parents had recommended. It was the usual town-near-a-campus vibe—posters on windows, chalkboard menus, too many sauces.
I mostly stared at my food.
“You’re quiet,” Nic said halfway through.
“Nerves,” I said.
“You’re going to kill it,” Jazzy said, as if that were non-negotiable.
“I keep thinking I’m going to get up there and forget the first note,” I admitted.
“Then you’ll remember the second,” she said. “And no one will know.”
“Everyone will know,” I said.
“Okay, yeah, they’ll know,” she said. “But they won’t care if you make it good after.”
“Deep,” Nic said through a mouthful of chips.
We walked back slower.
The hotel loomed closer with every step, the reality of the night waiting inside it. Spotlight. Stage. People who didn’t know me at all, waiting to see whoever I decided to be.
In the elevator, my heart did that too-fast thing. I wiped my palms on my jeans for the fiftieth time.
“You getting ready?” Jazzy asked as we stepped out onto my floor.
“Yeah,” I said. “Call time’s in an hour. I’ve gotta do the whole tux thing, warm up, pretend to be composed.”
“Cool,” she said. She glanced at Nic. “We’ll meet you back in the lobby. I want front-row seats to the heist.”
“Front row’s for VIPs,” I said.
“We are VIPs,” she said.
She wasn’t wrong.

Back in the room, I changed into performance black—dress shirt, cummerbund, jacket that didn’t quite fit in the shoulders. My tie ended up crooked on the first try and worse on the second.
I was still wrestling with it when there was a knock.
“Yeah?” I called.
The door cracked open and Jazzy leaned in. “Decent?”
“Almost,” I said.
She stepped inside, closing it with her foot. “Nic’s downstairs stress-eating chocolate,” she said. “I came to make sure you weren’t hyperventilating.”
“I’m fine,” I said, which was only half a lie.
She took one look at my tie and snorted. “No you’re not.”
“I don’t do neck accessories,” I muttered.
“Come here,” she said.
I stepped closer. She stood on her toes a little to reach, fingers deft as she straightened the knot and smoothed the fabric down.
Up close, I could see the smudge of mascara under one eye, the chapped line on her bottom lip. She smelled like the hotel soap and the grape soda she’d been drinking in the van.
“There,” she said. “Now you look like a respectable criminal.”
“Respectable,” I repeated. “That’s a new one.”
“You’ve been practicing for this for weeks,” she said, her hands still resting lightly on my shoulders for a second before dropping. “Trust it. Don’t play like you’re trying to impress some judge. Play like it’s you in your room and they all just… happened to show up.”
“That’s not terrifying at all,” I said.
“You know what I mean,” she said. “You’re the most you I’ve ever seen when you forget we’re watching. Do that. On purpose.”
I swallowed. “I’ll try.”
She glanced down at the banjo case by the bed. “It’s been waiting for this too.”
“Yeah,” I said softly. “Guess it has.”
She stepped back, gave me a little half-bow. “Break legs, Sunshine.”
“You’re not supposed to tell musicians that,” I said.
“Fine,” she said. “Break expectations. Better?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Better.”

Backstage at the auditorium, everything felt too close and too loud.
We’d already sat through two other high school bands taking their turns—solid playing, polite applause, the usual festival patter. Now it was our turn.
We waited in the dim area behind the curtain, the smell of dust and stage paint thick in the air. The muffled murmur of the audience seeped through the heavy fabric—judges, parents, local folks who didn’t have anything better to do on a Friday.
Clarinets noodled quietly. Trumpets buzzed mouthpieces. A percussionist dropped a stick and got shushed. Metal music stands scraped as people shifted.
I sat on a folding chair with the banjo in my lap, thumb resting on the fifth string, fingers hovering like they were waiting for orders.
My leg bounced.
“Breathe, Elias,” Felgar said.
“I am,” I said.
“Then do it slower,” he replied.
He straightened his tie, smoothed his jacket, then stepped around the edge of the curtain.
The house lights dimmed slightly. The murmur quieted.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” his voice came over the house mic, warm and confident, “please welcome the South Whidbey High School Concert Band.”
Applause, scattered at first, then gathering.
We walked out onto the stage in that awkward, half-shuffled wave bands always do, finding our chairs and stands. The lights were brighter than I expected, hot on my face. I squinted, trying to make out shapes in the crowd instead of just glare.
Right in the front row, slightly off-center, I saw them.
Nic, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. Jazzy next to him, hands already cupped around her mouth.
She caught my eye and grinned.
“WHOOOOO!” she yelled the second there was a gap in the applause.
A few people laughed. Felgar glanced over in her direction, eyebrows lifting just a fraction, recognition flickering in his expression.
He knew exactly who she was.
Of course he did.
He stepped up to the microphone.
“Good evening,” he said. “We’re excited to be here. For our feature tonight, we’re doing something a little different—a caper-style piece called Midnight Switch.”
He paused, letting the title hang.
“It’s a chart about misdirection, sleight of hand, all the little quick decisions that can change the whole story.” He turned slightly toward me. “And, most importantly, it features a real, honest-to-goodness banjo player.”
There was a ripple of amused noise through the crowd.
He looked back at me, eyes crinkling. “Elias, why don’t you give them a little something before we start? Show them it’s not just a prop.”
My brain emptied.
I’d spent so long living inside Midnight Switch that for a second, I couldn’t think of a single other thing I knew how to play.
Banjo. Banjo. Banjo. Notes. Runs. Nothing.
The silence stretched just long enough to be uncomfortable.
Then my fingers moved before my head did.
Thumb. Index. Roll.
I fell straight into the most stereotypical thing a banjo could do.
Dun da-dun da-dun da-dun da-dun…
The opening lick from “Dueling Banjos” rang out across the hall, bright and obnoxious and completely unambiguous.
The audience broke.
Laughter rolled up from the front rows, spilling back into the cheap seats. A couple people clapped in recognition. Someone whistled.
My face went hot.
Great, I thought. Now I will never be free of the hillbilly jokes. I have cemented my redneck legacy forever.
Felgar leaned toward the mic, one corner of his mouth twitching.
“As you can see,” he said, “he’s picking… and I’m grinnin’.”
More laughter, this time from the band too.
The tension in my chest cracked.
He turned to us, raised his hands. “Alright,” he said, voice only we could hear now. “Fun’s over. Let’s do this. One—and two—and you know the rest.”
He counted us in.
The opening chords of Midnight Switch dropped into the room like someone dimming the lights again. Soft, sneaky, clarinets and low brass laying down a shadow for me to move through.
I started the real line this time.
Not thinking. Just playing.
The run that had tripped me up in rehearsal came and went like it wasn’t even a thing. Fingers flew, right hand rolling, left shifting cleanly up the neck. The band wrapped around me—saxes answering my phrases, trumpets punctuating, drums (the other kid, not me) laying down this subtle pulse underneath.
We hit the first big hit as a unit. No lurching. No stumble.
I could feel the crowd lean in.
Halfway through the chart, something happened that scared me a little.
I forgot where I was.
Not in the sense that I lost my place in the music—that stayed solid. Muscle memory and rhythm and all the hours poured into this moment held.
I forgot I was on a stage in a strange town in front of judges and parents and whoever else.
It felt, just for a minute, like the night I’d played guitar for Jazzy on my bed and the world had shrunk to a song.
It felt like the porch steps in Nevada. Like the empty practice room with the lights off. Like the space inside my own head where sound was the only thing that made sense.
I leaned into it.
On the last page, there was a spot where Felgar had told me, “You can take a little more here. Stretch it. Make it yours.”
So I did.
I bent the timing just a hair, dragged one slide a tiny bit longer, snapped back into the next figure with more bite than I usually did. The band caught me without missing a beat.
For about four bars, I wasn’t playing safe.
I was playing like the person I was when no one was looking.
We hit the final chord. It rang out big and silly and triumphant, cymbal crash hanging over everything.
And then the sound of the room crashed back in.
Applause hit like a wave. Not polite this time—louder. Warm. A couple of whoops. A sharp whistle that could only have come from Jazzy.
My heart hammered. My fingers shook, just a little, as I lowered my hand.
Felgar turned, gave me a small nod that said more than anything else could have.
We stood.
We bowed.
For a second, looking out at that blur of faces and lights and my two idiots in the front row, hands over their heads like their team had just won a championship, I had this tiny, piercing thought:
If I could stay this version of myself forever, I might actually be okay.

The high carried out of the building with us.
We loaded instruments back into cases on autopilot, everyone talking at once—“That hit felt so good,” “Did you see that judge’s face,” “Trombones, we actually nailed it for once.”
I barely made it three steps out of the backstage door before Jazzy collided with me.
She didn’t hug—I don’t think she even thought about it. She just grabbed my arms, fingers digging into my sleeves, face split in this huge, unfiltered grin.
“YOU,” she said, shaking me once. “You insane banjo wizard.”
“I don’t think that’s a real title,” I said, dizzy for reasons that had nothing to do with the ferry.
“It is now,” she said. “Seriously. I knew you were good. I knew it. But that—” She gestured back toward the stage, at the space we’d just occupied. “That was… I don’t even have a word. You looked like you were actually breathing for the first time in weeks.”
“His fingers almost fell off,” Nic added, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “It was awesome.”
“Thanks,” I said, ears burning.
Jazzy’s expression shifted just a fraction, the joke dropping out of it for a heartbeat.
“That kid up there?” she said. “Playing like that? That’s the same kid who played that stupid Dylan song for me. That’s my favorite you.”
The words hit somewhere low and deep.
I didn’t know what to say back.
So I just nodded.
“Come on,” Nic said, breaking the moment. “I heard rumors of food.”
There was a post-performance dinner at some chain restaurant the festival had practically reserved for our school. Long tables, loud conversations, too many fries, someone trying to stack cups into a tower.
The band rode the high hard. Stories about individual measures became war tales. A couple of the brass kids recounted my “Dueling Banjos” stunt with enough embellishment that by the end, apparently I’d reinvented the genre.
Felgar made a small toast with his cola. “You did good,” he said. “You sounded like yourselves. That’s all I ever want.”
He looked at me as he said it.
Later, as people filtered out toward the parking lot, he pulled me aside.
“Hey,” he said. “Proud of you, Elias.”
“Thanks,” I said, ducking my head.
“You found something up there,” he said. “I don’t know what, but I heard it. Hold onto that. Just remember we’ve got another performance tomorrow. Don’t burn all the fuel tonight.”
“I won’t,” I said.
“I mean it,” he added, a little more pointedly. “Curfew’s midnight. No heroics. No ‘I was just helping so-and-so’ excuses.”
“I get it,” I said.
He studied my face for a second longer, then let it go. “Alright. Go enjoy your victory lap. You earned it.”
I stepped out into the cool night air.
The parking lot was a mess of kids and cars and instrument cases. Streetlights flickered on with that buzzing sound that always made me feel like I was standing in an old movie.
Jazzy and Nic were waiting by the white van.
“So,” Jazzy said, hands in her jacket pockets. “On a scale from one to ten, how much do you want to do absolutely nothing responsible for the rest of the night?”
“…Eleven,” I admitted.
“Excellent,” she said. “We scoped a bowling alley three blocks away while you were doing your soundcheck. It has neon shoes and bad nachos. It’s calling to us.”
“I thought you hated bowling,” Nic said.
“I do,” she said. “That’s why it’s perfect. We can’t take it seriously.”
I hesitated, glancing back toward the hotel in the distance.
“Curfew,” I said.
“We’ll be back before midnight,” she said. “I promise. I like Felgar. I’m not getting you expelled.”
“You can’t get expelled from band,” Nic said.
“I can try,” she said.
She bumped my shoulder. “Come on, Sunshine. You just did the thing. Let yourself be happy for, like, two hours.”
The thought of going back to the hotel alone, sitting in a dim room trying to hold onto the feeling from the stage by sheer force, felt… wrong.
The thought of neon and cheap nachos and Jazzy and Nic being loud in a place that didn’t know us felt… right.
“Okay,” I said. “Two hours.”
She grinned. “Atta boy.”

The bowling alley was every bowling alley ever—dim, weird carpet, the smell of shoe spray and fried food, classic rock a little too loud over the speakers.
We rented shoes that didn’t fit. Nic took the game way too seriously. Jazzy invented her own scoring system halfway through that involved style points and trash talk.
I gutter-balled at least half my turns. No one cared.
For a while, the night narrowed down to the sound of pins falling, our own laughter, the occasional reminder—you played tonight—fluttering through my chest like a bird that had finally found an open window.
We got back to the hotel with ten minutes to spare before curfew.
The lobby was quieting down, band kids trickling upstairs in clusters. Someone was sprawled on a couch half-asleep, still wearing their concert black.
We stood just inside the entrance, the automatic doors swishing shut behind us.
“Same time tomorrow?” Nic said, yawning.
“Tomorrow you’re the one doing heroics,” Jazzy said. “I’m making you and your snare play on every street corner between here and home.”
“Rude,” he said. “But I accept.”
He headed for the elevators, rubbing his eyes.
Jazzy hung back for half a second.
“You good?” she asked me.
I thought about it. Really thought about it.
“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I think I am.”
She smiled—not her big, performative grin, just a small, real one.
“Good,” she said. “You deserve to feel like that kid on stage more than once.”
“Guess we’ll see if I can fake it again tomorrow,” I said.
“Or,” she said, backing toward the elevator, “you can just be him. On purpose. No faking required.”
The lobby emptied around us. Nic yawned so hard he looked concussed. Jazzy glanced toward the hall where a girls’ room was still cracked open, laughter spilling out.
She could’ve gone there.
She looked back at me instead.
“You heading up?” she asked.
“I should,” I said. But I didn’t move.
Nic mumbled something unintelligible and started toward the elevators, half-asleep. Jazzy followed. I fell in step with them.
We rode up in silence. The adrenaline was still humming under my skin, too loud for sleep.
At our floor, Nic veered left down the hall, wobbling. Jazzy hesitated—one step toward the girls’ wing, then stopped.
I heard myself say, “You guys can hang in my room for a bit if you want. Just till Nic wakes up enough to actually walk.”
She didn’t answer right away.
Then: “Yeah. Okay.”
None of us were ready to let the night end.
I opened the door and left it cracked behind us.
The ice was already there under my feet.
I just couldn’t feel it yet.

[bookmark: _5vec92n7kzsj]CHAPTER 15 — Wake
Elias
The door clicked behind us, just enough that the latch didn’t catch.
At least, that’s what I thought.
We piled into the room like we were still in the bowling alley—too loud for the carpet and lamps, laughing about Nic’s last shot that had somehow taken out three pins and his dignity in one go.
Nic staggered toward the nearest bed and face-planted. “I’m already dead,” he mumbled into the comforter. “Tell my posterity I died as I lived. Full of nachos.”
“You’re not dead,” Jazzy said, kicking off her shoes. “You’re in carb coma. Different thing.”
I dropped my keycard on the desk and leaned the banjo case up against the wall. The room looked exactly like it had two hours ago—two beds, ugly painting, buzzing lamp—but the air was different. Softer. Like we’d smuggled the stage high back with us and it was still humming, stretching the night out past where it should’ve ended.
“I can’t feel my fingers,” Nic announced. “Is that bad?”
“You don’t need them until tomorrow,” I said. “You’ll be fine.”
“Tomorrow doesn’t exist,” he said, voice already drifting. “There is only now. And sleep.”
He was out in under a minute, sprawled diagonally across the mattress like a fallen soldier.
Jazzy took the desk chair and spun once, slowly, toe skimming the carpet to stop herself. Her hair was still a little wild from the wind on the walk back; mascara smudged just enough under one eye to make her look like she’d done it on purpose.
“You know he’s going to wake up at, like, two,” she said. “Sit straight up and ask if the nachos were real or a dream.”
“I don’t think he’s waking up for anything short of a fire alarm,” I said.
“Cool,” she said. “We’ll tell him the festival burned down and we saved everyone with the power of jazz.”
I laughed. Too easy. Everything was too easy right then—breathing, joking, just being there with her and Nic and no one else tugging at my brain.
The door was still cracked. I could see the thin strip of hallway light along the rug.
“Curfew was, like, ten minutes ago,” I said, more out of habit than actual concern.
“Yeah,” she said. “We’re such rebels. Sitting in a legally rented hotel room, drinking Sprite and discussing bowling like true degenerates.”
On the nightstand, the cheap digital clock flipped another red number over. 12:07.
She stretched, arms above her head, sweater riding up for a second before falling back into place. “I’m serious, though,” she said, letting her hands drop. “You were stupid good tonight.”
“Stupid good,” I repeated. “Is that the technical term?”
“Yup,” she said. “I heard one of the judges say it. ‘Well, that boy is stupid good, better disqualify him.’”
“You’re ridiculous,” I said, but my face was hot.
“That’s my job,” she said. “Yours is to play crime music and look slightly confused about why everyone’s clapping.”
I sat on the edge of my bed, shoes off, socks striped and damp at the toes. My whole body felt buzzing and rubbery, the way it does after too much caffeine and not enough sleep.
“You know you could’ve gone with the girls,” I said. “To their room. They invited you.”
She shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah.”
“So why didn’t you?”
She looked at me instead of the TV for once. “Because they’re up there doing face masks and talking about whose cousin is back from BYU,” she said. “And you’re down here trying not to throw up from joy. I picked the better show.”
The better show. Me. Okay.
“Also,” she added, “if I went with them I would’ve missed Nic’s existential bowling arc.”
From the bed, Nic snored.
We talked about nothing for a while after that. Teachers we didn’t like. The guy in the other band who’d tried to flirt with her at the concessions table. Whether the bowling alley hot dog had been actual meat or some kind of advanced polymer.
I checked the door once; the gap was still there. Hallway hum, far-off elevator ding. Safe.
At some point the AC unit kicked on and the pressure in the room must’ve changed, tiny and invisible.
We didn’t hear the click when the door eased itself the last half-inch shut.
I only heard the next one.
“Excuse me.”
I jerked so hard the mattress squeaked.
Mrs. Kline stood in the doorway, hand still on the knob. The door was all the way open now, bright hallway light spilling in around her like some kind of divine judgment beam.
Her eyes went from me to Jazzy to the very unconscious Nic, then back to me. I could practically see the math happening in her head.
“This is not okay,” she said.
My mouth went dry. “We were just—he fell asleep—we were hanging out after—”
“The rules were very clear,” she said, voice tight. “No girls in boys’ rooms. No boys in girls’ rooms. Curfew at midnight.”
“The door was open,” I blurted. “I left it propped. It must’ve—”
“I found it closed,” she snapped. “It doesn’t matter how it got that way. It matters that it was.”
Jazzy pushed up out of the chair, color draining out of her face so fast I could see it. “Mrs. Kline, seriously, it wasn’t—”
She cut Jazzy a look that made my stomach turn. Not just disapproval—expectation. Like of course this was happening with this girl.
“I’m getting Mr. Felgar,” she said. “Don’t move.”
As soon as she was gone, the air rushed back in. My heart was beating in my teeth.
“Crap,” Nic muttered from the bed, suddenly upright and blinking. “What—what happened? Did we die?”
“No,” Jazzy said, voice too bright. “We’re just about to.”
She looked at me, and for the first time since I’d met her, I saw plain, undiluted panic. Not performance. Not jokes. Just oh, no.
“I’m sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure which part I was apologizing for. Inviting them in. Not noticing the door. All of it.
“It’s not—” She swallowed, then shook her head. “Whatever. It’s fine. It’s nothing.”
It didn’t feel like nothing.
Felgar showed up less than two minutes later, hair mashed down on one side like he’d been asleep on it. His band polo was half-tucked into pajama pants. He filled the doorway, Mrs. Kline right behind him.
He took one look at the scene and sighed through his nose. Not dramatic. Just deeply tired.
“Guys,” he said. “What’s going on?”
“We just came up to hang out after the performance,” I said, words tumbling over each other. “I left the door open so it’d be, like, obviously not shady, and Nic fell asleep, and we lost track of time. That’s it. I swear that’s it.”
Jazzy nodded too fast. “He didn’t even make a move, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said, then immediately winced. “I mean—not that he would. I just—this isn’t a thing. We were watching TV.”
Mrs. Kline’s mouth thinned even more. “It doesn’t matter what you say you were doing,” she said. “This looks bad. It is bad. If another parent had walked in—”
“They didn’t,” I said, before I could stop myself. “You did. And you—you know us. You know we wouldn’t—”
“Elias,” Felgar said sharply.
I shut up.
He pinched the bridge of his nose like he was fighting off a headache. “Look,” he said, lowering his voice. “I believe you. I do. But that’s not the only thing that matters here. We have to think about safety, appearances, school policy—”
“Appearances,” Jazzy repeated under her breath, mostly to herself.
Mrs. Kline folded her arms. “If you let this go, Aaron, you’re sending a message to every student here that the rules don’t matter.”
I wanted to say the rules clearly mattered to us—we’d tried—but I could tell this wasn’t about logic anymore. It was about the story people would tell later. Girl. Boy. Closed door. After midnight.
Felgar looked at me and Jazzy, then over at Nic, who was now fully awake and trying to look smaller than he was.
“I don’t want to make this a bigger deal than it has to be,” he said. “But I can’t ignore it.”
My stomach dropped before he said it. I knew. I still wasn’t ready.
“You three will have to go home in the morning,” he said. “You’re done with the festival.”
The words didn’t make sense. They just hung there, heavy and stupid, until they sank in.
“What?” It came out higher than I meant. “No—Mr. F, we have the small ensemble tomorrow. You said—I mean, you told me—”
“I know what I told you,” he said quietly. “I meant it. You earned that spot. But this… I don’t get to pretend it didn’t happen, not with parents involved. Not with the school paying for the trip. It’s not just my call.”
Jazzy stared at the carpet. “I drove,” she said, voice flat. “We can take the van and go in the morning.”
He nodded, relief flickering across his face. “Okay. That’s probably the best option. Check out after breakfast. I’ll let the front desk know. And tonight, Jazzy, you go straight back to your room. Nic, you stay here. Elias—” He met my eyes. There was something like apology there, swimming under the disappointment. “You stay put. Understood?”
I couldn’t trust my voice, so I just nodded.
“Curfew’s still in effect for everyone else,” he said, raising his voice enough for Mrs. Kline to hear too. “We’ll handle this. Thanks, Lisa.”
She gave a small, satisfied nod, like a verdict had been passed, and followed him out.
The door shut. Really shut this time.
No crack. No light.
Nobody said anything for a minute.
“I’m sorry,” Nic blurted finally. “I should’ve gone back to my room, I—”
“It’s not your fault,” Jazzy said, too fast.
“It’s kind of my fault,” I said. “I’m the one who said we could come up here.”
“It’s my fault,” Jazzy said, louder. “I’m the girl. Obviously it’s my fault. That’s how this works.”
The words hit me like a slap. “That’s not—”
“Whatever,” she said. “It doesn’t matter. They already decided. Go to sleep, Sunshine. You’ve got a long walk of shame tomorrow.”
She grabbed her shoes and yanked the door open.
“Jazz,” I said, panic flaring. “Wait—”
She didn’t.
The door closed behind her with a soft thunk.
Nic sank back against the headboard and covered his face with one arm. “This sucks,” he said into his sleeve.
No argument there.
I lay awake for a long time after the lights went out, staring at the weird ceiling texture, my brain looping the same thoughts.
You’re going home. You don’t get to play. You messed it up.
Somewhere in there, Kate’s face drifted past too, and the way she’d looked away in sacrament meeting. I shoved that aside. I didn’t have capacity for her on top of everything else.
When I finally slept, it was the jittery, useless kind that doesn’t fix anything.
—
Morning came way too bright.
The festival world kept moving around us—kids loading horns, Felgar corralling people for the clinic, the rest of the band buzzing about their second performance. It felt like we’d slipped sideways into some different timeline where we were the only ones not invited.
Check-out was a blur. I dragged my duffel and banjo case through the lobby like I was being deported. A few kids said “that sucks, man” in passing. One of the trombone players tried to make a joke about “legendary make-out scandal,” then shut up when he saw my face.
Jazzy waited by the revolving door, keys spinning around her finger. She looked like she’d slept even less than I had. No eyeliner. Hair shoved into a messy knot. Hoodie instead of her jacket.
“You ready?” she asked Nic.
He nodded, yawning. “As I’ll ever be.”
She glanced at me briefly. “Let’s go, then.”
The drive out of Bellingham was quiet at first. The van smelled like fries and old coffee. Nic claimed the entire back row, stretched out with his hoodie over his face.
I rode shotgun because that’s where I always ended up.
Rain spit at the windshield in half-committed streaks. Wipers squeaked. Jazzy kept both hands at ten and two, jaw clenched.
“I can drive, if you’re tired,” I offered after a few miles.
She snorted. “You don’t even like merging.”
“That’s not true,” I said. “I just prefer… fewer lanes.”
“Mhm,” she said.
More silence.
The farther we got from the hotel, the more real it felt. The stage was behind us now, literally. Less than twenty-four hours between best-night-of-my-life and hey, you’re done, go home.
I could feel the words building in my chest. I tried to swallow them down. They didn’t stay.
“I’m really sorry,” I said finally. “About all of it. You didn’t have to leave. You came all that way to see us play and then—”
“And then I got you kicked out,” she said.
“That’s not what I—”
“Elias,” she said, and there was an edge to my name I hadn’t heard before. “Be serious for, like, one second, okay? If I hadn’t been in your room, none of that happens. Nic can sleep wherever the heck he wants. You and a trumpet kid? That doesn’t ping anyone’s radar. Me? Alone in here with you after midnight? Of course Mrs. Kline freaked out. It’s textbook.”
“Textbook what?”
“Textbook me,” she said. “Textbook ‘oh, that Flores girl, always in the middle of something.’”
“That’s not fair,” I said.
“I know,” she said. “Doesn’t make it less true.”
Breath sat heavy in my chest. “I don’t think that about you.”
“Cool,” she said. “One person doesn’t erase an entire island of moms.”
“I’m not just ‘one person,’” I said, heat pricking behind my eyes. “I’m your friend.”
She laughed once, short and humorless. “Exactly.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
She shook her head, eyes fixed on the road. “Forget it.”
“I don’t want to forget it,” I said, louder than I meant to. “I don’t want you to just shut down and—freeze me out. You’ve barely looked at me since last night.”
“Maybe I’m trying to keep you from going off the rails,” she said. “Since apparently hanging out with me is a one-way ticket to Ruined Future Town.”
“That’s not—”
“You could’ve stayed,” she said, cutting me off. “You could’ve followed the rules and had your perfect kid day two, and they’d all still think you’re the golden boy. But no. You had to invite trouble up. You had to open the door.”
“I left it open,” I said weakly. “That’s the whole problem.”
She shoved a breath out through her nose. “You know what I mean.”
“I don’t, actually,” I said, because not knowing felt worse than fighting.
Her grip on the steering wheel tightened. “You don’t get it,” she said. “You never had to. You’ve been the good one your entire life. You break one rule and boom, everyone loses their minds. That’s my Tuesday.”
“So you’re mad at me for… what? Getting in trouble? Being surprised it sucked?”
“I’m mad,” she said, “because I keep thinking I can be in your life without wrecking it. And every time something like this happens, the universe is like, ‘lol, no.’”
We hit a patch of wet road that made the van shudder a little. She eased off the gas. My heart was already trying to climb out of my throat; the jolt didn’t help.
“Jazz,” I said, softer. “You didn’t wreck it. You made last night… last night. I’d rather get sent home with you than stay without you.”
“Don’t say stuff like that,” she muttered.
“Why not? It’s true.”
She didn’t answer.
The silence after that wasn’t empty. It was full of all the things neither of us were saying.
Eventually, green signs started popping up for the ferry. MU––KILTEO in reflective letters, arrows pointing us toward the water.
As we slowed into the line of cars waiting to board, Jazzy finally spoke again.
“I need some air,” she said.
“We’re… in a car,” I said, because my brain hadn’t caught up yet.
“Yeah, that’s kind of the problem.” She put the van in park. “You two stay here. Try not to have any more moral crises without supervision.”
Nic made a questioning noise from the back without lifting his hood. “We at the ferry?”
“Yup,” she said. “I’m going up top. If we sink, somebody text me.”
She slid out into the gray and slammed the door.
I counted to ten, staring at the empty passenger seat. The panic in my chest had downgraded to a low-grade buzz, but it was still there, chewing on the edges of everything.
“I’m gonna go… check on her,” I told the hoodie lump.
“‘Kay,” Nic mumbled.
I stepped out into the damp air. The smell of diesel and salt hit instantly, familiar and still weird. We rolled onto the ferry with the rest of the cars, the van lurching up over the metal lip and into its assigned lane.
As soon as we stopped, I headed for the stairs.
Up top, the wind cut straight through my hoodie. The deck was slick and cold, the sky the exact same color as the water. Seattle was a ghost off in the distance, just a suggestion of buildings through the mist.
Jazzy was at the back of the boat, of course. Arms folded on the rail, hood up, watching the wake churn away behind us like she’d personally offended it.
I walked up slowly, sneakers squeaking a little on the wet deck.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hey,” she said, not turning.
“You, uh, left Nic unsupervised with the snacks,” I said. “He might eat your entire personality.”
“Joke’s on him,” she said. “My personality is ninety percent snacks already.”
The corners of my mouth twitched, then dropped again. The wind stole whatever warmth was left.
I moved closer so I could lean on the rail too, leaving a safe foot of space between us.
“I’m really sorry,” I said, because apparently my brain only knew one sentence today.
“You’ve said that,” she said.
“I mean it every time,” I said.
She sighed, long and shaky. “I know,” she said. “That’s kind of the problem.”
“What does that even—”
“I’m tired, okay?” she snapped, then winced. “Not, like, sleepy tired. Soul tired.”
I shut up. Let her talk.
She stared at the foamy line behind the boat for so long I started to think she’d changed her mind. Then, finally:
“I’m tired of being the bad one,” she said, voice low. “The one whose name makes moms squint. The party girl. The chaos gremlin. Whatever. I’m tired of walking into rooms and knowing if anything even slightly sketchy happens, people are gonna assume I was at the center of it.”
The words rolled around in my chest, heavy.
“I know people talk,” she went on. “You think I don’t hear it? ‘That Flores kid.’ ‘Jazzy’s a lot.’ ‘She’s trouble.’ They don’t say it to my face, ‘cause I’m loud and I make everything into a joke. But they say it.”
“That doesn’t mean—”
“And then last night happens,” she said, talking over me. “And I’m like, cool, universe, thanks for the confirmation. Girl. Boy. Door. Midnight. Obviously it’s my fault. Obviously I’m the reason the good kid is getting sent home from his big jazz thing. I messed up your shot just by existing in the same twelve-by-twelve space.”
“You didn’t mess up my shot,” I said immediately. “We messed up together.”
“Yeah, but only one of us fits the story,” she said bitterly. “Everyone’s gonna forget Nic was even there. They’re gonna remember ‘oh, Elias invited that girl up to his room and got in trouble.’”
The way she said that girl made something sick coil in my stomach.
I turned my head so I could actually see her face. Her eyes were shiny, but she was doing that thing where she refused to blink enough to let anything fall.
“For what it’s worth,” I said, “when I think about last night, the first thing I’ll remember is you screaming in the front row like a maniac. Not Mrs. Kline.”
She huffed out something that was almost a laugh and almost a sob. “You’re such a sap,” she said.
“It really was the best night of my life,” I said, because if I didn’t say it now, I wasn’t sure I’d get another chance. “The stage. The chart. You guys being there. All of it. I wouldn’t change anything.”
Her head jerked a little, like I’d tugged on an invisible cord. “You’d change something,” she said. “Don’t be dramatic.”
“I wouldn’t,” I said. “I mean, okay, maybe I’d lock the door open with duct tape or something, but—you being there? Us hanging out afterward? Nic snoring? The bowling? I don’t want a version of last night without you in it.”
She stared straight ahead, breathing a little too fast.
“Don’t say stuff like that,” she whispered.
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because it makes me want to believe you,” she said. “And that’s dangerous.”
I didn’t know what to do with that.
We stood there in the wind for a minute, not talking. The ferry’s engine thudded through the metal under our feet. The wake stretched behind us like a scar.
I don’t know what flipped the switch.
Maybe it was the way her shoulders finally slumped a little, like she was letting herself lean on the rail. Maybe it was the leftover adrenaline, or the fact that I was running on three hours of bad sleep and a stomach full of regret.
Maybe it was that I couldn’t shake the image of her walking away from me last night, the door closing, and how that had felt exactly like the bus pulling out of Nevada, like Dad’s suitcase by the front door, like Kate’s eyes sliding past mine.
I didn’t want that feeling again. Not with her.
“Jazz,” I said.
“Yeah?”
“Can I—” I started, then chickened out on the words and let my body move instead.
I stepped closer. Not a lot. Just enough that our sleeves brushed.
She looked up at me, confused. Her eyes were darker in the gray light, pupils blown.
I put my arms around her.
It wasn’t a slick move. My hands kind of landed in the wrong place at first—I bumped her elbow, she bumped my chin—but then we figured it out. Her forehead ended up against my chest, my chin resting lightly on top of her hood.
For a second, she was rigid, every muscle in her back clenched.
Then I felt her soften, just a tiny bit. Her hands bunched in my hoodie, like she was either going to shove me away or hold on harder and she hadn’t decided yet.
My heart was hammering so loud I was sure she could hear it.
“This isn’t your fault,” I said, voice barely above the wind. “You didn’t ruin anything. You made me… you make me feel like I’m actually allowed to be a person. Not just a ‘good kid’ doing tricks for adults.”
She let out a shaky breath against my chest. I could feel it through the fabric.
“Elias,” she said, warning in the shape of my name.
I eased back just enough to see her face. Her cheeks were pink from the cold, hair escaping her hood in frizzy curls. She looked wrecked and beautiful and more real than anything else on the boat.
“Don’t,” she started.
I kissed her.
It wasn’t planned. It just… happened. Like missing a note and landing on some weird harmony that either ruins the song or makes it better.
Our noses bumped. My lips were cold. Hers were chapped. It lasted maybe half a second.
She froze.
Then she stepped back so fast I almost lost my balance.
“Why would you do that?” she said.
My stomach flipped. “Do what?” I asked, even though obviously. “Kiss you?”
“No.” Her voice shook. “Why would you ruin what we have?”
Everything in me stopped. “Ruin—what?”
“This,” she said, throwing her hands out between us like there was something visible there. “Us. The whole… thing where we’re friends and I trust you and you’re not trying to, like, make me into some kind of consolation prize.”
“I’m not—” The word stuck in my throat. “That’s not what this is. I just—last night was—”
“You don’t want more, Elias,” she said, cutting me off. Her eyes were bright now, and not in a good way. “You want someone to fill the void that she left you.”
She didn’t say Kate’s name. She didn’t have to. The outline of her dropped into the space between us like a stone.
“That’s not fair,” I said, but it came out small.
“Isn’t it?” she asked. “Your heart gets stomped on by Miss Scripture Master and now what, you look around and go, ‘oh, Jazzy’s always here, Jazzy’s fun, maybe she can patch the hole.’”
“That’s not—” I swallowed. “I didn’t plan this. I just didn’t want you to keep pulling away. I didn’t want to lose you too.”
“You think kissing me fixes that?” she said. “You think that’s how I work?”
“No,” I said, heat burning behind my eyes now for real. “I’m not trying to fix you. I’m just—I’m tired of people leaving, okay? And you were right there. And you—you’re not ‘trouble’ to me, you’re just you, and I wanted—”
“To grab onto something on the way down,” she said, voice flat. “Got it.”
“That’s not—” I started again, then stopped, because the worst part was that some part of what she was saying felt true, even if it wasn’t the whole truth.
I hadn’t kissed her because I’d been secretly in love with her for months. I’d kissed her because I was scared and she was close and I trusted her more than anyone. Because she made me feel less like I was falling.
Which, if you twisted it, was exactly what she was accusing me of.
She scrubbed a hand over her face, laughing once in that awful, brittle way. “You’re unbelievable,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” I said. It was the only thing left.
“Don’t apologize,” she snapped. “If you say you’re sorry I’m going to have to decide whether to forgive you, and I—I can’t do that right now. I just…” She swallowed hard. “I just need you to stop making this harder.”
The ferry horn blared, long and low, making the deck vibrate under our feet. The shoreline was a lot closer now. Green smudges of trees, the white strip of the dock.
Jazzy stared at it like it was salvation and execution rolled into one.
“I think,” she said slowly, “you should get a ride home from here.”
The words took a second to land. “What?”
“When we dock,” she said, still not looking at me. “I’ll drop you at the terminal. You can call your mom. Or Nic’s parents. Or Becca. Whatever. I just…” She shook her head. “I can’t drive you all the way back to your house and pretend we’re fine. Not today.”
“You’re… kicking me out of the van,” I said, because my brain apparently needed to restate things in stupid terms.
“I’m giving myself one boundary,” she said. “Congratulations, you’re witnessing personal growth.”
The joke didn’t land. At least not for me.
“Jazz,” I said. “Please. I didn’t mean to—I was just—”
“I know,” she said quietly. “That’s the messed up part. You weren’t trying to be a jerk. You were just being you. And it still hurt.”
There wasn’t anything I could say to that that didn’t sound like begging.
So I didn’t say anything.
We stood there in thick, awful silence until the speakers crackled to life and told everyone to return to their vehicles. People shuffled past us, coats flapping, kids dragging their parents back downstairs.
“I should go,” she said. “Nic can’t be trusted to not drive this thing off the boat.”
She turned without waiting for my answer and headed for the stairs.
I watched her go, my mouth full of all the words I hadn’t said last night and had just mangled today.
I stayed up there until the deck was almost empty. The wind made my eyes water, which was convenient.
From up top, I watched our own van roll off the ferry—a white box in a line of other cars, disappearing up the hill toward the rest of the island.
I wasn’t in it.
—
By the time I made it down to the lower deck, most of the cars were gone. A few stragglers idled in the lane closest to the terminal. I hoisted my duffel and banjo case and walked out onto the damp concrete, feeling weirdly like I’d just gotten off a ride I wasn’t tall enough for.
The air on this side of the water was different. Same gray sky, same salt, but it tasted like home. Or at least the version of home I’d been trying to build.
I set my stuff down near a bench outside the terminal building and dug my phone out of my pocket. My hands were shaking a little, from the cold or from everything else, I couldn’t tell.
Mom picked up on the second ring.
“Hey, honey,” she said. “How’s Bellingham? How’d the second day go?”
I swallowed. The lump in my throat tasted like diesel and salt and something sharp.
“Can you come get me?” I asked.
There was a pause. “What happened?”
I opened my mouth to explain. The room. The rule. The kiss. Jazzy walking away. All of it.
What came out instead was, “It’s a long story.”
“Okay,” she said immediately, no more questions. “Where are you?”
“The ferry terminal,” I said. “On the island side.”
“I’ll be there as fast as I can,” she said.
“Thanks,” I said, and hung up before my voice could crack.
I sat down on the cold metal bench, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. Cars came and went. People met family members with hugs or curt nods. Life did that cruel thing where it just… kept going.
I’d thought reaching for someone was the opposite of hurting them. That if your heart was in the right place, you couldn’t do much damage.
Sitting there with my duffel at my feet, watching the wake from the ferry fade into flat water, I realized how wrong that was.
You could hurt someone without meaning to. Without wanting to. Just by being scared and grabbing for them when you were falling.
I stared at the road where the van had disappeared and tried to decide if I’d still call last night the best night of my life.
I didn’t know.
All I knew was the cold on my face and the hollow in my chest, and the new, awful understanding that sometimes you don’t feel the crack in the ice until you’re already waist-deep in the water.
CHAPTER 16 — Things That Don’t Melt
 Elias
January didn’t feel like a reset.
 It felt like walking back into a room I’d left in the middle of a sentence.
Everyone talks about new years like they’re magic—fresh starts, clean slates, whatever. Mine started with the same gray sky as December, the same frost clinging to the windshield as I scraped it at seven a.m. before church. The only difference was that officially, I was supposed to be better now. Because I’d had “time.”
Nevada didn’t help.
I thought maybe going back there would crack something open—old desert light, the porch with the missing slat on the fourth step, Dad coaxing the heater into working with a wrench and prayer. I played on the front steps one night until my fingers went numb. It sounded like me, sure, but not like it used to. Like I’d taken all the notes from before and stretched them through someone else.
Turns out you can put three states and two mountain ranges between you and people, and still feel them in every room.
Kate pushed me away before I ever tried to reach for her.
 Jazzy pushed me away because I reached.
 And somehow, even in Nevada, I still felt like I was crashing through ice.

The church foyer smelled exactly like it always did—old hymnals, carpet cleaner, chalky dry nursery crackers. Kids clustered near the coat rack, cloak of familiar voices over everything, but people looked at me longer than normal. Not quite staring. Not quite not.
Nic came in behind me, hair combed, tie off-center. He gave me a nod. Not a you okay? nod. More like I know. It helped until it didn’t.
“Morning,” he said.
“Yeah,” I said.
Jazzy wasn’t there. Her family didn’t come to church. Still, I kept accidentally scanning for her—over by the drinking fountain, near the bulletin board. Like she might’ve shown just to prove she could survive it.
Kate was though.
She stood with her mom and little brother near the chapel doors, coat still on, expression the exact shade of polite she always wore around crowds. Our eyes almost met.
Almost.
Then Sister Jensen passed between us, mid-conversation, and whatever that almost was dissolved.
People were whispering. They weren’t even being quiet about it. Not loud either—just normal conversation volume, like discussing weather.
“…hotel room…”
 “…thought he was better…”
 “…two girls…”
It shouldn’t have hit as hard as it did. I knew what actually happened. That nothing actually happened.
But also—I knew something did.
The bishop found me before sacrament meeting. Not dramatically—just appeared beside me in the hallway, suit pressed, smile gentle.
“Elias,” he said, hand on my shoulder. “Can we talk after the meeting?”
“Sure,” I said, even though I didn’t want to.
Mom side-eyed us but didn’t say anything.
I sat between her and Nic, sang the opening hymn with my eyes on the carpet. During the sacrament, I closed them, like maybe if I couldn’t see anyone, they couldn’t see me either.
That didn’t work.

After the closing prayer, I followed the bishop down the hall to his office. Carpet muffled our footsteps. Someone held a crying toddler near the font. The door clicked shut behind me.
He didn’t waste time.
“I’ve heard a few concerns about the festival trip,” he said, folding his hands on his desk. “Some of the leaders feel it raised questions about boundaries and choices.”
He didn’t say disappointment, but it hung there anyway.
“I believe you’re a good kid,” he went on. “I know you didn’t mean to cause trouble. But sometimes intent isn’t enough. Appearances matter. Being careful about the situations you put yourself in matters.”
I stared at the bookshelf behind him. Faux oak laminate. Copy of For the Strength of Youth. Framed photo of his family smiling in stiff church clothes.
“I didn’t—nothing happened,” I said. “We weren’t… it wasn’t like that.”
He nodded slowly. “I’m glad to hear that. Truly. But Elias… when doors close, people assume. That’s human nature. Even if you feel sure of yourself, others may not. I know this is hard, but I hope you’ll use it as an opportunity to grow. To consider what kind of example you’re setting.”
Example.
 Like I’d been built for one job and dropped the instrument on stage.
I nodded because I didn’t know what else to do.
He prayed with me. Something about strength. And forgiveness. And clarity.
I kept my eyes open.
When I left, the hallway was nearly empty. Most people had gone to Sunday School. The quiet made everything feel amplified. My footsteps. My heartbeat.
Kate was leaning against the wall across from the office.
She wasn’t waiting for me. At least, she didn’t act like she was. Just stood with her arms folded loosely, Bible in hand.
But she didn’t pretend not to see me.
“Hey,” she said softly.
“Hey,” I said.
“You okay?”
I nodded.
She didn’t believe me. I could tell because she didn’t look away, even when I tried to.
“They’re saying things,” she said, voice still low. “People talk. I just… wanted to ask. Because I haven’t really seen you since…” She trailed off, not finishing the sentence that would’ve had one too many truths in it.
“I’m fine,” I said, because that’s what you’re supposed to say in church hallways.
She studied my face. Not like she was judging. More like she was trying to find the right place to land.
“You look tired,” she said.
“I am,” I said.
She hesitated, then: “If you need someone to talk to…”
 She didn’t finish that either.
Maybe because the someone she meant wasn’t going to be her. Not really.
“Thanks,” I said.
She nodded, once. Tight. Then she walked toward class, her skirt brushing the wall as she turned the corner.
I didn’t move right away.
When I did, it was in the opposite direction.

Outside, the frost had finally started to melt off the parked cars, but it didn’t feel warmer.
Nevada didn’t fix anything.
 Neither did silence.
 Neither did pretending.
I got in the passenger seat of Mom’s car, shut the door gently, and looked at my reflection in the window.
I didn’t look wrecked.
I looked like someone trying very, very hard to still be the version everyone remembered.
But somewhere under the surface—under the black tie and the polite nods and the apology reflex—I could feel something shifting. Like a string pulled too tight that didn’t snap… just quietly retuned itself.
Maybe that was worse.
Mom got in a minute later. “Everything alright?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Just cold.”
We pulled out of the parking lot. The church shrank in the rearview mirror. Same steeple. Same building.
Everything else looked different.
I rested my head against the glass.
Things that break loud are easy to identify. It’s the quiet cracks you have to watch out for.
 The ones that don’t explode, just keep widening every time you breathe.
School started back the next day.
I wasn’t sure yet who I’d be when I walked through those doors.
But I knew I wouldn’t be the kid who left for Bellingham.
Not anymore.

CHAPTER 17 — Custody & Cowbells
 Elias
Mondays are loud even when nobody’s talking to you.
First day back at school after break, the hall felt like it had swallowed a hundred different conversations and was chewing them slowly. Lockers slammed. Someone laughed. Someone dropped a backpack that sounded like cymbals. No one said anything to me directly, but enough heads turned that I didn’t need words.
Nic caught up to me by my locker. He looked basically normal—tie undone, hair doing whatever it wanted. That helped for about three seconds, until I noticed the way he hesitated before speaking, like he was entering two different rooms at once.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey,” I said back, loading my books into the metal cave of my locker like I was performing an autopsy.
He leaned against the locker beside mine. “You, uh… survive church?”
“Define survive,” I said.
He nodded. “Yeah.”
I closed the locker a little too hard. “Just let me know the custody schedule, alright? I get you every other weekend and alternating holidays?”
He huffed a laugh—small but real. Then quieter: “It’s not like that.”
“It kind of is,” I said.
He didn’t argue.
I should’ve stopped there, but I didn’t. “Is she still mad?”
Nic sighed. “She’s… back to normal. She’s loud, making bad decisions again. So that’s… good, I guess.”
“But?”
“But I don’t think she’s ready to… I don’t know. Be around you in that way yet.”
“In what way?” I asked.
He looked at me like we both already knew. “Where you matter.”
That landed in a place I didn’t have language for.
Before I could respond, the warning bell rang. Nic nudged his backpack up. “I’m not picking sides, man.”
“I didn’t ask you to,” I said.
He nodded, but there was still something like apology in it.
Classes happened. I don’t remember them.
By the time I got to concert band, I felt like I’d been walking underwater for four hours.
Felgar clapped his hands once as soon as we settled. “New semester, people! Pep band for home basketball games is mandatory. Yes, mandatory means you have to play something. No, shaking a pom-pom doesn’t count. Percussion, that includes you.”
A few kids cheered. A trumpet player booed. I sank lower in my chair.
Great. Mandatory joy.

The gym that night was every gym in every school in winter—squeaky floors, too-white lights, the sound of basketballs bouncing like it was inside your skull.
People filed into the pep band section, grabbing random instruments. The chaos had music in it, just ugly music.
I found a cowbell in a bin by the drumline gear. It felt ridiculous enough to match my energy, so I took it and a stick and stood in the corner of the band section, halfway participating. Tap. Tap. Tap.
Just enough noise to count as present.
The game started. Cheerleaders shouted. Brass blasted fight song fragments. I tapped the cowbell like it was trying to fall asleep.
That’s when she appeared.
A girl I didn’t really know—tall, dark hair pulled back, senior jacket with drumline embroidery. She moved like someone who already knew where she was going.
Without saying anything, she reached out and took the cowbell from my hand.
Not rough. Not rude. Just decisive, like it belonged to her all along.
She held it, cocked her head once, waited for the exact second the energy in the gym shifted—and then slammed a syncopated strike that landed perfectly with the chant from the bleachers.
The whole student section woke up.
She didn’t look at them. She looked at me.
Not mocking. Not impressed. Just seeing.
“One,” she said. Not loud. More like a directive.
Before I could respond, she walked straight past me to the kid on drumset—he saw her coming, stood before she even asked—and she took over. Sat down, adjusted the hi-hat, and started playing like the pressure in the room suddenly had rhythm.
The whole gym leaned in without realizing.
Okay, I thought. That was… startling.
She never introduced herself.
Later I’d learn her name was Becca.
In that moment, she was just force.

Tuesday felt like a repeat of Monday, just with fewer holiday greetings and more exhaustion.
By lunch, I was running on autopilot. I headed to the band room without even thinking.
Nic caught up to me halfway there.
“Hey,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “Jazz asked if we could eat together today. She’s… been weird since break. I’m trying to—”
“Yeah,” I said before he could finish. “Go. I’m good.”
“You sure?”
“Totally,” I lied. “Enjoy your visitation day.”
He grimaced. “Not funny.”
“It wasn’t a joke,” I said.
He didn’t know what to do with that.
I let him walk away.
I ended up at a table near the back of the cafeteria instead. Lunch tray untouched. I stared at a potato wedge like it held answers.
That’s when someone sat down across from me.
No warning, no “is this seat taken,” no social preamble.
I looked up, and it was the cowbell girl.
Becca.
She unwrapped a sandwich with zero ceremony and took a bite.
I stared. She didn’t look up.
After a second, because someone had to say something:
“Uh,” I said. “Sorry—is this… your usual spot, or am I just radiating ‘please interrupt my existential spiral’ vibes today?”
She finished chewing, swallowed, and then—eyes still on her sandwich wrapper—said, “You looked like if someone didn’t sit down, you’d disappear.”
I blinked. “So you’re here on active disappearance prevention duty?”
She looked up at me then. Her expression was not quite kind, not quite anything. Just steady.
“No,” she said. “You’re allowed to disappear if you want. I just don’t think you do.”
I had nothing to say to that.
After a second, because filling silence felt safer than sitting in it, I tried a joke. “Just FYI, I’m not a freshman.”
She didn’t smile. “Then don’t play like one.”
Right. That tracked.
We ate in silence for a minute. It wasn’t comfortable, exactly. But it wasn’t painful either. Just… there.
Finally she asked, “You’re percussion, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Mostly auxiliary. I—” I hesitated. “I want to audition for jazz band next year. On drum kit. I just… don’t really know where to start.”
She nodded like that was all the information she needed.
“I rehearse Tuesdays and Thursdays after school,” she said. “If you’re serious, be there.”
She stood, gathering her trash.
“If you’re not,” she added, “don’t.”
She walked away.
I didn’t say yes.
I didn’t say anything.
She didn’t wait to hear it.
Which, apparently, she took as a yes.

The bell rang five minutes later. I didn’t touch the rest of my lunch.
On my way to class, I caught myself glancing at the practice rooms. Empty, silent.
Something in me shifted—small, like a breath taken differently.
Not fixed.
 Not healed.
Just… not disappearing.
Not yet.
Someone, for reasons I didn’t understand, had sat down and made sure of it.
And walked away like she didn’t need a thank you.
[bookmark: _c67ktlwilvqk]CHAPTER 18 — Off the Chart
Elias
The band room felt different after school.
Same stands, same dented music folders, same smell of valve oil and old carpet. Just… quieter. Like somebody had taken all the usual noise out and left only the important parts.
I hovered in the doorway for a second, wondering if this counted as “serious” or if I should turn around and never speak to a drum again.
“Either come in or don’t,” Becca said without looking up.
She was behind the kit, sticks in hand, head tilted toward the two other people in the room.
Trumpet. Upright bass.
The trumpet player was a narrow-faced guy with headphones around his neck and a permanent squint. The bass player was taller than both of us, hunched around the instrument like they’d grown together.
There was no sheet music. No stands. Just a scribbled list of what might’ve been chords on the whiteboard: Fm7 | Bb7 | Ebmaj7 | C7…
“From letter B,” Becca said. “Feel the space this time. Don’t fill every crack just because you’re scared to be heard.”
Trumpet snorted. Bass smiled without showing teeth.
They started.
I’d heard jazz before, obviously. Festival recordings. That one Coltrane album Nic claimed made you smarter if you put it under your pillow. But this was different. It wasn’t clean or careful. It was… alive. Trumpet laid out this lazy line like he had all the time in the world. Bass just walked—steady, confident, like each note knew exactly why it was there.
Becca stitched them together.
Brushes on the snare, feathered kick, cymbal taps so soft I almost had to lean in to catch them. She didn’t show off. She didn’t do any of the wild stuff I’d seen drummers post on YouTube. She just held everything up and nudged it forward.
“Sit,” she said between measures.
There was an empty stool near a practice pad. I sat.
I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so I put them on my knees and tried not to breathe too loud.
They played through a chorus, then another. Trumpet bent one note so hard it sounded like it was about to crack; Becca caught it with a quick accent that turned it into intent instead of mistake.
I realized I’d been holding my breath for real.
They stopped. The sound hung there for a second, then dissolved back into the room.
Becca finally looked over at me. “You brought sticks?”
I held up the pair in my backpack like I’d smuggled contraband.
“Good,” she said. “Come here.”
I moved to the unused ride cymbal set up beside her kit. Not a full second drum set—just cymbal on a stand, a snare, and a hi-hat someone had dragged over.
“Brushes,” she said, holding a pair out.
I took them. The metal wires felt wrong in my hand—too light, too many voices at once.
“This isn’t concert band,” she said. “Nobody’s handing you dots. You listen first. Don’t play until you can hear where you belong.”
“Okay,” I said, heart pounding.
She gave the others a look. “Same tune. He’s on top.”
Trumpet shrugged. Bass rolled their shoulders. No complaints.
“One, two,” she counted, snapping, “and—”
Bass came in first this time. Just quarter notes, walking down the neck, strong and simple.
I tried to do what she said—listen, not think. The pulse was there, right under my ribs. I slid the brush in slow circles on the snare, trying not to overpower. Light on two and four. I could do that. I’d done it at home.
Then trumpet entered with some crooked phrase I didn’t expect, and my hands tightened. The pattern on the snare locked up. I landed a backbeat too heavy. The sound clanged against the bass line instead of sitting in it.
“Stop,” Becca said.
Everything dropped out.
My face went hot. “Sorry, I—”
“Don’t apologize,” she said. “Adjust.”
She pointed the tip of a stick at the bass player. “He’s the spine. You’re not arguing with him. You’re… what?”
“Supporting?” I guessed.
“Building,” she said. “Like you’re framing a house around his pulse. You don’t get to pretend he’s not there because the trumpet is throwing glitter on top.”
Trumpet gave her a lazy salute with his bell. “Rude.”
She ignored him. “Again,” she said. “Same place. Listen for the space between his notes. That’s where you live.”
We went again.
I shut my eyes for the first two bars, focused on the low thump of the bass. Let my right hand fall into time with it instead of chasing the trumpet. Left hand brushed ghost notes, barely there.
It didn’t feel like much. It didn’t feel like anything, really.
We made it through a chorus before I clipped the ride on an offbeat that didn’t exist and freaked myself out.
“Okay,” she said. “Enough for today.”
I half expected feedback. A grade. A rubric. Something.
Instead, she slid off the stool, started breaking down her kit.
Trumpet packed up with minimum fuss. Bass loosened the bow and wiped the strings like this was just what they did on Tuesdays.
I lowered the brushes, heart still doing its own weird solo.
“So,” I said to no one in particular. “Am I fired?”
“Show up Thursday,” Becca said. “Do more listening between now and then. If I have to teach you to count, we’re doomed.”
Then she was gone, right out the side door, like the scene had spit her back into whatever life she had outside of this.

The next few weeks settled into a pattern.
School. Avoiding eye contact in the cafeteria. Not asking Nic what he and Jazzy were laughing about when I passed them in the hall.
Then, twice a week, the trio.
We barely talked.
Sometimes trumpet wasn’t there and it was just bass and drums. Sometimes bass had a shift and we worked rudiments on the pad until my wrists burned.
“Again,” Becca would say, tapping her foot. “No tension in your shoulder. You’re not beating the drum into submission. You’re coaxing it.”
Or: “You’re ahead. Stop trying to prove you’re right. Let the band breathe.”
Or: “You do that thing with your left hand again and I’m taping it to your leg.”
She never said good job.
But she never told me not to come back.
I started hearing rhythms in everything—the turn signal in Mom’s car, the steady thunk of the washing machine, the way my little sister’s feet pattered unevenly down the hall. I caught myself tapping patterns on my thigh when I was supposed to be listening in math.
At night, when I couldn’t sleep, I’d put on something from the small jazz playlist Nic had made me months ago “for culture” and try to follow just the hi-hat all the way through.
It was the first time since Bellingham that being in a room with other people didn’t feel like stepping onto a trapdoor.
We didn’t talk about anything real. They didn’t ask why I looked like I hadn’t slept since Christmas. I didn’t ask what their lives were like when they weren’t playing over ii-V-Is in Eb.
We just played.
And for a couple hours a week, that was enough.

The day she drove me to Langley started like any other Thursday.
We ran through a tune I recognized from the festival—But Not For Me, just slower and dirtier. I was on brushes again, riding the cymbal this time, stealing glances at the bass to stay glued. Trumpet took a solo that wandered away and then found its way back in this lazy, dangerous way.
I didn’t fall apart.
Not completely, anyway.
After we stopped, trumpet stretched and said he had to bounce—some college visit thing. Bass had work. Within two minutes, it was just me and Becca in the suddenly too-big band room.
I was loosening the snare stand, trying not to overthink the fact that my shirt was damp where the sticks had rubbed against my wrists, when she said, “Grab your stuff.”
I looked up. “What?”
She was already tossing sticks into her bag. “Snare’s fine. It won’t run away. Bring your backpack.”
“Why?”
“Because I said so,” she said. “You’re not five. Don’t make me explain every directive.”
Normally that kind of bossiness would’ve annoyed me, but with her it just… tracked. She was the only person in my life right now who seemed convinced I could do things.
I slung my backpack over one shoulder and followed her out.
She drove an old silver sedan that rattled when it idled. There were two drum keys in the cup holder and a pair of worn marching sticks on the back seat. The passenger side floor was a graveyard of fast food receipts and empty water bottles.
I buckled in.
She started the car, backed out of the lot without music. The winter light made everything look a little washed out.
We passed the sign for town. Turned toward the water.
I watched the trees flick past. Tried to think of a way to ask what we were doing without sounding twelve.
She answered before I managed to phrase it.
“Langley,” she said. “You like chai?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never had it.”
That got me a quick sideways look. “Of course you haven’t.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” she said. “You just seem like the kind of kid who doesn’t order anything he can’t pronounce in front of adults.”
“That’s oddly specific,” I said.
“Am I wrong?” she asked.
I thought about every time I’d said “just water” at restaurants so I didn’t have to say unfamiliar words in front of my dad, every time I’d picked the most boring flavor because it felt safest.
“Chai’s fine,” I said.
She didn’t smile, but the corner of her mouth loosened a little, like maybe she’d expected that answer.
We didn’t talk much after that. The radio was off. The engine hummed. I could hear my own breathing too clearly.
Langley looked exactly the same as it always did—tourist-pretty even in January, gray water, storefronts pretending it wasn’t cold.
She parked in front of a coffee shop with handwritten chalkboard signs and a bell on the door.
Inside, it was warm and smelled like espresso and sugar and wet wool. I instantly felt underdressed and over-programmed.
Becca stepped up to the counter like she’d done this a hundred times. “Two small chai lattes,” she told the barista. “Extra hot.”
She didn’t look at me, didn’t ask if I wanted something else.
I didn’t fight it.
We took a corner table by the window. Condensation filmed halfway up the glass; outside, the bay was the color of steel.
For a minute, we just sat. Them calling names, steaming milk. My fingers tapped inadvertent patterns on my paper cup sleeve.
She watched my hands.
“Your time’s improving,” she said finally.
“Thanks,” I said.
“That’s not a compliment,” she said. “It’s a prerequisite.”
I snorted. “You are the world’s worst motivational speaker.”
“I’m not here to motivate you,” she said. “I’m here to see if you’re worth the energy.”
I blinked. “Wow. Harsh.”
She took a sip of her chai, winced at the heat, then tried again. “I graduate in June,” she said. “You know that, right?”
“I figured,” I said. “You’ve got senior energy.”
“That sounds like a disease,” she said. “My condolences.”
“What about it?” I asked.
She looked down at the swirl on top of her drink. “Jazz band needs a new drummer next year. Spot’s wide open once I’m gone.”
“I kind of assumed that,” I said.
“You and everyone else,” she said. “My ex has been lobbying for months to get his buddy in. ‘He’s solid, he reads well, he took a summer camp at Cornish,’ blah blah.”
She said “ex” like it was a word she’d stepped on barefoot.
“Is he good?” I asked.
“He’s fine,” she said. “He’s clean. He never drops a stick. He plays exactly what’s on the page, exactly how it’s written, and never one more note. Teachers love him. Judges think he’s adorable. He’ll never scare anyone.”
“So what’s the problem?” I asked.
She finally looked up at me. There was something sharp in her eyes—anger, sure, but aimed past me, not at me.
“I don’t want ‘fine’ in my band,” she said. “I don’t want someone who plays like they’re afraid of being wrong. I don’t care how many summer camps he went to if he never once sounds like he means it.”
I swallowed. The chai was hot and sweet and spiced in a way I didn’t have words for. It felt like drinking warmth and getting punched in the sinuses at the same time.
“So…” I said slowly. “You want me to… challenge him?”
“I want you to make this a fight,” she said. “Right now it’s a rubber stamp. He’s the obvious choice. Administrators love obvious. I don’t.”
“Have you told him that?” I asked.
“Oh, I’ve told him a lot of things,” she said, voice going flat. “Didn’t stick. He likes the idea of dating the drummer more than he liked listening to me.”
“Yikes,” I said before I could stop myself.
“Understatement,” she said.
We sat there in the heat for a minute. The bell over the door rang as someone came in, then out.
“Look,” she said finally, leaning back in her chair. “I don’t need to be remembered as ‘that girl who was really good at drums in high school.’ That fades in about ten minutes. I want to know that after I leave, the band is better than when I got it. That I changed something that outlived my diploma and his fragile ego.”
She drummed her fingers once on the table, soft but precise. “You play like somebody who’s been hit in the chest and is still figuring out how to breathe. That’s messy. But it’s honest. And I’d take honest over clean any day.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I stared at the foam ring in my cup.
“I’m not asking if you want a scholarship or a line on your college app,” she said. “I’m asking if you want to walk into a room and lead from the back. If you want to be the one who decides how the rest of them sound without most of them ever realizing that’s what you’re doing.”
Her eyes pinned me in place. “I’ll back you if you do. I’ll work with you. I’ll show you everything I know. Not because I think you’re some prodigy. Because I think, if you commit, you can make it impossible for them to pick someone else and pretend it’s about ‘ability.’”
“What if I don’t make it?” I asked, voice smaller than I wanted.
“Then at least you’ll have played like hell,” she said. “And you won’t spend the next five years wondering if you could’ve.”
I thought about Bellingham. The bright stage. The last chord ringing and Jazzy’s whistle cutting through the applause. The ferry. Her face when she said, Why would you ruin what we have?
I thought about Kate outside the bishop’s office, saying, You don’t look fine.
“I’m kind of a mess,” I said quietly.
“I noticed,” she said. No judgment. Just fact. “You think I picked you for your organizational skills?”
I laughed once, surprised.
She stood, picking up her cup. “You don’t have to answer me now. Just know this: if you want in, you’re not doing it for me. I’m gone in six months. Do it because you want to stop playing like you’re apologizing for existing.”
She nodded toward the window, where the bay lay flat and cold. “Thursday. After school. Trio again. Don’t waste my time.”
She headed for the trash can, dropped her cup, and walked out, the bell on the door chiming once behind her.
I sat there with my chai, the spice settling in my throat, heart beating a rhythm I couldn’t quite count yet.

That night, lying in bed, I stared at the ceiling and replayed the conversation until it blurred.
Do it because you want to stop playing like you’re apologizing for existing.
I’d thought I wanted the jazz band for the community. For the way they all sat together at concerts, for the jackets, for the built-in group chat and the inside jokes. For belonging.
That was part of it.
But if I was being honest—and apparently that was the new requirement—I wanted it because when I was on stage at the festival, for those few minutes, I’d felt… seen. Not for quoting the right scripture or standing when someone asked for “all the young men.” Not for being “a good example.”
For making a sound no one else could make.
And that terrified me.
Because being seen meant they could tell when you were off. When you hesitated. When you rushed the run and blamed the metronome. When you said “I’m fine” and weren’t.
It meant people might notice when you broke something.
Or someone.
Kate had seen me once and decided it was safer not to anymore.
 Jazzy had seen more than anyone and pulled away when I reached back.
 Now here was Becca, saying, I see you. Now what are you going to do about it?
Maybe my greatest fear wasn’t failing an audition.
Maybe it was finding out that even when I played my loudest, truest, most honest version of myself… people would still walk away.
I turned onto my side, pulled the blanket up to my chin, and stared at the faint strip of streetlight on my wall.
Somewhere under all that fear, something else flickered. Not hope exactly. Just… possibility.
She’d given me until Thursday.
I didn’t know yet what I was going to decide.
But my right hand tapped out a ride pattern on the mattress until I fell asleep.

[bookmark: _mffgp380n94y]CHAPTER 19 — Supporting Characters
Elias
By the last Thursday in January, the band room after school felt more like home than my actual house did.
Trumpet and bass were already there when I walked in, mid-argument about whether a certain Miles Davis record was genius or overrated.
“It’s both,” Becca said from behind the kit, cutting them off. “Can we play now, or are you two going to keep flirting with semantic despair?”
Trumpet flipped her off lazily. Bass laughed.
I set my backpack down and grabbed my sticks without being told. That was new.
“From the top?” I asked.
She eyed me. “Look at him. He thinks he’s running the place now.”
My ears burned. “I just meant—”
“Relax, Banjo,” she said. “It was a compliment. Kind of.” She twirled a stick once between her fingers, then pointed it at me. “Same tune. Brushes. You’re on the ride this time. Don’t crowd the horn.”
We started.
Bass laid it down like always—solid, unbothered, like their heart rate never changed. Trumpet slid in with that behind-the-beat thing he loved, notes leaning on the edge of lazy but always landing just in time.
I let my right hand fall into a pattern on the ride: ting–t-ting, ting–t-ting. Left brushed ghost notes on the snare, just enough to keep the air moving.
For once, my brain didn’t sprint ahead to worry about the next bar. I stayed inside the one we were in.
Trumpet took a chorus. Bass answered. I kept the pulse. By the time we hit the head again, I realized I hadn’t flinched once.
We cut off together. The last cymbal shimmer hung in the air like it wasn’t sure if it wanted to leave.
Trumpet gave a low whistle. “Well, damn,” he said. “He doesn’t suck.”
“High praise,” I muttered, wiping my palms on my jeans.
Becca didn’t say anything right away. She just watched me, that narrowed-eyes look she got when she was deciding whether to throw something or frame it.
“You in this,” she said, “or are you still just visiting?”
I blinked. “What?”
“This,” she said, gesturing with a stick in a loose circle that somehow included the kit, the room, my entire nervous system. “Jazz. Drums. Being the spine instead of the decoration. Is this a phase, or are you actually committing?”
My mouth answered before my anxiety could workshop all the reasons I should hedge.
“I’m in,” I heard myself say. “I’m… all in.”
The words felt huge and stupid in my throat. Like I’d just signed a contract I hadn’t read.
She held my gaze for a second longer, then nodded once. Decision made.
“Good,” she said. “Then I can risk my reputation.”
“On me?” I asked, queasy and weirdly honored.
“On you not embarrassing me,” she said. “There’s a thing tonight. Couple of college kids, some standards, some noise. You come, you listen, maybe you sit in if you don’t freak out. It’ll be… educational.”
Trumpet perked up. “Oh, at Kyle’s brother’s place?” he asked. “That crowd’s a trip, man.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Don’t oversell it, Coltrane.”
I swallowed. “I don’t… know if I’m that level yet.”
“That’s why you listen first,” she said. “Also, you literally just said you were all in. Don’t backpedal in under ten seconds. It’s pathetic.”
“I have homework,” I tried weakly.
She raised an eyebrow.
I had no other excuse.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come.”
She smirked, just barely. “I’ll pick you up at seven. Don’t wear anything you’d be sad about if someone spilled wine on it.”

Mom didn’t ask many questions when I told her Becca was driving me to “a music thing.”
“Will there be adults?” she asked.
“Technically?” I said.
She frowned but let it go. “Be home by eleven.”
Becca pulled up at 7:05 in the same rattling silver sedan, headlights cutting through the wet dark. I grabbed my jacket and snare bag just in case and headed out.
She leaned across to pop the passenger door.
“Hey,” I said, climbing in.
“Hey,” she said. “You eat?”
“Kind of,” I said. I’d picked at some spaghetti earlier, but my stomach was already doing charts of its own.
“That’s a no,” she said. “They’ll have chips or something. You’ll survive.”
We drove in mostly silence. The wipers squeaked over the windshield. The road down-island was all black trees and the occasional porch light.
I watched the lines on the pavement. They felt more stable than anything else.
“You look like you’re going to your execution,” she said finally.
“I don’t love walking into rooms full of strangers,” I admitted.
“They’re not strangers,” she said. “They’re musicians. They’ll ignore you unless you impress them.”
“Comforting,” I said.
“It kind of is,” she said. “You’ll see.”
We turned onto a gravel road that led up to a house half-hidden in trees. There were already a few cars parked haphazardly along the drive—an old van, something low and black with a bumper sticker about being against everything.
Music seeped out through the crack in the front door—guitar this time, noodling over some minor progression that sounded like it was trying to be deep.
Inside, it was warm and crowded in a loose, lopsided way. Someone had pushed the furniture back to make room for people and instruments. Christmas lights still clung to the ceiling, haloing the room in multicolored glow. The air smelled like incense, cheap red wine, and damp wool.
There was a cluster of people on the floor around a low table—candle stubs, mismatched mugs, a bottle of something dark passed hand to hand. Someone was talking about how time wasn’t real. Someone else was arguing that reality was a simulation coded by a mediocre programmer.
And there, at the edge of the circle, was Jazzy.
She sat cross-legged on a pillow, boots kicked off, one knee poking through a rip in her jeans. Her eyeliner was heavier than I’d seen it in a while, a dark smudge winged up at the corners. She had a glass of red wine balanced in one hand like she’d been doing it for years.
She was laughing at something the guy next to her said, head tipped back just a little too far.
Kyle was there too, of course.
Which felt weird—like running into a supporting character after twelve chapters of forgetting they existed.
His hair was longer, and he’d grown the kind of almost-mustache that happens when boys think about being men. He lounged back on one hand, talking with the other, fingers cutting through the haze of incense smoke as he explained… something. I couldn’t hear the exact words over the music, but I caught phrases—“late capitalism,” “the death of the author,” “the futility of monogamy.”
Of course.
Jazzy looked… comfortable. Or like she was acting comfortable very hard. Her laugh was big and bright and bounced off the walls.
She hadn’t seen me yet.
My stomach twisted in on itself.
“Stick with me,” Becca said under her breath. “Do not let Kyle rope you into a debate about whether jazz is ‘bourgeois noise.’”
“Noted,” I said.
We threaded our way through the crowd. A couple of the older kids Becca clearly knew nodded at her. A guy with a man bun and a bass case clapped her on the shoulder. “Becca, hey,” he said. “You brought your kid.”
“He’s not my kid,” she said. “He’s percussion.”
The man bun guy looked me up and down like he was checking for defects. “Cool,” he said finally. “Drinks in the kitchen. Drums in the back room. Don’t touch the synth; it bites.”
“Duly noted,” I said.
We ended up near the makeshift “stage”—really just the end of the room where the carpet had been cleared for a kit, a keyboard, an amp or two. Someone was halfheartedly playing guitar, leaning against the wall like they were exhausted by their own talent.
On the far side of the room, I finally spotted him.
Becca’s ex.
I didn’t know him by sight, but it wasn’t hard to guess. He had the posture of someone convinced the room would adjust around him. Clean hoodie, perfect hair, a college logo on his chest that wasn’t any of the local ones. He was holding court with two other kids, gesturing with his cup as he talked about “our cohort at Stanford” like he was already enrolled in a cult.
“…and the Seattle scene is fine, I guess,” he was saying as we drifted close enough to overhear. “But if you really want to push, you have to get out. Be where the real players are. New York, L.A., the Bay. Otherwise you’re just… practicing in public.”
Becca’s jaw tightened the smallest amount. If I hadn’t been watching, I might’ve missed it.
He saw her then, and his face brightened in a way that didn’t touch his eyes. “Becks,” he said. “Hey. You made it.”
“Unfortunately,” she said.
He laughed like she’d said something charming. His gaze flicked to me. “So this is the prodigy?”
“No,” she said. “This is Elias.”
“Ah,” he said, as if that clarified everything. “Drummer?”
“Learning,” I said.
“Good time to start,” he said, taking a sip of his wine. “Just remember, it’s all about discipline. No amount of ‘feeling it’ makes up for bad mechanics.”
He said “feeling it” like it was a contagious disease.
I nodded because I didn’t trust myself not to say something I’d regret.
Becca didn’t say anything either. But her fingers, where they rested on her cup, tapped an uneven rhythm I recognized—tension trying to find a time signature.
“Sit in later?” he asked her. “We’re going to try that odd-meter thing from last summer.”
“If I feel like it,” she said.
He grinned, like that was flirtatious banter and not barely contained contempt, and turned back to his audience. “Anyway, as I was saying. The problem with most high school players is they never get past imitation…”
We drifted away.
“You weren’t kidding,” I murmured.
“About what?” she asked, eyes still on him.
“Your ex’s fragile ego,” I said. “He talks like he invented music.”
That got me a tiny huff of amusement. It wasn’t a full laugh, but it felt like a tip in the right direction.
“Careful,” she said. “If he hears you, he’ll start a dissertation.”
We hung back and watched for a while.
People rotated through the instruments, some better than others. There were moments where the sound actually locked in—horns in tune, rhythm section breathing together, a singer who clearly had no idea she was good. Then it would fall apart again when someone got too excited about their own solo and forgot the band existed.
I didn’t touch anything. I stood with my hands in my pockets, soaking it in, trying to imagine a version of myself who could just step up and claim a spot without feeling like I had to apologize first.
At one point, Man Bun Guy turned to Becca. “You gonna let your boy play?” he asked. “Or is he just here to study the mating habits of jazz nerds?”
“Don’t call them that,” she said. “They’ll start a zine about it.”
She looked at me. “You want to sit in?”
My heart did a weird lurch. Jazzy was still in the corner, now with her legs stretched out, Kyle tracing something on her knee as he talked. She hadn’t looked at me once, as far as I could tell.
“No,” I said, too fast. “Not… not tonight. I just want to listen.”
Her eyes flicked to where I’d been staring. She didn’t comment.
“Fine,” she said. “But you’re playing next time. I’m not bringing you as set dressing.”
We lasted another twenty minutes.
Long enough for Kyle to launch into a monologue about how school was a “prison for the imagination” and how he’d rather “work odd jobs and make art” than “sell his soul to the college machine.” Long enough for someone to knock over a candle and for three people to scramble to put it out. Long enough for Becca’s ex to drop the phrase “when I was at Berklee for the summer program” twice.
Long enough for my skin to start feeling too tight.
I slipped toward the door when the room got particularly loud—somebody had turned the stereo up, and half the people were now yelling half-formed philosophy over a Miles Davis record that definitely didn’t consent to being background noise.
Outside, the air was cold and wet and blessedly quiet. My breath whited out in front of me in soft bursts. Gravel crunched under my sneakers as I walked a few steps away from the porch, just far enough that the muffled thump of bass and laughter felt like it belonged to a different universe.
The night smelled like cedar and exhaust and the faint ghost of the incense clinging to my clothes.
I stuck my hands deeper into my jacket pockets and tried not to think about how much I’d wanted Jazzy to see me walk in with someone. With Becca. With… anyone.
The door creaked open behind me.
“Thought you’d ditched me,” Becca said.
I turned. She stood on the top step, arms folded, shoulders hunched just enough to betray that she was cold too.
“No,” I said. “Just… needed to hear myself think.”
“Dangerous habit,” she said. She came down the steps and joined me on the gravel, boots crunching. “You okay?”
“Fine,” I said automatically.
She made a face. “You’re a terrible liar.”
“So I’ve been told,” I said.
We stood there for a minute, side by side, looking at the silhouettes of trees against the cloudy sky. The music and voices inside blurred into a dull roar.
“He’s really going to Stanford?” I asked, nodding vaguely toward the house, where her ex’s laugh cut through the noise with irritating clarity.
She tensed just enough for me to feel it. “Yep,” she said. “Accepted early. Posted about it before he told me he’d changed his mind.”
I winced. “Ouch.”
“Yeah,” she said. “We had a plan. Together. Portland. Tiny apartment, too much coffee, too many gigs, that whole cliché.” She dug the toe of her boot into the gravel. “Guess it didn’t look as good on his side of the Venn diagram.”
There was acid in her tone, but under it was something softer and uglier—hurt that hadn’t found a safe exit yet.
“I’m sorry,” I said quietly.
She shrugged like it was no big deal. “Whatever. Better to find out now than after I’d spent a year following him around like a roadie.”
“That doesn’t make it less garbage,” I said.
She didn’t argue.
The door opened again. A burst of music and laughter spilled out, then muffled when it clicked shut.
We didn’t move.
“He’s… kind of a douche,” I heard myself say. “No offense.”
She let out a surprised bark of laughter, short and real. “Understatement of the year,” she said.
“I was going to say decade,” I added.
“Ambitious,” she said. “I respect that.”
Silence settled again, but it was different now. Looser. Less like something we were both suffocating on and more like a blanket we were equally refusing to hold.
“You want to stay?” she asked after a moment. “I can deal with his monologues if you want more time in there.”
I thought about Jazzy’s wine-glass laugh, about Kyle’s hand on her knee, about the way my chest had clenched every time I’d almost convinced myself to cross the room and say hi.
“No,” I said. “I’m good.”
“Cool,” she said. “Let’s bail before someone starts an earnest cover of ‘Wonderwall.’”
We headed back to the car. The house glowed behind us, a little pocket of too-much light in the dark.
The drive home was quiet at first. The heater rattled. The road unwound under the tires.
“You did okay in there,” she said eventually.
“I didn’t play,” I pointed out.
“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “You didn’t disappear.”
I glanced over at her. Her face was half-shadow, half passing streetlamp. “Did you?” I asked.
She snorted softly. “Nah,” she said. “I’m too stubborn to ghost my own scene. I just… needed air.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”
We didn’t say anything else. It wasn’t an awkward silence. Just… space.
When she pulled up in front of my house, she left the engine running.
“Thursday,” she said. “Trio. Don’t let tonight scare you off.”
“It didn’t,” I said. And it was true. If anything, it made me want to get better faster. To walk into rooms like that and not feel like background.
“Good,” she said. “Night, Elias.”
“Night,” I said.
I went inside to a quiet house, Mom already in bed, the kitchen clock ticking too loudly. In my room, I lay down fully clothed and stared at the ceiling.
I thought about Jazzy’s laugh aimed away from me. About Kyle’s lazy, practiced charm. About Becca’s jaw tightening when Stanford came up. About her short, honest laugh when I called him a douche.
I’d spent the last few months learning how to be quieter. Less visible. Less trouble. It hadn’t worked. People still left. Rumors still grew. Silence hadn’t protected me from anything.
In that overcrowded living room, everyone had been talking. Playing. Drinking. Loud. And I’d still felt alone.
Standing in the driveway with Becca, saying almost nothing, I hadn’t.
It wasn’t much.
But it was something.
Maybe being all in didn’t start on a stage or at an audition.
Maybe it started in driveways and empty band rooms and moments where you told the truth about someone else’s worst decision and they didn’t flinch.
I closed my eyes and let the sounds of the night and the faint imaginary tap of a ride cymbal carry me toward sleep.
I wasn’t less lonely yet.
But for the first time since Bellingham, I didn’t feel like the only one in the story trying not to disappear.


CHAPTER 20 — Side Quests
 Elias
February blurred.
Not in a dramatic, movie-montage way. More in the way a ceiling fan blurs—same shape, same noise, over and over until you stop noticing it’s there.
School. Practice room. Band. Homework. Drums. Sleep when my brain finally got bored of replaying mistakes.
If I wasn’t in class, I was in the music wing. If I wasn’t in the music wing, I was at home with sticks in my hands, making my desk sound like it owed me money.
Becca didn’t make it easier.
“Again,” she’d say.
I’d run the pattern.
“Again.”
Adjust.
“Again.”
“Do you ever get tired of my face?” I asked one afternoon, sweat damp under my collar, right wrist buzzing from playing the same ride pattern for twenty minutes straight.
“Yes,” she said. “Fix your left hand.”
I scowled and reset my grip. “You’re supposed to lie and say I’m charming.”
“That’s not in the syllabus,” she said. “You want charming, join theatre.”
Bass snorted quietly in the corner, where he’d been working on some walking line that sounded simple until you tried to play it. Trumpet wasn’t there that day; just the two of us and the steady tick of the metronome.
We ran through the tune again. This time when I hit the fill into the turnaround, my hands didn’t freeze. I didn’t rush. I just… landed it.
Becca stopped, head tilted.
“What?” I asked, heart racing.
“That didn’t suck,” she said.
I blinked. “Is this… are you feeling okay?”
“Don’t make it weird,” she said, but I caught the ghost of a smile at the edge of her mouth.
That was how it went for a few weeks. Small wins. Fewer train wrecks. Less of that feeling that the entire band—and my entire future—were dangling from my right wrist.
If I zoomed out, my life looked boring.
If I zoomed in, it was exhausting.
So I stayed zoomed in.

Church kind of fell off the radar for a while.
Mom and my sister still went every week. I went too, mostly. I just… went small. Sat in the back. Kept my eyes on the hymnbook. Avoided hallways where people might want to talk longer than I could keep my smile from cracking.
Kate was at the academy. I mostly saw her from a distance on Sundays—hair pinned up, dress perfect, walking with her family. Jazzy did not come on Sundays. It made the building feel weirdly uneven, like the pews leaned a little to one side.
Nobody said anything else about Bellingham to my face. The bishop’s talk with me had checked the “handled” box for most adults.
Kids, I couldn’t tell.
Laughter always got quieter when I walked past a cluster of youth. It could’ve been my imagination. It probably wasn’t.
On a Sunday near the end of February, I thought I’d made it through the three-hour block clean. Last amen, last handshake, last “good to see you, Elias.”
Mom stopped to talk to someone in the foyer, so I hovered near the coat rack with Nic, waiting for her to wrap up.
That’s when the bishop found me.
“Elias,” he said, appearing like all bishops do—softly and with no clear entry point. “Do you have a minute?”
I did not want a minute.
“Sure,” I said.
He led me down the hall toward his office but didn’t go in. Just stood near the door, like this was casual.
“I’ve been thinking about you,” he said.
I didn’t know what to do with that, so I nodded.
“You’ve had a lot on your plate lately,” he went on. “School, music, the festival, some… misunderstandings. I just want you to know, we love you. The ward loves you. You’re an important part of this congregation.”
I stared at the carpet pattern over his shoulder. Little brown shapes that were almost flowers.
“Thanks,” I said.
“And,” he added, like this was the actual reason he’d stopped me, “we’ve got the ward road show coming up. It’s been a few years since we’ve done one. The Primary presidency mentioned they’re doing a couple of musical numbers with the kids and could use some help. Accompaniment. Rhythm. Someone they trust. Your name came up.”
Of course it did.
I shifted my weight. “I… I’ve got a lot of rehearsals going on right now,” I said. “Jazz stuff. Festival, maybe auditions. I don’t know if—”
He nodded, like he’d expected that answer. “I completely understand. You’re busy. You’re working hard. That’s good.” He paused. “Sometimes, though, service is exactly what our hearts need, even when our schedules think they don’t.”
I hated that he wasn’t wrong.
“I’m not much of a kids’ guy,” I tried.
He smiled. “From what I hear, kids think otherwise. They talk about you, you know. And we don’t need you to run the whole show. Just help the Primary kids feel confident. Play a few things for them. Show them that their gifts matter too.”
My chest tightened. This was unfair. He hadn’t brought up “disappointment.” He hadn’t mentioned Bellingham. He’d framed it as an opportunity instead of a punishment.
“If it’s too much,” he said, “say no. Really. I won’t think less of you. But I do think you have something to offer them. More than just notes.”
I glanced down the hall. Nic was loitering near the drinking fountain, pretending not to eavesdrop. Mom was still talking near the doors.
“Who’d I be helping?” I asked.
“Primary music leader,” he said. “She’s got a couple of songs picked, one girl who wants to sing, maybe some kind of… whistle thing? I don’t fully understand it.” He chuckled. “They’d love any support you can give.”
I swallowed.
My first instinct was still no. I needed all the time I could get with drums. With Becca. With the part of my life that felt like it might actually lead somewhere else.
But then I pictured a bunch of seven-year-olds with recorders squeaking their guts out in front of a gym full of adults, and my stomach did an unfair little flip.
“I can… maybe help for a couple practices,” I heard myself say. “And the show.”
His shoulders relaxed like he’d been holding them tight. “That’s wonderful,” he said. “Thank you, Elias. I really think it’ll make a difference.” He squeezed my shoulder briefly. “I’ll have Sister Hall reach out to you.”
He walked away before I could change my mind.
Nic appeared immediately.
“You just got road-show’d,” he said.
“Don’t,” I said.
He bumped my arm. “Hey. Could be fun. I’m doing a skit with the deacons. We’re thinking, like, Book of Mormon: The Musical, but way worse.”
“That’s reassuring,” I said. “I barely have time to practice as it is.”
“You’ll survive,” he said. “Besides, it’s not like they’re asking you to join the choir.”
I grimaced. “Don’t even joke about that.”
He laughed and headed back toward his family. Mom waved me over.
On the drive home, she said, “I heard the bishop talked to you.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“He mentioned the road show,” she said. “You don’t have to, if you’re overloaded. But… I think you’d be good at it.”
“Everyone keeps saying that,” I muttered.
“Maybe they’re right,” she said.
I stared out the window and thought about beats I couldn’t count yet.

The first road show practice was on a Tuesday night in the Primary room. Which, in daylight, looked like a toy store had exploded and then been cleaned up just enough to avoid lawsuits.
Sister Hall, the Primary music leader, wore a bright yellow cardigan and had the kind of smile that made you feel like you’d just won second place in something and she was genuinely thrilled about it.
“Elias!” she said when I walked in. “Thank you so much for coming. This is going to be great.”
We had very different definitions of “great.”
A herd of kids swarmed around low chairs and tiny music stands. A table on the side held an array of instruments: pennywhistles, a battered ukulele, a child-sized drum, a shaker egg that had already become a weapon.
“Okay, everyone!” Sister Hall clapped. “This is Elias. He’s going to help us with the music for the road show.”
A wave of eyes turned on me. It felt different from the way teenagers looked at me. Less judgment. More… curiosity.
“Hi,” I said, raising a hand awkwardly.
One little boy in a Spider-Man shirt whispered, “Is he famous?”
“Not even a little bit,” I said.
They giggled.
Sister Hall pointed to the table. “We’re doing a ‘Joyful Noise’ medley,” she said. “We thought some of them could play pennywhistle while the others sing. But… I’ll be honest, I have no idea how to get the whistles to stop sounding like air leaks.”
“I can take a look,” I said.
She practically sagged with relief. “Bless you,” she said. “I’ll work with the singers while you do that. Emma’s our soloist for the other song—she’s very nervous.”
Emma, a thin eight-year-old with a side ponytail and a death grip on her sheet music, blushed bright red and looked at the floor.
“I’ll talk to her later,” I said.
The pennywhistles were clustered in a plastic bin. I picked one up and gave it a test blow, adjusting my fingers out of habit. It was cheap, but not hopeless.
“Okay,” I said, turning to the kids. “First rule: no weaponizing the whistles.”
One of the boys dropped the one he’d been brandishing at a girl’s head.
“Second rule,” I continued, “if you blow as hard as you can, it’s going to sound like you’re murdering a goose. We don’t want to murder any geese. We want to… gently annoy them from a distance.”
They laughed.
“Watch,” I said, demonstrating a soft, steady breath, fingers covering the right holes. A clear, if slightly shrill, note came out.
“Cool,” Spider-Man Shirt said.
“Your turn,” I said.
The first attempts were exactly as awful as you’d imagine. Too much air, not enough coverage, shrieks that would’ve woken the dead if we weren’t already in a church.
But gradually, with a lot of repositioning fingers and reminding them to breathe like humans, not whales, notes started to emerge. Wobbly, sure. But there.
“Dude,” one of the older boys said, “this is like Zelda.”
“Sure,” I said. “Let’s pretend we’re about to unlock a secret door instead of blow out Sister Hall’s eardrums.”
We worked like that for a while. I moved from kid to kid, adjusting posture, laughing when someone accidentally hit the same awful squeak I’d gotten the first time I ever picked up a recorder in fourth grade.
It was weirdly… fun.
And every time someone got a clean note, they’d look up at me like I’d given them a magic trick.
I hadn’t. I’d just paid attention.

Later, when the whistles were at least in the ballpark of functional, Sister Hall waved me over.
“We’re going to run Emma’s song,” she said. “Do you play piano?”
“Sort of,” I said.
“Good enough,” she replied, which was honestly the most accurate review of my musicianship I’d ever gotten.
Emma stood by the old upright in the corner, clutching her sheet music like a shield.
I sat down and scanned the chords. Simple progression, right-hand melody clear as day. I’d be fine as long as my fingers didn’t decide to turn into rubber.
“You ready?” I asked Emma.
She shook her head.
“Okay,” I said. “You want to be less ready sitting down, or less ready standing up?”
She blinked, then giggled. “Standing, I guess.”
“Cool,” I said. “I’ll be back here, messing up where no one can see. You just worry about breathing.”
Her shoulders un-hunched a little.
I started the intro—soft, steady. She came in late on the first line, but I didn’t stop. Just circled back with a little extra emphasis when the melody repeated. She caught it on the second try.
Her voice was small, but it didn’t crack. By the second verse, she wasn’t whispering.
When she finished, the Primary kids clapped. Sister Hall wiped at her eyes.
“That was beautiful,” she said. “Both of you.”
I shrugged, ears warm.
Emma smiled at me shyly. “Thanks,” she said.
“You did the hard part,” I replied.
We ran it twice more. Each time, she got a little stronger.
By the end of the practice, the room smelled like crayons and sweat and cheap metal. My ears buzzed in a different way from drums. Softer. Less sharp at the edges.
On my way out, Nic appeared in the hall, sword made of foam and duct tape resting on his shoulder.
“You survive?” he asked.
“Barely,” I said. “I’ve been through war. Pennywhistle war.”
He grinned. “Our skit’s going to be sick. I’m Nephi. I get to steal the show and also the plates.”
“You would,” I said.
He walked with me to the door. “Hey,” he said as we reached the foyer. “I’m glad you’re doing this.”
“Yeah, well,” I said. “The bishop guilt-tripped me.”
He shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe he just remembered you like making noise for people who don’t care if you’re perfect.”
I had no good comeback for that.

At home that night, I tried to dive straight back into drum practice, but my sticks felt clumsy. Every time I tried to focus on a fill, my brain popped up an image of Emma’s hands shaking or Spider-Man Shirt proudly nailing the first phrase of the melody.
I put the sticks down.
Pulled the guitar out instead.
Not to work on jazz comping or anything that would impress Becca’s ex. Just to run through the kind of simple progression you can teach to a room full of kids and feel like you’ve given them something they can keep.
My fingers found chords without thinking. C, G, Am, F. The holy teenage progression.
I played it slow. Then faster. Then dropped to fingerpicking, letting the notes ring.
For months, music had been about proving something—to judges, to Felgar, to whoever decided who got into the top jazz band. To myself, most of all.
Tonight, it didn’t feel like that.
It felt like a side quest.
Not the main storyline. Not the boss battle.
Just a small, weird, unexpected task that somehow made the map feel bigger.
I didn’t know yet that this was the version of me Kate needed to see again. Or that Jazzy’s shield would only crack when she realized I wasn’t practicing myself into oblivion just to forget her.
Right now, it was just me, a guitar, and the echo of a kid asking, “Am I doing it right?” and trusting my answer.
I played until my fingertips ached.
Then I set the guitar down and looked at my drumsticks resting on the desk.
“Side quest,” I muttered. “Fine. But I’m not failing the main mission.”
I picked up the sticks.
Started the metronome.
And split myself, the way you do when you’re trying to become more than one thing at once.
[bookmark: _j2kumsvz9ncc]CHAPTER 21 — Side Stage
Elias
The cultural hall always smelled like a mixture of basketballs, funeral potatoes, and the ghosts of past bake sales. Tonight, it smelled like nerves.
Ward Road Show Tech Rehearsal.
Which is Mormon for “chaotic dress rehearsal with zero tech and unlimited fruit punch.”
Kids in half-costumes sprinted through the folding chairs. Young Women huddled around a portable speaker trying to loop a Taylor Swift track without using the church Wi-Fi (impossible). A deacon tried to duct-tape angel wings to a kid dressed as Nephi. Someone yelled “NO RUNNING!” right as two kids wiped out near the sacrament table.
Nic and I stood by the back wall like we were watching a natural disaster unfold in biblical times.
“I think I’m having a stroke,” I said.
“That’s just the Spirit,” Nic said. “Let it consume you.”
“I’m going to die here.”
“I call your BDADs.”
“Excuse me?”
“Bishopric Duty After Death,” he said. “That’s canon. If you die on church property, they assign you to counting tithing slips for eternity.”
“That’s… horrifying.”
“You’re going to need holy water.”
“We don’t believe in holy water, Nic.”
“We do now.”

Sister Hall bustled over, her yellow cardigan replaced by a sequined vest made entirely of optimism.
“Elias! You’re here!” she said, like I hadn’t been here for the last three practices.
“Unfortunately,” I said.
She ignored that. “The kids are SO excited you’re playing with them. And Emma’s been practicing her song every night. She even made her siblings listen.”
“That’s child abuse,” I said.
Sister Hall beamed. “They cried. Isn’t that sweet?”
“Yeah,” I muttered. “Sweet.”
She clapped her hands. “Oh! Also, do you know how to work the stage lights?”
“No,” I said quickly.
“Well,” she said, “you know how to play instruments, you’ll figure it out.”
“That’s not how that works—”
But she’d already vanished into the chaos.
Nic nudged me. “You’re glowing Big Brother Energy right now.”
“I haven’t helped anyone yet.”
“You look like you might. That’s enough for Mormons.”
“Cool.”

Our first task: calm the Pennywhistle Legion.
They were warming up by individually playing the loudest possible note, like they were calling demon horses. Spider-Man Shirt spotted me immediately.
“ELIAS!” he yelled, sprinting over. “I figured out how to play Mario!”
Before I could protest, he blew into the whistle with the exact force of a bullet exit wound. It sounded like Mario falling into lava.
“That’s… deeply upsetting,” I said.
“He died!” he announced proudly.
“He sure did.”
I crouched. “Let’s see if we can make him survive the level.”
Within minutes, three more kids were gathered around, trying to master video game death sounds and un-death sounds on pennywhistles.
“Okay,” I said. “One at a time. Level one: not haunting.”
We worked through breath and finger positions. Spider-Man Shirt nailed it.
“Dude,” I said, “that’s it.”
He looked like I’d handed him a Grammy.
Two Sunbeam girls high-fived.
One kid just said, “Sick,” and I swear I watched his personal alignment shift to neutral good.

Emma stood nearby clutching her sheet music, her mom two rows back whispering prayers into her hands.
“You ready?” I asked.
She shook her head.
“Cool. I’m not either.”
She blinked. “But… you’re not the one singing.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m still scared.”
She stared at me like that didn’t make any sense. Then breathed out slowly.
“Would it help if we messed up together?” I asked.
After a second, she nodded.
“Great,” I said. “Meet me at the piano in five. Bring the whistle warriors if you need muscle.”
She giggled. “They’re not scary.”
“They terrify me,” I said.

While Emma warmed up, I was ambushed by Sister Coopman, a Primary chorister whose entire personality was dry erase markers.
She thrust a wig at me. Neon red. Curly. Clown-like.
“No,” I said.
“Yes,” she said.
“For who?”
“For Nephi number two.”
“Why is there a second Nephi?”
“Nephi in the future. Comedic twist.”
“I don’t—”
“You’ll wear it if I can’t find anyone else,” she said, and sprinted away.
Nic walked up in time to see me holding the wig.
He nodded solemnly. “You’d look sexy in that.”
“Nic.”
“Seductive. Biblical. I’d sin immediately.”
“I hate you,” I said.
“I know.”

Before anyone could staple the wig to my skull, it was time for Emma’s piece.
She walked to the piano, shoulders tight. I sat, hands hovering over the keys.
The cultural hall quieted—not all the way, but enough.
“Whenever you’re ready,” I said.
She looked at me.
“You promise not to mess up?” she whispered.
“No,” I said. “I promise to play like a person trying really hard and not always succeeding.”
She exhaled. “Okay.”
I started the intro.
She came in on pitch.
Small at first. Then fuller.
By the second verse, her voice stopped shaking.
Kids leaned forward. Moms quieted. Someone in the back row teared up.
I kept my eyes on the piano, because if I made eye contact with anyone I’d start thinking instead of playing.
We ended on a clean note.
The room clapped. Emma blinked fast and looked at me like I’d done something huge.
All I’d done was not speed up.
But I remembered what it was like to think that counted as safety.
“Nice work,” I said.
“That felt… okay,” she said.
“It was more than okay.”
She nodded like she didn’t believe me but wanted to.

Nic and I were up next for our skit. Foam swords. Fabric tunics. Theatrical chaos.
I stepped onto the stage wearing a potato sack and holding a laminated gold plate.
Nic stood opposite me, in an outfit that looked vaguely Apocalyptic Prom-era.
“BEHOLD,” he yelled, “I AM LAMAN.”
“That’s unfortunate,” I said.
“RIGHTEOUSNESS IS ANNOYING!” he bellowed, and swung his foam sword at me dramatically.
I blocked with the fake plates and yelled, “WATCH IT! THESE ARE FIRST EDITION!”
Kids roared with laughter. Adults less so.
Nic fell to his knees with a death rattle. I stood victorious.
The bishop clapped slowly like he needed to confirm there was no doctrinal emergency.
We bowed.
Someone whistled.
It was probably a deacon.
It sounded like pride and chaos.
We walked offstage.
“That was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” I said.
“I think we’re artists,” Nic said.
“You got stabbed by a kindergarten prop.”
“I committed.”
“You did.”
“Artist.”
“Shut up.”
“Okay but we should tour.”

Things were winding down. I helped collect whistles and taped a foam sword back together.
The cultural hall emptied slowly as people drifted to the parking lot.
That’s when I saw them.
By the doorway.
First Kate.
Then Jazzy.
They hadn’t come together.
They just… stood still at the same time.
Kate watched like she was memorizing something she’d forgotten once. Calm. A little sad.
Jazzy watched like she’d caught me doing something I wasn’t supposed to. Not angry. Just… frustrated that I’d let someone see the better parts of me before she did.
Our eyes met.
She didn’t smile.
Didn’t glare either.
Just said, through the noise of people packing up chairs—
“Still trying to be the good one, huh?”
It wasn’t loud.
But it landed.
I didn’t get a chance to respond. Someone called her name. She was gone.
Kate gave a polite nod—almost like I see you, keep going—then stepped out into the hallway.
I stayed by the piano for a long minute. Everyone else gone now. Just the faint thud of basketballs from the gym and the buzz of the exit sign.
Nic came up behind me, peeling off his Laman tunic.
“You okay?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
“Cool,” he said. “Want Dairy Queen?”
I looked at him.
Then at the scattered sheet music.
At the ukulele leaning against the stage.
At the space Jazzy had just haunted with six words.
At the door Kate had walked through like she was trying not to take anything with her.
“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s get ice cream.”
“Custody weekend,” he said.
I almost smiled.

That night, in my room, I couldn’t practice drums.
Too loud for what I needed.
So I picked up the guitar.
Not to fix anything.
Just to play something that sounded the way tonight felt—
Silly and sacred.
Stupid and important.
Like I’d forgotten for months that I could make people feel brave without having to prove anything first.
I played until the strings bit back.
And for the first time since the hotel room door closed,
I didn’t feel like I was drowning.
Just like I was treading water.
And maybe—
maybe—
the shore was somewhere I hadn’t looked yet.


[bookmark: _9v6ifrq65l3m]CHAPTER 22 — Don’t Look at the Audience
Elias
Brother Halstead said it like it was supposed to be reassuring.
“Just remember,” he whispered as he adjusted the mic stand, “don’t look at the audience.”
Too late.
They were everywhere.
Filling the metal chairs lined up in the cultural hall, pressed shoulder to shoulder. Ward members, Primary parents, Young Women, a few confused high priests in suits that looked older than I was, and—of course—the two people I didn’t want to have eye contact with tonight.
Jazzy, leaning against the back wall, arms crossed, expression unreadable.
Kate, seated with her family near the middle. Posture straight. Face calm. Hands clasped.
I dropped my eyes to the piano keys before my heart could do something reckless.
The whistle kids were buzzing around me like caffeinated sparrows.
Spider-Man Shirt tugged my sleeve. “Elias,” he whispered urgently, “do you think if I mess up but in a confident way, they’ll think it’s jazz?”
“That’s literally how jazz works,” I said.
He nodded with solemn understanding and trotted back to the chorus line like a soldier marching toward glory.
Beside me, Nic adjusted his foam sword for the skit later and said, “I want you to know I’ve never been more spiritually unqualified to do something.”
“You were Laman yesterday,” I said. “You’ve been unqualified for 48 hours.”
He nodded. “Just making sure my streak stays intact.”

When the program started, everyone clapped politely. Sister Hall took the mic, her sequined vest shining like she’d swallowed a disco ball.
“Tonight,” she said, “is about joy, and humor, and using our talents to uplift one another!”
Someone’s toddler shrieked. A few chuckles. The smell of crockpot meatballs drifted in from the kitchen like temptation.
“First up,” she continued, “our Primary kids with a special music number—‘Make a Joyful Noise.’”
She turned to me. “Elias?”
I nodded and stepped forward like walking toward a firing squad I had willingly enlisted in.
The kids lined up, pennywhistles ready. The cultural hall fell somehow both painfully silent and full of breathing.
I crouched so I was eye level with the front row. “Remember,” I whispered, “no murdering geese this time.”
Spider-Man Shirt whispered back, “Gentle geese.”
“Exactly,” I said.
We started.
The first notes were shaky, a little sharp. But then three of them locked in at once—exactly the breath pressure I’d drilled into them—and suddenly we were less “pipe accident” and more “tiny medieval parade.”
People smiled.
Someone in the back clapped early.
One kid got excited and added extra vibrato like they thought they were Celine Dion of the woodwind world.
It wasn’t perfect.
It was better.
The final note wobbled, then settled.
The room clapped—not polite this time, not performative. Real.
I looked up.
Kate was smiling.
Not beaming. Just… quietly proud.
I swallowed and stood.
Beside her family, Jazzy leaned against the wall, jaw set. She wasn’t clapping. Her eyes were locked on me.
Like she saw something she didn’t want to admit was still there.

Emma’s song was next.
She walked on stage like she was approaching an execution, ukulele gripped like a shield. Her mom mouthed something from the second row—probably a prayer or a reminder she was loved.
I sat at the piano again. My hands hovered.
“You ready?” I asked softly.
“No,” she said.
“Cool,” I said. “Neither am I.”
She blinked. There it was again—that tiny laugh that didn’t quite make it out.
“On three?” I asked.
She nodded.
“One,” I counted. “Two. Hard part’s remembering to breathe.”
She inhaled shakily.
“Three,” I said.
I started to play.
She came in late, voice small, almost drowned by silence.
But then something shifted on the chorus. Maybe she remembered the second verse was higher. Maybe she saw a Primary kid in the front mouthing the words. Maybe she just decided she wasn’t going to let fear steal the song again.
Her voice lifted.
Not big.
Not projected.
But honest.
The entire room leaned in.
It didn’t matter that she slurred a lyric or that I nearly tripped a chord change because I was watching her more than the sheet music.
It was raw.
It was imperfect.
It was beautiful.
The last note fell into quiet instead of applause.
Then—like they didn’t want to scare her—clapping started slow.
Built.
Someone stood.
I didn’t look to see who. If it was Kate, I’d lose it. If it was Jazzy, I’d start crying. If it was Brother Halstead, I’d consider joining the choir just to keep my dignity intact.
Emma looked stunned.
Then she turned and—without warning—hugged me.
I froze, then hugged her back gently. She leaned up and whispered, “Thanks for not letting me be bad.”
“You weren’t bad,” I whispered back.
“I know,” she said, like she believed me now.

Nic and I were the final act because the bishop’s son got stage fright and bailed.
Which meant Nephi Gets the Plates: A Dramatic Reinterpretation went from middle of the program to closing number.
No pressure.
We stepped into the stage area (a crate with a mic stand and two backdrop sheets) dressed in repurposed curtains and bad choices.
Nic cleared his throat dramatically.
“I,” he declared, “am LAMAN TWENTY MINUTES BEFORE REPENTANCE.”
Laughter.
“AND I,” I yelled, “AM NEPHI, CURRENTLY ON MY FIFTH ATTEMPT AT DOING SOMETHING WEIRD FOR THE LORD.”
Harder laughter.
We improvised the rest.
Sword fights with foam. Prop plates flying. At one point Nic yelled, “I’M LOSING CHARACTER!” and someone in the audience shouted, “DON’T BREAK IMMERSION.”
It was chaos.
We ended with both of us on the ground, panting, surrounded by kids swinging tiny swords and someone yelling, “CURTAIN!” even though there was no curtain.
Applause.
Louder than for anything else all night.
Nic and I stood, bowed like idiots.
He whispered, “We’re unstoppable. Broadway Mormon. We’re gonna get cease-and-desisted by Salt Lake.”
I laughed so hard I nearly pulled a muscle.

People swarmed afterward.
Parents patting my shoulder. Primary kids begging to “play Zelda whistle” one more time. Someone’s grandma shaking my hand and telling me my “spirit radiates” like I had been plugged in like a lamp.
I checked the back wall.
Kate was still sitting. Watching quietly. Expression soft. Almost wistful.
Jazzy was gone.
Just… gone.
Didn’t stay for the clapping.
Didn’t wait for the end.
Didn’t give me the clarity of a reaction.
Which, somehow, hurt worse than anything she could’ve said out loud.

By the time I helped stack chairs and track down a missing pennywhistle (“Spider-Man Shirt stole mine to do Mario again”), the building was clearing.
I walked to the piano, pressed one key gently.
It echoed in the empty hall.
Nic slumped onto the bench beside me, still half in costume.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
“Good show,” he said.
I nodded.
“You okay?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
He rested his foam sword on my shoulder. “Custody weekend,” he muttered.
I laughed once. Bitter and real.
Then I stared at the place where Jazzy had stood and the place where Kate had sat and the spot where Emma had performed like a person learning not to apologize for existing.
I put my fingers on the piano and played the three chords that made things feel possible when I couldn’t think anymore.
C. G. Am.
No resolution.
No final F.
Just those three.
I let them sit in the empty air and thought:
Maybe being seen isn’t about taking center stage.
Maybe it’s about being the part of the music that lets other people breathe.
And for the first time in months—
I wasn’t sure if that made me better.
Or lonelier.
Or both.

That night, I didn’t pick up drumsticks.
I didn’t rehearse.
I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at my hands like they belonged to someone still figuring out what they could build.
Then, very quietly—
I picked up my guitar.
Not to practice.
Just to feel.
And I played the three chords again.
No fourth.
No resolve.
Letting the tension hang.
Because right now—
I didn’t want an ending.
I just wanted the sound to keep going.






