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CHAPTER 8
	That night, sleep didn’t come easy. The anxiety had set in hours ago, along with a nervous pit that settled into the center of my stomach which meant most of my night was spent staring at the ceiling. When morning finally arrived, the hours that led up to the school day seemed to drag on slower than the sleepless night. Despite the exhaustion, my mind was racing in anticipation, which made it impossible to focus as my classes became a blur. When a bell signaled the end of the day, it snapped me out of my haze and the adrenaline took over as I made the long walk to the band room. As I stood in the remote, desolate hallway tucked away from the rest of the world, my feet suddenly turned to bricks, cemented firmly to the floor no matter how much I tried to move forward. As I stared at the large wooden doors that separated me from my biggest fear, my heart started to race as faint chatter and the occasional instrument chirp slipped through the barrier that the thick doors provided. Liam and Noah’s approach went unnoticed as I attempted to talk myself inside.
	“There a reason you’re just standing here?” Noah asked.
	“I don’t think I can do this,” I said, turning to retreat, “This was a mistake,”
	They instantly provided matching scowls.
	“Bro, seriously?” Liam started, a hint of aggravation in his voice, “How are you gonna drag us into this and then bail?”
	I took a deep breath and held it for a moment. I slowly exhaled and my heart rate returned to normal. It didn’t help my nerves, but I tried to dig up the courage to face whatever waited on the other side of those doors.
	“Pull yourself together and get in there,” Noah added.
	“You’re right. Let’s do this,” I said
We pushed through the doors and stood inside the large room as the group bustled around. The room was larger than the normal classroom with a floor that rose towards the back of the room in four tiers, each one a little taller than the last as the white tiled floor met the back wall. Against the wall, there was a shelf that ran the length of the room, cluttered with various instruments and cases. After a moment, Steven noticed us and rushed to greet us before he gestured us to follow as he pushed his way through a closed office door without knocking.
	“Hey Wilson, new guys are here,”
Mr. Wilson glanced up from his computer with a raised brow in Steven’s direction. He calmly took a sip of his coffee. He looked to be in his early thirties. His school issued polo shirt and khaki pants were wrinkled, with a messy stubble across his face and slight bags under his eyes. Next to his computer, a picture of him with a woman and a newborn baby.
“Would it kill you to knock?” He asked.
“Maybe, maybe not,” Steven said, “But why risk it?”
	“What about adding a ‘Mr.’ in front of my name? Could we at least start with that?”
	Steven grinned.
“Let me sleep on that one, I’ll get back to you,”
Mr. Wilson sighed as he shook his head slightly and shifted his gaze to Liam, Noah, and me.
“Gentlemen,” He said, “I assume Steven filled you in on the rules for joining pep band?”
“He didn’t really tell me anything,” I said.
“Yeah. I thought we just had to show up, play, and destroy everyone at BandComp,”
“To be eligible for pep band, you’ll need to be enrolled in the actual band class itself,”
	The three of us nodded.
“That’s fine. I’ll talk to my counselor in the morning about dropping my computer class. At this point, I could probably teach it,”
“We can drop our study period. We just sit around and play our guitars anyway,” Liam said.
Mr. Wilson handed each of us a small stack of sheet music.
“This is the music we'll be working on for the foreseeable future. Go set up your gear. I’ll be out in a few minutes,”
Steven paraded us to the front of the room as the band fell silent. Their stares burned through me as I awkwardly stared at the ground.
“Hey guys, got some fresh meat,” Steven announced, “Take it easy on ‘em,”
	Steven introduced us. It was weird having everyone’s attention on us, especially after I noticed one of the trumpet players was eyeing me with suspicion.
“The small one seems a little soft,” She said with a slight nod towards me.
	“I wouldn’t bring him in if he didn’t have what it takes,” Steven said, then turned to me, “That’s Courtney, first chair trumpet. Dude next to her is Jake,”
“They actually gonna stick around?” Jake asked Steven, “Or are you just getting our hopes up?”
“You're just a bundle of positivity today, aren't you buddy?”
“Everyone bails eventually,” Jake replied.
Steven turned back to me as he spoke softly.
“He's been in his feelings lately. He found out his parents aren't able to move down from Canada, so he's stuck with his grandparents,” He said.
“That sucks, bro,” Liam said.
“Tommy’s on flute. First year in band but he keeps up pretty well,” Steven continued with introductions, “Callie can play just about anything but clarinets her specialty. Pretty sure they’re both only here to pad their college applications,”
“Hey! I'm here for my college apps, too!” A voice yelled from the back of the room.
A short, stocky kid stood, the tuba he held was the size of his torso and head combined.
“They give degrees for hot dog eating contests?” Steven joked.
“At least he’s the three time champ,” The trombone player said to Steven, “You excel at two things, not practicing and running your mouth,”
“Why would I practice? I can be lazy and still be better than you,” Steven said with a grin.
She crumbled up a piece of paper and threw it towards Steven but it lost momentum shortly into its flight.
“I hate you,” She laughed as Steven turned to me.
“Alisha’s the best trash talker and ok-est trombone player in Seymour,” He said with a smirk.
Mr. Wilson emerged from his office and stood at his large music stand in front of the room. After the band warmed up with some scales, Mr. Wilson flipped through the music on his stand.
“Alright, let’s start with The Hey Song,” He said to the group, “We’ll take it slow for the first timers,”
Shane raised his hand. Mr. Wilson met it with a slight eye roll as he let out a sigh.
[bookmark: _Int_aOUnQmRI]“Yes Shane, go get your music. But this has become a habit. You need to start remembering to bring it with you,”
When Shane returned, Mr. Wilson raised his hands in a conducting position. I glanced at the music, but it was useless as the notes were just a jumbled mess on the page. As Mr. Wilson counted us in, I was forced to do my best to play what I remembered of the song after hearing it once on tv. We all started at different times, at different tempos, and the majority of the song was out of tune. When the song ended, Mr. Wilson watched us silently for a moment.
“Ok. That was a little rough. Let’s run it from the top,” He said.
His phone rang as he began to count us in. He checked the Caller ID and started towards his office.
“I have to take this,” He continued, “Keep working on it; I’ll be back,” 
“Yo Wilson, whoever it is, ask ‘em to find us music that isn’t lame,” Steven joked.
“Nothing wrong with the music we have. Get to work,” Mr. Wilson responded.
“It is kinda basic,” Noah said.
“We’re not here for popularity,” Wilson replied quickly as the door closed behind him.
	We began the song again. It fell apart halfway through so everyone started chatting amongst themselves.
“Someone needs to talk to Wilson about this music,” Noah said, “This stuff is gonna get us laughed out of BandComp,”
	“For real,” Liam agreed, “At least something from this decade,”
I stared at my drums and fiddled with the sticks as they talked. When a silent moment went by, I looked up to realize that all eyes were on me. 
“Whoa, no way. Not me,” I said.
“It has to be you,” Steven argued.
“You’re the new kid; if you bring it up again, he’ll let it slide,” Alisha added.
I shook my head vigorously. My stomach started to twist at the mere thought of pushing the topic with Mr. Wilson.
“Liam and Noah are new, too,” I pointed out, “Why can’t one of them do it?”
 “You’re like a bunny. He won’t rip you’re head off for asking again,” Liam said.
The group nodded in agreeance. I rolled a stick through my hand as I thought through any possible way out of the situation. As much as it pained me, I couldn’t find a way out of it without the risk of turning the group against me.
“Fine,” I finally caved, “But I’m waiting until he isn’t so scary,”
	When the bell rang, Steven and I walked out together.
	“At least we can’t be any worse at the first game,” He said.
“When is it?” I asked.
“Friday,” he said casually as we stopped at my locker.
	I turned to him with a frown as I was sure I’d misheard him.
	“This Friday? As in two days from now?”
“Yup,”
	My decision to join the band continued to haunt me. I knew I couldn’t back out now, but I was still hopeful that I could find a way out of it.



























CHAPTER 9
The thrum of the video game filled my room as I sat cross-legged on my bed, the controller vibrating in my hands. Steven was sprawled on the floor, his eyes glued to the screen, and I could see the intensity on his face as we battled our way through another level of the latest co-op adventure game.
“Watch out! Behind you!” he shouted, his voice a mix of excitement and urgency.
“Yeah, I see him!” I replied, focusing intently. My thumbs flew over the buttons, and for a moment, all my worries about the bonfire faded into the background. 
We were deep into the game when Steven suddenly paused, his eyes flicking to me. “So, what are you planning to wear to Sarah’s bonfire this weekend?”
The question hung in the air, and my stomach twisted. “Uh, I don’t know. Probably just… you know, whatever,” I replied, shrugging it off like it was no big deal.
“Whatever? Dude, this is a bonfire! You can’t just show up looking like you rolled out of bed,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “You’ve got to make a good impression!”
“Yeah, but I really don’t want to go,” I insisted, trying to sound casual. “I mean, it’s just a bunch of people hanging out around a fire, right? I’ll probably just get awkward and stand there.”
“Come on, don’t bail on me now!” Steven pleaded, leaning forward in excitement. “You’ve got to at least give it a shot. Sarah’s gonna be there, and it’ll be fun, I promise.”
Before I could respond, I heard a knock at the door. Tina popped her head in, earbuds dangling around her neck, her expression a mix of curiosity and amusement.
“What’s all this arguing about?” she asked, stepping into my room and glancing between Steven and me.
“Justin’s trying to back out of the bonfire,” Steven said, grinning like he’d just uncovered a great secret. 
“Seriously? You can’t back out now!” Tina chimed in, siding with Steven instantly. “You’re going, and that’s final.”
I groaned, slumping back against the bed. “I don’t know. It just sounds… overwhelming.”
“Dude, don’t be a wuss,” Steven said, grabbing the controller from my hands and pausing the game. “You need to show up and have a good time.”
“Yeah, plus it’s not like you’re going to be on stage,” Tina added, crossing her arms. “You can just hang out. But you definitely need a better outfit than your usual ‘I just woke up’ look.”
“What’s wrong with what I have?” I protested, glancing down at my old band tee and sweatpants. 
“Everything!” Tina exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “You can do better. Let’s find you something cool but still comfy.”
“Fine, but I’m not wearing anything ridiculous,” I said, my heart sinking at the thought of trying on a bunch of clothes.
“Cool. Let’s raid your closet,” Steven said, his eyes sparkling with mischief.
We moved to my closet, and as they began rifling through my clothes, I felt a mix of embarrassment and amusement. “You guys seriously don’t need to do this,” I said, trying to sound firm, but it came out more like a plea.
Tina pulled out a plain black button-up and held it up. “This!” 
I frowned. “I don’t know. That’s not really my style.”
“Trust me! It’ll look good with a nice pair of jeans,” she insisted, tossing it onto the bed. “How about these?” 
She held up a pair of dark jeans that I’d almost forgotten I owned. “Yeah, those look decent,” I agreed, feeling a little more optimistic. 
“Let’s finish the look with some shoes that don’t look like they’ve been through a war,” Steven quipped, pulling out a pair of clean, stylish sneakers that I loved but rarely wore.
A little while later, I stood in front of the mirror, feeling strangely nervous. “Do I really look okay?” I asked, tugging at the shirt, suddenly self-conscious.

“Dude, you look awesome!” Steven said, giving me a thumbs-up. “You’re ready to impress.”
“Yeah, you look really good,” Tina chimed in, her smile wide. “See? Not so hard to step out of your comfort zone.”
“Okay, okay. I guess I can do this,” I said, my voice gaining a hint of confidence.
Later that evening, we drove over to Sarah’s house, the sun dipping below the horizon, casting a warm glow over everything as the autumn leaves danced in the breeze. The smell of burning wood and roasted marshmallows wafted through the air, tempting my senses and making me feel a little more at ease.
As we arrived, I could hear laughter and music spilling out from the backyard, the sound of friends gathered around the bonfire, creating an inviting atmosphere. 
The moment we stepped into the backyard, Sarah spotted us right away. She rushed over, her smile brightening at the sight of me. “Justin! I’m so glad you came!” 
I could feel my cheeks heat up as she continued, “I heard you joined the band. That’s so cool! I had no idea you played drums!”
“Uh, yeah. Just recently, actually,” I stammered, suddenly feeling shy again under her gaze. 
“Awesome! We need more talented people like you around here,” she said, her enthusiasm infectious.
But just as I was starting to relax, Matt and his basketball friends swaggered over, their laughter ringing in my ears like a warning bell. 
“Look who decided to show up,” Matt sneered, his eyes narrowing in on me. “Didn’t take you for the bonfire type, Segal.”
	“Go away, Matt,” Steven said, stepping in front of me, a fierce protectiveness in his voice. “You’re not welcome here.”
“Yeah, what’s the matter? Afraid I’ll steal your spotlight?” Matt shot back, a mocking grin plastered on his face. 
“Seriously, man, leave him alone,” Tina added, standing shoulder to shoulder with Steven, her posture fierce.
As they stood up for me, I felt a rush of gratitude mixed with disbelief. Maybe I wasn’t so alone after all. 
“Whatever, losers. Enjoy your little bonfire,” Matt said, backing off with a dismissive wave. 
As he wandered away, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “Thanks, guys,” I said, feeling a wave of relief wash over me.
“Always, bro,” Steven said, clapping me on the back. “Let’s just enjoy this night.”
With the fire crackling behind us and the warmth of friendship wrapping around me, I felt a flicker of hope. Maybe this bonfire wouldn’t just be a test of endurance; maybe it would be the start of something new.







CHAPTER 10
 	As of the next day, we were officially members of the band. I’m not sure why the schedule change made me feel better, the remainder of the weeks rehearsals were just as rough as day one. Class was far different than the after school pep band practice, the classical songs Mr. Wilson assigned pushed me even further out of my element. I stood at a lone snare drum in the back of the room and stared at the music on the stand in front of me. The song came to an abrupt stop when the bell rang. I made my way to Steven as everyone packed their stuff and shuffled towards freedom. My attention was quickly pulled to Mr. Wilson as his voice rose above the chatter.
	“Justin! A moment?” He said as he gestured to his office.
	I followed him in and closed the door behind me. He nodded towards a chair that sat in front of his desk. I sat.
“I noticed you’re having a little trouble keeping up,” He said.
“Yeah, it’s been an adjustment,” I replied. 
“It’s only been a few days, so I’m going to cut you some slack. But I’m going to need to see some improvement or I’ll have to pull you from performances,”
“I’m getting cut already?” I asked, in disbelief that I might be finished before I even got started.
“Not cut, just sidelined until you’re more comfortable with the music. It’s not personal, I have to do what’s best for the group, not just one person,” He said.
The thought of getting kicked out after only a few days made my chest start to tighten, but there wasn’t much I could do.
“I get it,” I said, “I’ll work on it,”
When I got to the hallway, I found Steven leaned against the wall just outside of the door as he stared at his phone. I knew he was going to ask a hundred questions, so I continued towards my locker while he was distracted. Once he noticed me and rushed to catch up.
“So…” He started.
He stared at me as if I was supposed to read his mind based on the word he’d given me.
“What?”
“What’d Wilson want?”
	“Nothing,” I said.
	“He called you into his office and closed the door for nothing?” He asked as he gave me a playful shove, “C’mon bro, we’re best friends. No secrets,”
“Gotta get better or he’s going to bench me,” I said as we got to my locker.
He slammed his hand against the locker next to mine. The sound the metal locker made was loud enough to get stares from the people around us.
“Bro, what? That’s ridiculous!”
I grabbed my bag and headed for the exit; Steven followed.
“Joining was a bad idea,” I said.
“Don’t get all emo yet. It’s only been a couple days,”
“Problem is I can’t read music. So, unless you have a quick solution for that, my days are numbered,” 
“That’s it? You’re trippin’ over something that easy to fix?”
I couldn’t help but grin at his optimism. We were at Tina’s car; she sat in the driver’s seat with the windows down. her music drifted through the brisk fall air.
“Yeah, I’ll just teach myself to read music overnight,” I said sarcastically.
“There’s this thing called the internet…” He said with a laugh, “You could teach that computer class, but you can’t learn how to read music?”
“I don’t know. Just feels like a lost cause,” I said, getting in the car.
He rolled his eyes at my self-pity. We said goodbye as I got in the car.




When I returned to the school that night for the game, people were already filing into the gym. By the time we went in with the instruments, the gym was packed as I set up my drum kit before the game next to a small section of bleachers where the band fiddled with their instruments. Steven stepped down from his spot in the bleachers and stood next to me as he surveyed the audience. 
“Doesn’t get much worse than a full gym to watch us tank,” He said.
I agreed with a nod and continued to put my kit together until he nudged me and nodded towards the entrance. I turned to see my family walk in.
“You let your family come?” He asked, “I never let my parents come, don’t want them to witness how bad we are,”
“Didn’t have a choice. When I told my mom not to come, she threatened to make me play a sport,”
Steven started to respond but was interrupted by a buzzer that signaled the start of the game. Mr. Wilson stood in front of us.
“Hey Song,” He said as he raised his hand to conduct.
He counted us in with a wave of his hand but it didn’t matter because we all came in at different times. With the song as disastrous as when we practiced, the crowd did what they could to ignore us by staring at their phones as a distraction; some fled the gym as an attempt to escape. Even the cheerleaders sat on the floor along the wall, oblivious to our existence as they talked amongst themselves. When a ref blew his whistle, Mr. Wilson put an end to the madness with a swipe of his hand. Everyone in the gym came to life when the music ended. The cheerleaders went to the sideline and engaged the crowd as the game began.
“Guys, we’ve practiced this music all week. I need you to focus,”
	I turned to Steven.
“Hard to focus when I'm on the chopping block,” I muttered.
“Bro, chill. You’re being dramatic,” He said with a grin.
“Easy for you to say, you don’t need a miracle to keep your spot,”
The buzzer signaled half time. As the teams left the gym, Mr. Wilson cued the start of “The Lion Sleeps tonight”. It was just as bad as ‘The Hey Song’. Each member seemed to play at a slightly different tempo and tuning. One of my sticks slipped from my sweaty hand. I stopped playing to grab it as it rolled across the slick gym floor, which only added to the pandemonium as several band members stopped out of confusion. With both drumsticks in hand, I started playing again, my tempo significantly faster than what Mr. Wilson’s hand waved. Mr. Wilson gave me a look of disappointment as he cut us off. He watched us for a moment and let out a sigh. The teams were back on the benches as half time came to an end.
“Take a break. Be back by the start of the fourth,” He said.
We headed towards the door in search of anything other than the disappointment that was in the gym.
“Take your music with you,” Mr. Wilson continued, “At least pretend like you’re going to look over it on break,”
With music in hand, we took shelter from the ridicule in the band room. I sat in the back of the room and pretended to read my music. Steven sat next to me with a back of chips and two drinks.
“You can stop pretending,” He said as he set one of the drinks next to me, “I already know your secret,”
I sighed and opened the drink.
“Thanks,” I said as I gestured the drink towards him.
He replied with a nod.
“This is worse than I thought,” Alisha said.
“This music Wilson gives us certainly doesn’t help,” Steven responded as he crunched on a chip.
“Yeah, when we joined, I thought we’d be playing music that was at least a little relevant,” Liam said.

The group had fallen into an uncomfortable silence. I rolled the empty can between my hands for a moment as I tried to think of a solution.
“It's not all on Wilson, though,” I said softly, almost as if hearing it out loud would help convince myself of it.
The group looked to me. I immediately regretted verbalizing my internal contemplation.
“What?” Noah asked.
	I shook my head lightly in hopes to dismiss my comment.
“Never mind,” I said, “It was dumb,”
“You got something to say, say it with your chest,” Alisha said.
Steven lightly nudged my arm with his elbow.
“I’ll back you, just say it,” He said.
I could feel the group’s stares as I watched at the ground and tried to build up the courage to repeat myself.
“Why would Wilson give us better music? We can’t play the stuff he’s already given us,” I pointed out.
	“Justin’s not wrong,” Callie said, “The music we have now is pretty basic and we still can’t get it right. He doesn’t really have a reason to give us better music,”
“That doesn’t do us any good for tonight,” Liam said.
“Anyone got ideas on surviving the rest of this game without looking like clowns?” Steven asked me.
No one spoke for a moment. The silence only added to the anxiety that had settled into my tight shoulders. I felt the eyes shift to me as I stared at the ground. Why would they look to me? I was new. The stares didn’t go away so I latched on to the one idea I could come up with. 
	“Everyone grab your music,” I said as I stood.
“Excuse you?” Alisha said with some snark in her voice, “You giving orders now?”
“Listen, our biggest issue is playing in tune and on tempo. We won’t be able to solve all the problems tonight, but we can start,”
The band groaned but began to shuffle through their music.
“Uh... Guys. I can’t find my…” Shane started.
Alisha pulled a handful of sheet music from her stack and passed it to Shane.
“Here,” She said, “I knew you’d leave it in the gym so I grabbed it,”
“Bro, you literally had one job,” Steven said.
The band split into groups and began looking through their music. I sat in the back of the room and stared at my music hoping that I’d some how understand it before the fourth quarter started. Before we knew it, Mr. Wilson appeared in the doorway with a scowl to remind us that we were late. We returned to the gym shortly after the start of the fourth quarter. It was the same unwelcoming scene as when we left. The remainder of the game was insufferable, but there was a glimpse of our efforts made on break. The issues still remained but they weren’t as often. 
After the game, I retreated to my room to watch drum videos. I wasn’t convinced this was the answer, but it was the only answer I had at the moment. After a while, the door opened without a knock. Tina came in with a book and tossed it at me before I had a chance to respond.
“Tina! Ever heard of knocking?!” I yelled as I looked to see that what she’d thrown at me was an instructional book.
“Heard you're looking to step up your music reading. Picked it up from Dad’s shop, might help,”
	“I don’t think it's really going to make a difference. I think I’m in over my head,”
“Dang,” She says, “I told my friends I thought you’d make it at least a week. Guess you weren’t as stubborn as I thought,”
“Why should I suffer that long? Billy’s gonna be back next year, anyways. They're not going to pick me over him,”
“Not with that attitude they won't,”
“He's been drumming longer. He’s better,” I said.
“Then give up, I guess. Not like you have the rest of the year to make sure he isn’t better or anything,”
I used my thumb to quickly flip through the pages. It might actually come in handy.
“Thanks,” I said.
“You good? Heard you had some issues with the captain of the jerk squad,” She said.
“I can handle it,”
She glanced towards the door, as if to make sure we were still alone.
“Might be smart to let your mom know,” She said, “I feel like she could help,”
“No!” I yelled.
I realized my shout risked attracting unwanted attention. I immediately adjusted my volume to a more reasonable tone.
“If he’s picking on me it means he’s not picking on someone else,” I continued.
“I know that makes sense in some weird hero complex type of way, but I don’t think it actually works like that,”
“Tina… Promise,”
“Fine,” She said with a dramatic sigh, “But, if you change your mind, I’m here,”
	She disappeared through the door. I was left to stare at the new book.




























CHAPTER 11
The next two games weren’t any better than the first. In a weird way, the fact that no one paid attention to us calmed my nerves; it reminded me of the peaceful time when I was invisible to the world. The band hadn’t forgotten that I’d agreed to talk to Mr. Wilson about getting new music, I was hoping that if I put it off long enough they’d let it go. Tina had managed to get herself detention before school for the foreseeable future, so I took advantage of the quiet solace of the empty band room to study my music. 
On the last Monday before winter break, I was in the band room watching drum videos on my phone with my earbuds in. While I made notes on my music, I didn’t notice Mr. Wilson walk in until I caught a glimpse of his shadow that stretched across my music as he moved next to me.
“Sorry! I was just..,” I stuttered as I juggled the earbuds out of my ears.
	He eyed my music with a silent nod.
“Cheat sheets?” He asked with a slight nod to himself, “Smart,”
“I should’ve asked before marking up the music. My bad,”
“All good. It's a useful trick,” He replied with a smile, “Also shows initiative,”
“Just trying to avoid getting benched,”
He gave me a gentle pat on the shoulder.
“I wouldn’t worry about that too much. Your efforts haven’t gone unnoticed,”
I grinned at the compliment.
“Thanks. I don’t feel like I’m weird the yet,”
“You’ve really stepped up. It’s starting to rub off on the others,” He continued, “That’s the mark of a true leader,”
“I’m not a leader. I can’t even read music,” I said, embarrassed that I may have misled his assumptions.
“So, they have miraculously started to improve after you joined?”
“I may have made some suggestions, but they did all the work,”
“A true leader sets an example that others can’t help but follow. Sounds like you’ve done that by choosing to work on your own struggles,”
	“I guess,”
He silently eyed me for a moment. It was uncomfortable, but I had nowhere to retreat.
“How’re you adjusting? A new school can be challenging,”
“It’s alright, I guess,” I said.
“Heard you might be having some issues with other students,”
“Nothing I can’t handle,”
“Well, I’m here if you need me,” He said as he looked over my notes, “And keep up the good work,”
He started towards his office.
“Also, the group wanted me to ask… Any chance you’ll consider new music?” I asked.
He stopped at the office door and turned back to me with scrunched eyebrows.
“These songs are classics.  The Seymour band has played them for decades,” He said.
“Sure, but the same two songs for decades?”
He sighed; his face wore a soft expression of concern.
“That’s fair. Unfortunately, school board’s cut the budget. Even after losing the jazz band, I’m barely keeping the music program alive with what we already have,”
“Any way to change their minds?”
“At this point? Win BandComp. If we want more budget, we need to get it ourselves,”
He returned to his office as I stared at my music in an anxious silence. 
That day was the first of many that Liam and Noah joined Steven and I for lunch. I ate in silence as our music dilemma weighed heavily on my mind. The broodiness was interrupted when Sarah sat next to me and started on her lunch. It took her a moment to notice our confusion.
	“What? Cheerleaders have to eat too,” She said.
	“Well, sure. It’s just… They usually do it somewhere else,” Liam said.
	Sarah grinned and continued to eat as Liam watched skeptically before returning to his lunch. Noah’s focus shifted from Sarah to me.
“Music?” He asked.
“Budget cuts. No new anything,” I said.
	“Great,” Steven chimed in, “Tell me you have an idea,”
Before I could respond, something was rocketed into my peripherals and a milk carton splattered against my cheek before I could react. The jocks and cheerleaders at the next table were laughing.
“Sarah, I think your confused,” One of the cheerleaders said, “That’s the loser table,”
“But Matt’s at your table,” Steven snipped.
Matt rushed over with a clinched fist.
“I’m getting sick of you running your mouth,” Matt said.
I’m still not sure what came over me, but I found myself between Matt and Steven without any idea how I’d gotten there. It might have been adrenaline, but it wore off as soon as I noticed Matt’s fist aimed at my face. Too late to turn back, so I committed.
[bookmark: _Int_nFRsyOFR]“How’s your coach going to feel when he sees what kind of grades you really get? Cuz if any of my friends get hurt, you’re on your own,” I said.
My voice cracked a little as my friends stared at me in shock. Matt seemed to weigh his options before he decided to give me a shove. The cafeteria fell silent as I tripped over a chair and fell to the ground. Mr. Kent’s advice echoed through my mind as I pulled myself from the ground and stepped back to my spot in front of Matt. But it was then that I realized Mr. Kent never specified how to stand up to bullies, so I returned the push. He didn’t budge. As he raised his fist in retaliation, a sharp voice echoed through the silent lunchroom.
“Mr. Walsh!” Principle Evans yelled from the cafeteria’s entrance, “Office, now!”
Matt stared at me briefly before he complied.
	“You too, Mr. Segal,” She instructed me.
	“Are you kidding?!” Steven exclaimed, “Justin didn’t do anything!”
	The vice principle shot him a glare.
	“Would you like to join them, Mr. Kent?”
	I gestured Steven to back off before I followed Mrs. Evans and Matt to the office. Matt joined her behind her closed door first. It felt like an eternity before Matt emerged with a smug grin and strutted past me. I entered her office and closed the door behind me.
	“I heard this may be a reoccurring problem for you,” She stated.
	I sat in one of two chairs across from her.
	“It’s not an issue,”
	Her already stern face produced a frown.
“I can’t help unless…”
She was interrupted as the door burst open. Tina stormed in; followed closely by Steven and Sarah.
“This is absurd!” Tina exclaimed, “There can’t be punishment without an investigation!”
I grinned. Her attempt to defend me could only be described as reckless. For some reason it was also slightly amusing.
	“Ms. Pembroke…” Principal Evans scolded, “Is there a reason you’re not in class?”
	“I’m the best office aide ever,” Tina scoffed, “My sources sent out the Bat Signal as soon as Justin was brought in here,” Tina interrupted, “But more importantly, if you suspend Justin, you’ll have to suspend us too,”
	“Wait, what?” Steven and Sarah chimed in together.
	“Whatever the consequences, I’ll deal with it. They had nothing to do with it,”
Principle Evans leaned back in her chair as she stared at Tina in silence.

	“Seeing as how winter break starts on Monday, I think warnings will be sufficient,” She said.
	“Are you serious?!” Tina yelled, “Justin’s been dealing with Matt for…”
	“Tina!” I interrupted as I threw her a glare.
	“Back to class, please,” She said.
	I dragged Tina from the office before she managed to talk us all into suspensions. My nerves were high the rest of the day but I managed to survive until the last bell. After school, I made a beeline to my room. An hour into my homework, there was a knock on my closed bedroom door. It opened without an invitation as Mom entered and sat next to me on the bed.
	“Heard you had a little scuffle at school,” She said.
	“He started it,” I said without looking up from my book.
	She gently pulled the book from me and placed it face down on the bed.
	“It isn’t like you to get into fights, regardless of who starts it,”
	“How’d you even hear about it? It literally just happened,” I scoffed.
	“Principle Evans called after she talked to you. How long have you had issues with this kid?”
	“It doesn’t matter,” I said, “I have it under control,”
	“When did you grow up?” She asked.
	She stared at me with a soft gaze for a moment then gave me a sympathetic hug that was a little too long for my liking. I let it go until I couldn’t take it any longer and pulled away.
	“Mom!” I said, “I’m fine. Can we just move on please?”
	She grinned.
	“Only if you promise that there won’t be any more fights,”
	I agreed.



























CHAPTER 12
[image: ]The rest of the week passed without any more issue. I hadn’t seen much of Matt since Monday’s encounter, which gave a much appreciated break from doing his homework. I’d done my best to avoid Tina, but it was hard considering we lived together. Principal Evans had already known about the issues that led up to the cafeteria incident, which left me with an unshakable feeling that Tina was to thank. The timing was a little too coincidental with it being just after my talk with Tina, but bad timing and a feeling of betrayal wasn’t enough to prove anything. 
By the time Friday rolled around, everyone’s mind was on winter break. The majority of my teachers showed movies since our focus was going to be on anywhere except schoolwork. Last period was being replaced with an assembly, so I sat in the back of English class with Steven and Sarah as we tried to survive fifteen more minutes of an ancient holiday movie. The darkness was interrupted briefly as the door opened and let light from the hall slip in. Tina handed Mr. Z a piece of paper which he carefully examined before his voice boomed over the movie.
“Mr. Segal, you’re needed in the office,” He said.
Steven leaned towards me.
“I thought you squashed that issue,” He whispered.
“So did I,” I responded as I headed towards the door.
“Mr. Kent, Ms. Zimmerman… You are too,” Mr. Z added.
We joined Tina in the hall where Liam and Noah waited for us. For some reason, I couldn’t help but think that this was some twisted attempt to help.
	“Tina, if this is about…” I started.
Tina ignored me and strutted quickly down the hall. We followed reluctantly, my brain scrambling for an idea on how to talk myself out of whatever Tina had come up with. We walked in silence until we were past the office.
“Um, Tina?” I said, “I thought we were…”
“Don’t do that,” She interrupted.
“Don’t do what?”
“Think. Stop thinking and just trust me,” She said with a smile.
We followed her into a stairwell and down to the basement where we emerged in a dark, musty hallway. Other than us, this wing of the school seemed abandoned which left the area silent. To add to the eeriness, the only working light at the other end of the hall flickered intermittently. Tina stopped abruptly in front of a large, bland utility door that sat halfway down the hall.
“Liam, Noah… Keep watch,” Tina instructed.
They nodded and posted up on either side of the door.
“Lookouts seem a little dramatic,” I said, “It doesn't look like anyone’s been down here in years,”
She ignored me as she pulled the door open and disappeared inside. Steven followed without hesitation. I glanced around the hall as I weighed my options. Sarah nudged me with her elbow.
“You good?” She asked.
“Yeah. Just feels like the start of every bad horror movie,”
“Oh, come on,” She said with a grin, “Tina wouldn’t do us like that,”
She’d already betrayed me once, but since I didn’t have any hard proof, I decided that it wasn’t worth the argument. We stepped into a time machine of a room that seemed as forgotten as the hall; broken tables, stacks of chairs, and other junk piled from one wall to the other covered in layers of cobwebs and dust. Tina hesitated near the entrance as she scanned the room.
“What exactly are we looking for?” Steven asked her.
	“Infection?” I asked, a little irritated that I got pulled out of class and into a mountain of junk with no explanation.
	Tina shook her head without a response. Whatever she was looking for, she was zoned in.
	“For real. Hope everyone’s up to date on their tetanus shots,” Sarah said with a grin.
	“Will you guys shut up and help me look?” Tina snapped.
	“Still haven’t told us what we’re supposed to be looking for,” I said.
	“A file cabinet,” 
	The vagueness of Tina’s answer only added to my irritation because there were at least twenty file cabinets within arm’s reach alone. I tried to remind myself that her betrayal wasn’t completely proven yet, but it didn’t seem to help since Tina was the only one I’d talked to about Matt. Tina seemed to hear my internal doubts because she elaborated without prompt.
	“We’re looking for the one covered in stickers,” She said, “It’s about to solve all of your problems,”
	We all spread out, checking opposite ends of the room. Between sneezes, I managed to eliminate file cabinets all the way up to the middle of the room by the time Sarah called out from the back of the room.
	“I think I found it!” She yelled, “But… there’s more than one,”
	We joined her in front of one of the cabinets covered in a variety of band and cartoon stickers. Sarah pointed out two more in the corner.
	“So… Which one solves our problems?” Steven asked Tina.
	Tina cracked a drawer on each cabinet and peaked inside.
	“All three,” She said, “Looks like you’ll have plenty to choose from,”
	“Plenty of what, exactly?” I asked.
	“Music. My friend’s brother was in band like forever ago. He said this is where all the unwanted stuff goes to die,”
	We all peaked at the cabinets.
	“This is insane,” Steven said, “We’ll never need new music again!”
	I pulled a piece of music from the drawer and looked it over for a moment.
	“This does solve the budget issue, I guess,” I said, a little skeptical of how easy it seemed to be.
	“Why don’t you sound more excited?” Tina asked, “You should be more excited,”
	I thumbed through the drawer of old music. To my surprise, there were actually some decent options to choose from.
 “I mean sure, this is great. But, as dusty as these cabinets are, they’ve been here forever,” I replied, “If the solution to our music problem has been locked in here the whole time, why did Wilson have us playing those same two songs?”
	“He’s only been here a couple years. Chances are he didn’t even know this place exists,” Steven said.
	“Guys, focus!” Tina said, “We can sit here and talk about the music or we can find a way to carry all of this out of here,”
	Sarah disappeared into the jungle of forgotten stuff and returned with a large trash bag.
	“You think this’ll work?” She asked.
	“Good enough,” Tina replied, “Everyone hurry up, can’t get caught ditching the assembly,”
	We split up and began emptying the music into the bag. Steven and Tina took the cabinets in the corner while Sarah and I worked on the one in front of us. After a while of silence, I felt Sarah’s hand on my shoulder. 
“You good?” She asked.
I glanced up to see her sympathetic gaze fixed on me. I wasn’t ok, but I didn’t want her to hear my wild theories about Tina and think I was crazy.
“I guess,” I replied, returning my focus to the music.
She bumped my arm with her shoulder.
“C’mon, you can’t fool me. You only get this broody when you’re upset,”
“It’s just… I’ve been trying to figure out how Principal Evans knew about all of the issues I’ve had with Matt but I never told her,” I said.
“You’re mad because someone else told her?” She asked, “Do you know who?”

I threw a sideways nod towards Tina’s corner without realizing that she and Steven had started to eavesdrop on our conversation.
“Wait… What?” Steven asked, “You think I had something to do with that?”
“No, he thinks it was me,” Tina said, “Justin, I promise I didn’t…”

“Then how?” I interrupted, “You’re the only one who knew. And if it wasn’t bad enough that she found out, Evans told Mom, who apparently told Wilson. So much for keeping my private life private,”
Everyone went quiet for a minute. It was a heavy silence as the tension grew.
“But Tina wasn’t the only one who knew,” Steven said, “We watched you deal with it every day. I’m the one who told Wilson,”
“And I told Principal Evans,” Sarah added.
“Guys!” I yelled, “I said I had it under control, why would you go telling everyone?”
Tina and Steven had moved so that they stood right next to us.
 “You been backin’ us up since you moved here,” Steven said, “Loyalty goes both ways, bro,”
I never figured out why accepting help made me uncomfortable, but I didn’t like it. We went back to loading the bag in silence. When Sarah and I were almost finished with the bottom drawer, Tina checked her phone.
“Assembly’s almost over, we’ve got to go,” She instructed.
Steven grasped the top of the bag and spun it closed. With the bag slung over his shoulder, he fell in behind us as Tina led the group up the same stairwell we’d come from. It was too late to join the assembly, so we waited at my locker for the final bell.
“So… What now?” Steven asked as he set the bag of music at his feet.
We all stared at it for a while as I tried to think of a plan.
“It’s going to take forever to sort through all of this,” Sarah said.
“We can worry about it over..,” I started.
“Incoming,” Steven interrupted as his attention was pulled to something behind me, “Everyone be cool,”
I glanced over my shoulder to see Mr. Wilson approaching quickly. Tina kicked the bag towards Liam and Noah.
“Take this out to my car and wait for us,” Tina said as she tossed them the keys.
They disappeared around the corner as Mr. Wilson stopped in front of us.
“Hey Wilson, lookin’ good… New haircut?” Steven asked with a grin.
Mr. Wilson gave Steven a scowl.
“No Steven, I haven’t gotten a haircut since you saw me this morning,” He replied, “Shouldn’t you guys be at the assembly?”
“Um, we… Uh…” I stuttered.
I glanced back to my friends for help but they had left me to fend for myself.
“We, uh, were just…” I resumed, “In the bathroom,”
“All of you?” Wilson asked, skeptical of my lie. 
“Yes?” I said.
I did my best to project confidence with my answer but it came out sounding more like a question.
“You’re a horrible liar,” He said.
“Yes. Yes I am,” I said as I fled towards the front doors.
The bell rang as I got outside. I got halfway to Tina’s car when a familiar voice stopped me in my tracks. I looked down the row of cars to see Doug leaned against his truck.
“Justin!” He shouted with a wave, “Over here!”
The sudden appearance of my dad caused my brain to stutter a bit as I contemplated a conversation with him. I decided against it and rushed towards my friends. Liam put the bag in Tina’s car before he and Noah left. Sarah and I made plans for her to hang out, then she left too.
“It’s officially vacation,” Steven said, “Let’s roll,”
Steven got in the front seat. I glanced towards Doug as I hesitated to get in the car. He had started walking towards us.
“Hey, Justin! Let’s talk,” He said.
“Yo, who’s the boomer?” Steven asked.
I quickly slid into the back seat and closed the door.
“No one. Let’s go,”
Tina stood with her door open, her attention sidetracked by Doug.
“Wait… Isn’t that…” She started.
“Yes it is. And no, I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, “Hurry up and get in!”
The group met back at school an hour before the game as usual. My family dropped me off at the entrance before parking the car; Steven was waiting for me on the warm side of the glass doors. As we made our way down the quiet basement hallway towards the band room, Doug’s voice echoed through the hall as he called after me. Steven turned to look; I didn’t. Once I heard the rapid approach of footsteps, I turned to see Doug as he rushed to catch up to us.
“Good to see you,” He said as he stood in front of us.
“Why are you here?” I asked.
“I’m not allowed to come visit you now?”
I didn’t respond. Liam and Noah had come out of the band room to investigate the stranger.
“Listen…” He continued, “I just want to talk for a minute,”
“We’re really busy…” Steven started.
I gave him a nod, and he disappeared into the band room with Liam and Noah.
“Well, I can’t ignore your calls now,” I said, “What do you want?”
“I just want to know how you’re doing,” He said.
“Like my friend said, I’m really busy,”
“Too busy for your father?”
“At the moment, yes,” I said as I stepped into the band room and closed the door behind me.
The band stared silently as I retreated to the back of the room. It had become my safe space, even when  all the eyes were on me life felt more manageable in my little corner. After a while, they joined me.
“You good?” Steven asked.
“Yeah, boomer seemed next level annoying,” Liam said, “Who was he?”
I ignored the question for a while as I stared at the ground
“That was my dad,” I finally answered.
“Wait… The one from California?” Steven stuttered with surprise.
I gave him a raised brow. We had never really talked about Doug so I wasn’t sure how he’d known.
“I may have gotten the tea from Tina,” He said, “You know he was coming?”
“Nope. Haven’t exactly answered his calls,” I said.
After half an hour it was time to set up in the gym. As I put together my kit, Steven scanned the crowd.
“I don’t see him,” He said.
“I don’t care,” I said without looking up, “He’s gonna do what he wants, I can’t stop him,”
	Mr. Wilson had us play ‘The Hey Song’ first. Halfway through, I saw Doug enter the gym and find an open spot in the bleachers next to the band. He caught me looking and waved. The normally small gesture threw me off coming from him and I dropped a drumstick as my focus shifted from the kit. I attempted to grab it while playing but couldn’t manage so I stopped long enough to get it. The confusion that my sudden stop spread through the band and brought the song to an abrupt end.  The game begin. Doug watched attentively as we played. Finally, half time was over and I slipped out of the gym in a hurry to escape to the band room.
I did my best to ignore him for the rest of the game which seemed easier said than done. I could feel his unwavering stares while I played but managed to get through it without any more mistakes. When the final buzzer rang, we shuffled out of the gym. I was on high alert, doing everything in my power to avoid Doug as we made our way back to the band room but managed to avoid him. My mom waited with Jon and Tina in the hall as the band helped move my drums in the room. When Steven and I emerged, Doug was leaned against the wall across from the band room. Despite my hopes to go unnoticed as he looked at his phone, my luck wasn’t that good.
	“Hey, Justin!” He said, “Let’s go grab some food,”
	Steven maneuvered a quick sidestep and was suddenly between me and Doug.
	“He actually has plans already,” Steven sneered.
	“Plans?” Doug scoffed, “Can’t be more important than spending time with his dad,”
	“It is,” Liam said, “He’s got a band to run,”
	I wasn’t sure when Liam and Noah had joined the conversation, but I appreciated the added support. The mere thought of dealing with Doug on my own seemed unbearable as he stared at me with surprise that he wasn’t getting his way. Doug stared for a moment as he seemed to be a bit speechless.
	“Fine,” He said to me, “Can I get five minutes to talk?”
	I remembered my conversations with Jon and Mr. Kent and decided this was one more thing I couldn’t run from forever.
	“I’ll give you one,” I said.
	I gave my family and friends a slight nod, they went towards the entrance and left me as Doug’s stare remained fixed on me.
	“I tried to call,” He said.
	“And I tried to ignore you,” I said, “That wasn’t an invitation to show up out of nowhere,”
	“You’re supposed to spend the holiday in California. But I can’t work out details with you if I can’t get ahold of you,”
	I couldn’t believe I forgot about that. He hadn’t called in a while so I had kind of hoped that he’d given up.
	“I have no interest in California,” I said.
	“No interest? What about me? We have a new life there and…”
	“No, you have a new life there,” I interrupted, “My new life is here and I can’t just leave for a week,”
	He watched me for a moment without an indication as to what he was thinking. After what seemed like a long, uncomfortable silence, he gave a slight nod.
	“How about this…” He started as his brain formulated a plan, “I’ll let you spend Christmas here, but you come to California for the summer,”
	I didn’t like it, but it was better than having to leave right now.
	“Half the summer and I’m back in time to put in work with the band,” I countered.
	“Fine,” He said, “We’ll talk details when summer gets closer,”
	“Whatever,” I said.
He walked away without argument. I waited until there was a safe enough distance to avoid having to walk with him before making the silent journey to the car. It seemed a lot longer when I had so much on my mind. None of which I was able to work out before joining my family outside.








CHAPTER 13
	The next morning when I finally rolled out of bed, I looked out my window to find everything covered in a thick layer of snow left by a winter storm that hit overnight. I could hear the soft echoes of the weather channel that drifted up from the living room. I pulled on a hoody and made my way downstairs. A smooth-voiced reporter claimed that we were only seeing a small break in what they claimed was the storm of the season, which I found odd since the season had just started. As I entered the kitchen, the sounds of the tv were interrupted by a laugh from Steven and Sarah. I retrieved a soda and cheese stick from the fridge and went to investigate the unexpected company.
	“What’s going on?” I asked as I wiped the sleep from my eyes.
	They sat on either side of Mom as she flipped through an old photo album. My stomach sank; I didn’t need to see the photos to know that this wasn’t going to end well for me.
	“I was just showing them…” Mom started.
	Her words trailed off as I pulled the album from her hands and returned it to a shelf in the corner.
	“We’re not doing that,” I said.
	“Oh, come on,” Sarah said with a grin.
	“Why are you guys here so early?”
	Mom made a face that would have scared most people but I was on the receiving end of it a few times a week so I stood strong under the glare of her wrinkled brow.
	“Early?” She asked, “It’s almost noon,”
	“It’s also winter break,” I replied as I sat in the recliner across from them, “That fact that I’m up before noon should be a crime,”
	Steven leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees as he looked at me with an amount of seriousness that I didn’t realize he was capable of.
	“We need a gameplan for the music,” He said.
	“Yeah, even thinking about trying to sort through all of it is giving me a headache,” Sarah said.
Steven gave a slight nod, as if just to confirm an internal thought. We sat in silence for a few moments but it didn’t get us any closer to a solution. Suddenly, Steven’s eyes widened with a glimmer of excitement as he pulled his phone from his pocket and typed rapidly. He set his phone next to him on the couch with a grin as my phone buzzed. That’s when I discovered Steven‘s excitement was just a text to the group chat announcing an emergency band meeting at my house.
“Really? An emergency?” I asked.
“Wilson’s music is tragic so yeah, this is an emergency,”
A couple hours later, the band gathered in my basement. I watched the group shake off the snow and peel off their winter layers. The snow had started again, which made me a little surprised that they showed up at all.
“We’re all here,” Callie said, “Wanna explain why you brought us over here in a snowstorm?”
Steven grinned as he emptied the bag of music onto the floor. The group stared at the mess with confusion.
“Wait… Is that…?” Liam’s question trailed off as Steven and I nodded with glee.
“Do we want to know how you pulled this off?” Alisha asked.
Steven’s voice dropped to a low, raspy rumble.
“I’m Batman,”
I grinned.
“He just loaded bags,” I told Alisha, “Tina’s Batman,”
Steven grinned and spoke in the same low rumble.
“I’m Robin,”

	No one spoke as we stared at the untamed mountain on the floor for a moment. Tommy picked up a small stack and flipped through it.
“It’s all so old,” He said.
Noah peered over Tommy’s shoulder at the music.
“It’s better than what we have now,” He added, pointing at the song in Tommy’s hand, “I think that one’s from the early 2000’s,”
“It’s still older than all of us,” Sarah said.
Steven had become oblivious to our presence as he zoned in on the music. Suddenly, his eyes seemed to sparkle with an idea.
“You know… I think she’s on to something,” Steven said, “Last year, all of the bands played a bunch of new stuff. But this stuff… This stuff is ancient,”
“I just said that,” Sarah responded.
“This isn’t any better than the stuff we already have,” Liam said, “It’s still all on my dad’s playlist,”
“No… It’s better,” Steven said, “All the judges are as old as our parents. This older stuff might help catch their attention,”
“That’s not a bad idea,” I said, “At this point, we just need more depth to our song list,”
We started digging through the pile without any real plan on what to do with it. After an hour the pile wasn’t any more organized than when we started, it was now just several little piles. Mom appeared at the foot of the stairs with pizza and two liter bottles of soda. She stepped over music scattered across the floor and set the food on a shelf.
“I’ve got some bad news,” She said.
	“How bad can it be? There’s pizza involved,” Steven said.
“Another storm has already started so unfortunately everyone’s stuck here for the night,” 
“That’s bad news?” Steven asked, “Gives us more time to work on this,”
“Easy for you to say. You’ve barely done anything,” Sarah said with a grin.
With pizza in hand, we got back to work. After a few hours, Steven had already fallen asleep and the rest of us were getting tired so we called it a night.
When I rejoined the group the next morning with a plate of microwaved burritos, Sarah was the only one awake as she laid on the couch and scrolled through her phone. She slid her feet up to make room for me next to her. I left the plate on the shelf next to the empty pizza box and stepped over Steven, who was fast asleep on the floor in front of the couch, and sat next to Sarah and stared at the untamed piles of music scattered through the basement. 
“The longer I stare at it, the more I think we got in over our heads” I said.
“It seemed like a lot less when it was still in the bag,”
	I sighed as I stared at the music.
	“Is it too late to put it all back? Just pretend we never found it,” I said, “It’d make life a whole lot easier,”
	Sarah chuckled and gave me a playful nudge with her shoulder.
	“You saw how excited they were when they saw it. You can’t undo that now,”
Sarah got two breakfast burritos from the shelf and handed me one as she settled back onto the couch. Everyone started to wake up one by one until Steven was the only one still asleep on the floor in front of me. Once the band had eaten and began to sort through music, I had finally grown tired of his snoring and jabbed him with my foot a few times. He jumped up out of his sleep in a panic.
“I’m late for school!” He yelled.
“No school. But you’re late to do any work,” I said, “We’re done,”
Steven sat up and looked at the stacks of music.
“We’re done? That didn’t take us long at all,” He said as he wiped his eyes.
“Us?” Liam reiterated.
We sat in silence as Steven ate a burrito. With no better ideas on how to narrow down the options, we began to play through the pieces in search of songs that felt right. By five, the stack hadn’t dwindled much and everyone was getting tired so we called it a night.
In the following days, I started to incorporate the new music into my daily practices. I was forced to take Wednesday off; my family was insistent on some quiet for Christmas Day. Which meant that my new cymbal and sticks would have to wait until the next day. When the band returned on Thursday, we didn’t waste any time sorting the music into what stayed and what went. After three daunting hours, the keep pile monstrous keep pile still seemed unbearable so we did the only thing we knew to do… We played.
 By the end of the day, we had played through the remainder of the keep pile and had the stack narrowed down to Soul Man and a couple songs from the early 2000’s that were sure to be nostalgic to the older judges. As the band cleared out, Steven and Sarah were the last to head home. I decided to take the opportunity to have them help me load my kit into Tina’s car before joining them on their walk. Bundled in our giant winter coats that barely sufficed against the bitter wind’s bite, we headed out.
“You sure it’s safe to leave your kit in Tina’s car?” Steven asked.
“I do it all the time,”
	The only thing worse than the cold was the fact that we had to pass Brad’s house on the way to Steven’s. We walked past as quickly as possible, but it wasn’t fast enough to avoid Brad as he slid his way down the icy driveway until he was in front of us with an arrogant smirk.
“What’s up losers?”
“Wow, that’s original,” I said, “I was hoping you’d get some new insults for Christmas,”
“Couldn’t help but notice what sounded like a dying animal. I’m surprised that buffoon you call a director lets you play in public,”
“Watch it,” Steven warned, “Mr. Wilson’s the best director in the state,”
I shot Steven a grin. He gave me a slight glance.
“If you tell him I said that I’ll deny it,” Steven said to me.
“Don’t you have anything better to do?” I asked, “The trash talk is getting old,”
He took a step towards me and stood an inch from my face.
“What’re you going to do about it?” He said in an angry growl.
“We’re gonna win BandComp,” I said, “I’ll make sure to wave from the winner’s circle,”
We moved on before Brad had a chance to delay us anymore. Steven gave us a wave when we hit his house. Sarah and I didn’t stop as we waved back.
“This is me,” She said as she turned into a driveway.
[bookmark: _Int_e3PSNuUM]“I appreciate the help,” I said.
She leaned in and gave me a hug. It caught me off guard; the only thing I could think of was to just stand there awkwardly.
“Not a problem,” She said as she rushed toward the warmth of her house.
The walk home seemed a little colder once I had to do it alone. It only got colder as the sun started to set. With my house in sight, it took a moment for my brain to register that something was wrong, but it wasn’t long before I noticed that Tina’s car door was open. As I got closer, I realized that no one was around. My heart sank as I reached the driveway; pieces of my drum set laid smashed in the snow. I felt my knees buckle as our chance at BandComp were now shattered. My body felt heavy as my legs started to get weak until I was on my knees. I stared at what used to be my drum set, my knees were wet in the snow, but I didn’t feel it. I wasn’t cold. I wasn’t angry. I was just lost.












































CHAPTER 14
That night, I locked myself in my room, trying to forget that BandComp was officially a lost cause. The weight of everything felt unbearable, and my thoughts kept spiraling back to the destruction of my drum set. I had never imagined that something I loved so much could be reduced to mere pieces in the snow.
As I lay in bed, the familiar sounds of my family trying to cheer me up drifted through the house. Mom kept checking on me, bringing snacks and asking if I wanted to talk. I knew she was just trying to help, but I wasn’t ready to confront anything, least of all my feelings. I ignored the fifty unanswered texts from the band, the countless calls from Sarah, and even my mom’s insistence to file a police report. I felt like it was pointless.
Friday morning came like a dull ache, and I found solace in the quiet band room while Tina served her last detention. The school felt wrong when it was empty—no lockers slamming or laughter echoing down the halls. Just the hum of the heating system and my own breathing. As I stared at the ceiling, the heavy silence was interrupted by footsteps approaching Mr. Wilson’s office.
“Justin, get in here,” Mr. Wilson called out, piercing through my fog of despair.
For a moment, I hesitated, but I eventually mustered the energy to get up. I stepped into his office, where he gestured for me to take a seat across from him.
“I heard about your drums,” he said, his voice steady. “Any idea who did it?”
“Couple suspicions, but nothing I can prove,” I admitted, feeling the frustration bubble up again.
“Anyone I know?” he asked.
“No, doubt it. Had to be either the drummer from Timothy Marks or one of the basketball players,”
He stood abruptly and disappeared from the office. When he returned, he had Matt with him, looking as surprised as I felt.
“Mr. Walsh, have a seat,” Mr. Wilson instructed.
“Sir, I’m not sure what this is about…” Matt began.
“This is about a drum set that got destroyed over break. Since you’re the captain of the basketball team, I wanted to make sure you didn’t know anything about it,”
Matt’s eyes widened, and his face flushed with confusion. “I don’t know anything about it,”
“You’re sure?” Mr. Wilson pressed.
“Yeah, I swear,” Matt stammered.
The silence stretched on, thick and uncomfortable. I could feel the tension in the air, and I shifted in my seat, not sure where this was headed.
“Alright, I’ll take your word for it right now,” Mr. Wilson said, “But while I have you both here, there’s another problem we need to address. You two can’t seem to exist in the same building without causing chaos,”
“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I muttered, feeling a mix of anger and frustration.
“And I didn’t ask to be stuck in some stupid band!” Matt snapped back.
“Enough!” Mr. Wilson’s voice boomed through the small office. “You’re both here because whether you like it or not, you need each other. Matt, you need to pass band to stay on the basketball team. Justin, you need a drum set to compete at BandComp. So here’s what’s going to happen—you’re going to figure this out. Together,”
“Is that even possible?” I asked, my heart sinking further.
Matt straightened in his chair. “Actually, I might have an idea about that,”
I looked at him, my heart racing. “What do you mean?”
“Your mom’s the custom shirt lady, right?” he said, a hint of determination in his voice.
“Yeah. Why?”
“I’ll meet you at your place after school. Bring Steven and Sarah,”
The rest of the day dragged on, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of anxiety that built up as I thought about what Matt might have in mind. When the final bell rang, I rushed out to meet him, my heart pounding.
In my room, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of dread and curiosity as I waited for Matt. When he arrived, he wasted no time.
“Listen,” he said, pulling out his phone, “I have this idea for shirts to raise money for your new drum set,”
“Shirts?” I echoed, confused.
“Yeah! We can sell them at the pep rally before the next basketball game. I’ll get the basketball team and cheerleaders involved. We can use the money to buy you a new kit,”
I stared at him, disbelief coursing through me. “Why would you help us?”
“Because Wilson made it clear I need to fix this mess. I owe you,”
“No,” I shook my head. “I can’t trust you. You’ve made my life hell for months. Why should I believe you now?”
“I won’t bail on you. I promise,” Matt insisted. “Let’s just try. Please,”
I looked around at Steven and Sarah, both silently watching. They were clearly skeptical, but I could see they were also open to the idea.
“Okay,” I said slowly, “But this doesn’t make us friends. It’s just business. The second you screw this up, we’re done,”
“Got it,” Matt said, relief washing over his face.
As we worked together to pull off a fundraising effort, I found myself surprised by how quickly the tension faded. Everyone rallied to support the idea, and before I knew it, we had a plan in place. A plan that could actually work.
The day of the pep rally arrived, and the atmosphere in the school was electric. Everyone was buzzing with excitement as we gathered in the gym. The bleachers were packed with students, cheering and shouting, while the basketball team warmed up on the court. I felt a knot of anxiety in my stomach as the band set up in the corner, our shirts laid out for sale.
Matt stood next to me, scanning the crowd. “We need to get their attention,” he said, determination in his eyes.
“Great, but how?” I replied, feeling overwhelmed.
“Just trust me,” he said. “I’ll get them hyped up. You need to be ready to speak at some point,”
I froze at the thought. "What?"
He didn’t have time to answer before Sarah chimed in. “We’ll just follow your lead, Justin,”
The pep rally kicked off, and the principal introduced the band. The crowd cheered as we took our place on the makeshift stage. I felt the heat of hundreds of eyes on me, and my heart raced.
“Alright, everyone!” Matt called out, stepping forward to grab the crowd’s attention. “We’re the Seymour Pep Band, and we have something special for you today!”
I stood frozen. This was not happening. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. My mind went blank as fear paralyzed me.
“Justin, come on!” Matt urged, glancing back at me.
“Uh…” He nudged me forward, and I stepped up hesitantly.
“Hey, guys,” I managed to say, my voice shaky. “We’re selling these shirts to raise money for a new drum set. It’s for BandComp, and any support would mean a lot,”
The crowd clapped and cheered, but it barely registered as I stared out at the sea of faces. My legs felt like jelly, and I wished I could just vanish.
“Let’s hear it for Justin!” Sarah shouted, and the crowd erupted into applause.
Matt stepped back in, taking charge. “And trust me, you want to grab one of these shirts! They’re not just cool—they’re helping our band compete, and we’re going to win!”
The energy in the gym surged as the crowd roared with excitement. I felt a flicker of hope ignite within me. Maybe this could actually work.
By the end of the rally, we had sold out of all the shirts. I couldn’t believe it—support from the school had been overwhelming. As I stood there, surrounded by my friends, I felt a sense of belonging wash over me.
“See? I told you we could do this,” Matt said, grinning widely.
“Yeah,” I replied, still in shock. “We actually did it,”
As the cheers and excitement echoed around me, I realized that maybe I didn’t have to face everything alone. Maybe, just maybe, I was starting to find my place in this new life.
Friday after school, we all met at Jon's music store. Me, Steven, Sarah, Matt, Mom, and even a few other band members who wanted to be there for the big moment. The cash box felt heavy in my hands—heavier than it should have, like it carried more than just money.
Jon was behind the counter when we walked in, organizing sheet music. He looked up and smiled.
"Well, this is quite the entourage,” He said, "What's going on?"
I set the cash box on the counter. "We need to buy a drum set,”
Jon's eyebrows rose. "A drum set?"
"Long story,” I said, "But we raised money. All of us. And we need a kit for BandComp,”

Jon opened the cash box and started counting. His expression shifted from curious to impressed as the total grew.
"This is..,” He paused, recounting, "This is almost eight hundred dollars,”
"Is that enough?" Steven asked anxiously.
Jon was quiet for a moment, then he walked to the back of the store. We all followed, weaving through aisles of guitars and keyboards and amplifiers until we reached the drum section.
He stopped in front of a kit that made my breath catch. It was beautiful—a five-piece set in deep blue sparkle finish, with Zildjian cymbals that gleamed under the fluorescent lights. Professional grade. The kind of kit I'd dreamed about but never thought I'd actually play.
"This one,” Jon said, resting his hand on the bass drum, "This is what you need,”
"How much?" I asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.
"Retail? Fourteen hundred,” Jon said, "But I can do twelve hundred for you,”
My heart sank. We were four hundred dollars short.
"We can keep fundraising,” Sarah said quickly, "We'll do another shirt sale, or—"
"Or,” Jon interrupted gently, "Justin works off the balance,”
I stared at him. "What?"
"You work here over the summer. Help me around the store, teach some beginner lessons, whatever needs doing. Minimum wage, and we'll call it even by August,”
I looked at the drum set, then at Jon, then at my friends standing around me. Steven was grinning. Sarah had tears in her eyes. Even Matt looked pleased. Mom was wiping her eyes with a tissue.
"You'd really do that?" I asked.
"I would,” Jon said simply, "You've been through a lot this year, kid. And watching you find your way back to music... that's worth something. Plus, I could actually use the help. Summer's my busy season,”
The words caught in my throat. After everything—the move, the new school, Matt, the destroyed drums—here was someone offering to help without asking for anything in return. Someone who'd been there, quietly supporting me even when I'd pushed everyone away.
"Thanks, Dad,” I said, my voice rough.
The room went completely silent. Jon's eyes widened slightly, and I saw Mom's hand fly to her mouth. Steven and Sarah exchanged glances, both of them smiling.
Jon's expression softened, and for a moment, he just looked at me. Then he pulled me into a hug. It was awkward and unexpected and exactly what I needed. When he let go, Mom hugged me too, crying openly now.
"Alright,” Jon said, his voice a little thick as he pulled back and clapped his hands together, "Let's get this kit loaded up. You've got a competition to win,”
Steven whooped. Sarah hugged me. Matt offered a fist bump, which I returned. And for the first time since moving to Seymour, I felt like maybe—just maybe—I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
As we loaded the drum set into Jon's truck, Steven threw his arm around my shoulders.
"Told you we'd figure it out,” He said.
"Yeah, yeah,” I replied, but I was smiling.
"So, you ready for BandComp?"
I looked at the drum set, at my friends, at my family, at the music store that was starting to feel like home.
"Yeah,” I said, "I think I am,”





CHAPTER 15
-ADD: Walking to gym---- Steven: “Bro, you already stood up to Matt, this’ll be nothin’.”
			        Band enters gym, Justin stares at the crowd.
			        Justin: “Matt doesn’t seem so scary at the moment.”
The days leading up to BandComp felt like an endless countdown of anticipation and anxiety. Each morning, I woke up with a knot in my stomach, the pressure to perform weighing on me like a heavy backpack full of textbooks. I kept replaying our practices in my mind, the mistakes echoing like a broken record. My friends were excited, but I was still haunted by the ghosts of my shattered drum set and the fear of embarrassing myself in front of the whole school.
On the morning of the big day, the band gathered early outside Timothy Marks High. We didn’t go on until eleven, but all bands had to report by eight. The gym was buzzing with life; students filled the bleachers, cheering and hyping each other up for the competition. I felt that familiar knot tighten as we were led to a cold basement classroom to wait our turn. We sat in the dark for an eternity, letting the silence fall over us as my nerves continued to twist. I couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone was silently judging me, waiting to see if I would crumble under pressure.
“Dude, you good?” Steven asked, nudging me with his elbow as we stood by the band’s setup area. “You look like you’re about to faint,”
“Just trying to get my head around all of this. I’ll be fine,” I replied, forcing a smile that I hoped looked more convincing than it felt.
“Trust me, you’re gonna crush it,” he said, his confidence infectious. “Just remember to breathe. We’ve got this!”
After a while, I noticed Matt lingering outside the classroom through the small window in the door.
“Hey Wilson, can I grab some water?” I asked.
“Make it quick,” He said, “And remember, we’re not allowed anywhere near the gym until we perform,”
I stepped out of the room and closed the door behind me.
“What’s up?” I asked Matt.
“You guys know Wipe Out?”
“Kind of. Haven’t messed with it a whole lot,”
He gave me a raised eyebrow accompanied by a slight grin.
“You think you could pull it off?”
“Maybe. Why?” I asked.
“Timothy Marks just did it. Brad screwed up the solo,”
This was big. I wasn’t sure what to do with it but it was a start. I thanked Matt and returned to the room. I watched the band for a moment as they slumped in their chairs.
“New game plan,” I stated.
“Great!” Alisha exclaimed, “I knew we couldn’t get through this without Justin trying to add some more stress to the situation,”
“Just hear me out…” I started, “Timothy Marks just screwed up Wipe Out…”
“And now you think we should do it,” Mr. Wilson interrupted.

He hadn’t moved from his seat in the front of the room. He watched us closely as the group thought it over. 
“Are there rules against it?” I asked.
“Not technically, but we have five minutes before we go up. So, we need a decision now,”
Noah stood from his desk.
“I mean, what do we have to lose?” He asked, “I’m in,”
“For sure. Justin hasn’t led us wrong yet so I’m in too,” Liam chimed in.
Alisha stood in frustration and faced the group.
“Are we really going to change things up now? This is going to turn into a nightmare,” She said.
‘Listen, I don’t want to pressure anyone into something they don’t want to do,” I said, “But I think this is our best shot,”
Noah moved so that he was standing next to me.
“We don’t have time for a debate. If you’re in, raise your hand. If your out, just sit there,”
All but three people raised their hands. There was a small sense of relief that settled over me.
“Alright guys, we have our answer,” Mr. Wilson said, “Let’s go,”
We set up our instruments, and the excitement in the air was palpable. As we tuned our instruments, I couldn’t help but notice the judges taking their seats. They seemed intimidating, dressed in suits like they were ready to critique a Broadway show instead of a bunch of high school kids.
“You okay?” Sarah asked, her voice cutting through my thoughts. She stood beside me, concern etched on her features. 
“Yeah, just... thinking about Brad,” I admitted, glancing over at him. “I can’t believe he gets to be here after everything,”
“Forget him. He’s not worth your time,” she said, and her fierce determination was refreshing. “Focus on the music and your team. We’re in this together,”
Just as I was about to respond, the announcer’s voice echoed through the gym, signaling that our time was about to start. My heart raced as I tried to calm my nerves. As we took our spots in front of the audience, the bright lights blared down on us, making it hard to see anyone in the crowd. I could hear the whispers, the excitement building. And just like that, the anxiety morphed into adrenaline. 
We started with our first song, “Soul Man,” The opening notes filled the gym, and I felt the rhythm pulse through me. I was in my element, my heart synced with the beat of the drums as I poured everything I had into it. The crowd cheered, and I could see people clapping along, caught up in the moment. But then, halfway through the song, I felt a wave of panic as I noticed one of the snare drum heads wobbling dangerously. I fought to keep my focus, bringing my sticks down with precision, but the anxiety crept back in. I took a deep breath, reminding myself not to let the fear take over. We finished the song strong, and the crowd erupted in applause, the energy in the gym buzzing with excitement. I glanced at Steven, who was grinning ear to ear.
“That was awesome!” Steven yelled to me, “We got this!”
As we moved into the second song, I felt my heart race again, this time from anticipation rather than anxiety. We were hitting our stride, the crowd responding to every note. It felt good to be up there, and I began to lose myself in the music, forgetting about everything else—Brad, my fears, the pressure. It was just us and the sound of our instruments.







But then came the moment I had been dreading—the infamous “Wipe Out” solo. Noah and Liam glanced back at me, a mix of excitement and challenge in their eyes. I took a deep breath, my palms sweaty around the drumsticks as I prepared to nail the solo. The beat dropped, and I let loose, my sticks flying across the drums, keeping the tempo in sync with the band. I didn’t hold back, letting every ounce of frustration and passion pour out. The crowd reacted—cheers erupted, and the energy swelled like a wave crashing over the shore.  As I hit the final note of the solo, it felt electric, and I could see the audience on their feet, roaring with applause. I couldn’t believe we had pulled it off.  After our final song, the crowd roared, and we stood in disbelief at the thunderous applause, soaking in the moment. The judges conversed for a few moments before moving to the center of the gym to announce the winners, and I felt a knot twist in my stomach again. I couldn’t help but think about how far we had come. 
“And the winner of this year’s BandComp is... the Seymour Pep Band!”
The gym erupted into chaos. I blinked, trying to process it. We had actually won. 
“Did we really just do that?” I shouted, overwhelmed with excitement.
“Yeah, we did!” Steven yelled, grabbing me in a bear hug.
As the cheers echoed around us, I felt the weight of everything lift. Maybe I didn’t have to face the world alone anymore. I was finally starting to find my place in this new life, surrounded by the people who had become my friends. 
“Justin!” Sarah shouted, pulling me in for a high-five. “We actually did it!”
“Let’s get ready to celebrate!” Matt added, his enthusiasm infectious.
And in that moment, standing with my bandmates, I felt like I could take on anything.
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