CHAPTER 8
That night, sleep didn’t come easy as I lay in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling. Anxiety had wrapped its icy fingers around my stomach, twisting into a tight knot that refused to loosen. As the hours dragged on, morning felt like a cruel joke. The minutes crept by, each one longer than the last, while my mind spun with thoughts of what awaited me at school.
When the sun finally rose, it brought with it heavy exhaustion, but my mind was a whirlwind of anticipation. The longer the day dragged on; the more everything seemed to be a  hazy blur of faces and words. The bell that signaled the end of the day jolted me from my stupor, adrenaline flooding my veins as I made the long trek to the band room. Standing in the hallway, tucked away from the chaos of the school, I felt the desolation wash over me. My feet felt anchored to the floor, as if they had transformed into cinder blocks. I stared at the large wooden doors that loomed before me, symbols of my biggest fear and the uncertainty that lay beyond. 
My heart pounded violently in my chest, each beat echoing in my ears, nearly drowning out the faint sounds of chatter and the occasional chirp of instruments slipping through the thick, closed doors. I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t notice Liam and Noah approaching until they were right beside me.	
	“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 agreement. 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.
