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			To Debbi,

			thank you for believing in me since day one.

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			Coming into senior year, I thought there was nothing left at band camp that could surprise me. But one step into the band room shows me I was mistaken. Past the plastic chairs, black instrument cases, and clusters of excited students is my childhood crush, Max Coleman, chatting with my best friend, Nova.

			I freeze at the sight. Mom mentioned his family was moving back, but I hardly let myself believe it. I haven’t seen him in three years. Our parents played D&D together on Sundays when Max and I were in junior high, and we spent countless evenings hovering over board games, watching YouTube, and messing around with D&D ideas we never actually got around to playing. He’d been a great friend…who also happened to be very cute, even during that gangly, awkward middle school phase. And I was maybe, possibly, obsessed with him.

			In the past, of course. Not now.

			Though seeing him again after all this time is making it hard to breathe.

			He points to Nova’s shirt and says something that makes her smile. That, in and of itself, is enough to catch my attention because Nova does not smile easily. Once she trusts you, she’ll be loyal forever, but otherwise she kind of hates everybody.

			Before I can get ahold of myself and walk over to them, a very familiar voice snags my attention.

			“Hazel!”

			I whip around to see my mom bustling into the music room. She takes a moment to smile fondly at the space, like she does every time she walks in. She played first chair trumpet here in high school, and I doubt there’s another alum alive who loves this band more than she does. But that doesn’t mean I want her hanging around. It was one thing when I was a freshman, but now I’m a senior and I don’t need her fussing over me.

			“You hurried away from the car so fast that you forgot your lunch!” She holds up the insulated lunch box like she’s holding baby Simba for the entire animal kingdom to witness. “I was almost out of the parking lot when I noticed. You’ll be starving without it.”

			I catch Max’s eye for a split second, but he turns away and looks back at Nova. I was half wondering if he’d come over to say hi to Mom and me since he’s also known her for years, but I guess I can’t blame him for not wanting to engage so early in the morning.

			“Thanks, Mom.” I take the lunch from her. “I guess I was just excited to get started.”

			“Of course you are! I’d be shocked if you weren’t sprinting into the building. Big things are going to happen for you this year, I can just feel it.” She turns in a dreamy circle to fully take in the surroundings. “Good morning, Sire!” she calls and waves to my band director, who was fondly given that nickname years ago since we’re the Glen Vale Marching Knights.

			He waves back warmly, but I’m not loving this. Mom (and Dad as well, honestly) is already overly invested in every aspect of band. The last thing I need is for Sire to ask her if she’d like to oversee first-day rehearsals. She has a hectic job as the project manager of a local construction company, but she’d 100 percent whip out her phone and call in sick if given the opportunity.

			“Okay, well, thanks again,” I say, my voice louder than before. “But I should really start getting prepped and I know you need to get to work, so…”

			She frowns. “And you’re sure you don’t need anything?”

			“Yep. Totally fine.”

			“All right, I’ll get out of your hair, then.” She pulls me into a tight hug, and I wither in her arms. I know she means well, but I didn’t want to start band camp looking like a coddled baby who still needs her mom to bring her lunch and give her hugs.

			It’s only after she’s walking out the door that I finally look back at Nova and Max. Except that Max is nowhere to be seen and Nova’s watching me with an amused expression. I race to her side.

			“Your mom loves band so much I’m surprised she doesn’t try kicking Sire out of his job.” She stands and pushes her short hair away from her pale face. Nova isn’t goth, exactly, but the girl does love her black. She’s been dyeing her already dark brown hair black ever since her mom gave permission when she turned fourteen, and she loves chunky silver jewelry and fitted black clothes.

			“You talked to Max?”

			She glances around in confusion. “The guy from a few minutes ago?”

			“Yeah. He’s the one I told you about before. Remember, the kid who used to come to my house all the time in junior high?”

			“Wait, that’s the same kid?” She shakes her head in surprise. “He came up and started talking to me about D&D after seeing the mind flayer on my shirt. You know I hate when strangers talk to me, but…” She purses her lips like she’s debating. “He actually wasn’t the worst.”

			Whoa, high praise. I need all the details of their conversation, and I need them now, someplace where no one else can overhear us. I’ll feel more comfortable talking to him myself once I’m better prepared for what to expect. I motion Nova to the instrument closet, careful to pick my way past the large black cases on the ground. Luckily, as section leaders, we’re both here early enough that the space isn’t overrun with people yet.

			“What did he say?” I ask her, trying and completely failing to keep the high-pitched intensity out of my voice.

			Where Nova is all blasé energy and sleek dark lines, I’m high emotions and wild hair. I admire her ability to be calm and cool under any circumstances, but I’ve never been able to copy that. I have a hard time hiding how I feel. Or hiding in general, given that my hair is curly (and usually frizzy) enough that people need to give me extra space when walking past my desk in a classroom.

			She crosses her arms and eyes me. “Calm down, we didn’t talk for long. Are you still breathing? You look sick.”

			I give a strangled laugh and lean against the metal shelving that lines the wall. “Sorry. It’s just…he’s back. He’s here. He could be standing on the other side of that door as we speak.”

			We both turn to look at the door, but thankfully it doesn’t magically swing open to reveal Max’s gray eyes and wavy black hair.

			“Okay, what’s with the freak-out? You always made him sound like some random kid you hung out with when you were young, but you’re about to hyperventilate. Do we hate this dude?” She tilts her head to study me. “Or do we really like him?”

			Ugh, of course she’d know exactly what’s going through my mind. Although that’s one of the things I love about her. We became best friends freshman year, after Max had already moved away, when we were both new to marching band and were feeling nervous and lonely. We’ve been inseparable ever since, even though she plays clarinet while I’m in color guard. I don’t need a lot of friends when I have Nova…which is good since I don’t have a lot.

			“We…like him.”

			“Oh, I see. Good to know.”

			“I mean, in a normal way. It’s just nice to have another friendly face here.”

			She smirks. “Right. Of course.”

			My cheeks warm. There was never anything romantic between Max and me. We were nerdy tweens, and neither of us was mature enough to date. But that didn’t stop me from thinking about the what-ifs then or in the years since he left. I knew nothing about boys when Max and I were friends. Sure, he was funny and easy to talk to and accepting of me and my dorky interests, but I didn’t realize how rare that was. I figured there had to be other guys like that, but without Max’s competitive streak and propensity for cheating at board games. But after he left and I started talking to other guys, I realized there was no one else like Max.

			I was too naïve before, but now I know. And we’re about to spend our senior year together.

			“You know he’s a percussion player, right?” Nova asks.

			I scowl. To be clear, I don’t hate all percussion players as a rule. But the Glen Vale percussion and color guard sections have a long history of hating each other. Each year we compete to see who will perform best during the season, and each year the color guard loses spectacularly. Most of our “competitions” result in a handful of percussion players rubbing our suckage in our faces, and I can’t stand them.

			“Just because he’s in percussion doesn’t mean he’ll be like Brody and the others. I’m sure he’s better than that.”

			She leans against the shelving, facing me. “As usual, you’re way too optimistic about the human race in general, and teenage guys in particular. But we can hope. He did give me some very helpful character advice, so he isn’t dead to me yet. Maybe this is a sign to finally get our D&D game going like we always talk about?”

			I snort-laugh. We’ve been talking about starting our own D&D game for literally years, and we never do it. I’m too intimidated about running the game as the Dungeon Master and Nova never follows through. We’ve tried joining a few other games over the years, but that hasn’t worked out either. We’re just destined to talk about playing forever.

			“We could invite Max to join us,” she continues. “I bet that would get you interested.”

			Time to change the subject.

			Just then the door opens, taking care of that. My stomach flies into my throat, expecting Max to be standing in the doorway like I conjured him with my thoughts. Instead, it’s Mr. Hicks, a.k.a. Sire. He’s a middle-aged white man with thinning hair, horn-rimmed glasses like he’s living in the 1950s, and the put-upon look of a high school teacher who’s seen more than his share. But there’s still a friendly gleam in his eyes that I don’t see in many of my other teachers’. Sire loves marching band, and that makes it easy for all of us to love it—and him—too.

			But that doesn’t mean he’s laid-back about band.

			He narrows his eyes at us. “Is there a reason why two of my section leaders are hiding out in the instrument closet instead of helping orient our incoming freshmen? I hope you already know that I expect you both to be leaders this year.”

			We bob our heads. The last thing I want is to lose his respect just as band season is starting.

			His expression softens. “Are you excited for the new show?”

			“Extremely,” I reply. Our flag choreography this year is no joke, but I can already imagine how amazing we could look…assuming I can get the rest of the group as invested as I am. I have such high hopes as color guard captain, but the majority of our members this year are brand-new to guard, and I’m nervous about pulling us all together.

			“I’m excited too,” he says with a wink. “Now, I need everyone in the band room. We have a lot of work to do.”

			Soon the rest of the band members arrive, and we all gather together. There’s palpable energy for our first day and lots of jittery conversations.

			“Good morning, everyone,” Sire calls out and we quickly come to attention. Even the troublemakers shut their mouths. Next to him stand his assistant band director, Mrs. Lewis; the percussion instructor, Mr. Jenkins; and Faith, our latest color guard director. “It feels like we were just wrapping up the last school year, and already we’re gathered to prep for the new marching band season. Now, I know we lost a lot of really talented seniors last year. So many that we might call this a ‘rebuilding year,’ but we have an amazing group of upperclassmen, and a whole crop of new freshmen, and I don’t plan to take it easy.

			“To that end, we have chosen a compilation of classical works by Mussorgsky this year, including selections from Pictures at an Exhibition and one of his more famous pieces: Night on Bald Mountain,” he continues. “It’s going to be a challenging competition show. Significantly more challenging than what many of our fellow high school competitors will be performing, but I know you all are up for it. We’ve proven ourselves to be one of the best marching bands in Ohio and I expect you to continue that legacy.” He glances around the room, and I can almost feel his pride surging over us. “During our two weeks of band camp, we’re going to learn as much of the show as we can. We’ll start this morning inside to begin rehearsing the opening number, and then this afternoon we’ll be outside to run through drills and start field placement. Color guard, you’ll be practicing in the gymnasium during the morning.”

			Others start to shift around, thinking that Sire is finished with his speech, but he clears his throat to call us back to attention. “One last thing. Before we start rehearsal, I want to introduce a new member to our band who has just transferred to Glen Vale. I’ve had a chance to hear him play and I believe he’s going to be a big asset to our group.” Sire smiles and gestures to Max, who is sitting in the back of the room with the rest of the percussion section. “This is Max Coleman. He’s playing quads, and I hope you’ll make him feel welcome.”

			More than a hundred people turn to stare at Max, and my heart aches with empathy. I wait for him to give a small wave or maybe just bob his head and avert his eyes. Being awkward introverts together was one of the things that bonded us.

			To my surprise, he stands up and smiles broadly at the group.

			“Hey, everyone.” His voice is loud, deep, and confident. I barely recognize it from the scrawny eighth grader I last knew. “Thanks for the welcome. I used to play with Oak Grove High, but I’m stoked to be here.”

			There are a few groans at the name. Oak Grove is about two hours away and is our biggest competitor. We always vie with them at competitions, and it’s one of my great ambitions in life to finally win Best Overall Auxiliary against them this season.

			He laughs good-naturedly at everyone’s reaction. “Fair enough. I have to admit that I kind of hated you guys in the past too. But, now that I’m here, I’m happy to share their trade secrets so we can take them down.”

			The band explodes with hoots and cheers. A few of the percussion members clap him on the back, and even Sire seems amused by his declaration.

			“Wow, he’s cute,” Madisyn, one of my guard members, whispers behind me.

			“Super cute,” her bestie, Addison, replies. “Thank god we have some new blood here.”

			“Band just got more interesting.”

			Adrenaline rolls through me. Nova catches my eye from her seat in the clarinet section and raises an eyebrow as if to say whoa. I agree. When did Max become the kind of person who could make impromptu speeches in front of strangers? And now he’s got my color guard members thirsting for him within thirty seconds? I’ve been working since sixth grade to win over the band and still haven’t succeeded.

			I don’t have more time to think about it, though, because Sire sends the color guard on our way. Faith takes us through a series of warm-ups and then she and I review the beginning phrases of our first song. It feels like some of the girls are struggling to pick up even basic moves, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised since we didn’t have a lot of people try out and had to accept everyone who did.

			It’s no secret that our color guard has struggled in previous years, which explains the difficulty in recruiting new members. One of our biggest issues is that we’ve yet to find a reliable guard director to oversee our program. Sire had to scramble to find someone again this year, and the only available person was Faith—an alum who’s four years older than me, just out of college, and starting her first “adult” job in addition to working with us.

			I want to help the guard in whatever way I can, but I’m not sure how to handle things yet. Some of our members aren’t paying much attention, but it’s their first day. I bite my lip and swallow down my worries. It’s probably just nerves that will settle out soon.

			It isn’t until we’re all walking out to the field later that I see Max again. He’s laughing with a group of other percussion players. I fiddle with my hair. I know I should be happy that he’s making friends quickly, but they’re absolutely going to taint his view of the color guard—and me—if I don’t talk to him soon.

			I wave him down, feeling nauseous. Here we go.

			“Hey, Max.” My voice is strangled, and I’m not sure he even hears me.

			The guys around him stop talking, as if they’re intrigued to see how this will go down. Probably hoping he’ll be as rude as they are. He’s much taller than I remember him, although I guess that makes sense since he’s had three years to grow. His jawline is also more defined, like he’s lost the last of his chubby-cheeked kid years. But his hair is still the same wavy jet black, always long enough that it’ll fall in his eyes when he reads or studies a board game. His gray eyes lock onto mine, and my heart hammers in my chest like I’m thirteen all over again. I’m not sure I realized just how much I missed him until this moment.

			“Hey,” he replies.

			“It’s been a while, huh?” I continue hesitantly. “Good to see you again.”

			“Yeah.”

			“It’s crazy that we’re at the same high school now.”

			His face doesn’t light up in the way I was hoping it might. “It is crazy. At least your band’s good.”

			“Better than Oak Grove. I would say ‘no offense,’ but I wouldn’t really mean it.”

			There’s a flash of amusement in his expression and I take a calming breath. Okay, this is awkward, but it’s workable.

			“Sorry you have to be part of our percussion section, though,” I say with a lowered voice. “Are you sure you don’t secretly have a talent for saxophone or flute so you can switch?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Well…” I pause, searching for the right words and landing on: “They suck.”

			His face goes blank. “If I remember correctly, Glen Vale actually beat us for best percussion at one of the competitions last year. We were all seething about it for days.”

			I roll my eyes. He doesn’t need to remind me. The percussion players were absolutely insufferable after that win. They made T-shirts and big Winner pins and even a special handshake that they loved to do in front of the color guard to remind us how we’ve never won best in show.

			“I don’t mean as players…I mean as people.”

			His expression darkens. “They’ve been cool to me.”

			Oh god. I realize a beat too late that I’ve completely stepped in it. And while I’m right about the percussion section—especially Brody, their section leader and captain of the jerks—I shouldn’t have been so quick to say that. It’s only Max’s first day, and he’ll figure it out soon enough. He doesn’t need me to rub his face in it.

			My brain whirs as I try to recalibrate, but before I can start over, Max speaks again. “You know, Hazel, maybe it’s a you problem. Sorry if we can’t all reach the level of perfection you’re used to.”

			I blink at the heat in his voice, wondering if I misheard him. “Wh-what?”

			“Not everything revolves around making sure your life continues just the way you want it.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying at all.” His words hit me harder than I could have anticipated. “It’s just, you’re new here and I wanted to warn you as a friend. Brody can be awful.” I swallow. “And he hates me.”

			I hope that detail will matter to him. Instead, Max regards me with an indifferent expression.

			“I’m not going to turn my back on my section, Hazel. Like you said, I’m the new kid, again, which means I have to adapt. This is me adapting. Now do me a favor and stay out of it.”

			He walks away and I stand there, dumbfounded.

			What. Was. That??

			I feel like an idiot. What happened to the funny, nerdy boy I used to know? I thought he might be happy to see me, that he’d even miss me like I’ve missed him all these years. But clearly my assumptions about Max were actually delusions. He’s not the person I remember at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The following morning, I’m determined to start fresh. Who cares about Max and the repulsive attitude he apparently acquired in the last three years? I’m at band camp to help color guard get a head start on our competition season, not to worry about boys who aren’t worth my time. Nova was right about my unearned optimism.

			Sire makes his usual morning announcements and then guard is released to the gymnasium.

			“Hazel?” Sire calls as I’m about to leave with the rest of my group. “I think you’ll be needing this.”

			I turn to find him holding something out to me with a smile on his face. It’s a small silver key attached to a musical note key chain. I take it, squeezing the cool metal in the palm of my hand. This is the key to the guard’s outdoor shed where we store all our nice show flags for the season. Usually only the band and guard directors have copies of the key, but Sire’s made an exception for me. The realization makes me both excited and nervous. It means a lot to have his trust.

			“Now you’re officially captain.” He squeezes my shoulder. “It’s going to be a good year. I have complete confidence in you.”

			“Thank you,” I say and swallow down my nerves. Yesterday our new guard director, Faith, was here the entire time. Unfortunately, that’s not true today. But it’s all good. I can totally do this on my own.

			I jog over to the gymnasium and survey the nine other guard members—eight girls and one guy—who are spread out around the gymnasium. We need to keep a lot of distance between each other right now, so no one accidentally cracks another person in the head while throwing their flag in the air. Madisyn, Addison, and Devin, in the very back, are our returning seniors. They’re together so much—whispering and giggling and gossiping—that I still can’t keep their last names straight despite years together. They even look similar—they’re all white with brown hair and perfectly shaped eyebrows.

			Rosa Sanchez is our only returning junior and I’m glad to have her even if she spends as much time messing with her long black hair as she does practicing the routines. She recruited her best friend, Yori Fujii, this year. She has potential, but I’m pretty certain she only agreed to join because her new girlfriend plays trumpet.

			Callie Armstrong, Keira Webb, and Deja Williams are our new sophomores. Deja told me yesterday she hates competing, which isn’t a good sign knowing our band, but I like her anyway. Callie and Keira, on the other hand, are the ones who make me the most nervous. Callie seems perpetually disgruntled, and Keira doesn’t have great coordination, but beggars can’t be choosers.

			And then there’s Li Xiang, our only freshman. She might be the most bubbly, excited, eager-to-please person I’ve ever met. I feel immediately protective each time I look at her.

			I roll back my shoulders, and clear my throat. “Good morning!”

			Callie puts a hand on her hip. “What’s going on? Where’s Faith?”

			“Faith has a full-time job, so it’s going to be a little harder for her to make all our practices, but she’ll be here as much as she can,” I explain. “And she’ll come for all the football games and competitions, so don’t worry.”

			I try to sound confident and chill about this fact, but this is one of the things I’m most scared about this season. The fact that she can’t be here for all our practices is extremely unusual, but since she’s new at her job, she’s not able to miss much work. Sire told me I’m responsible enough to run our practices solo, but I’m not convinced.

			“What did you say?” Keira calls. “I can’t hear you. You need to talk louder.”

			I clear my throat again and repeat myself. Why is this already so much worse than I was expecting it to be?

			“Wait.” Callie glances at Keira and their other friend, Deja. “So, you’re telling me we don’t have any teachers overseeing us? No one micromanaging our every second?” She claps her hands in delight and her ever-present ponytail goes flying. “Let’s go do something fun, then! I bet they won’t notice if we take a quick break to grab coffees.”

			The others look to each other, and I can read the surprise and uncertainty in their expressions. Irritation fizzles through me.

			“We’re not going anywhere,” I say. “We might not have an adult watching our every move, but I think they’d notice if the entire color guard bailed during band camp. Plus, we have a full show to learn and some of the choreography is really tricky. We need to get serious.”

			The girls sigh audibly as I pick up my flag and gesture for them to grab their practice flags from the pile. Everyone meanders there and back like they’re walking through molasses. I swallow down a groan of frustration. If this is our level of hustle, we’re not going to get through anything.

			“So, like, what’s with the percussion section?” Keira asks just as we’re finally about to get started. “I could swear I’m getting a vibe from them.”

			“Totally,” Deja agrees. “It was super weird.”

			“It’s…” I want to say it’s nothing and move on with rehearsal like we need to, but that’s a blatant lie. There’s way more than nothing between the color guard and percussion sections.

			“We hate them,” Rosa tells them matter-of-factly. “And they hate us just as much.”

			“Nah, they hate us more,” Madisyn says.

			Addison nods in agreement. “It’s their life’s mission to make sure they beat us every chance they get. They thrive off watching us fail.”

			“Which means they’re always thriving,” Devin adds, and the three of them glance around in confirmation.

			“Are you serious?” Li asks. She adjusts her bright pink glasses and glances around in horror at the others. Callie, Keira, and Deja look uneasy as well.

			I take a deep breath and put down my flag. “Okay, here’s the deal. Our band is competitive. Really competitive. We have a long history of winning grand champion trophies and getting straight Superior ratings at state, and that’s partially because of our competitive culture. Each of the sections wants to be the best, absolutely, but percussion and color guard…it’s gotten personal the last few years.”

			Madisyn snorts. “That’s one way to say it. More like their section leader’s a prick.”

			I bite my lip to keep from laughing, even though I want to. She’ll get no arguments from me there.

			“Brody and I have a history,” I continue to the new members, since the others already know this all too well. “He doesn’t respect color guard, and he never got over the fact that I won Most Valuable Member over him freshman year. Our sections have been battling it out ever since.”

			A flicker of anger burns in my chest at the reminder of all the snide comments that our groups have exchanged, the nasty chant they came up with for us sophomore year, how they sabotaged us during our band field day last spring when we were this close to first place. There’s nothing I want more than to put them in their place. Just once, I want color guard to be seen as the best, instead of the section that’s pulling down the band every year.

			“And that’s why it’s more important than ever that we nail our routines this year.” I glance to each member as I continue. “We’re going to show them just how amazing this color guard can be. We’ll take all the Superior ratings we earn and shove them down their throats so they never forget what losers they are.”

			Deja’s eyes widen and Li takes a small step back. Only the returning members give small nods of approval. I don’t need to convince them.

			“Uh, no pressure, I guess?” Callie says sarcastically.

			I pick up my flag and try to shake off my emotions. I need to be focused, but not scary. “Don’t worry about them. All you need to worry about is learning our drills and routines and everything else will take care of itself. Okay?”

			Someone laughs (sarcastically) but I’m not sure who. I’m hoping the other seniors—Madisyn, Addison, and Devin—will come to my aid, but they only watch the scene with detached expressions. I get the impression they’re planning to skate through senior year with minimum effort. The others look similarly unenthusiastic or incredulous.

			Awesome. Another great day here at band camp.
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			I’m so grateful when we can take a break for lunch. As I walk outside to a cluster of picnic tables where Nova and I always sit, located between the school and the practice field, I try to remind myself that everything is going to be okay. The first days are rough no matter what, plus half of the guard is completely new. But that’s not going to stop me. This is my senior year—my last year—and I will be the one to finally turn our color guard program around and get us the Superior ratings I know we’re capable of.

			And if I win Most Valuable Member again my senior year? Well, that’ll just be an added bonus.

			“Do you see that?” Nova asks as I sit. She points over at the football field next to the practice field. I have to stand and squint to see what’s going on, and I’m not the only one doing it.

			“Is that Max running laps right now?”

			“Yep. In ninety-degree heat.” She shakes her head.

			I sit down and pull out my lunch. Somehow Mom had time to make my favorite—chicken salad with avocado chunks and crackers—despite her usual hectic schedule. If she was in my position, she’d already have the guard whipped into shape with enough time to sew everyone costumes and coordinating flags.

			“Why is he doing that? Sire didn’t make him run laps as punishment or something, right?”

			“No, Sire might punish him for running. He said he shouldn’t be exerting himself in the heat when we have to march all afternoon.” She shrugs like she couldn’t care less. “I heard Max lost a bet with Brody.”

			“What kind of bet?”

			“Who knows, probably something dumb. Did you already hear Max made a bet this morning with Mrs. Lewis about whether or not he could roll his feet in his boots, and she had to do a push-up when she lost?”

			“But she’s old!” I cry. Mrs. Lewis must be at least sixty.

			“That’s what I thought too, but she did it, kind of. Everyone thought it was hilarious.”

			She doesn’t laugh, but I can tell she’s holding back out of loyalty to me. I told her about how Max acted yesterday, and she promised to ignore him out of solidarity. I want to hold her to that promise even if it’s petty. I glance back over at the track and shake my head. One of the things that had bonded Max and me was that we were always both competitive to a fault. The rest of him might have changed, but it looks like that trait stayed the same.

			“How’d your morning practice go?” she asks.

			“It was…” I try to think of a nice way to phrase it and can’t. “It was a pile of absolute burning garbage. I don’t think I’m cut out for this.”

			“Stop that. You’ve been the best guard member our entire time in band. Your solo last year was the only reason you guys got an Excellent at state.”

			She glares at me, but I know she’s only trying to intimidate me into saying nicer things about myself. Nevertheless, my mood sinks further. Maybe we shouldn’t care, but everyone in band is obsessed with our ratings. Earning a Superior, the top rating in a band competition, is considered nonnegotiable. Our band has a decades-long history of not only making state every year but earning Superiors when they get there. And I don’t even want to think about my band-obsessed parents and how much they’ve pinned their hopes on the guard getting Superiors this year. Usually, the color guard is lucky to get an Excellent. Judges have told us we’re so bad we detract from the show instead of enhancing it, and, unlike the rest of the band, we haven’t earned a Superior rating in the last eight years. I’m determined to change that.

			Shouts catch my attention. Max is jogging back from the track with a huge grin on his face. The humidity has made the curl come out in his hair, but on him it looks like soft waves he can brush off his forehead, whereas the humidity makes my curly hair look like a big puffball. Even the sweat makes him glisten. It’s infuriating.

			“Are you sure that was four laps?” Brody calls.

			“One mile exactly,” Max says. He grabs the closest water bottle and chugs the whole thing. “Are you up for another bet? I need to win back my reputation.”

			Brody shrugs noncommittally. I notice that everyone around us is also watching this play out, but then again, the guys aren’t exactly being subtle. I’m pretty sure Max is raising his voice on purpose to make sure the rest of the band can hear.

			“How about we bet on whether or not I can play the first competition song without making a mistake?” Max asks.

			“With or without sheet music?”

			“Without.”

			Brody scoffs. “No way. You said you got the sheet music yesterday morning. No one can memorize it that quickly.”

			Max shrugs. “Just because you can’t, doesn’t mean I can’t.”

			Brody rolls his eyes. “I’m happy to watch you lose twice during lunch.”

			“Yeah, right. When I win, you have to…” Max trails off and looks around. A dangerous grin flashes across his face, one that I recognize from the times I was about to lose at a board game against him but didn’t know it yet. “You have to drink from the spit valve of one of the trombones.”

			Brody retches at the suggestion, and Nova and I both gag.

			“Oh my god, I think I might puke,” Nova says under her breath. “Boys are so gross. I don’t understand how you can want to date them.”

			I snort-laugh. Nova is an avowed lesbian who finds the very idea of heterosexual romance disgusting. Although, she also hates people enough in general that she basically never dates.

			She might be the smartest person I know.

			I nod empathetically about boys being gross, but I don’t take my eyes off the scene. It’s definitely a disgusting bet, but if there’s anyone in the world who I’d like to see drink spit, it’s Brody.

			Brody’s eyes flit around, probably looking for an escape, but no one comes to rescue him. Finally, he lifts one shoulder arrogantly. “Fine. You’re on.”

			“Hold up,” another percussion player says and stands up. He’s Black, with a thin build and glasses. He’s sitting off by himself a little, clearly not included within the “cool” percussion group, which tells me to hold off on judging him too harshly. I think his name is Felix, but he’s only a sophomore so I barely know him. “Sire?” he bellows across the practice field.

			As one, the entire band looks over at our band director. He’s in conversation with the assistant directors.

			“When did you give Max the sheet music?” Felix yells.

			“I gave it to him yesterday when he arrived,” he calls back. “Why? Is there a problem?” He puts a hand on his hip and surveys the group. He’s worked with teenagers enough to recognize shenanigans.

			“No reason, just curious!” Felix sits down, trying to look innocent.

			“Whatever’s going on over there, you have eight minutes until practice starts again, so make it quick.”

			“All right, let’s hear this perfect playing,” Brody says.

			I pull my lip between my teeth. I can already see the resentment building up just under the surface of Brody’s skin. His expression is the same as when I won the MVM award freshman year. He couldn’t believe that a color guard member beat a “real” member of the band, to the point that he even argued the issue with Sire. Brody’s hated me ever since. And if Max isn’t careful, he’s going to make an enemy of him too.

			Max walks over to his quad drums and lifts his shoulder brace so that his four (technically five, which is weird since they’re called quads) drums sit at hip-level. Quads are the kind of drums that allow you to really show off when you’re good. Even I’m begrudgingly impressed by our quad players because they’re playing multiple different drums at such fast rhythms and even twirling their drumsticks when they feel fancy.

			Everyone goes silent as he pulls out his drumsticks and takes a deep breath.

			Max is…insanely good. I’ve had a recording of the competition music for a while so I could learn the color guard choreography, and I’ve memorized it at this point. Max might as well be playing the percussion recording right now. He learned all this in a day?

			An elbow nudges my side. “Wipe the drool from your mouth,” Nova whispers.

			I duck my head in embarrassment, but I don’t pull my eyes from Max. I don’t care if the guy is on stage at a rock concert or standing in a high school marching band practice field, anyone who can play drums this well is hot. A quick glance shows me I’m not the only one in the band thinking the same. I’m livid with myself for reacting this way after how he treated me yesterday, but there are some things the human body just can’t fight.

			By the time he gets to the last few phrases, it’s clear he’s showing off. He twirls one of the drumsticks in his fingers before hitting the final beat and slowly bowing.

			“Damn,” someone whispers.

			“Looks like there’s new competition for the MVM award this year,” another person behind me mutters.

			That catches my attention. There’s no way I’m letting Max waltz into my band, disrespect me, and then take the award I’ve been working toward for years. Clearly no one else is worried about that, though. The band breaks out into raucous applause. In the distance, Sire and the assistant directors exchange looks.

			“What the…” Brody says. “How’d you do that?”

			Max shrugs. “You can choose which trombone you want to drink from. Maybe some people spit less while they play?”

			Brody shifts uncomfortably. We’ve been transported back into elementary school and the days of the old-school double-dog dare. You can back down, but if you do, you lose your reputation with it.

			“Dude, I’ll puke,” Brody replies quietly.

			Max stares him down for a second and I think he’s actually going to make him do it. My whole body tenses in anticipation.

			But then Max laughs and shoves Brody on the shoulder. “I’m just kidding, man! What kind of psycho do you think I am? I can’t believe you even agreed to that bet.”

			Brody blinks and then starts laughing, which makes Max laugh louder, and soon the whole percussion section joins in.

			Nova glances at me. “I guess he fits right in, huh?”

			I slump back, shove a cracker into my chicken salad, and push any lingering thoughts of him out of my mind. Yep, Max is fully indoctrinated into the percussion section now.
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			The house smells delicious when I walk in through the garage door after band camp on Wednesday afternoon. I make a beeline to the kitchen, where a Crock-Pot filled with pulled pork sits. I open the lid and stir it, my stomach already churning for dinner. Like usual, I’m the first one home. Mom and Dad are both still at work and then they have to pick up my ten-year-old sister, Kelsey, from her latest summer camp.

			I jump into the shower since we spent the majority of the day in the beating sun, learning our field placements while sweat bees swarmed my legs. Today wasn’t a whole lot better than the first two days. The guard is picking up the first song more, but only because I ride them constantly to pay attention and stay on task.

			I know the minute the rest of my family gets home because of the stomping and slamming doors. Kelsey might be in dance camps, but she hasn’t learned how to walk quietly yet.

			“Hazel?” Mom’s voice calls up, just loud enough to be heard over the Veruca Salt song I have blasting in the bathroom.

			“Just getting out of the shower. I’ll be down soon.”

			“Okay, but hurry, I want to hear how today went!”

			I dry my hair and take a deep breath. I’m not sure I’m ready for my mom’s enthusiasm. She’s been dreaming of my senior year the way some people dream of their kids going to Harvard or becoming astronauts.

			When I get downstairs, Kelsey is sitting at the island with Mom, working on a gem suncatcher craft. Kelsey loves anything sparkly or girly.

			“There’s our color guard captain!” Mom calls, as if I was named captain this morning instead of the beginning of summer. She’s changed into one of her 5K shirts and her dark curly hair looks pristine as always. I inherited the curls from her, as did Kelsey, though Mom is smart to keep her hair shoulder length since it’s easier to take care of. She claps her hands together, looking me up and down. “How was it today? Did you all make good progress? Are you leading your group to victory?”

			I have to tap down the immediate irritation that rises at her excitement. She had such a perfect band experience in high school that she can’t imagine it going any differently for me.

			“Mom, we’re not going to war, we’re just swinging flags around.”

			Kelsey laughs and I grab silverware to set the table just so I have something to distract myself.

			“ ‘Swinging flags around’?” Mom repeats. “Hazel, I hope you don’t say things like that in front of your group. It’s up to you to motivate them and help them understand how important they are to the band. You never want to diminish their value or make them feel less than the other band members.”

			I should have taken a second shower so I could avoid hearing more of her advice and preaching. The thing is, Mom isn’t just a band alum. She was first chair trumpet, section leader, and chosen as Most Valuable Member both her sophomore and senior years. Each winner is chosen based on a weighted combination of votes from the band directors and all the band members, and it’s a really big deal at Glen Vale to win it—kind of like the Oscars of our marching band. Mom was beside herself when I won freshman year since I was “carrying on the tradition.”

			Her plaques are still some of her most prized possessions. She has them hanging on the living room wall next to a photo of Dad dotting the i when he was a tuba player with The Best Damn Band in the Land at The Ohio State University. Dad may have “won” in college, but high school band was all Mom. They always dreamed that I’d follow in their footsteps and be first chair in my chosen (brass) instrument, but when I picked color guard instead, Mom quickly recalibrated.

			“Of course I’m not making my guard feel bad,” I argue. “We’re going to be the best color guard our high school has seen in a decade.”

			She points to me. “Yes! That’s exactly the energy I love to hear. You all are going to kill it. Is everything starting to fall into place with your choreography?”

			“Mm-hmm,” I mumble.

			“It’s going to be amazing. You’ve got this year’s MVM in the bag.”

			Luckily, I don’t have to respond because Kelsey interrupts. “This is jazz week in dance camp and we’re learning a performance to a Whitney Houston song. You should come and teach us how to do flags too, Hazel.”

			“Would you listen to my instructions if I did?”

			“If you were nice. And brought me a milkshake.”

			I shake my head. “No such luck, then.”

			Mom asks Kelsey about her camp, and I have a few minutes to myself until Dad comes home, and I get the same questions all over again.

			Dad opens the Crock-Pot and grabs a bite of pulled pork before Mom can yell at him. He’s a sucker for her cooking, which is a good thing because she likes making big meals. He’s still in his polo shirt and jeans from work, where he manages an IT help desk for a local community college.

			“So, did Max end up joining the band?” he asks. “You haven’t said a thing about it.”

			“Yeah, he joined.”

			Mom and Dad glance at each other. They know how well we used to get along, and I bet they had secret conversations planning (or dreaming) about how happy I was going to be now that Max was back in town.

			“Well…that’s good to hear,” Dad says a second later. “Do you think he’s transitioning pretty well?”

			Images of Max running laps and laughing with his percussion buddies and giving me the cold shoulder rise up in my mind. I roll my eyes. “I wouldn’t know.”

			“Are all teenagers this sulky?” Kelsey asks without looking up from her craft.

			“Only teenagers who have little sisters that ask dumb questions. So you’ll be fine.”

			“What’s going on? I thought you and Max would be fast friends again,” Mom says.

			“Yeah, well, people change.”

			“Give him time,” Dad replies. “He’s going through a lot of change, but I’m sure he’ll come around eventually.”

			I don’t care if Max had to move senior year, it’s no excuse for being so rude for no reason.

			Mom stands and pulls plates from the cabinet. “Actually, I’m going to reach out to Melanie again about coming to D&D this Sunday.”

			“Great idea,” Dad says. “Max could come and that’d give you two some time to catch up.”

			My parents have been hosting their D&D game for as long as I can remember. Every Sunday night, their friends come over with snacks and they all head down to the basement. I always wanted to be down there with them when I was a kid, but Dad said it was a no-kid zone because they didn’t want to accidentally teach us a whole new vocabulary of curse words. Once Max started coming over with his parents, I wasn’t so disappointed. Kelsey always went to our aunt’s house on Sundays, so Max and I got to eat all the snacks and watch all the TV we wanted.

			“Max wants nothing to do with me.”

			“You like him, don’t you?” Kelsey asks with a grin. “Your cheeks are pink.”

			“I do not like Max!” I say louder, and Kelsey bursts out into laughter. “I’m going to practice the routines in the backyard.” I stalk over to the back door.

			“Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes. And don’t worry, I’ll talk to Melanie, and we’ll work this whole thing out,” Mom says.

			I swivel back to her, eyes wide. “No, don’t say anything to his mom about this.”

			“Why not? She’s so understanding, I’m sure she can help.”

			“But I don’t want help. I don’t want you calling his mom and telling her Max was being mean to me like we’re still in third grade or something. I can handle myself and I can handle Max.”

			Dad gives me a reproachful look. He hates when I say anything to Mom that isn’t the most respectful because, in his words, Your mom is a superhero. Nothing works around here without her. But sometimes Mom is too eager to swoop in and use her superhero abilities to save everything. The meddling might have worked when I was still Kelsey’s age, but I don’t need it anymore.

			She puts up her hands in defense. “I’m just saying, communication is never a bad thing. If you don’t want me to help, then fine, but that means you need to be the one to reach out.”

			I can’t think of a thing to say that won’t get me in trouble, so I march out to the backyard. It’s easy to tell me to reach out, but they didn’t see Max’s expression when I tried to make simple conversation with him. It was like I was an owlbear trying to eat his face off.

			In a different world, I’d love to be friends with him again. I haven’t forgotten all the evenings we spent around the dining room table, playing Uno and Monopoly and eating way too many nachos, while our parents were downstairs. No one ever made me laugh the way I laughed with Max. But no one ever irritated me as much either. Unfortunately for me, he seems to have retained only one of those talents.
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