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To Leila and Maya—

sometimes you have to light your own fireworks.

LG

To Glen Tickle, 

who came with me to every ska show in college. 

I’m so sorry.

ES
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B r i t tany  C ava l l aro

Beckett Scibelli didn’t believe in omens. But if she did, she 

would’ve bailed out of her family’s U-Haul in the middle of I-70 and run 

screaming along the median all the way back to Peoria, Illinois, and let 

her family go to New Jersey without her.

The first omen was her snare drum disappearing the morning 

before they moved. She’d almost had a heart attack when she couldn’t 

find it. Then it reappeared—hey, presto—in her parents’ empty walk-in 

closet the minute before they locked up the condo for good. “I don’t 

know, Becks,” her dad said while the two of them played furniture Jenga, 

trying to stuff the drum into the overstuffed truck. “Did leprechauns do 

it? Real industrious mice? Did you maybe do it in your sleep?”

“Don’t listen to him,” her mom said, hopping down from the cab. 

She lifted the bill of her Cardinals cap and wiped the sweat from her 

brow. “You know your father. When he’s distracted, he picks things up 

and just . . . takes them places.”

MISS
SOMEWHERE
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“It’s like I give them a little vacation.” Her dad waggled his eye-

brows. “I whisk them off on mysterious missions, off into the great 

unknown . . .”

“Billy.” Her mom giggled. “Stop it!”

Her mom thought her dad was hilarious, which was good. Someone 

had to.

It was Beckett’s cue to make a gagging sound, so she did, wiggling 

the snare bag in next to the one that held her floor tom. Their gigantic 

coffee table wobbled threateningly over her drum kit, and she shot it 

a look. “Stay,” she told it. Then: “Hailey, when you were packing up the 

basement . . . are you sure you didn’t move my snare?”

Her twin was uncharacteristically quiet, staring down their drive-

way into the condos across the street like she could see straight through 

them into the fields beyond. “No,” Hailey said, and without another 

word, she got into the minivan. She’d convinced their parents to let 

them drive it so she and Beckett could say goodbye to Peoria together, 

on their own terms. Beckett had sort of imagined them rolling down 

the windows, yelling BYE, SUNOCO STATION and BYE, STEAK ’N 

SHAKE and BYE-BYE, PHS,E-BYE, PHS,E-  like a pair of giddy overgrown toddlers.

But Hailey didn’t talk at all that day, just brooded out the windshield 

behind her scratched-up Clubmasters while Beckett said goodbye in 

her head.

The second omen was when their family stopped for the night at 

a Holiday Inn Express in Zanesville, Ohio. “Zany Zanesville,” Beckett 

said, but Hailey didn’t even smile. The parking lot was packed, and so 

they followed the U-Haul to the mall lot across the street. She turned 

off the engine and just sat there for a long moment, her hands still 

clutching the steering wheel.
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“You okay, Hay?” Beckett asked. She’d been trying to give her space, 

but this was pretty dramatic, even for her sister.

Hailey swallowed, looked up at the ceiling. “I hate Holiday Inn 

Express,” she said, and slammed her way out of the car.

Beckett took their duffel out of the trunk and followed. “Did Danny 

text you and I just not see it, or—”

Both girls looked reflexively at the U-Haul. Their parents were still 

in the cab, looking at something together on their mom’s phone.

“Do you think I would be this upset if Danny had texted me?” Hailey 

hissed.

“I don’t know! Maybe! I mean, if Dad saw you? Or if Danny texted 

and told you he was happy you were leaving? Or if he texted and told 

you he had, like, tattooed your name across his forehead—”

Hailey’s mouth twitched. “That would make me mad?”

“It wouldn’t?” Beckett grinned, dropping the duffel between them 

on the asphalt. The air shimmered in the early-evening heat. “Your 

name, three-inch Gothic letters, the y, like, curling down into his 

eyeball—”

“I don’t know, loverpants. Three-inch letters? That’s commitment.”

“Can’t get mad about that,” Beckett said as kindly as she could, 

because Hailey was cheering up, and because she knew as well as Hailey 

did that Danny was a major douchebag who probably started hooking 

up with Jenna Marten the second the Scibellis pulled out of Peoria.

“I’ll be okay,” Hailey said, picking up their bag. Their parents were 

clambering down from the truck, finally, laughing like they always were, 

the two of them in on some really bad private joke. “I just wish I was as 

okay as you are. You are so okay with all of this, leaving the Sleepyheads 

behind and everything. How are you okay?”
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Beckett grabbed Hailey’s hand and squeezed it. “We have our own 

music. We have Miss Somewhere. We’re gonna be okay.”

And then they turned toward the road, and there it was, omen 

number two, with a lease space available sign on the door: a 

faded old husk of a Guitar Center. She could see the shadows where the 

lettering used to be.

That would’ve been bad enough, but Hailey dropped her hand and 

ran toward the door.

“Hay, what are you—?”

She tugged on the handle. “Locked,” she said. “Too bad. I would’ve 

grabbed it for you.”

Just inside the glass, on the other side of the door, a hi-hat cymbal 

lolled like the head of a horror-movie clown.

“Shit.” On instinct, Beckett made the sign of the cross.it.”

“Kiddos, you coming?” their dad yelled from the crosswalk.

“Okay, Mother Teresa,” Hailey said, a little spooked. “Let’s go get 

you some minibar M&M’s so you can chill the hell out.”

Omen number three bided its time. It waited through the rest of 

their drive to New Jersey until they unpacked most of their boxes into 

the echoing, giant house their mom got with her new marketing job in 

Manhattan. Her commute into the city was about an hour, and so that first 

Monday, their dad dropped her off at the train station, then swung over 

to deposit Hailey and Beckett at Raritan River High School. It was huge.

“All of Peoria could fit inside there,” Beckett said, staring up at it 

through the window, “and there would probably be room for Springfield, 

too.” Hailey just grinned.

“Call me if you need me,” their dad called, too loud, as Beckett 

snatched her backpack out of the back seat. Kids turned to look. 

Someone snickered, because of course they did.
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At the front office, Beckett and Hailey got their schedules and com-

pared them as they pushed their way through the hall. It was actual 

pushing: the hallway was wall to wall with people and their bags and 

their elbows, nothing like PHS back home. Beckett sidestepped a bunch 

of emo kids and almost brained herself on an open locker door.

“Jesus H. Christ,” she said. They pulled up by the locker deck they’d 

been assigned, and Beckett began twirling her combination lock with 

shaking fingers. “This is monstrous. I knew it was going to be bad 

coming in on the third week, but I didn’t know how bad. This is nothing 

like PHS—”

Hailey was only half listening. The whole of the Raritan River soccer 

team was streaming by, chanting what sounded like “GO, KEG, GO.”

“That can’t be right,” Beckett said. “‘Keg’?”

“I think they were saying ‘Ken,’ loverpants.”

“Are you sure? What if the school mascot’s a keg? What kind of 

school is this, anyway?”

“Beck, what happened to okay? I thought you were okay.”

“I left my okay in Zanesville, Ohio,” Beckett said, “at the Guitar 

Center Haunted House.” And when she finally yanked her locker open, 

omen number three came pouring out.

Some idiot had left a Taco Bell bag in the locker over the summer 

and the bottom of the bag had rotted out because there was a burrito 

in there.

Well. It used to be a burrito. Now it was the rancid, runny memory 

of a burrito, its rancid, runny juices looking like black mold, running 

out of the locker.

All over her Zildjian T-shirt.

Beckett yelled something foul, dropped her backpack, and began to 

yank the shirt off over her head.
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“Beck”—Hailey sounded like she was laughing (God, if she was 

laughing)hinghing —“you can’t just strip in the middle of the hallway!”

“Burrito!” Beckett said, trying not to puke. “Burrito, Hay!”

“You can’t be naked on the first day of school!”

“I am wearing”—tug—“a tank top”—tug—“underneath!”

But the collar of the shirt was caught around her chin, and she 

was gagging on the smell of the burrito mung through the cloth. She’d 

been wearing a bunch of chokers, and her dark hair in two long braids, 

and her favorite cut-up jeans, and a pair of amazing knock-off Chloé 

studded boots, and her Zildjian shirt, because she was a drummer, 

because it was her first day at this awful school and she wanted to look 

like who she was.

And now the shirt was stuck on her chokers and she was, well, 

choking.

“Hailey,” she howled just as the bell rang.y,”

The hall went silent.

When Beckett finally got the shirt up over her head, Hailey was 

gone. Beckett threw her T-shirt in the trash.

Beckett was not okay through first period physics, which she didn’t 

have with Hailey, or through second period AP English lit, which she 

did. Hailey tried to grab her before class to apologize. “I’m so sorry. I 

knew you would be fine and I didn’t want to be late and I freaked!”

“You,” Beckett said, “laughed at me.”

“Well.” Hailey had the good sense to look embarrassed. “It was 

pretty much the worst thing I’d ever seen. You still smell like burrito 

mung.”

“Dammit, Hay—”

“Ladies,” the teacher said from inside the classroom. He was 



M IM I SS S  S S S O M EM E W HW H E R E



frowning down at his iPad. “My attendance roster tells me I have two 

new Scibellis in this class. Are you my new Scibellis?”

“We are your Scibellis,” Hailey said.

“Take us to your leader,” Beckett said.

No one laughed. No one even looked at them; they were too busy 

whispering and looking at one another’s phones. With a sigh, the 

teacher marked something on his iPad. “Take a seat,” he said. “You’re 

lucky you’ve only missed two weeks—we’re still talking about Jane Eyre. 

And in the future, Miss . . . Tank Top Scibelli, our dress code doesn’t 

allow for spaghetti straps. I’ll let it pass since you’re new, but next time, 

you’re headed full speed to the office.”

Beckett nodded jerkily and sat down in the closest open seat before 

he could lecture her any more. Hailey tried to make eye contact, but 

Beckett took out two pencils and her laptop and forced herself to 

breathe. She wasn’t good at confrontation. She wasn’t good at being 

bad at things, or talking to lots of people, or anything this first day was 

throwing at her.

Back home, Hailey had had four zillion friends, a straight-B average, 

and a job at the Triple Dip scooping ice cream.

Beckett had had Hailey.

Okay, yes, Beckett had been the drummer for the Sleepyheads, 

who’d been getting gigs at U of I bars an hour and a half away, but her 

bandmates were all in college. They had been getting tired of the third 

degree from the promoter about their Kid Wonder Drummer every 

time they booked a show, and now that she was finally eighteen and a 

senior and less of a liability, she’d left the state. It was all moot. Beckett 

had good grades, even in her honors classes, because, though she wasn’t 

a genius, she knew how to study; she had a lot of patience for practic-

ing, period, so she was really good at the drums. On the weekends, she 
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played a lot of video games with good stories and read thrillers on the 

sofa. It was a small life, well curated. It didn’t need to have a lot in it if 

the things in it were beautiful.

Because what she had was Hailey, and in the fairy-had was Hailey, and in the fairy-lighted wonder-

land of their Illinois basement, they had had two guitars and a synth 

and a drum set. They had had Miss Somewhere.

But as the year went on, Beckett had Hailey less and less.

By the end of the first week, Hailey had joined drama club. By the 

end of the third week, Hailey had quit drama club to start doing sound 

and production design for the musicals and concerts and performances 

at RRHS. But she was still friends with all the actors, and then with 

the band kids, and then with the orchestra kids, and soon Beckett sort 

of didn’t know where Hailey had met the girl whose toenails she was 

painting in the living room. “This is Katrina,” Hailey said, dipping her 

brush back into Beckett’s bottle of Essie Ballet Slippers. From the tutus 

and tiaras and green face makeup on the coffee table, it looked like they 

were doing prep for Halloween. The next day at school was costume day.

“Hi, Katrina,” Beckett said. She scratched her temple with a drum-

stick; she was on her way down to the basement. “Hailey, not to suck, 

but I thought we were going to . . . practice tonight? I almost have the 

chorus worked out for that song I told you about.”

“Shit,” Hailey said, and looked at Katrina like she was waiting for 

permission to go. Katrina looked down at her toes. They were half 

painted.

“Never mind,” Beckett said as breezily as she could, and breezed on, 

breezily, down the basement stairs.

“You can always work on your costume with us!” Hailey yelled 

after her.

“I’m not going to be an undead ballerina!” Beckett yelled back.



M IM I SS S  S S S O M EM E W HW H E R E



“How did you know we were going to be undead ballerinas?”

“You were an undead ballerina last year!”

“So were you!”

“That’s my whole point!” Beckett yelled, and stormed back up to the 

living room. She made accidental, awkward eye contact with Katrina, 

who was playing with her bright red hair and trying to look invisible. 

Then she made awkward eye contact with Hailey, who grimaced, and 

then she looked at the hardwood floor. It was so much nicer than the 

carpet in their old house. Beckett hated it.

“We were going to be the twins from The Shining this year,” she said ng this year,” she said 

to her feet. “We decided in May. That’s all.” And when Hailey didn’t say 

anything else, she went back down to the basement and began pound-

ing out a Rush drum solo, double time, until her palms ached. She’d 

hung all the twinkle lights, set up Hailey’s synth. She’d even found the 

old My Bloody Valentine and Jesus and Mary Chain posters and taped 

them to the wall behind Hailey’s mic stand.

But Hailey didn’t come down to apologize.

Beckett broke a stick and, panting, made a decision. She’d play a 

game: How long would it take before Hailey noticed she was mad? It 

was easier to play that game, to play it hard, than to deal with the fact 

that Hailey’s life now had nothing to do with her.

Beckett got a job serving breakfast in the cafeteria for the zero-

hour students, and so she biked the twenty minutes to school while it 

was still warm. After school a few days a week, she biked to work at a 

Chipotle in the strip mall a few blocks from their house. By the time it 

started snowing in December, she’d put together enough money, when 

she added in what she’d saved from her last job in Peoria, to buy herself 

a junky 2003 VW Bug. Sure, it broke down all the time, and yeah, the 

passenger side window was always rolling down in a thunderstorm, so 
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when she wasn’t working or studying or practicing the drums, she was 

watching YouTube videos about car wiring. Her life. It was scintillating.

“Beckett ‘Scintillating’ Scibelli,” she muttered to herself in the freez-

ing garage, popping the hood of Barry the Bug. Again.

“Sure you’re not going to scramble your brains, kid?” her dad asked, 

poking his head out from the kitchen. Beckett could smell her dad’s 

snickerdoodle cookies cooling on the counter. It was Christmas break. 

Beckett had pretty much stopped talking to her twin altogether. Not 

that Hailey had really noticed.

“I don’t love you playing with the car so much,” he went on, shutting 

the door behind him. “If you need help, we can throw in some cash for 

you to take it to the mechanic. That’s something we can afford to do 

now, you know. It’s good that we’re here in Jersey.”

Beckett shrugged. As she leaned over the engine, she stuck her 

flashlight between her teeth so she didn’t have to answer any more 

questions.

Her dad walked over and gently removed it. “I can hold that,” he 

said before she could protest.

“Thanks,” Beckett said, and then just sort of stood there, holding a 

pair of pliers, looking at nothing, because she knew if she looked at her 

dad at all she was going to start crying.

“You should talk to Hailey,” her dad said after a minute. “I can tell 

you miss her.”

“I’m just really busy,” she said, “with work and school and 

everything.”

It was the excuse she’d been building so carefully for the last few 

months. It sounded like hot garbage out loud.

Her dad heard it, too. He rested a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. Hey, 

kid, look at me.”
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Beckett did. Immediately she started crying. “Dammit,” she said. He 

hugged her until her sniffling stopped.

After she washed her hands and her face and bolted three snicker-

doodles standing over the sink, Beckett brought a stack of them and a 

mug of cocoa up to Hailey’s bedroom.

“Hay?” she said, half knocking with her shoe.

The door swung open. Her twin had her phone pressed to her ear, 

and it sort of looked like she was crying. What? Hailey mouthed.

Are you actually talking on the phone? Beckett mouthed back, but 

it was too much to get across silently, so she whispered it.

“Yes,” Hailey said, and “No, sorry,” into the phone, and before 

Beckett could say anything else, she grabbed two of the snickerdoodles, 

lightning fast, and snapped the door shut. Beckett could hear her say, 

“No, just Beck . . . No, I don’t know. Still bad. No, she just . . . doesn’t 

have time for me anymore. And she doesn’t seem to think that’s a 

problem.”

In the hallway, Beckett looked down at her sock feet. You aban-

doned me first, she thought.stst

“No. No, I won’t. She can apologize to me.” Hailey’s voice faded in 

and out; she was pacing. “But whatever. Let’s talk about something else. 

I can run sound this weekend if you need me to.”

Beckett drank the cocoa in her room, and then screamed, very sat-

isfyingly, into her pillow. And that was that, until February.

She knew it was the saddest senior year of all time. She knew, too, 

that she was mourning for a whole bunch of things she didn’t want to 

look at too closely. No one from the Sleepyheads, Audrey or Yiyun or 

Blake, had texted her in months—okay, maybe she hadn’t texted them, 

either, but still—and when she asked Gabe, the guy next to her in AP 

Euro, to pass a pen, he blinked at her like she’d stepped through a rip 
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in space-time, like she was a ghost. When she found herself looking 

forward to playing euchre with her mom that Friday night, maybe going 

all out and getting two kinds of Doritos, she knew that she needed a 

self-intervention.

She drove Barry the Bug to Brunswick Square, marched directly 

into Hot Topic, and bought herself a new Zildjian T-shirt. (On the way 

out, she got cinnamon pretzel bites.) The next day, she wore it to school.

It was like the key that unlocked everything.

Two dudes she’d never seen before gave her fist bumps in the cafe-

teria and asked what kind of kit she had. Her AP English lit teacher, Mr. 

Zagajewski, almost made up for dress-code-shaming her on the first 

day by saying, “Good morning, Miss Van Halen.” And in AP Euro, Gabe 

kept looking at her sidelong while Mrs. Rasmussen lectured about the 

revolutions in France in 1848.

Finally, Gabe leaned over and said, “Why’d your parents name you 

Beckett?”

“Mother’s maiden name,” she whispered back. “Why’d your parents 

name you Gabe?” He opened his mouth, and she said, because she 

couldn’t help teasing him, “No. Stop. Because they thought you were 

an angel?”

He snorted. “It’s my uncle’s name. He’s great, actually. He taught 

me to play bass.”

Mrs. Rasmussen stopped writing on the whiteboard. “Mr. Gould 

and Miss Scibelli, do you two have a question for the whole class?”

“No,” they chorused, and when the bell rang ten minutes later, Gabe 

trotted to catch up with Beckett at the door.

“You play drums,” he said, like it was a revelation. His eyes were 

very, very blue.

Beckett wished, fervently, that she had brushed her hair that 
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morning. “I do,” she said. Something possessed her to add, “I’m really 

good.”

They stopped in the hall, just outside the cafeteria doors, and he 

looked her full in the face and said, “I bet you are,” like they were in 

an actual, honest-to-God movie. “Do you wanna eat with me and my 

band? We’re talking about what we’re going to play for Battle of the 

Bands this year.”

Beckett raised her eyebrows. “Your school has a battle of the 

bands?”

“It’s your school, too. Where have you been,” he laughed, “under a 

rock?”

And she had to admit that yeah, she kind of had been.

Shifter Focus were all really nice, even if Micah blinked at her and 

said, “Don’t you work at Chipotle?”

“I do,” she said.

“Rock on,” Micah said, and Beckett gave her a weak thumbs-up, like 

her nights refilling the cilantro rice were punk or something. “Do you 

like the Police?”

“Oh man.” Beckett sighed. “Stewart Copeland. I love Stewart 

Copeland.”

Gabe grinned a little, draping his arm over the back of her chair. 

“I really like that vibe. Kind of like mathematical reggae? But punk? I 

mean, to be clear, we’re talking about the Police before Sting went all 

patchouli.”

“Are we also talking about your band?”

“Yeah,” Gabe said. “It’s what Shifter Focus wants to be. And like . . . it 

could be your band, too, if you wanted.” Brenner and Micah nodded 

along like a pair of bobbleheads with dip-dyed hair. It was actually 

pretty adorable. Beckett found herself unaccountably blushing. Why, 
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Prince Charming, she thought semi-ng, she thought semi-ng hysterically, are you asking me to 

the ball?

“I’m in,” she said, and Brenner hooted, too loud, and Gabe said, 

“See, what did I tell you? I found a drummer!”

Beckett felt her megawatt smile dim a bit. It was a truism, she knew, 

that drummers were the spotted leopards of the band world. An endan-

gered species. (Which made guitarists and bassists like . . . seagulls, 

maybe, or squirrels.) Drums were expensive, and loud, and the Scibellis 

were the only family Beckett knew growing up who had encouraged 

their kid to learn. Her mom had been a drummer in college, after all.

And her dad had played guitar. That’s how they’d met. And how 

Hailey had ended up with her Fender Jazzmaster. She and Beckett 

started writing songs together the summer they were twelve, noodling 

around late one night after watching Stop Making Sense with their dad. 

Beckett had had other projects over the years, the Sleepyheads the most 

serious of them by far, but she’d always thought—

Well, she’d always thought of Miss Somewhere as her band.

And now she had another one. By the end of the week, word had 

spread, and suddenly she had two. Rock Your Mouth’s drummer had 

graduated the year before and they were desperate. “We’re emo,” Theo 

told her, jogging to keep up with her as she power-walked to physics, 

“but, like, Jimmy Eat World emo, not screamo, though I sort of want to 

go in that direction—”

Beckett needed another commitment like a hole in the head, but 

at the next bank of lockers she could see her twin sister staring at her, 

white-faced, like it was such a surprise to see Beckett talking to anyone 

that she might lie down and die right there. “I’m in,” Beckett said, too 

loud. “When’s practice?”

Practice was Tuesday and Sunday mornings. For Rock Your Mouth, 
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at least. She went to Gabe’s sister’s apartment to practice for Shifter 

Focus on Wednesdays after school—they were less serious but actually 

more technically proficient; the math reggae of it all wasn’t a lie—and 

then she started playing with the Marcia, Marcia, Marcias on Fridays 

when Sindy approached her in March, literal hat in hand. She quit 

Chipotle but kept her breakfast shifts, got her acceptance letter from 

Emerson College, and hung a pennant above her bed. When she wasn’t 

in practice, she was out at all-ages shows with Gabe, who still hadn’t 

kissed her, even though they talked for hours in her tiny Bug in his 

driveway when she went to drop him off, and sometimes she went to 

Denny’s with Sophia, the keyboardist from Breakfast of Champions, 

and they peeled apart straw wrappers and ate baskets of fries and 

Beckett talked about Gabe and Rock Your Mouth and how she never 

saw her mom anymore and everything else in the world but Hailey, like 

it was a hole in her heart that she had plugged with her smallest finger, 

like if she made one wrong move she might bleed out right there on 

the cracked plastic of the corner booth in New Brunswick, New Jersey, 

miles and miles away from home.

But she had friends, she reminded herself. She had a life, in a way 

she never did before. So what if her twin sister spent dinnertime at their 

house texting under the table and avoiding all eye contact?

One night in late April, after Beckett had tried, tentatively, to ask 

Hailey if she could help with her English presentation only to be met 

with a wall of silence, Beckett took herself down to the basement to 

pound out her frustration on her kit. It was all there—the fairy lights, 

the Mazzy Star poster from her dad’s old dorm room, Hailey’s guitar 

on its stand. Beckett stood for a moment, chewing a little on one of her 

sticks, and then she grabbed her laptop out of her backpack and plugged 

it into the speakers and from the depths of her hard drive pulled up 
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“I Love This One,” the first song she and Hailey had ever recorded. The 

gauzy wail of the guitar, the brushes on the snare, Hailey’s vocals way 

down in the mix. Beckett turned it up louder, and louder, until she knew 

the song was filling the house, twisting up through the vents, to where 

her sister was lying in bed, pillow clutched to her chest, staring at the 

stick-on stars on her ceiling. She thought maybe she wanted the song 

to make Hailey cry, and then she thought, No, I don’t want that, I want 

the song to tuck her in, I want it to sing her to sleep, and then Beckett was 

sniffling into the back of her hand and she pushed her laptop shut and 

stared down at her shoes until she was sure Hailey had fallen asleep.

How did she know? They were twins.

Some things you just knew.

Did she imagine it, the next night, Hailey’s footsteps outside her 

bedroom door, middle of the night, that she maybe whispered “I’m 

sorry” and “How did we get here?” Beckett didn’t think so.

When Sophia broke up with their drummer in May, Beckett knew 

it was just a matter of time before Breakfast of Champions asked her 

to play with them for Battle of the Bands, and when she did, she said 

yes. Why not? Well, Hailey was working sound (with her new best 

friends, but still), and every band Beckett said yes to meant another 

forced conversation with her sister about levels and mics, and it would 

be awkward and awful and—

And it would be another chance to make things right.

On the night of Battle of the Bands, as she loaded her drums into 

the minivan, Beckett could see her dad watching from the window, his 

ball cap hiding his face. He’d be in the audience later to watch the show.

She shut the trunk and then stood there, shifting her weight, 

worrying her lip, before she sprinted back into the house. Sound check 
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was in twenty minutes. Hailey was already at school; she’d taken Barry 

the Bug without asking. Beckett found she didn’t really mind.

“Forget something?” her dad called as Beckett ran past him into 

the basement, and when she came back up with her sister’s guitar case 

strapped to her back, he grinned, opening the front door for her with a 

flourish. “That’s my Becks.”

“Bye,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Wish me luck.” And she wasn’t 

sure (okay, she was pretty sure) that as she backed the minivan out of 

the driveway, she heard her dad holler, “Go get your girl!”

Beckett tugged at the collar of her Zildjian shirt as she drove. Six 

green lights in a row. It was a good sign.



A s h l e y  Po s ton

Cecilia Montgomery was born from rock and roll.

Okay, that’s not exactly true, but it sounds way better than “She 

came from the loins of two best friends who were madly in love with 

each other, one a rock star, the other the owner of a recording studio, 

and because of this she has been cursed with greatness.” Cecilia should 

be in love with rock and roll. After all, her mom signed and recorded 

some of the coolest bands of her generation, and her father played with 

them. She has it in her veins. The pulse of the speakers, the squeal of 

guitar licks, the salty-sweet lyrics are in her blood.

But the sad and honest truth is—

She fucking hates rock and roll. She hates most music, actually. 

She hates how loud it is, so loud she often comes home from her dad’s 

concerts with migraines. She hates the crowds. She hates how every-

thing smells like beer and sweat, even when there isn’t any beer in the 

venue. She hates the years she spent hunkered back in the corner of her 

mom’s recording studio, asking about algebra problems between one 

CECILIA
(YOU’RE BREAKING MY HEART)
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track and the next. She hates the tabloid gossip about rock stars. She 

hates the radio DJs chattering about the latest scoop.

She hates all of it.

So why did she say yes to going to a battle of the bands tonight with 

Roxy Williams? She can’t even begin to understand it. The winner gets 

studio time with her mom’s studio and a record produced by the lead 

singer of the New Romantics (a.k.a. her dad), so it’s definitely the place 

she wants to go the least.

“Do you think I should wear the black top or the green one?” she 

asks her little sister, Cherie, as she switches between the two in the 

mirror. They’re two years apart, but they couldn’t be more different. 

Cherie is outgoing, stylish, popular even. Cecilia is . . . well. She likes ar even. Cecilia is . . . well. She likes 

NPR and podcasts about the eldritch gods of Appalachia.

“Like it matters,” Cherie replies, and then she looks up from reading 

IndieTrash on her phone. “Unless it’s a . . . date? Is it a date?” She aban-

dons her magazine and sits up on Cecilia’s bed. “Please say it’s a date!”

Cecilia bristles but doesn’t say anything.

Her sister rolls her eyes and flops back down onto the bed. “You’re 

hopeless.”

Maybe, but that isn’t anything new. What Cherie doesn’t under-

stand is that being friends with Roxy feels like teetering on the edge of 

a cliff. Every day she keeps worrying that it’ll be the day Roxy realizes 

that being friends with her isn’t worth the hassle.

Though somehow Roxy never does, and Cecilia can’t fathom life 

without her now. She tries to imagine it sometimes, but her heart 

hurts every time she does because there’s just a hole there where Roxy 

should be.

She tries not to think about it, and she tries not to get angry when 

people say they’re just friends. Like it’s dismissive. Something that 
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doesn’t mean anything, something that can be traded or borrowed or 

lost and never missed. But Cecilia knows that if she ever lost Roxy, she 

would feel it so deep in her bones she would be completely and utterly 

destroyed. Maybe forever.

“Wear something cool, at least,” Cherie says as she pushes herself 

off of Cecilia’s bed. “I’m going out with David tonight. If you see me at 

the Battle, don’t say hi.”

“I won’t know you at all,” Cecilia promises, because unlike her, 

Cherie is made for rock and roll. She has the whole aesthetic down—

the ripped jeans, the long dark hair, the thick black eyeliner, and the 

walk that could command an entire venue to fall to its knees. As she 

leaves, their dad approaches from the stairs and scrubs Cherie’s head 

as she passes. She glares as she retreats into her room and closes 

the door.

Their dad leans against the doorway, arms folded over his chest. His 

brownish-red hair is run through with gray, as is his beard, and Cecilia 

tragically inherited that not-red-but-not-brown hair, almost curly, as if 

a hairstylist had gotten lazy halfway through styling it. He nods his head 

back toward Cherie. “What was that about?”

“Sisterly love,” Cecilia replies, and holds up the two shirts. “Black 

or green?”

“Green.”

She wrinkles her nose.

“Or . . . black?”

She turns the two shirts so she can look at them again. She doesn’t 

like that answer, either.

Her dad sighs and comes into her room and puts a hand on her 

shoulder. She comes up to his chest, barely, because apparently the fates 

wanted to add insult to injury and make her his polar opposite—a short 
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and boring daughter who doesn’t bleed rock and roll. “You’ll look great 

in whatever you choose. Roxy coming to pick you up?”

“Like always.”

“Is this a . . . ?”

“A what?” She prickles when he waggles his eyebrows. “A date? 

No—God, no, we’re just friends—”

Her father holds his hands up in defeat. “Okay, okay, sorry! Just 

friends.”

She looks away, a little embarrassed. How come it sounds different 

when other people say it? Just friends, like it’s a barrier and not a blan-

ket? Because being Roxy’s friend is amazing. Because Roxy is cool and 

funny and smart. Being Roxy’s friend should be all she should want.

Because Roxy could never possibly feel the same way about her.

Not ever.

“It’s okay, Dad. She’ll be here in a little bit.”

“Fun—she staying the night again?”

“I think so.”

Roxy usually stays over on the weekends. They watch silly anime 

abridged series, and by the time they’re tired enough for Roxy to go 

home, it’s already one in the morning and Roxy lives across town. It’s 

only common sense that she stays the night. Roxy borrows some of 

Cecilia’s pajamas, and they curl up in bed, but neither of them falls 

asleep until the sun begins to rise because they’re whispering under the 

covers, secret jokes and school gossip.

Because that’s what friends do.

She casually forgets that sometimes she wakes up with Roxy’s face 

burrowed into her hair.

“All right, well, your mom told me to come up here and remind you 

that curfew is still midnight, and if you’re going to be any later—”
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“Call you, I know.”

He nods, and he can’t keep himself from smiling. “I’m so excited 

you’re going, you know? I remember my first battle of the bands like it 

was yesterday. First time I ever smoked a joint, or whatever you kids call 

it these days. Puffing the dragon? Toking the weed? Inhaling the h—”

“Stooooop,” Cecilia begs of him, and he laughs at her pain.op,”

“Fine, fine. What band are you going to see?”

“Erm, just a band.”

“Well, obviously. Which band?”

She winces as she says, “Rock Your Mouth.”

His eyebrows jump up in surprise. “. . . Huh. That sure is a name.”

“One of Roxy’s friends picked it out,” she quickly adds. “I think she 

has a crush on him.”

There’s an unreadable look in Dad’s eyes, but then he sighs and 

scrubs her head. “Just do me a favor, okay? Have a little fun tonight.”

“Ha, yeah. Fun.”

“You never know! Tonight might surprise you.”

Easy for him to say. He was born to defy everything—expectations, 

careers, love itself. When he had to choose between marrying the love 

of his life or his career, he chose both. He defied everyone who said he 

was ruining his career when he wrote a whole album dedicated to her, 

and now, sixteen years later, those songs are still on the radio.

Too bad Cecilia hates those songs.

Like, not hate-hates them, but whenever they come on the radio, 

she turns to a different station. Her entire life has been chock-full of 

music and concerts and recording studios and backstage passes and 

world tours—she should love it as much as her younger sister does. She 

should embrace it. She should revel in it.



C E CE C I L A  (II A  (A  ( Y O U ’ RO UO UO U ’ R’ R E  B B B B R E A KA KA K II N G  M Y   M M Y  H EH E AA RR TT ) 



But being known as Roman Montgomery’s eldest daughter your 

entire life would wear on you, too.

After he’s gone, she turns back to her mirror, still unable to decide 

on which shirt, and finally she just drops both and stares at her reflec-

tion with the shirt she has on—an i am an avenger T-shirt with the 

OG Avenger, Sasuke, on the front. Does she really want the worst night 

of her life to be in a Naruto T-shirt and ripped jeans?

Why not, honestly.

Her mom is humming “Killer Queen” when Cecilia finally comes down-

stairs. The smell of pancakes for dinner suffocates the air. Not just any 

kind of pancakes, though, but her mom’s specialty: chocolate murder 

pancakes. Grandpa taught the recipe to her, and his father before that, 

going far back into the Devine family line until . . . well, the invention 

of pancake mix, probably.

She turns to Cecilia and asks, “You’re wearing that to the Battle of that to the Battle of 

the Bands?”

Cecilia looks down at her wardrobe. “Sasuke gives me strength.”

“Then let my chocolate murder give you energy,” her mom adds 

and sets a plate on the counter. Cecilia takes one of the smaller brown 

chocolate pancakes, slides up to the counter, and nibbles on it. The bar 

stools have the perfect line of sight out the front dining room windows 

to the driveway. Cecilia waits anxiously for Roxy’s motorbike to pull 

up. Usually she can hear it before she sees it, but Mom isn’t a very good 

singer and she isn’t quitting “Killer Queen” anytime soon.

In fact, Dad decides to sing right along with her.

“Oh, Roman! You’re so off-key.” Mom laughs.

“Only to be in tune with you, junebug,” he replies.



A SA S H L EL EL E Y  PY  PY  PY  P O S T OT OT O N



Ugh, disgusting.

Cecilia is saved from her parents’ blissfully happy marriage by the 

roar of Roxy’s beat-up motorbike as it pulls into the driveway. Thank 

God. She grabs her tiny backpack—full of fandom pins and sparkly key 

chains—and heads for the front door.

“Make good choices!” her mother calls after her.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” her father adds.

Which doesn’t really rule out a whole hell of a lot, but it’s the 

thought that counts, Cecilia supposes, as she slips out the front door 

and down the front walk to the driveway, where Roxy is waiting with a 

helmet. She’s in her concert best, as always—a glittery rose-pink skirt 

with bike shorts underneath and a crop top under her riding leathers. 

Cecilia mounts herself onto the back of the bike.

“You going to hold on this time, Ceci?” Roxy teases.

Cecilia hesitates.

“You’ll feel safer.”

Of course she would. That’s obvious. But as she wraps her arms 

around Roxy’s middle—her fingers brushing against the warm skin of 

Roxy’s stomach exposed by her crop top, her heart jumping into her 

throat—she wonders if this might be more dangerous after all.

The line wraps around the outside of Raritan River High School. Cecilia 

wrings her hands, glancing up at the ticket booth, wondering what’s 

taking them so long to let people inside. It’s sweltering in the after-

noon sun. She can feel herself sweating through her Sasuke T-shirt. She 

tries to remember if she put deodorant on, but she’s been such a ball of 

nerves today that she’s thankful to remember her own name right now.

“Calm your tits, it’s not like we won’t get in together,” Roxy says to 

alleviate her anxiety. She rocks back and forth on her platform Doc 
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Martens, so instead of just being slightly taller than Cecilia, she’s astro-

nomically taller.

We look like a joke together, Cecilia thinks. Maybe she shouldn’t 

have worn her Naruto T-shirt. Maybe she should’ve combed her hair, 

or put on that green top, or maybe—

“My tits are calm, but can’t the guy go any faster?” Cecilia com-

plains, to stop all of the anxious thoughts racing in her head. She 

glances toward the parking lot, where a group of kids look like they’re 

about to get into some trouble. Cecilia doesn’t want to be a part of any 

of that. Thankfully, the line moves and they squeeze into the auditori-

um’s lobby, where it’s at least a little cooler, inching closer to the ticket 

booth. Cecilia looks past the line to the booth. “Yeah, the guy is defi-

nitely asleep. Or half dead. Maybe both?”

Roxy laughs. “What’s the hurry? Do you have somewhere else to be?”

“N-no! Of course not.”

She’s afraid that someone else might tap Roxy on the shoulder and 

let her in on the joke—that they look like the strangest duo. Like a non-

fiction book shelved in the fantasy section, Cecilia just doesn’t fit where 

Roxy exists so perfectly.

“I just . . . I want us to get a good spot! Maybe you can see Theo 

early,” she adds, because Theo is the reason they’re there, after all. 

They’ve never talked about it, but she sees the way Roxy always looks 

at him in trigonometry. It’s like she can’t take her eyes off of him.

Roxy’s eyebrows jump up. “Theo? I mean, sure, I guess . . . Oh, hey, 

we’re up next.” She nods her head toward the ticket booth and begins to 

reach for her wallet when Cecilia takes out two tickets from her purse 

and presents them to the guy.

“Perks of my mom sponsoring the Battle,” Cecilia says by way of 

explanation.
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“Nice! Thank you.” Roxy grins as the ticket guy tears the tickets in 

half and gives them the stubs back. They meander through the crowd 

into the high school auditorium, quiet for a minute, and then Roxy says, 

twirling a lock of her rose-gold hair, “Thank you for coming with me, by 

the way, Ceci. I know you hate this kind of thing.”

Cecilia shrugs. “It might not be that bad.”

“Yeah, or you might hate it.”

“Probably,” she agrees, “but at least I’ll get Dad off my back. You 

know he’s always like, ‘You should carpe way more diem!’” She tries to 

mock his deep voice, then shrugs. “Now he’ll have to pester me some 

other way.”

Roxy looks away. “Ah. So I’m a means of getting your dad off your 

back.”

“Well, the company’s not bad, either.”

Roxy grins and elbows her in the side. “Gee, thanks.”

Cecilia forces a smile, but what she wants to do is say the com-

pany isn’t bad—the company is perfect, and she really couldn’t care 

less about getting her dad off her back. She’s here for one reason, and 

one reason only:

To be a good friend.

And good friends go to concerts where their friend’s crush is 

playing, even if the thought of it twists some strange, deep part inside 

of them, because that’s what friends do.

When they finally make it into the venue, Cecilia sees enough people 

from her school that she wants to crawl into the bathroom, lock the 

door, and not come out for the entirety of the show. The acoustics 

in this place are going to be terrible—the walls are cement, and the 

speakers look . . . ancient, to be politencient, to be polite—but at least there isn’t a bar or any 
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nonsense like that. And the curtains almost match the color of the old 

ones. The drama club had to buy new ones after the old ones caught fire 

during a particularly rousing production of The Phantom of the Opera.

Onstage, the manager and some of the stagehands are setting up 

for the first act already, plugging in the instruments and making sure 

everything is in place. Cecilia’s familiar with that dance—she’s seen 

stage managers and stagehands set up and break down her father’s sets 

for years.

“The stage manager looks particularly frazzled,” she notes quietly.

Roxy glances back at her. “You say something?”

“Nah—where are we going?” she asks as Roxy begins to make her 

way through the thickening crowd toward a corner of the venue. “Our 

seats are the other way.”

“To find a drink,” Roxy replies, gesturing over to a cluster of girls 

in the front left corner. One of them has overly large cowboy boots on, 

complemented by a frilly sundress. “I think Aimee snuck in some mini-

bottles in her cowboy boots.”

“Ah, so that explains it. I didn’t think she was the yeehaw type.”

“You’d be surprised what you don’t know about people.”

“I think I know most people,” she replies, and Roxy grins as if there 

is a secret tucked into her mouth. Cecilia’s heart quickens. No, calm 

down, she tells herself. You’re reading too much into this. It was nothing.

It is nothing.

They pass a few merch booths set up on the sides of the auditorium 

selling T-shirts, and she stops at one manned by a boy with wadded-up 

tissue in his ears, though the music hasn’t even started yet. Not a 

great sign.

Roxy says offhandedly, browsing the wares on the table, “You just 

think the worst of everyone.”
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“And is that such a bad thing?”

Roxy picks up one of the demos. In addition to loving motor-

bikes, the smell of an oil change, and bodice-ripping Regency novels, 

Roxy also loves new music. She and Cecilia’s dad get along so well, 

Cecilia sometimes thinks that maybe Roxy should’ve been her dad’s 

daughter instead. The first time Roxy came over to the house, she 

and Roman bonded over the complete discography of Motion City 

Soundtrack. Since then, they’ve swapped music recs and mixtapes and 

burned CDs.

“Ooh,” Roxy says as she reads the back of the album cover. She 

points to one of the songs. “‘Written in the Stars,’ such a good title. I 

hope they play it.”

“Probably will,” Cecilia replies, and points toward the girl in the 

cowboy boots with her group of friends. “That’s Aimee, right?”

Roxy looks to where she points. “That definitely is.” She digs a ten-

dollar bill out of her bra and hands it to the merch dealer before she 

dives off after Aimee and her yeehaw minibar boot collection, leaving 

Cecilia alone at the edge of the crowd.

Not that she minds it. She likes being alone. And crowds aren’t that 

bad—she actually likes submerging herself in a sea of people. She feels 

anonymous then. Concerts, on the other hand, are different. Cecilia 

hates them because they’re loud and crowded and smelly, but the main 

reason she hates them is because—

“You’re Roman’s daughter, aren’t you?” is how a guy in a band 

T-shirt and ripped jeans greets her. A guy she definitely doesn’t know. 

She doesn’t think he even goes to this school.

This is why she hates concerts. She tries to look invisible, but she’s 

been on the cover of too many tabloids with her family to ever go any-

where unnoticed.
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“Sorry, you’ve got the wrong person,” she lies, not even looking up 

from her phone. Go away, she chants. Go away.

He does the opposite. He doubles down. One of his friends says, 

“C’mon, man,” but the guy is either high or drunk or he doesn’t care 

about being rude as fuck. “No, I know I saw you in the audience at the 

MTV Music Awards last year when your dad got that lifetime achieve-

ment award.”

Cecilia glances around for Roxy, but she has successfully dis-

appeared. She said she was just going to get a drink—but Cecilia didn’t 

realize that entailed an expedition to the other side of the universe. 

With a sigh, she finally looks at the stranger and says, “Yeah, you caught 

me. Roman Montgomery’s my dad.”

“Oh, fuck yeah! Your parents have a ton of connections. Mateo, let’s ck yeah! Your parents have a ton of connections. Mateo, let’s 

give her our demo,” he adds to his friend, who begins to fish something 

out of his bag. “We can bypass this whole stupid competition. Trust me, 

we’re better than all these other wannabes.”

And here we are, Cecilia thinks, the same old song and dance. “I’m 

sorry, but I don’t—”

“C’mon, just help a few guys out? You get it,” he adds. “Music’s hard. 

It’d be bomb if your dad could help.”

“He doesn’t really do that sort of thing.”

“Then how about your mom—”

“Dude, asswipe, she said no,” Roxy cuts in, stepping between Cecilia 

and the guys. She glowers at them. “So get lost, yeah?”

They step back, debating whether to pursue their dangerous 

endeavor, but they decide against it. Roxy is good for that. At first 

glance, she doesn’t look dangerous—her nails glitter and most of her 

shirts have patterns of fruits or cute bears screaming, “THE HEAT 

DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE IS COMING!”—but her glares can 
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cut straight to the bone. Cecilia had been on the receiving end of one 

of them before.

She never wants to be again.

As they meander away, Roxy rolls her eyes and hands Cecilia one 

of the two Cokes in her hand—Coke that smells strongly of bourbon, 

so she must’ve tracked Aimee down. Cecilia sips slowly. “I leave you for 

a few minutes and you find trouble. What am I going to do with you?”

“Protect me like the damsel in distress I am?”

“Alas, my lot in life.” Roxy sighs, but she smiles as she says it.

Cecilia quickly glances away. A blush begins to eat at her cheeks, 

but at that exact moment, the lights flicker—and then dim. The show 

is starting.

Now all she needs to do is survive the music.

“C’mon,” Roxy says, taking her hand. Roxy’s hand is warm and dry, 

and a shiver curls down Cecilia’s spine. It must be the bourbon. She can 

see Roxy smiling in the dim neon lights of the stage. “Let’s get closer!”

Which means getting the closest possible seat. Which means she’ll 

be sitting elbow-to-elbow with some stranger, suffocating in audi-

torium seats that are too small for her gigantic ball of anxiety, and 

that seems like a terrible idea to Cecilia. Or it would, if Roxy weren’t 

smiling so wide, and if the neon lights weren’t catching her rose-gold 

hair in highlights of purple and red, and if Cecilia’s heart weren’t so 

traitorous.

But it is, and as Roxy folds their fingers together, and her heart skips 

like a pebble over a pond, she lets Roxy pull her down the aisle to the 

first row.

And she doesn’t mind.

k k k
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“I think Theo’s band is on first,” Cecilia says, angling the program 

toward the neon lights to try to read the print. “I usually hate concerts, 

but this isn’t too bad so far. I mean, I could do without all of the people, 

but . . .”

Roxy laughs. “The music hasn’t even started yet.”

“Thank God. Since Theo’s first, maybe we can leave after and—”

“Oh no, you’re with me for the entire ride. Start to finish.”

Cecilia groans. “Roxy . . .”

Roxy bumps her hip against Cecilia’s and says softly, only for the 

two of them, “And I wouldn’t want to be here with anyone else.”

Cecilia’s heart slams against her rib cage, and she quickly looks away. 

“Obviously, because we’re best friends,” she adds, because there’s not 

another reason, or if there is, she isn’t sure she’s brave enough to hear 

it. It’s bad enough that they are here to see Theo Debruin. “Besides—”

But before she can say anything else, the lights flicker. The crowd 

erupts into cheers. The auditorium lights dim. The emcee—Mr. Bolivar, 

the music teacher—walks out with a microphone, the stage lights 

shining on his bald head. He’s a tall Black man in a polo shirt and 

khakis, best known for his award-winning music instruction and his 

terrible dad jokes. “Welcome to the Battle of the Bands! I hope you’re 

ready to have a rockin’ good time! But before we start . . .”

“Oh no,” Roxy mutters, “he’s going to tell a joke.”

“Oh no,” Cecilia groans.

“What is Beethoven’s favorite fruit?” He waits for a moment, then 

another, but the auditorium is silent. Roxy shakes her head, muttering 

under her breath about why she quit band. Mr. Bolivar takes a deep 

breath before he sings, “BA-NA-A-NA-A- NA-A-NA-A- NAAAAAA!”A-NAAAAAA!”A-

Cecilia laughs. She can’t help it. The joke is terrible. Roxy elbows 

her in the side and hisses, “Don’t support his dad jokes!”
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Too late.

Mr. Bolivar says, “Thank you, thank you. First up is a group who 

met in Mrs. Sanchez’s seventh grade science class and bonded over 

frog dissection. Please give a warm welcome to . . . ROCK YOUR 

MOOOUUUUTH !”

The lights dim again, and then Rock Your Mouth’s Theo Debruin 

jogs onstage with his bandmates. He winks at Cecilia and Roxy in the 

front row.

Cecilia’s mouth falls open. “Wow, he’s really wearing suspenders 

and no shirt, isn’t he?” she says, a little concerned at the sight of his 

nipples. Roxy almost spews her drink everywhere. His acid-blond hair 

is pushed back, red Fender guitar slung over his shoulder, and he strikes 

the Captain Morgan pose on one of the ancient speakers (which the stage 

manager probably doesn’t appreciate) and winks down at the crowd.

“I think the first row was a massive mistake,” Roxy adds, wiping her 

mouth. “He’s really committing, isn’t he?”

“I guess it’s . . . kinda cool?”

“You think so?”

In the flaring stage lights, she can barely see Roxy’s face. Is she grin-

ning in the way she does when she’s making a joke? No, it doesn’t look 

like she’s grinning at all. “. . . Don’t you?”

“Theo?” She sounds incredulous. “He’s a dumbass.”o?”

Has Cecilia read this wrong? No, it’s not possible.

“You keep looking at him in trig,” she shouts above the din of the 

crowd. “You can’t take your eyes off him!”

“I keep looking at Theo because he keeps looking at you.”

Oh.

But why would Roxy care about that? Unless . . .

Oh—oh!
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And Cecilia never noticed because she kept looking at Roxy.

Onstage, Theo takes the microphone and screams, “Hellooooo, 

student body!” And most of the crowd, sitting a little too close to one 

another and a little shell-shocked by the nipples-out lead singer, cheer in 

that awkward way you cheer for things you don’t really understand but 

support anyway. “We’re Rock Your Mouth and we’re happy to be here!”

Roxy quickly looks away from Cecilia. “I thought you knew?”

I knew?

“I mean, how can you not, right?” Roxy goes on, curling her hair 

around her finger nervously. “Everyone always comments about it. And, 

like, I know you always correct them and tell them we’re just friends, 

and I get it.”

Oh no, Roxy is babbling. She only babbles when she’s flustered, 

and she’s hardly ever flustered. Cecilia stares at her because her mind 

has shut down. Cecilia.exe is no longer working. Because she never 

expected the impossible.

Because the impossible doesn’t happen to Cecilia Montgomery.

“Listen,” her best friend goes on, turning back to the stage, “just 

forget about it, okay? Please, Ceci,” she adds softly, begging.

And just like that, the moment is passing them by. The moment 

Cecilia never thought she would have.

It’s the kind of moment that happens in the blink of an eye, a cloud 

passing over the sun, shade and then gone, and she doesn’t want the 

moment gone. Cecilia wants to live in this moment. She wants to 

scramble the letters in just friends and rearrange them into a new 

phrase, a new title, a new possibility. They are so different: polar oppo-

sites. Cecilia is a forgotten nonfiction novel, and Roxy is a book full of 

wonder and magic and adventure, and they never should have been 

shelved together, but . . . but . . .
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Roxy is just the kind of story Cecilia wants to get lost in. She wants 

to burrow into her pages because that is the only place where she has 

ever felt understood and okay. No, better than okay. When she’s with 

Roxy, she feels like she is home.

Because the truth is—

The silly, horrible, wonderful truth is—

“Roxy,” she says, her mouth dry, “I like—”

“YOU!” Theo and his loud band shout from the stage. The lights !” Theo and his loud band shout from the stage. The lights 

flare. Theo does a somewhat wanting guitar squeal, and this close to the 

stage, it sounds even worse.

Roxy’s eyebrows furrow. She shakes her head. “I can’t hear you!” she 

shouts over the drums.

So Cecilia shouts louder, “I do, too! I was never looking at Theo! I 

like—”

“YOU!” Theo howls again. Honest to fucking God, are there !” Theo howls again. Honest to fucking God, are there any 

other lyrics to this song? He puts his mouth on the microphone and 

screams into it with the rage of a thousand scrawny demons, “YOU! 

YOU! YOU ARE HELL! I CAN’T STAND YOU. OUR TONGUES 

DANCE BUT OUR HATRED IS ETERNAL—!”

Ah, there they are.

“I LIKE YOU, TOO!” she screams, but it doesn’t matter how loud 

she is, she isn’t loud enough.

If words can’t carry across the distance of a few inches, then she’ll 

carry herself instead. And so there in the front row of Raritan River 

High School’s too-crowded auditorium she takes Roxy’s face in her 

hands and presses their lips together. Roxy tastes like cherry cola and 

cheap cowboy-boot bourbon, soft and sharp, a myriad of opposites that 

make up Roxy Williams.

Rock Your Mouth is screaming about tongues dancing, but they 
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have missed the mark entirely. It’s not rage and hate and poison. It’s soft 

and sweet and true.

The world feels like it has stopped. Gone silent. As if it’s holding its 

breath as two best friends come up for air, and Roxy breathes against 

her mouth, “Me too.”

Me too.

Cecilia doesn’t realize she needed to hear those words until that 

moment. “How long?”

“Years,” her best friend replies, pushing Cecilia’s not-s,” her best friend replies, pushing Cecilia’s not-quite-red, not-

quite-brown hair out of her face. They are so close to each other, the 

rest of the world looks like a kaleidoscope of colors and music, jumping 

and raving to a song neither of them has any interest in. “I gave you so

many signs. You’ve just been too hardheaded to see them.”

She . . . has? Though now that Cecilia thinks about it—the gentle 

touches on her arm; the glances at her from across the room; the way 

they wake up on weekend mornings, tangled in each other and the bed-

sheets, always circling each other like two satellites in orbit, drawing 

closer and closer. Even earlier tonight, that secret tucked into the side of 

Roxy’s smile as she said, “You’d be surprised what you don’t know about 

people,” their fingers folded together.

Oh.

In the breath between one kiss and the next, she can hear a love 

song—not of the Rock Your Mouth variety, but one made of her heart 

beating so fast, drumming against her rib cage, so happy and full it 

wants to burst. A love song to the tempo of Roxy’s laughter, as tempting 

as the grin she feels curling across her mouth as she kisses her again.

Cecilia Montgomery hates love songs.

But I love the sound of us, she thinks, and kisses Roxy again.



S ar ah  N ico l e  Sm e tana

SIDELINES

I stood outside the back door of Parker’s garage, ear 

pressed to the paint-slick wood, and listened to the muffled sound of 

something miraculous.

Music. Our music. The very same songs we’d written together ur music. The very same songs we’d written together 

inside that room. Except now they were no longer ragged or empty, off 

tempo, beat thin. For the first time since Colin, our drummer, left for 

college in Oregon, the Greatest Place sounded extraordinary.

The only thing missing was me.

Heart beating staccato, I threw open the door, a wild grin blos-

soming on my face. Over the past few months, we’d been auditioning 

drummers—which was quickly followed by rejecting drummers, and 

then arguing about where else we could possibly look for one, having 

seemingly exhausted all possibilities within the greater New Brunswick 

area. But here was someone new. As good as Colin, or even better. I felt 

buoyant with anticipation. All the nerves in my body began to hum.
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And then I saw him, and every part of me deflated.

“Mina, hey,” Diego said, fingers halting the dull metal strings of his 

bass. He waited, no doubt hoping Parker would jump in. But I could tell 

by the nervous sway of his body, the crest of sweat beading above his 

lip, that he’d been assigned the role of news breaker. “You, uh . . . you 

know Jeremy.”

Diego motioned toward the sparkly red drum kit in Colin’s old 

spot by the window. And behind it, sitting smug on his throne, was my 

ex-boyfriend.

“Yeah,” I managed, voice catching in my throat. “I think I remember.”

What else I remembered: the text message he sent me, out of the 

blue, breaking it off. And the next day, when he was making out with 

Leslie Mendoza three lockers down from mine. They walked right past 

me, his hand in her back pocket, his nose nestled in her hair. I cried all 

through the lunch period.

I knew Diego and Parker remembered, too.

“The thing I don’t understand,” I continued, addressing the room 

but keeping my eyes on Jeremy, hoping my anger burned a hole straight 

through him, “is what he’s doing here.”

Parker gave Jeremy an apologetic glance before corralling Diego 

and me into a corner. “Just hear us out for a second, okay?” he began, 

voice low. He placed one hand over his guitar strings to control the 

feedback. “We ran into him last week at Guitar Center, and it came up 

that we needed a drummer, so we just thought, what the hell, let’s see. 

If it’s awful, no big deal. But Mina.” He gripped my shoulder, pulling me 

closer. In his eyes, I caught the sparkle of awe. “He picked up our songs 

in an hour. All of them.”

I scoffed. “So what? He’s still an asshole.” I shook off Parker’s hand 

and plucked my guitar from its case, then strapped its turquoise body 
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across my chest like armor. “He’ll ditch us the second he thinks he’s 

found something better.”

Parker crossed his arms. “Look, it sucks that he dumped you soph-

omore year—”

“And we absolutely respect your opinion in this process,” Diego 

interjected, shooting Parker a warning glare, “but he’s the best drummer 

we’ve seen.”

“By far,” Parker stressed.

“And we can’t play in the Battle without a drummer.”

“We’re playing,” I snapped. “We have to. We need that recording 

session.”

Diego nodded, the left side of his mouth rising. “Exactly.”

I cringed. The trap had been obvious, yet I’d plunged right into it. 

“There has to be someone else,” I tried.

“Name one,” challenged Parker.

My fingers scaled the neck of my guitar as I mentally scrolled 

through the last few auditions. There was that kid Douglas, a freshman, 

who’d never actually played with a band before and kept stopping in 

the middle of songs and then apologizing until it looked like he might 

cry. Nate from a neighboring high school, whose technique was sloppy 

and frayed. A girl named Jessica who beat her snare ragged, as though 

she were picturing her irritating and invasive little brother. She wasn’t 

so bad, I thought. All we had to do was stay on her good side—and 

definitely never go in her bedroom without permission.

“What if we just try it this afternoon,” Diego offered, attempt-

ing to bring us all back to common ground. “See how it goes from 

there.”

I racked my brain one last time for a way out of this, any other 

drummer we could possibly use, but I already knew all the decent ones 
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were taken. Even that quiet new girl, Beckett, had been snatched up by 

several other bands before we could get to her, the rumor of her exis-

tence spreading as if she were a shiny, time-keeping unicorn.

Our options were dwindling. So was our time.

With a heavy sigh, I gave in. “But if I’m still uncomfortable with this 

after the show, we look for someone else.”

“Deal,” they agreed in unison.

The three of us turned back around to find Jeremy standing in front 

of his kit, idly twirling one of his sticks between his knuckles. He flashed 

that same lazy grin I remembered falling for, and something smoldered 

in my stomach. That was two years ago, right before he graduated. It 

felt like a lifetime had passed, and yet somehow, standing across from 

him, the wound was still oozing.

“No hard feelings, right?” he said, stretching out his free hand.

The only hard feeling, I thought, ng, I thought, ng is going to be my fist against your 

face.

“Let’s just play,” I said, walking past him.

As I stepped up to the mic stand, I prayed to the gods of rock and 

roll (Are you there, Joan? It’s me, Minaoll (Are you there, Joan? It’s me, Minaoll ( ) that Jeremy would blow it. That 

something about me or our history would screw up his beat, set his 

internal metronome askew. I wanted the satisfaction of affecting him, 

however slightly.

But when we finally began practicing, I understood. There was no 

deal, no compromise, no audition. Before I had even set foot in the 

garage that day, Jeremy was already in.

A spark of betrayal lit in my chest, but I tramped it to cinders. If we 

wanted to win, we needed him.

k k k
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The Greatest Place had played the Battle of the Bands three times 

before.

The first year we were terrible—all power chords and simple beats, 

lyrics that rhymed too perfectly and were sung with a savage strain. 

It was punk, but not on purpose, which is undeniably the worst kind. 

Luckily, though, by sophomore year we’d mellowed out a bit and found 

Colin. By junior year, we’d finally developed an authentic sound.

And this year, we were seniors. We were ready, and we were good. 

But more than that, we were acutely aware of the ways our world was 

changing. The tight-woven days at Raritan River High School were 

unraveling too rapidly, the end of the thread drawing near. College 

acceptances would be coming soon, and though we hardly spoke of it, 

I felt a shared worry wrap around us. Last year, when Colin moved, it 

was like an earthquake that shook our core. Since then, so little seemed 

truly stable.

So that fall, Diego, Parker, and I had decided to complete our appli-

cations together. We applied to all the same schools, or—in the case 

of Ivy Leagues that only Diego, with his APs and nearly perfect SAT 

scores, had a shot at—at least the same cities. Splayed on the floor of 

my bedroom, we’d pored over the catalogs, the options, dreaming up 

plans for each state.

“If we go to LA,” I said, “we could totally play at the Troubadour.”

“And if we move into New York City, we could play the Bowery 

Ballroom,” Parker said.

“Terminal Five,” I added.

“Madison Square Garden.”

For a moment, we were quiet, all gazing at our respective laptops, 

minds dewy with possibility. Then we erupted in laughter.
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“And if we end up in Boston . . .” I began, because of course Diego 

had to apply to Harvard. “What’s in Boston?” I finished.

Parker tousled Diego’s hair and said, “If our super-genius gets into 

Harvard, then I guess we’ll find out.”

At that, Diego sprang on him and I yelped, clambering up onto my 

bed as they crashed around the carpet, play-fighting. It was in moments 

like these that I could see how far we’d come together. Those awkward 

fourteen-year-olds were still in us, still dreaming, still sure of so little 

except each other. We’d named our band the Greatest Place because 

that’s what we’d found through our music: somewhere we could be our 

truest selves. Somewhere we belonged.

When the wrestling match was over, our laughter exhausted, and 

our laptops once again perched on our thighs, Diego asked, “But what 

happens if we all get into different colleges? Just hypothetically, I mean. 

Like if I get into Harvard, but you get into Hunter, and Mina gets into 

San Francisco State?”

A charged silence sat between us, growing tense and tumultuous, 

like feedback from an amp.

In the end, no one attempted to answer.

But if we won, the logic went, it would prove to everyone (ourselves, 

our parents—even Mr. Grover, my precalculus teacher, who once said I 

could really make something of myself if I cared as much about school 

as I did about the silly poems I’d been caught writing) that our passion 

wasn’t just a passing whim, something to be shed like a reptile’s out-

grown skin. If we got the recording time, if we finally made a real EP, 

our future as a band would stretch open. Not even college could break 

us apart.
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Jeremy, however, was another obstacle entirely.

And before you ask: no, this wasn’t about my feelings. I wasn’t still 

pining, or still scorned, or any of that other crap they feed us on TV. In 

fact, the truth was far simpler.

I was jealous of him.

Jeremy had an obvious, innate talent that I didn’t. His confidence 

radiated like a furnace while I sat shivering, always worried I’d be 

branded a fraud. It would have been a lot easier if he sucked. Just a 

little. Just sometimes. Not the night of the show, of course, but during 

practice, when he started getting too cocky, I wished he would forget a 

transition. I wanted to see his arms knot over his sticks. But every day, 

he only grew more comfortable in that spot by the window, and I hated 

it. I hated when he started suggesting tweaks to our songs. I hated it 

even more when those tweaks made them stronger. And most of all, I 

hated that Parker and Diego grew so obviously enamored of him, like 

light-starved moths drunk on his glow. Before my eyes, the Greatest 

Place was transforming into the Jeremy Show, and I felt powerless to 

pull myself from the fringes.

This became fully apparent two weeks before the competition, 

when I arrived at practice to find them much the way they’d been that 

first day: already settled in, jolted through with energy. Except this 

time, I didn’t recognize the song they were playing. I snuck in the side 

door, camouflaging myself against the wall of gray egg-carton foam, and 

stood there until all three of them ended on one practiced, drawn-out 

note.

When the sound faded, I launched my voice between them. “Is that 

a new song or something?” They all startled, as if they’d forgotten why 

they were gathered in the first place. “It sounded pretty clean.”

“We’re just jamming,” Jeremy said, punctuating the words with that 
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unconcerned twirl of his drumstick. It reminded me of a magic trick, 

some sleight of hand. “Waiting for you.”

I picked up my guitar and turned on my amp, struck a few swift 

chords. Part of me wanted to jump in, abandon the tension clenching 

my stomach, and recalibrate our band’s alignment with me back in the 

center. But I’d never felt comfortable jamming. Even just that word, 

the lighthearted spontaneity it suggested, filled me with an anxious 

thrum. I refused to let Jeremy glimpse me at my weakest—flummoxed 

over key changes, the scales I’d never managed to memorize. So I 

shrugged the notion aside.

“Only two weeks left until the show,” I reminded them, voice casual. 

I stepped up to my mic stand, adjusted the height up, and then down, 

and then right back to where it had been initially. “Probably shouldn’t 

be working on anything new right now, anyway, if we want to make sure 

Jeremy nails our set.”

It was a futile jab, but I needed to remind him of his place here. I 

needed him to remember: this was my band first.

“I think I’ll manage,” Jeremy said, and then began to show off with a 

quick, intricate fill. I rolled my eyes, unimpressed.

When practice was over, though, I decided to ask about what I’d 

heard, because I knew that if I didn’t, I’d worry the thought over in my 

mind until it was smooth and irrefutable. I waited until a rare moment 

when Jeremy went to the bathroom, and I had Parker and Diego alone.

“Have you guys been practicing without me?” I asked.

“What? No. Jeez. We were just waiting for you,” Parker insisted, 

parroting what Jeremy said earlier. He looked to Diego for affirmation, 

and Diego nodded. “What’d you expect us to do? Twiddle our thumbs 

in silence?”

There was a laugh behind his question, but something else, too. 
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Something dark, glittering. I only allowed myself to glimpse it for a 

second.

That day, I’d arrived exactly on time.

But if we won, the logic went, shifting and refining, it wouldn’t just 

mean that the Greatest Place was good enough to make it. It would 

mean that I was good enoughI was good enough—not an imposter, a failure, unworthy—

and that had to bring my best friends back to me.

So as the days whittled down and the Battle grew near, I made sure 

we all worked harder, practiced longer. We perfected our set until it felt 

like a precise science—until I felt certain that not even Safe & Sound 

stood a chance.

Then, with one day to go, something strange happened. We got 

sloppier.

Parker began picking the wrong notes during his solos. Diego kept 

forgetting when he was supposed to speed up and when to pause. I 

grew hyperaware of their mistakes and started making my own, mixing 

up bridges, overreaching for notes. And after our third time bungling 

“On the Edge of Something New,” which was arguably our best and, 

under normal circumstances, most well-executed song, I threw up my 

arms in frustration.

“All right, stop, stop.” I waited for the rest of the guys to halt their 

instruments. “What’s going on today? We’ve played this song perfectly 

a thousand times, and yet all of a sudden, none of us can manage to 

get it right. Your lead is all over the place. Your bass line is slow. And 

you—” I turned to Jeremy, wanting to blame him for something, but his 

beats were flawless. Mechanical, yes. Unenthusiastic even. But nothing 

I could confidently criticize. “Just put some effort into it,” I managed.

“We’re exhausted,” Parker moaned.
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“And hungry,” Jeremy said. “Let’s go get a pizza or something.”

“Maybe we should call it a night,” Diego offered.

I crossed my arms. The sharp, metallic scent of our sweat hung 

heavy in the air, so thick I could taste it. “The show is tomorrow.”

“Yeah, we know,” Parker scoffed. “You’ve only said it a hundred 

times.”

“Do you know, though? Because sometimes it feels like you’ve 

forgotten.”

He leveled his gaze at me, eyes narrowing. Tension shivered 

between us as he mumbled, “I’m not the only one who’s forgotten 

some things.”

“Guys, chill out. I really think we all just need a break,” Diego said. 

“We’ve been working really hard. After a good sleep, we can come at it 

fresh and ready tomorrow. We know this.”

He was right. It was probably dark outside by now, and my body 

was depleted, aching for rest. But even as I considered stopping, I had 

a vision—not of the show but of after, in the studio, the rest of the guys 

having knocked out their parts in single takes while I kept screwing up, 

stopping, frazzled, having to start over. I remembered Douglas, that 

freshman we’d auditioned, and felt a pang of regret for having judged 

him so harshly, because I knew how he must have felt.

I also refused to become him.

“No.” I shook my head. “Not until we nail this song. All of us.”

The guys groaned, their resentment grating through my chest. 

When had I become the bad guy? They had to know I was doing this for 

them. For us. After we won, I told myself, everything would be better.

I turned back around, placed my mouth directly above the micro-

phone. My voice reverberated through the curtain of humid air when 

I said, “Again.”
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The night of the Battle, we arrived early for sound check, then split off 

until the show. The guys wanted to grab some food, but I could never 

eat anything before a gig, let alone a giant, greasy cheeseburger. I was 

too torn up with nerves already. Everything depended on our perfor-

mance tonight, and as the singer, so much of that pressure rested on 

me. So I decided to take a break and go home. We agreed to meet back 

up at five thirty.

And then it was five thirty-five. Five forty. I hunched against the far 

wall of the theater’s backstage area and shot off another text to Parker 

and Diego: Where are you guys?? I stared at the string of unanswered 

texts until my screen clicked off, then shoved my phone back in my 

pocket. Around me, the room buzzed with excitement. Lilly, the stage 

manager, rushed from group to group, checking off bands, getting the 

lineup in order. A guy with a ukulele wove his way through the crowd, 

strumming some summery song that didn’t make sense, and every few 

seconds, my eyes caught the pop of a camera’s flash as Raven, the show’s 

designated photographer, snapped pictures. But really, the only other 

person standing alone was Steven, the kid who’d transferred here at 

the start of the year. As far as I could tell, he didn’t have many friends. I 

considered striding up to him, saying something light and witty, just so 

neither one of us had to handle the frenzy alone. My feet stayed rooted 

to the scuffed wood floor.

“The Greatest Place, there you are,” Lilly announced, suddenly in 

front of me. She made a mark on her clipboard. “To confirm, you’re 

playing second, right after Rock Your Mouth. That should be at approx-

imately six seventeen, but if we’re adding in an extra few minutes for 
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potential technical difficulties, then it will most likely be at six nineteen. 

Either way, I’ll need you on your mark by six ten.”

“Six ten,” I echoed, only half listening to what she said. I worried my 

lucky guitar pick between my fingers, rubbing the worn-down impres-

sion of what used to say The Greatest Place Is Here. Diego had ordered 

them before our very first show: the Battle of the Bands three years ago.

“Mina,” Lilly said, drawing out the sound of my name. She stared at 

me, concern plain on her face. “Where’s the rest of your band?”

I slid my phone out of my pocket. Still no answer.

“They went out for food, but they should be back any second,” I said 

to Lilly. Simultaneously, I typed: We need to be ready at :. Are you 

almost here???

She tapped her pen against her clipboard. “Please find them. As 

soon as possible. We’re on a really tight schedule tonight.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll go look.”

“And then come right back,” she stressed.

I knew that Parker and Diego would never be late to a show—

especially not one this important—but in my chest, I felt a low rumble 

of fear. What if something happened to them? I thought as I snaked d to them? I thought as I snaked 

through the throng of kids backstage and out into the hallway. I curved 

past our lockers, the bathrooms, the crowded corridor in front of the 

ticket booth, but couldn’t find them anywhere. What if they’d gotten 

into an accident? What if they were hurt?

Mind reeling, I rushed through the front doors and out into the 

parking lot. Overhead, the sun was setting, lighting the sky in a blaze of 

pink and tangerine. I scanned the rows of cars and was relieved to see 

Jeremy’s beat-up green Explorer. The relief dissipated when I spotted the 

three of them lingering around a group of other people I didn’t know.
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“Guys, what the hell?” I called, frustration billowing behind me as 

I strode toward them. “Do none of you have your phones? You were 

supposed to meet me backstage twenty minutes ago.”

Jeremy mumbled something to the group. A laugh ruffled through 

them.

“We’re here,” said Parker, breaking off to meet me. “Chill out, Mom.” 

He rattled around the ice in the bottom of his soda cup, then slurped up 

the little bit of liquid remaining.

Diego glanced at his phone. “I guess we got distracted. But we don’t 

go on until six seventeen or something, right? We’ve still got time.”

“That’s not the point,” I said through gritted teeth. “We need to be 

professional. Lilly wants us backstage.”

Jeremy cocked a smile. “Come on, Mina. It’s just a high school battle 

of the bands.”

Parker chuckled in agreement and shook his cup again. Diego didn’t 

say anything, but I saw his mouth twist, some set of emotions warring 

within him.

“You guys don’t really believe that,” I said. It was a statement, 

not a question. Nobody responded. A few moments of strained 

silence stretched between us until somewhere behind me, one of the 

auditorium’s back doors must have opened, and a crunch of distortion 

spilled into the parking lot.

The show was about to start.

Lilly was going to be pissed.

“The studio time,” I reminded them. “Our EP. This is everything 

we’ve been working toward.”

“Tell her,” Parker said.

“Not now,” Diego answered.

“Tell me what?” I asked.
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“Nothing. Never mind. We can talk about it later.”

“What?” I demanded.

Diego frowned, lips flattening into a thin line. Parker watched him. 

Jeremy scratched at the chipped wood of his drumstick.

“I got into Princeton,” Diego said.

Out of all the things I imagined he might say, I hadn’t expected this. 

Princeton—a place Parker and I hadn’t applied because we never would 

have gotten in. And we didn’t apply anywhere else in New Jersey, either. 

Staying in our home state was never part of the plan.

“You didn’t tell us you were applying to Princeton,” I said, fully 

aware that this was not the right response.

Diego toed some loose gravel, nailed his eyes there. “It was kind of 

a last-minute thing. And I only found out a week ago.”

“I’m happy for you.” Recovering, I slapped on what I hoped was a 

breezy smile. “It’s not what we were expecting, but we can totally make 

it work. Princeton isn’t that far from New York. If Parker and I both get 

into schools in the city—”

Diego looked up then, but not at me. His eyes found Parker.

“There’s something else,” I said, reading it on their faces.

I watched as Jeremy shoved his twitching hands into his pockets. 

Next to him, Parker sighed, as though already exhausted by our con-

versation. “Diego’s going to Princeton. I want to go to the University of 

Washington. And you? You’re always talking about the English program 

at San Francisco State. That author you really like teaches there, right?”

“But—” I shook my head. My thoughts were swimming. “What 

about everything we’ve been through? Everything we planned? We all 

agreed, the band comes first.”

“How do you expect us to be a band if we’re scattered across the 

country like that?”
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“The Postal Service did it,” I said, referencing an old electro-indie 

band I’d found through my Spotify Discover Weekly playlist some time 

ago, and who’d famously recorded their hit album by sending tracks 

back and forth in the mail. I’d turned Parker and Diego on to them, too, 

enormously proud to have found the album first—prouder still when 

they instantly loved it as much as I did.

But none of that love, that collective spark we’d felt listening to ark we’d felt listening to 

their poppy beats seep through my speakers, was present now. Instead, 

Parker looked at me sadly. “We’re not the Postal Service, Mina.”

“Well, yeah, of course not. We can’t just copy them. And obviously, 

email would be way easier than—”

“I mean,” Parker interrupted, “that we’ve been talking. And we just 

want to have fun for the rest of the year.”

Out past the parking lot, brakes hissed. A horn blared. I waited, 

heart plummeting, for the shattering sound of a crash that didn’t 

happen. “What are you talking about?”

Jeremy angled his body away from us. “Maybe I should leave,” he 

mumbled.

“No,” Parker and I both snapped.

Jeremy stiffened, then sank back into his stance. I should have 

delighted in how uncomfortable he appeared—finally, I had an effect 

on him!—but all I felt was sick.

“What I’m saying,” Parker went on, “is that we don’t want to do this 

anymore. At some point you got way too serious, and our band stopped 

being fun. You stopped being fun.”

I turned to Diego, desperate for some other explanation, but he 

still wouldn’t look at me. “It hasn’t been fun for a while,” he said to the 

ground.

The worst part of that moment was the fact that I couldn’t argue. 
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It hadn’t been fun for me lately, either. But that was only a temporary 

symptom—a necessary sacrifice for a much greater goal. They had to 

have known that. The Greatest Place meant everything to me. It was

everything. Wasn’t it everything to them?

Around me, the parking lot tilted. I was standing still, simultane-

ously careening, and realization slammed into me like a fist: the extra 

practices, the “jam” sessions. The way the mood always seemed to shift 

as soon as I entered the room. It all made sense now.

A laugh clawed its way out of my mouth, and my eyes turned hot, 

burning. “So let me get this straight,” I said, voice sharp as a blade. 

“You’re breaking up with me. For him.”

Diego: “It’s not like that.”

Parker: “We didn’t want it to go down like this.”

Diego: “We were going to tell you after the show.”

Don’t cry, I demanded. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. But in my 

head, as I worked the pieces together, the worst betrayal was just begin-

ning to unfurl.

This year, we could have won. I truly believed that. And though 

I wanted to leave now, to turn away before I allowed them to see me 

crumbling into a million pieces, I couldn’t. I needed to know.

“So what would have happened if we had won? The EP, the record-

ing session . . . what would have happened to them?”

Three sets of eyes stayed averted, their collective pity the only 

answer I needed.

They would have taken the studio time without me.

Beneath the dim lights of backstage, I hunted through the clutter of 

empty bags and guitar cases, but I couldn’t see anything, let alone the 

small black purse holding my car keys. Why the fuck did it have to be 
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so dark back here? My eyes blurred with tears. I could hardly breathe. 

Applause thundered through the auditorium, and I thought it might 

crack me wide open. It wasn’t just the fact that my band broke up on 

the most important night of the year, either. In a handful of minutes, 

my whole life had imploded. Suddenly, I didn’t know where I’d sit at 

lunch. I didn’t know what I would do after school, or on weekends. I 

didn’t know if my only real friendships would overcome this, or if, in 

a few months, we’d simply move to separate quadrants of the country. 

And there, on top of it all: I didn’t know how to be in any other band. I 

didn’t know if anyone else would even want me.

The sound of power chords pealed through the speakers, followed 

by a raw, rasping voice. I sank into the detritus of everyone’s instru-

ments and realized I’d never been so completely alone.

“Mina, thank God,” Lilly said, appearing above me. “I’ve been look-

ing for you everywhere. Rock Your Mouth just went on. You’re up 

next.”

I brushed the backs of my hands against my cheeks, but it was use-

less. I was clearly crying. She had clearly seen.

She knelt down. “Hey, what’s going on?”

“We’re not playing,” I said.

Her lips parted in a tiny oval. “What do you mean? You play every 

year.”

How many times, in the coming days, would I stumble into this 

same conversation? What could I possibly say? I thought about the gui-

tar pick in my pocket, about how luck was a figment of my imagination. 

About how maybe best friends were, too.

“I’m—I’m really sorry, okay? I need to go.” And then I was up, out 

the door, barreling into the harsh glare of the hallway, searching for 

somewhere to wait out the show. I rounded a corner. Another band, 
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giddy with anticipation of their set, strode toward me. I spotted Sindy, 

with her shock of pink hair, from physics class, and spun around again, 

hoping she didn’t see me.

But in my rush to avoid her, I rammed my shoulder into someone 

else.

“Shit. Sorry.” I reached out, trying to steady the girl across from 

me as my vision slowly focused. She looked vaguely familiar: thick, 

dark hair curling around her shoulders and worn-out Chuck Taylors. 

I recalled seeing her around school, or maybe at a show. Not onstage, 

though; in my memories, her face was cast in shadows.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” Her gaze shifted, disoriented, around the 

hallway before settling on me, and then it instantly sharpened. “Are 

you okay?”

Maybe it was because she was a stranger to me, or because the 

answer was obvious, or because I’d been pretending in so many ways for 

so long that I simply couldn’t anymore. Whatever the reason, I slumped 

back against the row of lockers and said, “No. I’m really, really not.”

For a moment, we stood in silence. I could feel her watching me. 

Waiting. But when I didn’t elaborate, she spoke again. “You know, if 

we’re being completely honest here, I’m not really okay, either.”

She leaned into the space next to me. Her expression, I saw now, 

was eager yet nervous, as though she’d been standing on the precipice 

of something monumental before I smacked her out of it. “I think I have 

stage fright,” she continued, “except it’s not, like, sweet little butterflies 

fluttering around in my stomach.” Her fingers danced through the air 

before hardening into tight, violent fists. “Instead, it feels like my insides 

are being ravaged by a horde of hysterical hummingbirds. No, a horde 

of hysterical blood-hungry hummingbirds. Hysterical blood-hungry 
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hummingbirds with a personal vendetta.” Finally, her hands relaxed and 

fell to her sides. “As you can probably tell, I’ve never done this before.”

I pushed away the disturbing image of carnivorous hummingbirds 

and asked, “Done what?”

“Played. In front of people.”

A small smile lifted the corner of my mouth. “In the interest of 

complete honesty,” I said, “it is pretty terrifying. I want to throw up 

every single time I do it.”

“Oh. Well.” The girl crossed her arms, as though unable to stay still. 

“Check mark on that one.”

“But,” I added, “once you’re out there . . .” I dragged down a deep 

breath and closed my eyes, conjuring the feeling. The blaze of spotlights 

on my skin. The sway of an almost invisible crowd. That moment, in the 

center of every song, when I forgot, even if only for an instant, what-

ever insecurities usually encompassed me, and there was no worthy or 

unworthy, no expectations, no frauds. Nothing but the music, and the 

music was everything.

I opened my eyes to a water-stained ceiling tile. I said, “It’s the 

greatest feeling in the world.”

Next to me, I heard a relieved sigh. “I figured it might feel some-

thing like that, once the nausea part was out of the way.”

“You’re going to be great,” I told her. “Promise.”

“And what about you? What time do you go on?”

“I don’t,” I said.

Confusion creased a line between her eyebrows. “But I saw your 

band on the lineup.”

“You know my band?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I know all the bands. My ex is in Raging Mice, 

and I  .  .  .” She trailed off, began chewing the edge of her thumbnail, 
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and suddenly, I remembered exactly where I’d seen her. At Bean and 

Ballad, parked with a notebook in the back corner behind the merch 

table, seeming somehow both purposeful and distracted. I’d assumed 

she was one of those dutiful girlfriends who supported her boyfriend’s 

music even though she didn’t personally care for it and had brought 

along the weekend’s homework to complete while he was busy back-

stage. Now, though, the memory shifted, details carving new pathways 

in my brain. I zoomed in on her worn composition book, the disin-

tegrating spine sealed lovingly with colorful washi tape. The way she 

tapped her pen against her cheekbone in what I had thought, even then, 

was deliberately 3/4 time. I had almost asked her about it, but then she 

started writing again and the lights dimmed for someone’s set and I 

figured the beat was my own projection, something I’d imagined.

But I hadn’t. Of course I hadn’t.

“Let’s just say I went to a lot of shows over the past year,” she 

finished.

“Meaning you got stuck in the back watching everyone else perform 

when really you should have been up there all along?”

Her mouth quirked up. “I suppose you could say that.”

“Well, good for you. Seriously. Some people don’t have the courage 

to get up there, and sitting on the sidelines really freaking sucks.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” she agreed through a laugh. Then: “I’m Amina, 

by the way.”

“Mina,” I said. “We’ve got so much in common, even our names 

sound alike.”

“Guess that means we’re destined to be friends.”

Her head fell back against the locker, and as the echo of our voices 

faded, I could hear it again—the sound from the theater. It was faint, 

like a memory, and a jolt rushed straight to my heart. Any second now, 


