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In memory of my dad, Jack Koepke, whose hearty rendition
of “On the Road to Mandalay” was the beloved soundtrack of
my childhood car rides; for Mr. James McCauley, my eighth-
grade English teacher in Libertyville, IL, whose lesson on song
lyrics as poetry made my soul thrum; and for all the singers
with whom I have sung, most especially the earliest ones: my
sisters — Cathy, Nancy, and Suzanne—and my high school
friends-in-harmony, Jane Donndelinger Victor and Mary
Donndelinger Neuberger.



1. Wear the white belt.
2. Pick up your guitar.
3. Tune.

4. Play.

—from Zen Guitar

by Philip Toshio Sudo



L

SEPTEMBER 2. TUESDAY.

Trirp BrRoODY’S RooM; 7:33 A.M.

.+ « BUMPER-TO-BUMPER DUE TO AN ACCIDENT ON THE
LEFT SHOULDER. RESCUE CREWS ARE ON THE SCENE.
UP-TO-THE-MINUTE TRAFFIC BROUGHT TO YOU BY
MONTGOMERY AUTOPARTS . . .

The clockradio alarm drills into Tripp Broody’s ears,
and his eyelids open. After three slow blinks, he realizes
what he is seeing three feet from his bed: a note taped to
the metal stand where his guitar should be.

He sits up, pushes his long, messy hair out of his eyes,
and reads it.



Dear TrLPP, )

1 Know you re going to be mad. at me, but you
didn:)c Keep up your end of the bargain. You
didn t d,O) your summer reading or moth Paﬂket
You didnt do anything but lock Ltoursehe n
this room and. Pla% )’cke quitar. It's like %ou)re
addicted to it. Tt s unkealﬂx% and. isolating.
You are capable of getting straight H’S.U\Zu
can have your guitor back f you have all A's ot
the end of the semester and if you at least
attempt to be more. social. Don't bring o sour
face +o school. Nobodyy fike s that. Talk o People
this year, ok%? Tt won 't Kill you.

Love., Mom

PS. You have brought this on %ou.rs@w. 1 reaﬂ%
believe that %ou)re going to thank me for this
in the lon%/ run. '

[t takes a moment for the reality to sink in. His room
is hot and small, the air conditioner wheezing out a
pathetically small stream of cold air molecules.

He wants to scream, but he keeps his mouth closed.
She must have planned it all out, he thinks, to take his
guitar on the night before school begins so that there
would be no time to discuss it. She is a thief and a

coward.



After pulling on shorts and a T-shirt, he walks into
the kitchen, takes her bag of ground coffee out of the
cupboard, and pours the coffee down the garbage
disposal. Then he walks over to a potted aloe plant,
spoons dirt into the coffee bag, apologizes to the plant,
neatly refolds the top of the bag, and puts it back in the
cupboard. ,

Finely ground French Roast dirt.

Take that.

LyLa MARrks’s Room; 7:34 A.M.

Lyla Marks is lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling,
fully dressed, her frizzy dark hair fanning on the white
pillow like a fern. Her heart is beating abnormally loudly.
She puts her hand over it. Calm down.

Her phone buzzes. She knows without looking at the
little screen that it’s Annie. She doesn’t want to hear her
friend’s voice right now, because she knows that it'll
make her heart beat even faster. But she answers.

“What are you wearing!” Annie asks.

“Tangerine top. Blue skirt,” Lyla says.

“And the shoes that I picked out!” Annie asks.

“Yeah. I'm lying on my bed. I feel like a corpse.”

“That’s sick. Stop talking like that. You're freaking me
out,” Annie says. “We’re picking you up in five minutes.
Be ready.”



Lyla slips her phone into the pocket of her jean
skirt. Her black cello case is on its side in the middle of
her bedroom floor. She imagines opening the window
and pushing the case out, imagines it splitting open
when it hits the ground, and the cello splintering into
pieces.

“Lyla!” her dad calls.

She picks up her cello and walks out the door.

Her dad is at the bottom of the stairs, looking at his
phone. “Dr. Prevski just e-mailed. She said yes to adding
an extra fifteen minutes to your lessons so you can work
on the Coles audition piece!”

Lyla’s heart starts pounding again. “That’s great,” she
says, and busies herself by checking what’s in her back-
pack.

When Annie’s car pulls up, Lyla’s dad picks up her
cello and follows her out. “Play the Bruch piece,” he says.
“Just the second part. That'll show Mr. Jacoby your
range.”

“Got it, Dad,” she says, and smiles.

“Have a great first day, sweetie!” He puts the cello in
the back and says hi to Annie’s mom as Lyla gets into
the car.

“Lyla, you look adorable,” Mrs. Win says.

“Tust absolutely adorable,” Annie says, and laughs.

“Thank you,” Lyla says to Mrs. Win.

“You both look adorable,” Lyla’s dad says as he closes
the back of the car.



“We don’t want to look adorable,” Annie says. “We
want to look sophisticated.”

As Mrs. Win is about to pull out, Lyla’s dad knocks on
the window.

Lyla looks out.

“Where’s your head? Put your seat belt on,” he says
through the window. |

“Sorry,” she says, and buckles up.

“Ready?” Mrs. Win asks.

“Yeah,” Lyla lies.

RockiLanD ScHoOOL; 8:05 A.M.

Tripp wants to turn around and make a run for it. Too
many students are streaming through the school doors at
the same time, yelling and laughing. As soon as he’s
inside, a girl next to him screams at another down the
hall. “Beanie, you look totally cute!”

Beanie screams back, “Casey, I missed you all summer!”

Tripp turns to the girl called Beanie, who he doesn’t
know at all, and asks, “Why did you just lie?”

“What?” The girl gives him a look.

“From the sound of your voice, it’s obvious you’re
lying,” he explains.

“From the sound of your voice, it’s obvious you're an
idiot.” The gitl runs ahead.

Who wants to hear the truth? Nobody. Well, he talked



to someone today. He can tell his mom that. He adjusts
his headphones and turns up his music.

Mr. Handlon, the vice principal, is standing outside
the main office. “Welcome back, Alex. Nice to see
you, girls! Tripp Broody, headphones away or they're
mine.”

“I promise to put them away when I get to class,” Tripp
argues.

“Put them away now or they’re mine. You know the
rules.”

Reluctantly, he puts away his music and is pushed for-
ward by the crowd. The shouts and clatter, along with the
smell of fresh paint, make him dizzy. He pulls his sched-
ule out of his pocket—Intro to Tech in Room T113 —
and heads toward the T hallway.

“Hi, Mrs. Sykes!” a girl next to him calls out. “How
was your summer!”

It’s oval-faced Annie Win, with her friend Lyla Marks,
famous at his school. Perfect at being perfect. They are
passing him, walking fast, carrying their instruments,
happy to see their teachers, happy to be back. “Do your
brains sing chipper songs inside your chipper heads all
day?” he asks them.

Annie throws him a foul look and pulls Lyla to the bul-
letin board in front of the music room. Tripp notices
what they're reading: MUSIC PRACTICE ROOM SIGN-UP.

“Patricia Kent already has her name up here!” Annie

exclaims.



He stands behind them and peers around Lyla’s hair
to read:

Music PracTice Rooms
AVAILABLE FOR USE
DURING LUNCH PERIOD.
SIGN UP BELOW
FOR THIS SEMESTER.
THE SCHEDULE WILL
BE POSTED ON SEPTEMBER 8,
AND ROOMS WILL OPEN
SeEPTEMBER 15.

While Annie writes her and Lyla’'s names on the
first two lines, Tripp scans the bulletin board and sees
another notice: BAND/ORCHESTRA STUDENTS NEEDING TO
SIGN OUT A SCHOOL INSTRUMENT, PLEASE CONTACT MR.
JACOBY ASAP.

“Let’s go,” Annie says, and they head into the orches-
tra room.

Tripp gets out a pen. Under Lyla’s name he writes:

Trl'/O/O BI*ood)/ Cnot a band or
orchestra person) wov/d like. a
practice. room (if the school/ has
a guitar to borrow:.).

He begins to leave and then stops and adds:



This is not a Joke. This is a
matter of survival.

Rockianp Harrway; 3:15 p.M.

As soon as the final bell rings, Tripp heads to his
locker, and his phone buzzes.

Mom calling.

“I'm not talking to you, Mom.”

“How was school?”

“I said I'm not talking to you.”

“I spoke with your algebra teacher at lunch,” his mom
says. “She’ll only take off two points if you turn in your
summer packet at the end of this week.”

“I spoke with God today. He'll only take off two points
if you confess your sins and return my guitar.”

“Very funny. Look, I know it was probably a
shock—"

“I can’t survive without my guitar.”

“See. It’s like you're addicted to it. This will be good
for you to take a break and focus on—"

“Ican’t do it.”

“I warned you so many times this summer. [ know it’s
a drastic step, but I don’t know what else —”

“Is it in the attic?”

“It’s not in the house, so don’t go tearing it apart. Oh,
that reminds me. The guy is supposed to be there at four



to do the termite eradication thing. Take him to the base-
ment and show him that wooden rafter they're eating
through. The one I showed you. He’s supposed to spray
it with poison and put in some kind of traps or some-
thing.”

“You do realize that you are a termite,” he says. “You
are eating through my soul.”

“Very funny.”

“I am an empty shell. I am going to crumble.”

“Go home and fill yourself up with math problems.
I’'m going to check them tonight. Bye.”

Tripp closes his phone, slips it into his back pocket,
and makes his way down the noisy hallway. When he
walks outside, the bright beauty of the day stabs him.



L

SEPTEMBER 3. WEDNESDAY.

TrirP’s RooM; 7:01 A.M.

“Tripp!” His mom’s voice bites the room. She’s stand-
ing in his doorway, holding up the bag of dirt. “Where’s
my coffee?!”

He turns to face the wall and pulls up the sheet. The

p p
Termite has arrived.

She marches over. “This is completely immature.

Where did you put it?”
you p

“Maybe it went to visit my guitar.”

“You better not have thrown it out.”

He turns to look at her. “You sound so tense, Mom.
It’s like you're addicted to it.”

y
She gives him a look. “If you think that by messing

10



with my coffee, you're going to get your guitar back,
you're dead wrong. I can always buy more coffee, Tripp.
And I'll be sure to take it out of your bank account.”

The Termite storms out. He sticks out his tongue at
the door as it slams. Is he immature? Yes. If maturity
means you can grow up and take away the one and only
thing that gives meaning to your son’s life, then why
would anyone strive for maturity?

11
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SEPTEMBER 4. THURSDAY.

ORCHESTRA ROOM; 8:56 A.M.

With Mr. Jacoby on the podium, the Advanced Orches-
tra is playing through a new piece —a new teacher, a new
year—and Lyla is waiting for the entrance of the cellos.
Her index finger is just above the spot on the A string
where her first note will be, but a dark little fantasy is
flickering through her mind like a ten-second horror
film: when she presses down on the string, a bomb that
has been rigged inside the cello will explode.

She knows it’s just her imagination, but her palms are
sweating and her heart is racing. As a new metronome
amplifies an annoyingly loud, incessant clack, the violin
bows leap in perfect unison, and all the cellos to her right

12



pounce on their opening measure, but Lyla’s hands do
not move.

Her heart is beating too loudly. Maybe the muscles
around her heart are squeezing too tightly! Is that
possible? Calm down, she tells herself. Jump in on the next
measure.

“Measure sixty-four,” the boy next to her whispers, his
voice purring with the satisfaction that for once Lyla
Marks has lost her place.

She begins to play, and the cello does not explode. Her
left hand fingers the pattern of notes, and her right hand
holds the bow, but it feels as if her hands belong to some-
one else and she is merely attached to them.

“More energy!” Mr. Jacoby calls over the rising sound.

After the piece is over and the teacher is giving com-
ments, Annie Win turns around, scrunching her eye-
brows and pumping her shoulders up and down to imi-
tate him. Lyla forces a smile.

When class is done, she is relieved to put her cello
away.

“Jacoby is a joke. Everything we did is too easy,” Annie
whispers. “And Jessica needs to brush her teeth. I should
tell her.”

“You can’t just say that,” Lyla whispers back.

“Maybe I'll put mouthwash on her music stand.”
Annie makes another face and pulls Lyla out the door.
“Jessica said that Ms. Collivet wants to start a French
club and she’ll give anybody who joins an automatic A.”

13



“Annie,” Lyla interrupts. “I think I might . . . do you
think it’s possible for someone our age to have a heart
attack?”

Annie laughs. “I saw a show on TV where this really
young guy had a heart attack and he had a disgusting
nipple ring and when the doctor put the defillibrator, or
whatever it’s called, on his chest, the electricity hit the
metal ring and electrocuted the doctor!” Annie starts
laughing. “So the moral of that story is, don’t try to save
anybody who has body piercings.”

“Who has body piercings?” Kenneth Chan is on their
heels.

“Lyla does,” Annie says.

“I do not!”

Annie laughs, and then as soon as Kenneth passes by,
she whispers, “He likes you, but his nose is too big.”

Lyla hears her own heart beating even above the noise
in the hall. She shifts her books, pressing them against
her chest to dull the sound. “Annie, has your heart ever
been so loud that you could hear it without a stethoscope
or anything? ”

“No.” Annie stops. “Is your heart being weird?”

“Sort of.”

“That’s what the first week of school does.” Annie
shrugs it off. “It gives you a heart attack. Hey, remember
that time in fifth grade when you swore to me that you
could hear your bones grow! For, like, six weeks I tried to
listen to my bones.” She laughs and leads the way into

14



the English room, which is noticeably hot and stuffy.
Sweat prickles on Lyla’s forehead. Stay calm. She has to
get through school.
Annie turns and whispers, “If you die of a heart attack
and leave me alone this year, you know what I'll do?”
“What!?” Lyla asks.
“I'll kill you.” Annie laughs.

15
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SEPTEMBER 8. MONDAY.

RockLAND HALLWAY; 8:19 A.M.

As Tripp is walking to class, he notices the music
teacher posting a sign on the music bulletin board.

PracTiceE Room ScHepuLE 11:26-12:10

Room A: PaTriciA KENT EVEN DAYS;
ANNIE WIN 0DD DAYs.

Room B: LyLA MARKS EVEN DAYS;
TriPP BROODY ODD DAYS.

“Thank you. Thank you!” Tripp says.
Mr. Jacoby turns and looks at him. “Tripp?”
Tripp nods. “You have just saved my life.”

16



“Well, I don’t know about that. I found one guitar
in storage. This program really focuses on band and
orchestra.”

“What kind of guitar is it?”

“Acoustic, steel strings, but the strings are shot.” Mr.
Jacoby frowns. “You’ll have to provide your own.”

“I don’t mind, as long as I can play. Can I take it
home?”

He shakes his head. “No. You're not in the music
program here. Technically, the instruments can be
checked out only by students in the program. We'll keep
it in Room B. By the way, two of these gitls are serious
musicians and would like to practice every da—"

“I'm a serious musician, too.”

“I wasn’t implying that you aren’t. If you decide that
you don’t want to use the room, just let me know right
away so that [ can reassign it. The rules are posted in the
rooms: One person per room; the computers in each
room are to be used only for music—no video games or
surfing the web; clean up after yourself.”

“Got it. Thank you.”

Mr. Jacoby heads into the orchestra room, and Tripp
continues on his way to class. He has been allotted pre-
cisely forty-four minutes of joy every other day, beginning
next Monday. Something inside him bubbles up and he
leaps into the air.

“What was that supposed to be!” one girl behind him
asks another.

17



“I don’t know. Who does that?”
He laughs. “I do.”

ABEL PHOTO STUDIO; 3:58 P.M.

The studio is large and white. In the back, a gray cloth
is draped on the wall and floor. Lights are set up on either
side of the cloth, facing in.

The photographer shows Lyla into a dressing room.
While she is changing into her performance dress, she
hears her dad taking her mom’s cello out of the case. He
starts explaining to the photographer that he wants to
include one photo in her Coles application and wants to
send the other to the local newspaper with a note about
her upcoming Kennedy Center audition.

Her phone buzzes. When she sees that it’s Annie call-
ing, her heart pounds even harder.

“Where are you!” Annie asks. “I looked for you after
school.”

“At the dentist, remember?” Lyla whispers. “I told you
about it yesterday.”

“Are you done? Ask your dad to drop you off here.”

“I'm in the waiting room. [ haven’t even gotten in yet.”

“Call me as soon as you're done.”

“Okay,” Lyla agrees. She tucks the phone into her
backpack and hangs it on a hook. Then she takes a deep
breath and walks out.

18



“Great dress,” the photographer says. “Beautiful
choice.” He asks her to stand on the cloth, and her dad
brings the cello to her.

“This is going to be very easy,” the photographer says,
stepping behind the tripod. “Piece of cake. All you have
to do is smile.”

Lyla forces a smile.

Click.

19
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SEPTEMBER 15. MONDAY.

RockianD ScHOOL; 11:23 AM.

Tripp isn’t sure where the practice rooms are located.
As he turns down the hallway toward the orchestra room,
Annie Win passes him, walking in the same direction.
Black hair as straight and silky as a doll’s, falling all the
way down to the middle of her back. Crisp yellow capris.
Matching yellow sandals. Ankles that have never been
dirty. He imagines that instead of showering, someone
merely brushes her off with a feather duster.

She opens the orchestra room door, and when he fol-
lows her in, she looks back and scowls. “What are you
doing here? You aren’t in orchestra or band.” Her eye-
brows are high and pointed rather than rounded in the

20



middle. Her voice is like a rapid-fire laser gun.

“I'm installing new carpeting,” he says.

“You are so strange,” she says.

“Yeah. We're putting it on the walls to dampen the
sound. People over in art have been complaining about
the violins.”

She makes a face, turns, and gets her violin case from
the storage room. He notices the dead-end corridor in
the back of the room and, guessing that the practice
rooms are there, heads toward it.

She is at his heels. “Seriously. Why are you here?”

“I signed up for a practice room.”

“I saw your name on the sign-up list, but I thought it
was a joke. It’s not fair for you to get a room,” she says.
“Mr. Jacoby told me and Lyla that we can’t have rooms
every day because somebody else wanted one, too. I
thought it was an orchestra person.”

He stops and she bumps into him.

“Why isn’t it fair?” he asks.

“These rooms are for music.”

“Yeah, well, you band and orchestra people are not the
only musicians in the world.”

She stalks into Room A with a slam of the door.

Perfect girls think they own the world.

Tripp walks into Room B and immediately wants to
shout with joy. It’s small, but perfect. Blank white walls,
a workstation with a computer, an electronic keyboard,
and cool recording devices. Way better than he expected.

21



Go, Rockland School. And there’s the guitar—waiting
just for him.

Eagerly, he closes the door, moves the bench to the
side, lays the battered case on the floor, and opens it. The
sight of the guitar cracks his face into a smile. He runs his
fingertips along two big scratches on the front. Four of
the six strings are gone; the two that remain are gummy
and old. It’s beat-up, but it doesn’t matter. It’s a guitar.

Tripp pulls a packet of strings out of his backpack and
gets to work. The minute the guitar is in his hands, his
body is pumped with energy. One by one, he changes the
strings, and then he uses the keyboard at the workstation
to find the right pitch for each string, ignoring the muf-
fled scales of Annie’s violin next door.

Sitting on the floor, he pulls his pick out of his back
pocket and strums. He rests his right hand on the body
of the guitar, feeling the vibration of the wood, listening
to the sound, and something inside him comes alive. It’s
as if there are six strings inside him, tuned to the same
pitches, and when the guitar is strummed, it causes his
strings to ring out, too.

Well, well, well, he thinks, the Termite will not be able to

devour my entire soul.

22
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SEPTEMBER 16. TUESDAY.

RockianD HaLiway; 11:24 A.M.

“Let’s get out of this oven.” Annie pulls Lyla out of the
English room.

“It’s an even day,” Lyla says. “I get the practice room
today.”

“Hey, when you see Patricia What’s-Her-Name, ask her
to switch days with me, then we can both practice on
even days.”

“What?”

“That lowly French horn player. She has Room A on
even days. Ask her to take it on odd days, and I can take
even days with you and we can have the same lunch sched-
ule. We only have morning classes together. It’s not fair.”

23



The responsibilities of the week are scrolling through
Lyla’s mind in a continual loop: the new cello piece for
the Coles audition, the U.S. history project, French quiz,
the club Annie wants.them to join, reading for English,
algebra problems, science, Saturday’s Metz Youth Orches-
tra rehearsal, the Kennedy Center audition . . . her heart
beating faster and louder as the loop goes on.

It’s like the story she read last night for English class.
“The Tell-Tale Heart” by Edgar Allan Poe. One man mur-
ders another and stuffs the body under the floorboards.
When the police come, the murderer believes they can
hear the beating heart of the victim and so he confesses,
but it’s really his own heart beating in his ears. No! Her
life is not like that at all. She didn’t murder anyone. What
does she have to feel guilty about? Why is she thinking of
that story?

Stay calm, she tells herself, and your heart will slow
down.

“Ask her!” Annie repeats.

“Okay,” Lyla says.

Annie scowls as they thread their way through the
crowd. “You sound like that’s a bad idea.”

“I said okay.”

“Your voice was weird.”

“It was not, Annie. Why wouldn’t I want us to have
the same lunch schedule?”

Annie nods toward a girl down the hall. “Look at
Marisse’s calf muscles. She probably exercises in her

24



sleep. She thinks every guy is always drooling over her. 1
hate her. She’s in all my afternoon classes.”

They reach the B hallway and say good-bye. Lyla con-
tinues past the media center by herself. Breathe in. Breathe
out.

A trio of girls pass by and say hi. Lyla smiles and waves,
catching a glimpse of herself in the glass of the trophy
case: She is Lyla Marks. Everyone loves her. She is on her
way to the music room to practice during lunch because
that's what she does. She is a cellist. This defines her,
separates her from others. She is the first-chair cellist.

Breathe in, she tells herself. Breathe out.

After she takes her cello into Practice Room B and
closes the door, she gets it out of the case, lays it on the
floor, and stares at it for several minutes. She glances up
at the ceiling, checking for hidden cameras that she
knows are not there. Lately, she’s been feeling as if she’s
being watched, even when she knows she’s not.

Breathe in, she tells herself. Breathe out.

Slowly, her heartbeat regulates, the tightness in her
chest loosens.

The little room helps. The fact that no one is watching
her.

Trash on the music stand catches her eye. The odd-day
guy must have left it. Tripp Broody, the guy who criti-
cized her and Annie for being “chipper.” She glances up
to check that the rules are still posted there from last year.
NUMBER THREE: DISPOSE OF ALL TRASH IN HALLWAY TRASH

25



CAN. It makes her mad when people don’t follow the
basic rules.

She breathes and looks at the guitar case. It’s scuffed,
one lock unhinged, the handle attached with duct tape —
the odd guy’s domain. Even the case looks like him. In
contrast, her cello is unblemished and polished, lying on
its side on the floor, like a whale that has washed up on
the shore. She should pick it up, resuscitate it with her
bow. Instead, she calls up her MP3 files of cello music on
the computer and plays them so anyone who passes by
the room will think she’s practicing. After she is finished
eating her lunch, she will practice, she tells herself. She
eats her lunch in tiny, tiny bites.

26
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SEPTEMBER 17. WEDNESDAY.

PracticE RooMm B; 11:23 a.M.

An odd day, the only kind of day that counts. Tripp
barely hangs on to consciousness through Intro to Tech
and Spanish, but then he walks through the orchestra
room and opens the door of Practice Room B. It’s the
energy of the room he loves, this quiet peace that is just
waiting to be filled with sound.

Hello, little room.

The room likes him. He can tell. He sets his lunch on
the workstation and opens the guitar case. A piece of
white paper, folded neatly, is tucked between the strings.
An unexpected development.

27



Dear Odd Day Musician,

We. are shaffﬂg this voom. Please. remove your
frash from the music stand when you are. done.
Thasks.

—The Even Day Musician

Lyla Marks has left him a note. He flips the paper over
and writes his reply.

Dear Ms. Even Day,

Thank you so much for the [ittle note.

ov left in the gvitar case.

The. napkin that 1 left on the rusic
stand was not trash. I wrote a chord
progression on it. Did you throw it awa
N your grest for a perfect spo-f/e_ss
world? '

Most Sincerely,

Mr. Odd Da

P.S. Please do not leave negative Even
Day vibes all over the room. They will
soaK into this 3uf‘f‘ar‘, which will rvin it.
Please clean vo after )/ourse/F .

He folds it and leaves it on the music stand.
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SEPTEMBER 18. THURSDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:22 a.M.

Lyla sees the note right away, and as she reads it, her
face grows hot.

She was right, and he knows it. She hates people who
try to make other people feel stupid just because they
choose to follow basic rules of politeness.

She calls up the cello music on the computer and
pushes up the volume. She tells herself that she will, in
fact, practice the cello today, but only after she writes Mr.
Odd her reply.
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SEPTEMBER 19. FRIDAY.

Practice RooMm Bj 11:23 a.M.

As Tripp opens the door to Room B, he hears his
name and turns around.

Annie Win, violin case in hand, hops into place.“‘Lyla
has your room on even days. If you trade with her, you
would get even days, and Lyla and I could have odd days
together.”

“No,” he says.

“Why not?”

“I like odd days.”

“They’re exactly the same. What difference does it
make?”

Tripp shrugs. “Odd days are better than even days.” As
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he closes the door, she huffs. Poor perfect girls can’t have
what they want. Too bad. He has Intro to Tech and
science on odd days; he needs the little room to survive.

Opening the guitar case, he smiles to see a second

note, folded and tucked like the first.

Dear Mr. Odd,

Forg(vc me. for misfaking your chond progression
for frash, buf you also left a candy wrapper and
@ crumpled napkin on the music stand. T thought
I had chipper vibes, not negafive. ones. Well, you
can make fun of me and my vibes  for being
bothered by trash, but af least T am considerate
of others. (ean up after \/ourse.hc and you wonT
have fo read any more of my little. notes.

—The Even Day Musician

The note is like the pickle in his sandwich: a tangy
crunch to make the bread of his morning and afternoon
classes less boring. After he plays, he’ll have fun writing a
reply.

The guitar practically jumps into his arms. He loves
this moment, when his fingers are ready to find some-
thing: a chord, a pleasing phrase, something worth repeat-
ing, something worth following.
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SEPTEMBER 21. SUNDAY.

Trirr’s Room; 6:11 p.M.

Josh and his friends sitting on somebody’s couch. Josh
and his friends knee-deep in snow. Josh shooting a free
throw in a crowded school gym. Tripp is staring at the
photos on Josh’s efriends page. He hardly recognizes his
old friend. Since when did he play basketball? He looks
happy in Schenectady, wherever that is.

He clicks SEND A MESSAGE. Then he stares at the blank
box. After a minute, he clicks X to close the site. He has
nothing to write about.

On the wall behind his desk is a photo he took of his
dad sitting on a log in front of their tent. It’s dark, but
the light from the fire shows his wide smile and lights up
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all the goofy wind chimes they hung in the trees—the
spoons and spatulas, the old hubcap and the bathtub
faucet handles, the kiddie xylophone parts they had
found by the side of the road. He can smell the smoky
warmth of the fire, the scent of the loblolly pines, and
the musty smell of the tent.

If they were there right now, they'd be taking one last
look at the lake before they had to come back. His dad
always said that: “Let’s take one last look at the lake.”

Tripp forces his gaze back to the computer. What he
needs to do is learn a new riff, a new trick. He searches
YouTube until he finds a good guitar tutorial and tries to
follow along with the guy, but without a guitar, he just
gets more frustrated. After a minute, he stands up and
yells at the top of his lungs: “Il NEED A GUITAR.”

He hears the heavy roll of his mom’s car pulling up the.
driveway, flicks off his laptop, closes it, and crawls into
bed with the assigned short story for his English class.
Edgar Allan Poe. “The Tell-Tale Heart.”

The main character murders a guy. Tripp is hooked.
The story is gothic and full of orphaned phrases that he
plans to adopt:

... hearkening to the death watches

... all in vain

... Villains!

Over the wheeze of the air conditioner, he hears his
mother and their neighbor Susan talking in the driveway.

“The Slater Creek Parkway Cleanup Committee needs
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a chairperson, Terry; you'd be perfect,” Susan was saying.
“All you have to do is sign up on the Slater site.”

“It’s a great cause, Susan, but I don’t really have the
time —”

Susan. Susan. Susan. Do you really want a termite like
Terry Broody on your cleanup committee? Tripp tunes
them out and reads on. . . . In the story, the guy’s heart is
beating so loud, he thinks it is his victim’s. A bizarre hor-
ror story. This kind of homework he doesn’t mind.

When he is done, he stares up at the ceiling, trying to
block out the sound track of his mother’s entrance into
the house, the click of her heels in the kitchen.

“Tripp . . . you home?”

He puts his hand on his chest to see if he can feel the
beating of his heart. He cannot. Has he died in bed? He
closes his eyes and tries to hear his heart pumping blood
through his veins. He gets up and looks at himself in the
mirror.

Boom Boom. Boom Boom. He thumps his chest with
his palm. Boom Boom. Boom Boom. Over the boom-
boom beat, he is dying to play a searing guitar solo. But
alas, it is all in vain, all in vain, because Death —in the
form of his mother —has eaten away the very thing he
loves. Villain! Thy name is Termite!

As if on cue, his mother enters. She sees the book on
his bed. “Edgar Allan Poe! Ooh. I remember those sto-
ries! Which one are you reading?”

He knows what she is doing. She is trying to engage him
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in a cheerful discussion about literature so that he will for-
get her cruel kidnapping of his guitar. He looks at her in
the mirror. “I'm sure you know the assignment, Mom. It’s
posted on Edline. And, ves, I finished reading it.”

“Well . . . I was just stopping in because I learned
something interesting today. Did you know that your
school offers peer tutoring during lunch hours?”

“No. No. No. No. No.”

“It would make such sense. You hate lunch anyway.
You've told me that.”

He can’t tell her about the practice room. She would
pull the plug for sure.

“I think I should sign you up for it,” she says. “It’s a
peer. You might hit it off. Make a new frien—"

“No. No. No. No. No—"

“I don’t understand that word.” She turns and leaves.
“I'm signing you up.”

Villain!

He paces for a while, and then he opens his laptop and
calls up the Slater Community Association website. After
he finds the page for the Slater Creek Parkway Cleanup
Committee, he clicks the sign-up button.

1 would like to be chairperson for this committee: yes

Name: Terry Broody

E-mail address: tbroody@broodyrc.com

Comment: I’'m so excited to become a part of this great cause.
Submit: Yes
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How wonderful of the Termite to sign up for such an
important community-building event. Maybe she’ll even
make some new friends!
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SEPTEMBER 22. MONDAY.

PracticE RooMm B; 11:26 A.M.

Tripp Broody has left no trash in the room, not a sin-
gle piece of paper, and Lyla realizes that she was hoping
for another acerbic note.

Good, she tells herself. I shouldn’t waste my time with
him. She sits on the bench and eats half a tuna fish sand-
wich and an apple and tells herself that, as soon as she is
done, she will get out her cello. But after a few bites, she
sets down her lunch and opens the guitar case. A note,
folded, is tucked between the strings.
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Dear Ms. Even,

Yov are we// known for being
absolutel perfect. Perfect grades.
Perfect behavior. Perfect posture.
Perfect attendance. Perfect class
president. Perfect cello p/a)/ing.
Perfect best friend who p/a)/s perfect
violin. I heard yov sneeze once. Even
that was pertect.

/‘1)/ guestion is, vv/\)/ choose to get all

worked vp about a trifle? How /ong did
it takKe yov to throw away m
wast epaper /Or‘oduc‘f‘s? 3 seconds?
3.5 seconds? Now, how much negative
eneragy have yvou wasted be/'ng mad at
me. becavse. of it? What is the point?
W/\)/ cov/dn't the cand)/ wragper on the
rmusic stand inspire yov to write a 50»’)3?
That weovld be. a positive way to hand/e
it. Perhaps I/ write one called "The
Even Da)/ Vibes."

-Mr. Odd

Lyla reads it twice, mashes it into a ball, marches into
the hallway, and throws it into the trash can. She comes
back in and paces, four steps from wall to wall, her heart
racing. Then she pulls out her notebook.
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Dear Mr. Odd,

Thask you for edlightening me on the subject
of why I am so pefty and negafive and shallow.
Here are my apple core and the crusts of my
funa fish sandwich. T truly hope these objects
lﬂSplr& you.

"'MS. EVCJI

She drops her sandwich crusts and apple core on the music
stand like little bombs. She feels wicked, better somehow.

She paces. One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four.

Through the walls, she can hear the muted sound of
Patricia Kent’s French horn. She should go next door
and ask if she’d be willing to switch days with Annie, but
instead, she gets out the guitar.

Two big scratches run down the front. The ends of the
strings at the top are messy, coiled. He didn’t even bother
to wipe off the dust.

She sits down on the bench with it. There’s a worn
black strap, but she isn’t sure if she should put it on.
How different to hold an instrument in her arms, like a
big baby, instead of resting it against her body. She lays
the fingers of her right hand on the strings. No bow.

Pluck. Pluck. Pluck. Pluck. Pluck. Pluck.

Funny. She was expecting to hear the notes C, G, D,
A —the four strings of the cello—plus two more. It takes
her a moment to figure out the pitches of the six strings:

E,A,D,G,B,E.
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She studies the neck. Is it fretted chromatically? Each
fret a half note? Can she play a scale?

She experiments until she finds the E major scale.
Plays it up and down. Then the E minor. Up and down.
Each note rings out in the little room.

The strings are new. She can tell. New strings always
have a bright sound.

As her fingers move through the scale, she tells herself
that everything will be all right. She is Lyla Marks. She is
just playing this guitar for a moment because it feels good
to play it, and then she will pick up her cello because she
is a cellist, and she is an A student, and she is Annie
Win’s best friend, and her heart is beating normally, and
everything is perfectly fine.

When the period is over, she puts the guitar away
reluctantly. She tucks her note for Mr. Odd in between
the strings, closes the case, and sets it back in the corner.

“Ah, Lyla.” Mr. Jacoby startles her. “Just the person I
was looking for.”

Guilt shoots through her like adrenaline, and she
spins around. Did he hear her playing the guitar? Did he
see the apple core and the sandwich crusts on the music
stand?

He holds the door for her and she picks up her cello.
He follows her to the storage room, where she puts away
her instrument. “You did very well on the Bach this
morning.” He laughs. “That’s an understatement. I've
never heard anything like it. International Culture Day
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assembly is October third, and Mr. Steig is hoping that a
music department student will perform a short opening
piece, and I'd love you to do something.” As they walk
out of the storage room, he opens the file he is holding
and pulls out the sheet music. “I was thinking of Allegro
Appassionato by Saint-Saéns. I bet you know it. Or would
you like to do another piece?”

She imagines telling him that she’d rather not play,
imagines Mr. Jacoby disappearing in a puff of smoke.

He looks at her anxiously. She hears herself say yes she
knows the Saint-Saéns piece and yes she’d love to play
and thank you for asking, and his face jumps into a smile
as he hands her the music.

“And it goes without saying that I'm hoping you'll
want to participate in the juried competitions this year,”
he says. “The first one is in November, and I was think-
ing of this piece.” He pulls another piece of music out of
the file and hands it to her. “Take a look at it and tell me
what you think. I'd be happy to meet with you anytime
after school or during lunch. I'm so excited to be working
with you!”

She glances down at the music. A multitude of black
notes race ferociously across the page, setting off ripples
of panic that she feels in her chest.

“Better hurry or you'll be late for your next class,” he
calls out.

She stuffs the music into her folder. This is a good thing,
she tells herself as she hurries down the hall.
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SEPTEMBER 23. TUESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:23 A.M.

It is an odd day, and Tripp Broody is happy to be back
in the little room.

Immediately, he smells something fishy and sour and
then finds the source: crusts of what must’ve been a tuna
sandwich and a withering apple core on the music stand.
He opens the guitar case, reads her note, and laughs out
loud. Leaving the trash was probably the worst thing Ms.
Even Day has ever done in her A-plus perfectly obedient
life. How fun it would be to call Mr. Jacoby in and show
him the trash that the perfect Ms. Lyla Marks left behind,
but he’d rather keep the exchange of notes going.

He puts her note in his pocket and, as he picks up the
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guitar, he notices that the black strap is half around one
side of the guitar instead of underneath the body. As he
positions the guitar on his lap, he feels like one of the
three bears: Someone has been sitting in my chair; some-
one has been eating my porridge; someone has been play-
ing my guitar.

He will write a new note. But first he wants to play.

“Ode to Apple Cores and Sandwich Crusts,” he thinks
to himself, and he begins.

RockianD HarLiway; 3:14 p.M.

Lyla is at her locker, trying to decide what she needs to
bring home, when Annie catches up with her.

“Guess who I overheard in the bathroom,” Annie says.

Lyla’s brain is spinning over details. English and sci-
ence homework will be due on Thursday; algebra and
French are due tomorrow. As she puts the books she
needs into her backpack, she says, “Give me a clue.”

“They’re in your section in orchestra.”

“Brittany?”

“Yep. And that other girl. The new one who always
braids her hair.”

“Julia.”

Annie nods, eyes flashing. “They said Jacoby gave you
a solo for next week’s assembly.”

Lyla’s heart pounds. “It’s true.”

43



“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know. [—"

Annie punches her arm. “Because you thought I'd
hate you, which I do! You should’ve heard them. ‘Lyla
gets everything.” They really hate you.” She laughs.

“Oh. Thanks. Great news.” She closes her locker and
pulls her cell phone out of her purse.

“You are envied, Lyla. That’s a good thing. If you
didn’t have any talent or you were stupid, then nobody
would envy you.” Annie pulls her down the hall.

“'m not sure I want to be envied. Do you think we
have a kind of reputation . . . like of being . . . perfect?”

“Of course!” Annie says.

“But maybe being perfect isn’t such a great thing.”

“What is wrong with you! Being perfect is what every-
body wants to be.”

Lyla’s chest tightens. “I don’t think everybody wants to
be perfect.”

“Those are just the poor peasants. Speaking of peas-
ants, did you ask Patricia What's-Her-Name to switch
days with me?”

“She said no,” Lyla lies.

“NO? Why?”

Lyla shrugs. “Some schedule thing. It was complicated.”

“If Lyla Marks asked me to switch days, I'd say yes.
Oooh. I hate her.”

“You don’t even know her. She felt bad about it.”
Lyla’s cell phone rings.
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“Let me guess,” Annie says. “How was school today,
sweetie!” she asks in perfect imitation of Lyla’s dad.

Lyla has to laugh. “Hi, Dad,” she answers. “. . . yes...”

“Remind him that we'’re staying for the Sweet Tooth
Club,” Annie adds. “And say good-bye, sweetie.”

Lyla turns her back to her and finishes the conversa-
tion. As soon as she puts her phone away, Annie pulls
her down the hallway.

“We can’t be late.”

Lyla winces. “I don’t know if I even want to be in Sweet
Tooth.”

“We need Sweet Tooth.”

“Who says?”

Annie stops. “The Coles Conservatory of Music. I
already put it on my Coles application, didn’t you? My
mom said they look at stuff like clubs and community
service. And Sweet Tooth is brilliant because it’s both a
club and a community service project. “We donate all our
sales to charity.” Did you seal up your envelope yet?”

“I don’t think so0.”

“Double-check. Put it in. When are you going to
actually mail yours?”

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s go on Saturday to the post office. I'll get my
mom to drive us and we can mail them at exactly the
same time. It'll be good luck. Just think, next year at this
time, we'll be at Coles and —”

“You keep saying that. We haven’t even applied. We
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don’t know if we'll even be invited to audition.”

“My mom said the fact that we did the conservatory
camp this summer gives us an edge, plus we’ve been stars
in Metz Youth Orchestra for the past gazillion years and
we aced all the state competitions last year. And now we’ll
have Sweet Tooth to show we are community-minded.
Oh, I already put that lunchtime thing where we tutor
little people with small brains to show we're smart—"

“It might not be possible to do all that,” Lyla says.

“Shut up!”

“We can’t do the lunchtime tutor thing together any-
way because of the practice room thing.”

“We do the tutor thing on the days we're not in the
practice room. Patricia What’s-Her-Name deserves to rot.
If she traded, then we could do everything on the same
days.” Annie leans in. “Well, put it down on your appli-
cation and sign up for it anyway. I already did. We have
to do everything we can.”

Lyla groans, and Annie gives her a look. “All right,
Lyla. We can quit Sweet Tooth after we get in to Coles.”

“First of all, we might not get in to Coles. Second of
all, we can’t just quit Sweet Tooth whenever we want!”

Annie rolls her eyes. “What do you think, they put
us in handcuffs? YOU MUST BAKE FOR GOOD
CAUSES!”

Lyla laughs. “They might.”

“Okay, then we won’t quit.” Annie steers Lyla down
the next hallway. “We’ll just take it over and become
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Cupcake Dictators and eat all the baked goods and
become even more well rounded. Trés, trés round! That's
what we did with The Quill last year.”

“We did not.”

“We did, too. We totally took it over. We made it
thirty-two pages instead of sixteen. Color instead of black
and white. We got to use the lounge instead of the media
center, and basically, Mr. Jordan just said yes to whatever
we wanted.” Annie pulls Lyla into a classroom and then
whispers: “Marisse and Casey are here. Smile.”

Lyla forces the corners of her mouth up.
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SEPTEMBER 24. WEDNESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:46 a.M.

Dear Ms. Even,
Nov have. been /O/a)/ing this guitar,
haven't you?

-Mr. Odd

Dear Mr. Odd,
I do net play the quitar. T play the celo.
—Ms. Even
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SEPTEMBER 25. THURSDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:37 a.M.

Dear Ms. Even,

The. 3ui‘/‘ar is crushed. It wants to be
/o/a)/ed . Tf\an/ﬁcu//)/, it has me.

-Mr. Odd
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SEPTEMBER 27. SATURDAY.

THE BrooDys” Car; 11:03 a.M.

Tripp’s mom eases the car out of the driveway and puts
the air conditioner on full blast. “I bet Lorinda is
nervous,” she says. “Take those things out of your ears,
Tripp. It’s rude.”

“Lorinda is an unpleasant stick insect who deserves
any unhappiness that might come her way,” Tripp says
flatly, tucking his earbuds into his pocket.

“Don’t say that! She’s your cousin.”

“Lorinda tied me to a chair, put a sock in my mouth,
and locked me in Aunt Gertrude’s attic when I was four.”

“She did not.”

“I was traumatized, Mom. You have chosen to block
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this and the numerous other acts of Lorinda’s evil out of
your system. She pinned me down another time and
tried to literally replace my pupils with watermelon seeds.
[ don’t care if she is related to us. The gitl is insane.”

They drive for a while and then his mom pulls into a
store parking lot and gets out.

“What are you doing?” Tripp asks.

“Picking up the doves.” The door slams. Tripp watches
her try to run in her black patent leather heels. She comes
out two minutes later carrying a wicker basket shaped
like a heart, and she hands it to Tripp. “It’s too hot for
September,” she says. “I'm going to die in this dress.”

Through the slats in the basket, Tripp can see a black
eye. He lifts the lid slightly. “They’re pigeons,” he says.
“They look drugged.”

“Doves.” She buckles up and pulls out. “After the wed-
ding ceremony, I'm supposed to open the cage and release
the birds. It’s like a symbol of their love.”

“The basket stinks.” Tripp puts it in the backseat.
“Somebody sprayed it with fake-flower perfume.”

“Better that than bird droppings,” his mom says.

When they arrive, the church is packed. A trio of musi-
cians is playing a slow, plodding melody. Piano, flute,
classical guitar. The groom and four groomsmen are
standing on the right, looking hot and uncomfortable.
Tripp is dying to grab the guitar and run.

The parents of the groom walk down the aisle, and
then the mother of the bride comes, his mom’s older
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sister, who always wears the same bitter expression.

Tripp nudges his mom to look at the priest, who is
asleep in a chair next to the lectern. “The music bored
him to death,” Tripp whispers.

His mother’s eyes widen. “He better wake up.”

Tripp starts to laugh and she shushes him.

The priest wakes up, the wedding begins, and the
musicians play another coma-inducing tune.

To stay awake, Tripp slips cracker crumbs that he has
found in his pocket into the birds’ basket. One of the
doves pecks up the crumbs as soon as they drop. The
other dove doesn’t move. They haven’t made a sound.
What kind of bird remains silent when imprisoned?
he wonders. Shouldn’t they be screaming their heads
off?

After the ceremony, they all gather in the stifling heat
on the steps outside the church. The limousine pulls up,
which is the cue for the birds.

Tripp’s mom holds up the basket and lifts the lid.

Nothing happens.

She hoists the basket with a quick small motion and
one of the doves flies up.

A few people clap, but everyone is still waiting.

‘She tilts the basket and hoists it up harder. The second
bird falls out and lands on the concrete with a dull thud.

Another silence. In one quick move, the groom’s
father kicks the corpse into the bushes.

No one says a word.
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Lorinda gives an exasperated look and pulls on the
groom’s arm. “Let’s just go.”

As they get into the limousine, a few people begin to
clap and everyone joins in.

“Congratulations!” someone calls out.

Tripp’s mom looks like she’s going to be the next one
" to hit the pavement.

“It’s not your fault,” he whispers. “You did a great
job.”

She throws him a doubtful glance.

“Really, Mom. They gave you a very elderly bird.”

She smiles.

His hugely generous heart has leapt free of the cage of
anger to bestow compassion on the lowly Termite in her
time of need. He can only hope she will remember this.

Post OFFICE; 2:22 P.M.

Annie gives her application package to the clerk, takes
the large padded envelope from Lyla’s hand, and sets it
on the counter. “They’re both going to the same place.”

“Anything fragile, liquid, or perishable in these!” the
clerk asks.

“Tust our fates,” Annie says to him, and he laughs.

“An application and a DVD,” Annie’s mom says. “The
girls are applying for a special music school. Priority mail,

please.”
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Annie grins at Lyla. “This is sooooooo exciting.”

He stamps PRIORITY MAIL on each envelope.

“Do you have a good-luck stamp you can put on it?”
Annie asks.

The clerk smiles again and shakes his head. Annie’s
mom pays, and, as he tosses their envelopes in a shipping
bin, Lyla feels her stomach drop.

“Good luck,” he says. “Next in line.”

“Now all we have to do is wait,” Annie says. “The sus-
pense is going to literally kill me. 'm going to die.”

“Yeah,” Lyla says. “The headlines are going to read:
Two gitls got accepted into the Coles Conservatory of
Music but died of suspense before finding out.” As soon
as it is out of her mouth, she knows she’s just going
through the motions. I don’t want to go to Coles. She says
the truth to herself as they walk out.

“Enough of this!” Annie’s mom says. “We’re going to
celebrate. It was a project just getting those applications
together and out the door. What'll it be? Ice cream or
frappuccinos?!”
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SEPTEMBER 29. MONDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:37 a.M.

Dear Ms. Even,

I have Super‘/*\umaﬂ ear cilia to pic_K Vo
vibe.s, and your even—da)/ vibe.s have been
all over this 3\//'“/‘60“. So on Friday I srvek
in and stood next to the practice room
door and hearkened. At first I ‘/"/\ougf\‘f‘
it was all in vain becavse there was
cello rvsic, but I pressed my ear to
the crack in the door and /o and behold
what did I hear? The beat-beating of
the telltale heart? The tiny hooves of
reindeer? No. I heard this guitar. Scales.

55



Liar /iar strings on fire, you are
p/a)//'ng this guitar. The cello music on
the. computer is your cover. You have
that on so nobod)/ heors yov p/a)/ing the.
3uf‘/'ar.

So yov re a closet guitar /o/a)/er, L)//a
MarKs. I have two theories. Number
One., yov se_c.r‘e’r/)/ want to be a Rock
Godde.ss, but yov are worried that
/Oeop/e will maKe fun of \ou becavse. yov
are. caui‘f‘e the O/Oposi‘/”e of a Rock
Goddess. (RocK Goddesses vse picks,

/O/a)/ power chords, and wail.? Or
Mumber Two, yov read in a book that
ov can p/a)/ the cello even more
/Oe_rfec_‘f‘/)/ than )/OL/ a/l‘e_ad)/ do it )/ou
sfrengﬂxen your Finge_rs b)/ p/a)/ing
another instrvment and so you're. just
dofng this so yov can /O/a)/ ach more.
be_aﬁfica//)/ and add mozzarello to your
Mozart, which will give yov an edge so
yov become. a cello star. Which one.
is it?
-Mr. Odd Da)/
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SEPTEMBER 30. TUESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:48 A.M.

Dear Mr. Odd,

How pleasant to think of you staking me. What
business of yours is it if T am playing the
uitar? You do not own it.

Okay. T am playing it. Are you happy? And T
don't have 1o fell you why. Please do not fel
anybody. Tt's not because T'm embarrassed or
anything It Just that there's @ lof of pressure
on me. I am playing a solo in front of the enfire
school on Friday, and T have a Kemedy Ceater
audition on Saturday. T really should be practicing,

—Ms. Even
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PS. Did you put the sfrings on right? They are
messed up af the top. You should ask Mr. Jacoby
if it's okay fo fix the scrafches on the front.
There's this wood fllee stuff you can gef in a
fube. Look 1t up on the Intemet
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OCTOBER 1. WEDNESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:39 a.M.

Dear Ms. Even,

This is the gvitar writing. Your secret
love. for me is safe with Mr. Odd. He.
does not engage. N 30551'/0.

I am somewhat hurt by the casval/
remarks about " fixing" my scratches.
Does ever f\h’)ﬁ have. to ook /Oe_mfed' to
be worthy? If yov wov/d on/)/ hearken! I
have. a great sound—warm and 3o/de/1——
espe_cia// with the new strings that
the talented and c/\arming Mr. ©dd put
on, and, indeed, he put them on riglw“.
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Some. pe_op/e c_/ip the ends of the
5‘/7*:'%)35 off close to the ‘/‘uning peq and
some. people. make " loops "at the top.

Perhaps Mr. Odd /ikes the mess at the
top. A reminder that /ife is Me.SSy .

-The. Guitar

P.S. Scales are boring. If yov 're. going

to /O/a)/, E/g%
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OCTOBER 2. THURSDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:36 A.M.

 Dear Mr. Odd,
You are indeed odd.
—Ms. Even
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OCTOBER 3. FRIDAY.

RockLaND ScHOOL AUDITORIUM; 9:04 A.M.

“. .. and now to play Allegro Appassionato by Camille
Saint-Saéns . . . here is Lyla Marks.” Mr. Handlon nods at
Lyla, who is waiting in the wings.

Applause.

Lyla picks up her cello and walks to the black metal
folding chair that is waiting for her onstage. Her dad is
standing off to the side with his video camera on a
tripod.

Her heart is pounding. Tripp’s words are in her
head: If you're going to play . . . play. As she sits, she feels
the eyes of the audience on her face. Someone calls out
something, and a few students laugh.
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She imagines that she is not Lyla. She is a fake one,
with arms made of metal, the one programmed to per-
form today. A computer chip in her brain will fire the
neurons that will make her fingers move. The real Lyla is
still waiting in the wings.

She lifts her bow and begins.

SranNisH CLass; 10:53 A.M.

Greetings, Ms. Even,

I'm in S/Oanis/\ closs m'gfxf Nnow and
I'm bored out of my ane/)/ constructed
skull. To stay awake, I covld either
chew on the spira/ binding of ”y
notebook thus /'r’)duc_fng metal /Oofsor"u'»’}g
or I covld ask you this guestion about
the International Culture. Jr/\ing. Pleose.
don't take this the wrong way.

I was there first period, sitting in the
back, not pa)/inﬁ any attention at first
becavse assemblies are a/wa)/s a_joRe,
and then Mr. Handlon introduced yov.

Two s in front of me snicKer.
"What's she gorna /O/a)/? "one of them
SC?/S.

"‘The. Fart of the Bumblebees' b)/
Mozart," the other gy say's, and ‘/’Ae)/
both /auaf\.
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‘ P/a)/ some. Lad)/ Gaga," the first g
calls out.

Just so yov Know that wasn't
me.
I don't know if you saw it, but a
aper airplane. flew from the back to
the middle of the avditorivm, and some.
peop/e /augfxed . You Jooked vp then
like. ‘/‘Ae.)/ were. laughing at yov, but
7‘/\6)/ weren't. People /auglx at F/)/ing
paper.
You sat down and started to play like
it didn't rea//)/ matter it cm)/bod)/ heard
ov or Not.
Ever)/bod)/ got cb'uiej', the two gys N
front of me even. One of them says,

"She. must practice fifteen hours a da)/."
Awe. :’Qespec_f.

But that's not why I'm writing.

Here's why I'm writing. 1 Jooked ot
your face rea//)/ carefully, and I think
yov 're. FaKing it. You make. your face. ook
like. yov 're. into your music and
eve_r)frf\ing, but I don't Think your
emotions were real. You weren't rea//)/
thrumming.

Am 1 r‘fg/\‘/’? I'm not c.r“/"f’fc_/'zfng yov. I'm
Just fascinated b)/ people faking things,
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so I guess I just want to Know, does
p/a)/f/’)g the cello make. )/ou /\070/0)/?

-Mr. Odd

P.S. I /'\OPC ov don't Tthink I'm

s-/'a//(ing yov or aryﬂ\ing becavse I'm
noty, but 1 saw you at your locker

esfe_rda)/, so I'm thinking, vv/\)/ not
5/1;0 this note. into your locker instead
of the guitar case becavse that wa
yov Y/ get it 'f‘oda)/ instead of wait /'ng
vnti/ Monday . Not that it makes any
difference rea//)/.

Tripp finishes writing the P.S. and folds the note. The
three vents near the top of Lyla’s locker look like the gills
of a fish, like the locker is alive and needs to exhale. Tripp
feeds the folded end of his note into the top slit and
hears the phump of it landing in the creature’s stomach.

Too late to get it back.

RockLanD HALLwAY; 11:26 AM.

Lyla opens her locker to get her lunch. A small tent of

folded paper is sitting on her locker floor, writing scrawled
on both sides.
As a locker ahead of her slams and a girl laughs, Lyla

opens the note and reads.
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[t’s like the words have been written with fire and she’s
breathing the flames straight into her lungs.

A freckle-faced girl taps her. “You were so good this
morning!” the girl gushes, her arm linked in the arm of
her friend.

“Unbelievably good,” the friend says.

Lyla feels herself smile and hears herself say thanks.
The girls walk on, and Lyla turns to the letter again, hold-
ing her breath.

I just want to know, does /o/a)/inﬁ the
cello make you /\app)/?

Annie’s squeal startles her. She’s coming her way.
Quickly, Lyla folds the letter and puts it into the back
pocket of her jeans.

“We have twenty-seven hours until the Kennedy
Center audition!” Annie is breathless. “I'm soooo lucky
today is an odd day. I can practice. Come with me and
we’ll kick Tripp Broody out. Of all days, today you should
have the practice room.”

Lyla can’t think.

Annie pulls her down the hall. “I really want you to
sleep over tonight, Lyla. If you don’t, I'm going to be
neurotic about the audition all night. Ask your dad again.”

They walk down the hall. “He said no. He wants us to
be well rested. And he thinks we should drive separately.”

“He doesn’t trust my mom’s driving skills.”
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Lyla laughs. They stop at the intersection where they
will go their separate ways.

“Oh!” Annie grabs Lyla’s arm. “Curt said Jacoby put
up the sign-up sheet for the talent show. What time slot
do you want to go for?”

“Annie, can we talk about this later? I'm feeling so
overloaded.” Lyla stops breathing for a moment. She and
Annie don’t really talk, do they! Annie just bulldozes
over everything Lyla says. She presses her pocket, crin-
kling the stiffness of the paper.

I just want to Kknow, doe.s p/a)/ing the.
cello make. )/ou Aapp)/p

“Fine, but we're signing up on Monday before the
good slots get taken.”

Lyla stops. “Hey, Annie. Do you have Tripp Broody
in any classes?”

“No. Why?”

Lyla hesitates. “He stuck this note in my locker.”

Annie’s voice pierces Lyla’s eardrum. “WHAT? He’s
an alien. What does it say?” She lowers her voice to a
whisper and comes closer. “Does he like you? You cannot
go out with Tripp Broody. I'm going to pick a boyfriend
for you, and you're going to pick one for me, and we're
going to all go out together.”

“I'm not going out with him. It was just a comment.
Forget it.”
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“What did he say?”

“It was just about the assembly. It was nothing. See
you la—"

Annie grabs her. “You can’t just say it was about the
assembly. I need details.”

“He said I was good, but that I looked like I was faking

it.”
“What is that even supposed to mean? He is sooooooo
bizarro. Beanie said he made some rude comment to her
on the first day. Did I tell you how rude he was when I
asked him to switch? Do not listen to him!”

“I won’t. Promise you won’t say anything to him.”

“I have no interest in saying anything to him,” Annie
says, heading toward the music hallway and calling back,
“We're talking about this later!”

“It’s not a big deal, Annie!” Frustrated, Lyla turns and
walks toward the cafeteria.

As soon as she arrives at her usual table, all her friends
tell her how great she was this morning. She smiles and
says thank you and tries to embrace the routine. She is
Lyla Marks the cellist. This is the way it has always been.
She needs to stop thinking odd thoughts about the cello
exploding and needs to stop being annoyed by everyone
complimenting her and needs to stop panicking when
it’s time to practice or play. Mr. Odd is making it worse.
It isn’t fair of him to stare at her face during a perfor-
mance. Who said he’s allowed to put her under a micro-
scope! Before the lunch period ends, she escapes to the
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bathroom. There, she takes out her notebook and writes
a reply to Mr. Odd. She’ll figure out where his locker is
and slip it in.

Dear Mr. Odd,

I received your lefter about me fakfng it
What a nice ﬂwfrzg to tell someone. before a bl'g
audition.

Before T start, T will ask the J'udge,s not to
expect much because T will be playing without @
soul and nof ﬂnmmmmg whatever that means. Oh,
and Tl make. sure to retum all the first-place
trophies that T have received, since T must have
won them by faki ng it

—Ms. Even
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OCTOBER 4. SATURDAY.

KeNNeDY CENTER STUDIO L1055 2:30 P.M.

Violinists are warming up in a separate studio, which
is one consolation; a solid wall separates Lyla from
Annie’s nervous buzzing. Lyla’s father is bad enough. He
is sitting too close, drumming his fingers on his thighs
and eyeing the cellists who are packing up and the two
others who are still waiting to audition. “Wouldn’t you
feel better if you played through your scales!” he asks for
the second time.

She is holding her mother’s cello, trying to hide the
dread on her face. Before she can answer, a woman with

a clipboard walks in and calls her name.
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Her dad stands up. Lyla nods and stands and gingerly
picks up the instrument.

“Be careful going through the door!” her dad whis-
pers, and then adds, “You’ll do great.”

“Beautiful instrument,” the woman says. Then she
stops. “Lyla Marks.” Recognition flushes over her face.
“You're Gwendolyn Marks’s daughter!”

Her dad beams.

The woman’s eyes get watery. “I heard her with the
National Symphony right upstairs,” she whispers to them
both. “I think I'll stand by the door and eavesdrop on
this one!”

Lyla’s dad wishes her good luck again, and Lyla follows
the woman across the hall.

Six judges are sitting in wooden chairs behind one
long table. In the center of the room, an empty chair
waits for her.

Lyla turns to fit the cello through the doorway.

“Good luck,” the woman whispers.

Lyla sits, trying to imagine what the judges are seeing
in her face. Can they tell that she doesn’t want to be
here? I will make a mistake, she says to herself, and they will
reject me, and it will be over. She feels her mother’s ghost
crouched inside the cello, peering at her.

She lifts her bow and plays, her fingers marching
solemnly up and down the neck. She doesn’t make a
single mistake.
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OCTOBER 6. MONDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:36 A.M.

Dear Ms. Even,

Yov took it the wrong way . I mean
that yov re faking your enthusiasm, not
our skill. You're c.op)/ina and repeating
something that somebod)/ wrote a /ong

time. ago, but yov're not info it. Yov're
like. a machine.. Just tell me it I'm m'gfw“.
I was at a wedding last week, and the
musicions were. like. that. /Qea//y good,
but not rea//)/ p/a)/ing.

Eve_r)/ time I pick yp ”y guitar, I /Q/%Z‘
I don't <Py and repeat music that
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somebody e/se thinks is good. I /O/a)/
what's inside. me. That's what I mean
b)/ ‘f‘/\rumming. When the vibrations of
the music make. your sovl vibrate., yov
feel the thrum. It's [ike you're
pe_mﬁecf/)/ in tfune with the song, as it
ov are The music and the music is you.
It's the on/)/ thing 1 do that feels right.
I Know Mr. Zfac_oby thinks I'm not a
seriovs musician becovse I'm not in band
or orchestra, but I think a serious
musician is somebod)/ who re_a//)/ thrums.
-Odd
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OCTOBER 7. TUESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:37 a.M.

Dear Odd,

Thark you once again, O Wise One, for the
edighfenment. T think a serious musician shares
his or her music. What is the point of ‘Hﬂmmmfnﬂ
if you never do it cufside of your litfle room?

T think it's beautiful and profound that Saint-
Sazns wrote. something down and T can read the
music and play it on @ stage and add beauty fo
the word. T think it's my responsibility to add
beauty to the world. Perhaps this is why L also
dispose. of my own trash.

By the way, L came to the music room
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yesterday and stood outside the practice room,
listening—or should T say, heaskening—to you play.
T don't have superhuman ear cllia like you do. T
have. regulas ears, but L cold still hear you. Do
you ever play a real song or do you aways play
in that formless way, one guitar solo after
ancther like a string of random phrases? Don't
take this the Wrong way. You were probably
playing your heart out, buf how safisfying is it fo
play that way? Are you happy?

-t
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OCTOBER 8. WEDNESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:42 a.M.

Dear Even,

Thank )/ou so much for )/our
encovraging comments regarding ”y
music. I didn't realize that m sorgs
aren't real. Do sorgs have to adhere to
a form to be real? Do you a/wa)/s Know
where )/ou are 3017’)3 en )/ou walk? I
e_nJ'O)/ peregrinating in a random fashion.
Sometimes I eryb)/ peregrinating and
ecd‘ing a pomegranate at the same.
time. While. I'm doing that, my phrases
might meander, but what can I do?
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As for your last cauesﬁof’}, I don't need
the Kennedy Center's seal of appr*ova/ .
Iam /Oe.r“Fe.c.‘/‘/)/ Aapp)/ to peregrinate. all
over the map. Alone..

Sincere./)/,

The Formless Peregrinating Meanderer
(Otherwise known as Odd.

Lyla reads the note several times, and then her phone
buzzes with a text message from her dad.

Dad/congrats! You made the KC audition! Just got
the call! Couldn’t wait to tell you!

Her heart sinks.

Lyla/did Annie make it?
Dad/don’t know. I’'m so proud of you.
Lyla/thanks dad. got to go. talk later.

She puts away her phone and paces back and forth
in the little room. It’s a big deal, the Kennedy Center
program. She should be excited.

She gets out her cello music, sets it on the music stand,
and stares at it. Then she rereads Tripp’s note. Finally,
she calls up the cello music on the computer, turns up
the volume, and picks up the guitar.
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OCTOBER 9. THURSDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:27 AM.

No note from Ms. Even. Tripp is disappointed and
wonders if he went too far, if he offended her. She has
left only cello music on the music stand, which looks
ridiculously complicated.

He picks up the guitar and plays.
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OCTOBER 10. FRIDAY.

LyLa MARks’s HOusg; 7:02 A.M.

The newspaper is open to the Arts page, and Lyla’s
face is smiling in the featured photo.

Young cellist Lyla Marks is among the four
talented string players chosen for solo con-
certs in the Kennedy Center’s Young Strings

program.

“Good morning, Star!” Her dad brings two glasses of
orange juice to the table.

Lyla’s stomach sinks.

Her dad looks at the newspaper over her shoulder.
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“I'm so glad we did that photo shoot. Didn’t it turn out
great!”

Lyla nods. She manages to smile and eat her breakfast,
listening to her father go on and on about what this will
mean, how he’ll call Coles and let them know, how they’ll
be certain to want to schedule an audition.

Later, when she gets into Annie’s car, Mrs. Win smiles
nervously and congratulates her, and Annie doesn’t say a
word. As soon as they arrive at school and get out of the
car, Annie erupts.

“Why didn’t you tell me you made it You must have
been perfect. Were you perfect?”

Lyla doesn’t answer.

Annie pushes through the school doors. “I was better
than the idiot who went before me.”

“Violins had more competition.”

“Shut up.”

“It’s true, Annie.”

“I know what’s going to happen.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'm not going to make it into Coles and you are.”

“Stop it.”

“I hate you. Stop making every audition.”

“Please stop saying that, Annie.”

Annie storms ahead.

Kenneth Chan yells to Lyla, “Hey, I saw your picture in
the paper!”

Lyla wishes she could go home.
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All morning, Annie avoids her. Finally, the lunch
break arrives, and by the time Lyla gets to the practice
room, she is almost shaking. She closes the door and sits
with her face in her hands.

After a few minutes, she pulls out a piece of paper and
a pen and begins to write.

Dear Mr. Odd,

T lied You blew me away when you asked me
if playing the cello makes me happy. Nobody has
ever asked me that, and it seems profound, and T
didnT answer you honestly because the truth is
T'm not I'\cqopy.

Whea T was playing the solo during the scheol
assembly, T was a machine. T played al the
rfgh‘r nofes, and al day people kept saying how
great it was. But some;ﬂwmg was wrong, and I
didit even let myself admit it. Thea L 9ot your
nofe. Tlnmmmmg That s inferesting T dont think
I'm thrumming @ lot right now. T want @ break
from the celo, but T feel gmh‘y about that.

—Ms. Even

She doesn’t know if writing makes her feel better or
worse. She sets the paper and pen down and plays through
the scales on the guitar until the end of the period. Then
she rushes out and slips the note into Tripp’s locker

before she loses her nerve.
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ENGLISH CLass; 12:57 P.M.

Dear Ms. Even,

I'm in English right now. 1 stopped at
”y locker after lunch and found \our
note. I'm ﬁofﬂg to vt this in )/oul“ locker
after class. I ﬁ\oughf yov migfﬁ' want
to get a re_p/)/ before /\aving to wait
vnti/ Mor’)da)/ rolls around.

Yesterday, I was at the store—ever go
to Broody's Rug < Caf‘pe:f‘? well, it's our
store. I had to go there ofter schoo/
)/e_sferda , and There was this mom and
this Kindergarten Kid /ooKing at rvgs for
the kid's room. And the Kid picked out
this /Oomegr‘ana‘f‘e—co/or‘ed rvg with a//
these colorful swooshes and he called it
the " b/as#y rvg," and the mom kept pvlling
hirm over to this /O/aff’) brown rvg and
Sa)/ing, "This will match your bedspread,
He_nr)/. ! M)/ mom kept sa)/ing how nice.
brown is becavse. it doesn't show dirt.
And /“/er]ry Kept 30/?)3 bock to the.

"bl " rvg and tracing the. swooshes
with his finger, making different sounds
for each one, like that's what the rvg
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sounded like to him. And then He/vy‘s
mom bougf'd’ the brown rvg behind his back
and then she said," Corme. on, He.

/\OV)Q)/. You're. 301/)3 to love. this."

I know it's 30[!’)3 to sovnd morbid, but
I had this negative 'chf'asy that Henr)/
died and the mom was eaten alive b
3uf/7' becavse. she didn't him the
b/asv“)/ rvg, and then I felt 3ui/1>/ about
Far)fasizinf] that a kid dies. I know.
There's some_ﬁ\ing wrong with me. But
there's somev“/\ina wrong with moms
who think they know what is right for
their Kids. Ma)/be the. b/as-f‘)/ rvg was
the p@Fecf rvg for him, a magfc
carpet. Maybe he. would sit on it
whenever he was Fee/ing sad and it
wovld maKe him feel better. \/\//\)/ do
moms smile. and lie. and say 'H\e)/ Know
what's 300(‘/ for )/oup .

Tell your parents yov waont to takKe a
break from the cello. Tell them you
want to /O/a)/ 3uH‘ar. No 3u/'/‘f' allowed.

-Mr. Odd

P.S. B)/ the. way, scales are good, but
ma)/be ov need to pick vp the. 3ui+ar
ond let )/ourse/TC experiment. Start with
one note. and let your fingers find a
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place to go; and i yov /ike. the tune,
r‘epead' it vnti/ it wants to go
somewhere. new, then follow it, even i
it peregrinates. This message. has been
braug/'\‘f‘ to you b)/ The. National/
Peregrinav" 1o Socfe:f‘)/.

RockianD Hariway; 3:16 p.u.

Lyla is reading Tripp’s letter at her locker when Annie
shows up. Reluctantly, she slips the note into her back-
pack and shifts the backpack to her other shoulder.

“I have decided to forget about the Kennedy Center
thing,” Annie says. “I think we need to focus on the
talent show. I just heard that Brittany and three other
gitls are calling themselves the Canticle Quartet and they
signed up for the five thirty audition slot.”

Lyla tries to focus on what Annie is saying, but she
wants to be alone with the letter, to read it again without
interruption.

“Did you hear me?” Annie says. “I'm talking about the
auditions for the talent show. We have the three twenty
slot, which I think is bad. By the time the auditions are
over, Jacoby will have forgotten how good we are. Let’s go
see if we can change ours.”

“Stop obsessing. Just leave it the way it is.”

Annie frowns. “I'm not obsessing. I'm strategizing.
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Okay. Let’s go to my house and practice first and then we
have to make banana bread for the bake sale. Text your
dad right now. My mom is on her way.”

“Stop telling me what I have to do!” Lyla snaps.

Annie makes a face. “What is wrong with you?”

“Nothing.”

“You're so lying.”

“'m . .. I'm just not feeling good today.”

Annie’s eyes flash. “It’s the article, isn’t it!”

“What are you talking about?”

“That newspaper article. Now that you’re famous, you
don’t want to do a duet for the talent show, do you?”

“No! That’s not it. I'm not feeling good,” Lyla says. “I
have to go to the bathroom. Just go with your mom. I'll
call you later.”

“You can’t be sick,” Annie calls after her. “I'm trying
to get past the Kennedy Center thing, Lyla. The least you
can do is help me out here. You're coming over tonight.”

Lyla bites the inside of her cheek to keep from scream-
ing. “T'll call you later,” she says without looking. She
walks into a girls’ restroom and reads Tripp’s letter three
times in a row.

Rockianp Hariway; 3:19 p.M.

Tripp is walking down the hallway, looking for a
glimpse of Lyla even though, if he saw her, he wouldn’t
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know what to say. He can’t wait until Monday when he
can play in the little room again and find, hopefully,
another note.

His phone buzzes. A text message from an unfamiliar
number.

This is Benjamin Fick. | am your peer tutor. We’ll meet
Mondays and Wednesdays at 11:30. Resource Rm.
See you Mon.

Tripp stares at the screen of his cell phone. The Ter-
mite did it. She signed him up and gave his cell phone
number. He wishes there was a phone number he could
call: IS YOUR MOTHER A TERMITE? CALL 1-800-555-5555 AND
WE’LL GET HER OUT OF YOUR LIFE!

Lyra’s RooM; 5:00 p.M.

Lyla crawls into bed the minute she is home. She tells
her dad she’s sick and she texts Annie with the news that
she can’t come over.

“Head or stomach?” her dad says, touching her fore-
head.

“Head. Ache, but no fever.”

“Well, hopefully, by tomorrow morning you’ll be right
as rain so you don’t miss your Metz Youth Orchestra
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rehearsal.” He pats her leg. “I'll bring you up a strawberry
smoothie. Does that sound good?”

She nods, and he leaves.

Her cell phone buzzes. A text from Annie.

Annie/Get well fast. Tomorrow let’s practice after
MYO rehearsal. You can’t say no.
Lyla/Sure. See you tomorrow.

Lyla turns off her phone. Tomorrow morning, she will

wake up and go to MYO and then practice for the talent
show with Annie. Already, she is dreading it.
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OCTOBER 13. MONDAY.

Rockianp Hariway; 11:21 A,

After the bell rings, dismissing Tripp from Spanish,
his cell phone buzzes.

Mom/don’t forget tutor session in resource room.
Tripp/you’re not supposed to text during school.
Mom/1 know your schedule. It’s lunch. go to tutor.
Tripp/fine. I'm turning off phone.

Tripp puts his phone in his pocket and reluctantly
heads toward the resource room. His feet are heavy.
The guitar, waiting for him in the little room, acts like
an invisible magnet. He can’t fight it. He pulls out
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his cell phone and sends a message to Benjamin Fick:

Tripp/severe abdominal cramping. going to health
room. sorry.

In a perfect world, he would not lie. He would not
need to.

He hurries to the music room. As soon as he closes the
door to the little room, he feels better. It’s like every other
part of his life is a bad dream and this is the only part
that’s real.

The last flurry of notes between Lyla and him was in
their lockers, so that means a letter in the guitar case is
unlikely, but he opens the guitar case and there it is:
another note. He sits on the floor to read it.

Dear Mr. Odd,

Surprise. and Happy Monday. T have orchestra
first period, so T slipped in here to put this nofe
inside. the quitar case.

T love what you wrote abouf that boy and the
blasty rug, T wish his mom had let him 36 it

T hope you dont mind this, but I'm going Yo
tell you anyway. Tve alays wondered about you.
I mean, you were basically this nice normal
smart kid. You were in my maﬂw dass in sixth
grade, remember? Anyway, you and that one kid
were always doing stuff Toge:l‘ke,r and then he
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moved away. ngh‘r after that, you didnt show up,
and everybody heard about your dad. When you
came. back, I warted to say some.ﬂ'\fng like. sorry
because T kept thinking about how hard it would
be fo lose a dad and a best friead kind of at
the. same. time. But we didnt know each other
and you cant Just go up To someone and say
sorry. And T didnt kaow If it would make you feel
befter or worse. But T just wanted fo say it
angway. That's all

—Ms. Even

PS. Thasks for the advice to experiment. T wil
try it ouf Tomomow when it's my fum in the liftle
room.

PPS. T have never eaten a pomegranate.
Have you?

The note feels alive in his hands, like a bird with a

beating heart. He reads it again, hardly daring to breathe,

lingering on the words sorry and dad. He didn’t even

know that he needed to hear these words, but somehow

Lyla Marks knew.

He pulls out the guitar. Tomorrow, Lyla will be right
here with this guitar in her hands, and instead of practic-
ing scales, she will just play, and maybe that will make her
happy. The idea of this makes a song leap out of him: an
odd melody bouncing out. He repeats the parts he likes
and experiments with the parts that don’t work. He plays
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it over and over, shaping it each time. The “Mr. Odd”
song.

Deep into it, there’s a thump on the wall and Annie
Win yells: “Too loud!”

He laughs and keeps playing. After a while, the bell
rings, announcing the end of lunch. Reluctantly, Tripp
stops. He wants to leave a note, but he doesn’t have any
paper and he doesn’t want to write anything on the note
she left for him.

He takes a pen out of his back pocket. On the curve of
the guitar, the part that she will see when she is holding
it, he tries writing, but the ink smears off. Using his pen
like an engraving tool, he scratches two words into the
lacquer: Just play.

On the way out, his phone buzzes.

Fick/Hi! Sorry about the abdominal trouble. See
you Wed.

Oh joy.
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OCTOBER 14. TUESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:26 A.M.

No note tucked between the strings when Lyla opens the
guitar case. But when she sets it on her lap, she sees the mes-
sage scratched into the side —Just play—and it lights her up.

She takes a deep breath. She lets her fingers wander
around randomly plucking out different combinations of
notes until, by accident, she finds something she likes.
She repeats it. She plays with it until she has a phrase, the
beginning of a melody, and then another phrase and
another. She closes her eyes and tries to let the music
come through her, when the door opens.

Annie walks in, her violin case in hand, and stares.
“What are you doing?”
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Lyla’s heart pounds. “It’s an even day. Why are you
here?”

“I'm sneaking in so we can practice our duet.”

“That’s against the rules.”

“Jacoby won’t know. He took the beginning orchestra
on that field trip. What are you doing?”

Lyla looks down at the guitar in her hands and tries to
shrug it off. “It was here and so [ just picked it up.” She
puts it back in the case. “I don’t think being here is a
good idea, Annie. Remember last year when those two
girls broke the rule?”

“They were smoking! We’d just be playing music.”

“Rules are rules. Really. I think you should go.” Lyla
lowers her voice. “Patricia Kent will tell on us. Seriously.
And aren’t you doing that lunchtime tutoring thing?”

“Just once a week.” Annie frowns. “Come on, we
need to practice. You didn’t want to sleep over on
Friday. You were crabby on Saturday. You never want to
practice.”

“I was sick! We have three whole weeks ’til the talent
show audition, Annie.”

“You sound like you're doing me this huge favor by
letting me play with you.”

“That is not fair. That’s not what I sound like. Two
people are not allowed in practice rooms. I don’t like
breaking rules. That’s all.”

“Fine, I'm leaving.” Annie storms out, slamming the
door.
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Heart pounding, Lyla sits. Why does every interaction
with Annie leave her feeling guilty? Is it wrong for her to
want some time to herself?

She checks outside to make sure Annie is gone, then
she gets the guitar out again. It takes a while for the room
to feel like hers again, but slowly she begins to calm down
and feel the connection to the music. Once she finds it,
she doesn’t want any intrusions. She hears a melody, and
a line of lyrics pops into her head. “All I want is a little
room to play . . .” she sings. Not bad. She keeps at it until
the period ends, too quickly. As she puts away the guitar
and walks down the hall, her song keeps playing inside
her head. Now I've got myself a little room to play. . . .

Annie appears around a corner, and Lyla runs over
and hugs her. “Don’t be grumpy, Annie!”

Annie pulls away and keeps walking.

“Come on, Annie, we've got the talent show duet
down—"

“I don’t think you get it, Lyla.” Annie stops, her eyes
hot and teary. “It’s easy for you to say, oh, we don’t need
to practice. You made the Kennedy Center audition. I
didn’t.” She walks on.

“I'm sorry, Annie. On Friday, I'll come over and we
will practice our duet and we will NAIL it.” She grabs
Annie’s arm and smiles. “What do you want to wear for
the audition?”

Annie smiles reluctantly. “Something new.”

“We can go shopping together,” Lyla says.
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“Okay. But not today. We have Sweet Tooth and
then we need to study for the physics unit quiz.”

Lyla twirls. “The answer to every question is Force
equals Mass times Acceleration. I love science.”

“I can’t believe you like Mr. Sanders. He has hairy
arms.”

Lyla laughs.

Annie’s eyes widen. “Lyla, he’s looking at you,” she
whispers.

Lyla looks around.

“Don’t look,” Annie whispers. “Tripp Broody.”

Lyla catches a glimpse of Tripp before Annie turns her
away. She wants to tell him that she wrote a song, that
she played. “He’s not looking at me, Annie. He’s walking
down the hall.”

“He saw you twirl. What class did you say you have
with him?”

Lyla tries to make her voice sound casual. “I don’t have
a class with him.”

“Yesterday, he was playing way too loud.”

Lyla laughs.

Annie pushes her. “Why didn’t you say hi just now?
Has he left you any more notes!”

“Leave me alone, Annie.”

“I'm glad you didn’t. He’s too weird. I saw his name
on the schedule for peer tutoring. Benjamin Fick is tutor-
ing him. I think he might be brain damaged.”

“Annie!”

95



“Pardon moi for telling the truth.” She waves and
disappears into the stairwell to go to her next class.

He is not brain damaged, Lyla wants to say. He is . . .
just a bit odd. In a really interesting way.
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OCTOBER 15. WEDNESDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:37 A.M.

Tripp is in the practice room, convinced that the peer-
tutor police will burst onto the scene at any moment with
Benjamin Fick and seize him. But how could he possibly
concentrate on Newton’s laws or graphing coordinates or
calculating the standard deviation from the norm with
the little room waiting for him?

When he opens the guitar case, he is disappointed to
find no note tucked between the strings. But Ms. Even
has left a piece of paper under the guitar: notes for a
song.
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Inspired, he writes her a message.

Dear Ms. Even,

I /\ope yov don't mind that I read the
notebook page. you lef+ vnderneath the
3uH'ar. It JooKs like you're brainstorming
a 50n3? I want to hear it. I noticed
that yvou tried writing ovt the notes
you re p/a)/ing. Guitar /O/a)/ers either
write chords or what's called tablature.
You migkf find it easier to makKe chord
diagrams. Here's an eXamp/e.

&----ﬁa—u--n 4&— This is the ‘f‘O/O

of the guitar.
Put your Fingers
@ on The dots. X
means don't

p/a)/ that stri ng.

As for pomegranates, I ThinK the. on)
part you eat is the seeds, and I don't
think IVe ever eaten an actval seed,
but I don't Know for sure. Ye_sfe_rda)/
after school, I did sorme research on
pomegranates when I should have been
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WOPKfﬂg onN M)/ /\iS‘f'OP)/ r‘e_/OOP‘f' . The
pomegranate. is called /a granada in
Spanish. In French, it's called /a
grenade, which makes me think of hand
grenades, and pormegranates do sort of
look [ike. hand grenade.s. 77‘\6)/ are full of
nvtrients and antioxidants which are.
good for us, whatever those are. So
ma)/be they are. like /\ea/‘rf)/ grenades.
If I were a doctor, I would lob them at
sick peop/e.

-Mr. Odd

Tripp picks up the guitar. Something good is happen-
ing. He can feel it in the guitar. He can feel it in the little
room. Strands of thought twine themselves together into
a decision in his mind. He’ll stop peregrinating and actu-
ally write words for a whole song of his own. If she can do
it, he can do it. The “Mr. Odd” song. He writes the title
in the center of the page and brainstorms everything he
can think of that has to do with it.

Then he plays the melody that has been bouncing
around in his brain lately and under his breath. He pulls
out the parts from his brainstorm that he likes and he

experiments.
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He sings:

I'm a graph without coordinates,

A shape without form,

Always deviating away from the norm.
Logic can’t fix what’s wrong with me.

I'm odd. I'm odd. I'm odd.
Indeed.

He laughs. It’s a start.

PracticE RooM HALLwAy; 11:56 A.M.

Lyla tiptoes past Practice Room A and listens. Annie’s
violin is loud and clear. Lyla shifts over to Practice Room
B and listens. Tripp is singing! She grins and leans in, her
ear close to the door.

Just after Lyla notices that Annie’s violin has stopped,
the sound of Annie’s shriek comes. The door to Room A
opens and Annie flies out.

“Lyla! I was coming to get you. My mom just texted
about Coles. You heard, didn’t you?”

In a flash, Lyla knows what must have happened. It’s
all over Annie’s face. Her mom must have texted her with
the news that Coles has accepted her application and wants
to schedule an audition. Annie must think that Lyla
received the same great news and was coming to find her.
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Annie grabs her in a hug.
The guitar playing in Practice Room B has stopped.

'”
.

“I knew we'd make it, Lyla!” She grabs Lyla again and
spins around, laughing. ‘

Lyla tries to steady herself, noticing the door to Prac-
tice Room B is open a crack.

“Isn’t it great’”” Annie says. “How come you’re not
smiling?”

“I'm in shock,” Lyla says. “Yeah, it’s great.” She forces

out a smile.

THE METRO; 4:43 P.M.

“I waited for you.” Benjamin Fick’s voice sounds like
he swallowed sandpaper.

“My bad,” Tripp says into the phone. “No offense, but
I will die if I get tutored.” There’s silence on the other
end, so Tripp adds, “Best of luck helping other math-
challenged people. Really.”

“Ms. Kettering knows you didn’t show,” Benjamin
says. “She said that if you don’t show again, she’ll call you
and your mom in for a conference.”

Tripp is in too good of a mood to let even this bring
him down. He smiles. “Tell Kettering that we're meeting
in the cafeteria because I like the smell of rancid meat.
I'll study on my own and boost my grades to make you
look good. It’s a win-win.”
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There is a moment of silence while Benjamin
considers becoming an accessory to this crime. “Fine,”
Benjamin says, and hangs up.

Fine is fine is fine, indeed.

104



L Z

OCTOBER 16. THURSDAY.

Practice RooMm B; 11:24 a.m.

Annie has been talking nonstop about Coles ever since
yesterday. Finally, Lyla’s time in the practice room arrives.
When she closes the door, the silence is so peaceful, it
makes her want to cry. She opens the guitar case and
smiles to see another letter. Tripp wants to hear her song.

She calls up the recording program on the computer
and plugs in the microphone. Last year, Ms. Peabody
taught her how to make a recording so that she could
analyze her progress on solos; she never thought she’d be
using it to record herself singing and playing the guitar.
She picks up the guitar and hits the record button and
then stares at the screen, not sure if she can really do it.
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Tripp might not like the song or the sound of her voice.
She takes a breath and tells herself that she is just going
to record it for herself, to hear what it sounds like. She
starts again. Halfway through, she makes her first mis-
take and stops. It takes three tries, but she finally gets
through it without making a noticeable mistake. Before
she has a chance to regret it, she searches the web for
Tripp Broody, finds his efriends page, and sends him a

message.

<To: Tripp Broody> October 16
[Attach: LittleRoomSong.MP3]

Hey Tripp, you wanted to hear my song, so |
recorded it and attached it.

She decides to add something else to the message, so
that it’s not just the song. That way, if he doesn’t like the
song, he’ll have something else to comment about.

BTW, did you hear Annie screaming yesterday?
We have been invited to audition for this school in
Boston called Coles Conservatory of Music. Great
music school. Grades 10-12. You live in dorms and
they have teachers for all the regular classes, like
math and science, but half the day is devoted to
music. If you go there, you basically know you’re
going to make it as a pro. Annie and | made this
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pact to apply, but now every time | think about it,
| get panicky. | don’t think | want to audition for it
anymore, but there’s no way | can get out of it.

—Ms. Even

Done.
She takes another breath and hits SEND.

Rockranp HAaLLway, 3:11 p.M.

Tripp’s afternoon classes crawl by. The thought of
doing homework and spending the evening listening to
the Termite drone makes him want to lie down in the
middle of the hallway and be trampled by the herds. Why
can’t the Winds of Fate blow something interesting in
his direction, he wonders, to prevent him from succumb-
ing to the slow death of boredom?

As soon as he is dismissed from his last class, he pulls
out his cell phone. He can’t quite believe what he’s see-
ing. There is a message in his efriends in-box: Lyla Marks
has sent him a song.

He’s desperate to hear it, but he doesn’t want the
noises of the hallway to compete. Quickly, he grabs his
books out of his locker and leaves.

He runs to the Metro, catches the subway headed
uptown, and settles in a seat. He adjusts his earbuds and

opens the MP3 file.
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This pure sound streams into his ears: the guitar
first, then Lyla’s voice dancing out neatly, line after
line.

Fill in the blank, it’s time for a test.

Soon as I'm done, it’s on to the next.

True or false, just choose the one that’s best,
Through the halls, I'm running out of breath.

But now I've got myself a little room to play,
Now I've got myself a little room to play,
All my worries fade away

As soon as I start to play.

Someone measures every step of mine,
A to B straight down the line.
Everybody’s waiting all the while.
I'm supposed to show up and smile.

But now ['ve got myself a little room to play,
Now I've got myself a little room to play,
All my worries fade away

As soon as I start to play.

Now no one’s watching me,
No one hears.
[ walk into the room

and I disappear.
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Why do I choose this way to follow?
All the answers are due tomorrow.
Everybody’s waiting all the while.
Maybe [ won’t show up and smile.

"Cause I've got myself a little room to play,
Now I've got myself a little room to play,

All my worries fade away . . . they fade away
As soon as I start to play.

As soon as Tripp gets home, he downloads Lyla’s MP3
to his laptop, puts on his headphones, and listens to it

again.

<To: Lyla Marks> October 16

Ms. Even: How do | describe your song? When |
was about eight, we were driving to this property
we have in the woods, and we were passing
through a small town, and this squirrel caught my
eye. We were at a stop sign and the squirrel was
on a telephone pole next to our car. As we started
going, it started running next to us ... just this
effortless, beautiful squirrel gallop along a tightrope
of telephone wire. When it reached the next pole,
and the next, it kept going, like it was keeping me
company. | wanted to tell my dad to look, but |
thought that might break the spell and the squirrel
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might stop. That’s how | felt when | listened to your
song. | loved it.—Mr. Odd

<To: Tripp Broody> October 16

That means a lot. Thanks. | want to hear one of

your songs.

Tripp looks at himself in the mirror. She wants to hear
one of his songs. What has he gotten himself into? He
can’t do this. He makes a face. Then he grabs a pencil
and holds it like a microphone. “I'm going to sing a song for
you,” he sings. Then he stops. “No, I'm not,” he says, and
chucks the pencil across the room. It bounces off the wall
and lands on his pillow. He sounds ridiculous. He can-
not do this. He goes back to his computer. Another
message pops up.

<To: Tripp Broody> October 16

Hey, what’s your cell number in case | need to

call....

She wants his cell number? Is she going to actually call
him sometime and expect him to be able to talk! He runs
his fingers through his hair. Then he sits down. No prob-
lem, he says to himself, just type in your number and hit SEND.
He takes a deep breath in, does it, and lets the breath
out. Why was that so scary?
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OCTOBER 17. FRIDAY.

Practice RooMm B 11:27 A.M.

Odd day. Tripp’s got the little room. From his pocket,
he pulls a list that he made and sets it on the music stand,

just in case.

Things to say if Ms. E actvally calls

foe_vb/asf)/ r/‘ug you ordered is in.

Have. yov ever had your appendix
removed?

How do yov think We.stern Civilization

will end?

He gets out his guitar and tries to concentrate. He
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wants to finish his song. He wants to have the guts to
record it for Lyla.

RockianD HaLLwAy; 3:14 P.M.

Lyla leans against her locker and looks at Tripp’s name
in her contact list. All she has to do is press CALL.

Funny. She can play all the right notes on the cello in
front of six Kennedy Center judges and she can’t get her
finger to press CALL. Send a text—that’ll be easier.

Hey, Mr. Odd. What're you doing?

She puts Tripp’s name in the “to” box and hits SEND
just as Annie screeches behind her.

“Did I just see Tripp Broody’s name?” Annie tries to
grab her phone.

“Don’t be so grabby.”

“You were sending him a text!”

“Is that illegal?” Lyla quickly pockets her phone.

“What'’s going on with you and Tripp Broody?”

“Nothing.” She turns and busies herself putting
folders she doesn’t need into her backpack. “He asked
about a math assignment.”

“Why?

Lyla stands up and closes her locker. “We ran into
each other in the hall and —I don’t know —he asked me
about math and I said I'll text you.”
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“So you're best friends with Tripp Broody!”

“I've had a total of one conversation. Stop making
such a big deal about it.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Promise you're not going to hang out with him.”

“Okay. Okay.”

“Good. Okay. What are you doing tonight? Hot date
with Tripp? Just kidding. My mom said since we have to
be back at school at seven, you can just stay for dinner.”

“What?”

“We'll practice all our music and then we can make
the poster and eat dinner. Then my mom can take us
back for the bake sale.”

“I forgot about that.”

“What do you mean you forgot!”

“I mean I forgot.”

“We get beaucoup community service points for this.
What's wrong with you, Lyla? Our poster has to be better
than Marisse’s. We're voting for president next week.”
Annie’s phone buzzes. “My mom is in the parking lot.
Come on.”

“T'll meet you down there. I left my science notebook
in Sanders’s room. [ have to run and get it.”

Annie shakes her head. “You're officially losing your
mind. Hurry up.”
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Lyla heads toward the science hallway, turning to
watch Annie run in the opposite direction. When
Annie is out of sight, she opens her phone. He has texted

back.

Tripp/hi even. i'm texting you.
Lyla/no way.
Tripp/ok. I’'m not.

Lyla presses caLL. He doesn’t answer.

She ends the call.

Three seconds later her phone rings.

“Hi,” she says, and winces. Kind of a lame way to
start.

“This is Broody’s Rug and Carpet. That blasty rug you
ordered is ready for pickup.”

She laughs.

“That’s my opening line,” he says. “I worked on that
all night.”

“ like it. Hey, did you really like my song?” She winces
again. Why did she ask that? It sounds like she’s trying to
get a compliment.

“Indeed,” he says.

She smiles, her mouth making a little sound, and she
wonders if he heard it. “Now it’s your turn to do a song,”
she says quickly.

“I'm a formless meanderer.”

“Lame excuse.”
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“I don’t sing.”

“Liar. I heard you.”

“When?”

“Wednesday. Practice room.”

“What! Were you spying? I was NOT singing.”

“You were humming along. Jacoby does that when
he’s into it.”

“Are you stalking me?”

“You have a good voice. You sound like hot choco-
late.”

“Your ear cilia aren’t working.”

“Ha.”

“I sound like a wounded aardvark.”

“I had an aardvark when I was young!”

“You have got to be kidding.”

“Not a real one. A small fuzzy one. It had big ears. My
mom brought it back for me from some trip she took.”

“Most kids have teddy bears. Having an aardvark is so
odd ... it's actually. .. uneven.”

She laughs. “I don’t know what ever happened to it. I
loved that aardvark. What does an aardvark sound like
anyway?”

“Like me trying to sing.”

“You’re not an aardvark; you're a chicken.”

“You are insulting my aardvarkian ancestors.”

She laughs again. “Where are you?”

“Outside on the wall by the maple tree. Where are

you?”
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“Science hallway.”

“Are you coming out!” He sounds nervous.
“I have to meet Annie.”

“Okay. Talk to you later —”

“Wait. When can I pick up my blasty rug?”
He laughs.

“I want to hear your song soon,” she adds.

14 Okay. ”»

Trirr’s HousE; 6:33 p.M.

Tripp is standing at the kitchen sink, eating leftover
Chinese food out of the carton. Soy sauce spills onto the
counter, and his mom wipes it up.

She tosses the sponge in the sink and carries a basket
filled with small bottles of sparkling water to the dining
room and sets it next to a plate of brownies.

“What are you going to do tonight!” She comes back
into the kitchen and pulls the coffeepot out of the
coffeemaker.

“Well, if I had my guitar . . .” He looks out the
window. The sun is setting. The sky is drained of color,
with only a hint of orange at the horizon. He wants to
finish his song and practice it a thousand times until it’s
good enough to record.

She rolls her eyes. “Please don’t start this now, Tripp.”

He puts down his fork. “I have gone forty-six days
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without it. [ am forty-six times closer to insanity.”

She fills up the pot and pours it into the coffeemaker.
“You can’t see it, but that guitar has been nothing but
trouble.”

“What?”

“It was okay at first, but then you started isolating
yourself. Every day after school. All day Saturday and
Sunday—"

“I had nothing else to do. Josh moved away.”

“Exactly. You should have been out making new
friends. And then your grades started sliding and they've
been downhill ever since. You have been using it to waste
your time when —"

“Just because you don’t value music doesn’t mean I
shouldn’t be able to play. I don’t tell you that I think
you're wasting your time on whatever it is you're doing
tonight.”

She groans. “This is called duty.” She flips on the
coffeemaker and grabs a stack of small white napkins.
“Susan signed me up to be chairperson for the Slater
Creek Parkway Cleanup Committee, and I’'m too nice to
back out, so I'm hosting the meeting.” She walks the
napkins into the dining room and calls back. “And I do
value music.”

He feels a pang of guilt about the cleanup committee,
but it is quickly replaced by anger. “You do not.”

She storms back into the kitchen, hand on her hip.
“You think 'm a monster.”
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He grabs his coat and walks past her to the front door.

“What are you doing?” she asks.

“Bike ride,” he says.

“No way.”

“ finished my homework.”

“It’s dark—"

“I have a light.” He opens the front door just as a
woman is about to knock.

“Cindy!” his mom chirps. “Welcome, welcome!”

“Hi, Terry!” the woman chirps back. “Oh my Lord, is
this Tripp? You've grown!”

“Indeed,” Tripp says. “Miraculously, the local termites
have not stunted my growth.”

The woman’s laugh has a hollow ring.

“I'm going for a ride on Slater Creek Parkway,” he
adds. “As a user of the bike path, I thank you in advance
for your committee’s cleanup efforts.”

The woman thinks this is hilarious.

His mom fakes a smile and calls out: “Be careful and
wear your helmet, Tripp.”

In the cool air, Tripp rides to the parkway, a road that
follows a narrow creek with a thin strip of woods on
either side. He breathes in the muddy smell of the creek
and the woods, a rich smell that reminds him of his dad,
and his throat closes. A thought emerges: I wish it had
been Mom instead of Dad. As soon as he thinks it, he fears
lightning will strike. It’s horrible, but true.

As he coasts down a hill, he sees a young deer in the
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grassy area between the picnic tables and small parking
lot, her head bent, nibbling the grass.

Tripp holds his breath and starts to brake. Farther
beyond the deer, he sees an approaching car on the road.
The deer raises her head, the patch of fur at her neck so
white, and she looks right at Tripp. Her ears twitch.
“Please don’t be spooked,” Tripp whispers.

The deer bolts away from Tripp and leaps onto the
road. The car screeches and swerves. Tripp sees the flash
of the deer’s tail as she makes it to the other side and
disappears into the shadows of someone’s backyard. The
car passes by, and the road is quiet again.

Tripp’s heart is pounding. He stands for a long min-
ute, straddling his bike, feeling like he is the one who just
escaped being hit. He wants to call Lyla and tell her what
just happened, talk to her about how sad it is when you
see a deer in such a crowded area because they have no
place to go. He has this feeling that she would under-
stand, but what if she thought it was strange that he
called out of the blue? He rides on and, when he gets to
the stoplight, turns onto the busy street. The pawnshop
is just five blocks up; the guitar he noticed the last time
he passed is still in the window, propped against an ugly
green chair. After he locks up his bike, he walks in and
asks the big bald guy behind the counter if he can see the
guitar.

“You just want to play it or are you actually interested
in buying?” the guy asks, without moving.
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“I'm interested in buying,” Tripp says.
The guy gets it for him, and Tripp plays until the
guy says it's closing time already and he gets kicked

out.
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L Z

OCTOBER 18. SATURDAY.

BaNK oF AMERICA; 10:01 A.M.

Tripp walks into the Bank of America and looks
around. He has been to the bank only two or three times
his entire life, and he’s not entirely sure how it works.
Four people are waiting in line to see one of the three
women who are sitting behind windows. Tripp joins the
line, pulling out the black book that has his account
number and deposit and withdrawal forms. While he
waits for his turn, his phone buzzes and he grins.

Lyla/Hey what’s up?
Lyla texting out of the blue. Nice surprise indeed.
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Tripp/I'm at the bank.

Lyla/Robbing it?

Tripp/taking out money | saved. gonna buy a guitar.

Lyla/Cool! Hey how did you learn to play if you
don’t have one?

Tripp/1 have one but my mom confiscated it.

Lyla/harsh

Tripp/she locked it in a closet at her store.

Lyla/steal it back

Tripp/honking lock on it.

Lyla/wait. won’t your mom be mad if you buy one?

Tripp/beds are meant to hide things under

Lyla/Good luck with that. | gotta go. I’'m on a break
at MYO rehearsal.

Tripp/What’s MYO? The Merry Yogurt Organization?

Lyla/Metz Youth Orchestra. Bye.

“Next,” the woman on the end says.

He steps up, slips the form under the glass partition,
and smiles.

“Photo ID,” the teller says.

Tripp wasn’t expecting that. He pulls his school ID
out of his pocket while she looks at the form and taps
something into the computer. After a moment, she
slips the form back to him. “Sorry, I can’t process this.
It's a minor account and the custodian” —she checks
the screen — “Terry Broody, has essentially placed a freeze
on it.”
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“A freeze!”

“You can’t withdraw funds without her signature.”

“She can’t do that. It’s my money.”

“The way the account is set up, she can. Sorry.” She
gives him a fake smile. She isn’t sorry at all.

He leaves and rides back home.

Depressed, he opens up the desk drawer in the kitchen
and slips his black book back in. Her checkbook catches
his eye. He takes it and hides it in the back of the freezer,
underneath a bag of frozen lima beans. If she can freeze
his account, he can freeze hers.

Trirr’s RooMm; 12:47 p.M.

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

| couldn’t get a guitar. My mom froze my bank
account. I'm beyond mad.—Mr. Odd

<To: Tripp Broody> October 18

I’'m so sorry! Maybe you should write a song

about it.

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

Ode to Rage. IF | HAD MY GUITAR I'D BE
FINE.
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<To: Tripp Broody> October 18

You know how in that note you said, tell your
parents you want to take a break from the cello?
Well, there’s only my dad. My mom died when |
was six. She was a cellist and she performed all
over the world and she was on a flight going from
one country to another and something went wrong
and the airplane went down in the ocean. It was
weird—there wasn’t room on that flight for her celio
because of some mix-up and she had agreed to
have it sent on the next flight. | remember my dad
crying when the cello was delivered.

When | got older | thought the fact that the cello
survived was like a sign that | was supposed to play
it. When you and | first started exchanging notes,
| thought we had nothing in common, but we are
sort of living parallel lives. We both have one parent,
and we both don’t have any brothers or sisters, and
we both feel pressured even though it’s in different
ways.

| think your mom is insane to take away the one
thing that makes you feel sane. Why don’t they get
it? It’s like the blasty rug. Okay. This is ridiculously
long.—Ms. Even

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

It is weird how we have so much in common. One
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day you had a mom and the next day you didn't.
Same with me. One day he was my normal dad and
then a blood vessel inside his brain exploded and he
was dead. Sometimes | look at myself in the mirror
and imagine my brain exploding. Do you ever have
morbid thoughts?

<To: Tripp Broody> October 18

Sometimes | imagine my cello exploding. And
sometimes | look at myself in the mirror, and my

own face looks like a mask to me.

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

When | ride the Metro, and it goes under, | stare at
my reflection in the window and it’s like a dark ghost
version of me is whooshing along at the exact same
speed outside the train. And it’s like, “Who are you?”

Okay, here’s something else weird about me.

You know how | said that the kid (Henry) had a
connection with the blasty rug, like he was hearing
the rug’s vibe and humming along with it? Well, |
have a Vibe Theory. Ever since | can remember, I've
felt like everything has a vibe, which | could sense.
Inanimate things, like socks and pencils and stuff.
Hard to explain, but | would look at a bunch of
pencils and one would call out to me, “Pick me! I'm

the happy pencil!”
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<To: Tripp Broody> October 18

That’s funny. I've always tried to hear things that
I shouldn’t be able to hear. You know how dogs can
hear a high-pitched whistle and we can’t? Annie just
reminded me how | thought | could hear my bones
grow in the fifth grade. Speaking of hearing things
... Did you write a song? If so, | could come to the
practice room at lunch tomorrow and you could play

it for me. Okie-dokie?

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

I did write a song, but no okie-dokie on coming
to the practice room. I'm not good at in-person
stuff.

<To: Tripp Broody> October 18

Bawk bawk.

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

I’'m not a chicken. I'm an aardvark. Remember?
I’'m just finishing the lyrics. | haven’t even had a

chance to play it with guitar.

<To: Tripp Broody> October 18

Okay. Monday is an even day. You can have the

126



practice room at lunch, but you have to record your
song and send me the MP3.

<To: Lyla Marks> October 18

Deal.
He can’t believe he has just agreed to record and send
his song. Tripp steps away from the computer and looks

at himself in the mirror to confirm the truth: Yes, he
looks absolutely insane.
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OCTOBER 19. SUNDAY.

TrirP’s RooMm; 7:13 P.M.

Tripp is singing when his mom walks in with a plate of
warm brownies.

“Were you singing?” she asks.

“Are those brownies?” A deft subject change.

“Superchunk chocolate.” She smiles, obviously un-
aware of the fact that her checkbook is currently on ice.
“I thought you might need something to keep you going,”
she says. “Your Intro to Tech teacher finally put up the
review sheet on Edline. And there’s a new physics work-
sheet posted. How’s that unit going?”

Fie, villain! I see right through your wily ways, he thinks.
Mere melted chocolate will not warm my heart toward the
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tedious task ahead. Nor will it warm my heart toward you,
O Termite in Residence.

She hands him the plate. He is craving a scoop of
vanilla ice cream for the warm brownies, but he doesn’t
dare bring attention to the freezer, where the checkbook
is hidden. He breaks a brownie in half and stuffs it into
his mouth.

“How are your tutor sessions going!”

Pang of guilt. He chews and swallows. “Well, Benjamin
Fick is certainly a nice young man,” he says.

“That tone.” She shakes her head. “There is no need
for sarcasm. He’s probably nice.”

“Indeed. Sarcasm is the enemy of the people.”

His mom sighs and starts to leave. “By the way, have
you seen my checkbook?”

Superchunk pang of guilt. “I am not allowed to bank.
[ believe that includes writing checks.”

Her glance is full of suspicion. “It was right where I
always keep it.”

Tripp shrugs, mouth full.

You scream. I scream. We all scream for frozen things.
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OCTOBER 20. MONDAY.

Practice RooMm Bj 11:23 A.M.

How odd it feels to be going to the little room on an
even day. Patricia Kent arrives at Room A just as Tripp is
opening the door to B.

“Lyla Marks has that room,” she says.

“I know. She’s letting me use it for today.”

Patricia gives him a strange look, so he adds: “It’s all
good” and a smile.

Once he’s inside, he pulls his lyrics from his pocket, sets
them on the music stand, and gets out the guitar. Scratched
into the back near the top are two words: Just sing.

He laughs. Lyla Marks snuck in before orchestra and
defaced school property. For him.
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He sings and plays, and he even likes the way it

sounds.

Woke up today, saw my face in the mirror.
Evyes don'’t lie, message is clear.
I can hear it. I can see it. I can say it.

I'm odd.

I'm a graph without coordinates, a shape without form,
Always deviating away from the norm.

Logic can’t fix what’s wrong with me.

I'm odd. I'm odd. I'm odd. Indeed.

I've got superhuman cilia in my ear,

Which gives me the ability to hear the fears

And lies that people hide behind, and what’s more,

I can hear which crayon’s happy in a box of sixty-four.

I'm a graph without coordinates, a shape without form,
Always deviating away from the norm.
Logic can’t fix what’s wrong with me.

I'm odd. I'm odd. I'm odd. Indeed.

But when he turns on the recorder, he can’t seem to
get a line out without making a mistake. The period ends
before he has anything worth saving. He is a failure.

After turning down the main hallway, he sees Lyla
with a group of friends walking in his direction. Urgent
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need for a plan. What if she says hi? What if she doesn’t?
What if she asks about the recording?

A few feet away, a drinking fountain calls to him. He
races over, grateful to have something else to steer toward.
The group of girls walks by, and he is just about to breathe
and continue on to class, when he hears Lyla’s voice. “I'll
catch up in a minute!” She steps out of the group and
walks over to the fountain. His feet have frozen, but his
face is hot. “Excuse me,” she says without really looking
at him. As he moves aside, she slips a note on top of his
notebook and bends over to get a drink. Then she’s gone.

He ducks into the nearest bathroom and reads it.

Dear Mr. Odd,

Okay. T admit it. T snuck by the practice
room and listened in at the door again, hoping
youd be singing your song. And you were! Fun
song, indeed! T love everything about it. Plus you
can sing. T kaew it

—Ms. Even
PS. Teach me some chords or someﬂwfﬂg. T

want to leam more.

Tripp looks at himself in the mirror and grins.

To the One Who Spies on Unsuspecting
Aardvarks,

I should be. pa)/ing attention in
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science, but I'd rather write you a
letter. You shovld be ashamed for
sp)/ing. But thank yov for sa ing yov
liked my sorg. When 1 tried to record
it, I choked.

Maybe. if yov want to learn more.
about p/a)/ing guitar, yov shovld start
with the 12-bar bles becovse it's easy
and it's the basis of a lot of sorgs. I
learned all about the different blues
progressions off the Internet. Once. yov
learn the basic chord progression, yov
can p/a)/ it in any Ke)/. The easiest ke
to start with is probab/)/ E. So here's a
chord /Orogression:

E-F-E-E7
A7-A7-E-E
B7-A7-E-E

-0Odd

P.S. Since yov gave vp the [ittle. room
today, yov can vse it tormorrow. Write. a
blues sorg. You can mix vp the. chords,
vse less, use more., whatever.

When the bell rings, he hurries to Lyla’s locker and
slips in the note.
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LyiLA’s Room; 7:16 p.m.

<To: Tripp Broody> October 20

Dear Odd,

| would have replied right away, but after school |
had to practice. Thanks for the tips and the offer to
have the room, but Annie is in Room A on odd days.
If she knew we traded days, she’d want me and you
to switch so that I'd always have the little room on
odd days, and to be honest, | am kind of enjoying a
break from Annie. That sounds horrible. | feel guilty
about it, but it’s true.—Even

<To: Lyla Marks> October 20

Okay, twist my arm. I'll take the little room two
days in a row. I'll try to find a way to make it up to
you. Stop feeling guilty about everything. It’s okay
to want a break from Annie.—Odd

<To: Tripp Broody> October 20

Stop feeling guilty? Okay. The next song | write
will be “The Guilt Song.” I'm like the murderer in
“The Tell-Tale Heart”—when I'm feeling guilty or
panicky, my heart pounds like that. Boom. Boom.

—Ms. Even
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<To: Lyla Marks> October 20

Dear Ms. Even: How fascinating that you can
relate to the murderer in “Tell-Tale Heart.” If | hear
any boom booms coming from the floor in the room,
I'll rip up the boards in search of a still-beating
heart. | like the idea of “The Guilt Song.” Maybe a
boom boom beat. | have massive quantities of guilt.
I'll write one, too, and we’ll see who finishes first. My
problem is that | tend to have ideas throughout the

day instead of when | sit down to write.—Odd

<To: Tripp Broody> October 20

You need a notebook you can keep in your

pocket.—Ms. Even
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