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            Dedication

            For all who tirelessly champion the inherent worth of every individual, and for those who believe that true dignity is found in the opportunity to fulfill one's potential. May this story be a gentle reminder that a humane level of health care, education, income, and security are the foundational notes upon which every life's beautiful melody can steadily unfold.
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        Sarah loved the tuba. It was a big, shiny, golden beast, much taller than she was when it stood on its end. Sarah was a quiet girl, ten years old, with soft brown hair that always fell into her eyes. She liked to sit in the back of the class, watching the clouds outside the window. But when she picked up her tuba, she felt a different kind of quiet – a deep, rumbling hum that started in her chest and filled the whole room. She wasn't very good yet. Sometimes the notes came out wobbly, like a lost cow. Sometimes they sounded like a giant sigh. But she loved the feeling of the brass against her lips, the way her breath made such a big sound. It was a secret, happy feeling she kept mostly to herself.


Her friends, Johnny and Ubluriaq, didn't get it. They were always talking about soccer practice or the new video game levels they’d beaten.


"Why do you play that big horn, Sarah?" Johnny asked one afternoon, kicking at a pebble in the schoolyard.


Ubluriaq nodded, her ponytail bouncing. "It's so heavy! And band isn't really... you know... cool."


Sarah's cheeks grew warm. She tried to explain. "It's not just a big horn. It makes the low notes. It holds the whole song up."


But her words felt small and weak next to their bright, quick talk about goals and high scores. They just shrugged, and the talk moved on to the next exciting thing. Sarah felt a little sting, a tiny crack in her happy tuba feeling. She wished they could see what she saw in the shiny, round bells of her instrument.


It wasn't just her friends. Her older brother, Joey, made it even harder. Joey was thirteen, tall and athletic, always laughing loudly with his own friends. One evening at dinner, Sarah was telling her mom about a new song the band was learning.


"It has a really important tuba part," she said, her voice a little brighter than usual.


Joey snorted from across the table. "Important? You just make a 'oom-pah' sound, Sarah. It's not important. It's a waste of time. Why don't you try out for the soccer team? Or learn to play something cool, like electric guitar?"


Sarah’s fork clattered against her plate. Her face felt hot. She wanted to argue, to tell him that the 'oom-pah' was the backbone, the steady beat. But Joey just went back to talking about his baseball game, as if her feelings didn't matter at all.


After that, the happy feeling started to get smaller and smaller. Sarah would walk to band practice, her tuba case bumping heavily against her leg, and feel a knot of worry in her stomach. What if Joey was right? What if it was a waste of time? She wasn't the best player. The trumpet players made bright, exciting sounds. The flutes chirped like happy birds. Her tuba just rumbled. Sometimes, when she played a wrong note, a little shiver of embarrassment would run through her. She started to think about quitting. Maybe she could tell Mr. Jones she was too busy. Maybe she could just stop going. The thought made her stomach feel hollow, but it also felt like a way out, a way to stop feeling so silly and out of place.


One Tuesday afternoon, after a particularly wobbly practice, Sarah was the last one left in the band room. The air smelled of old dust and brass polish. The chairs were stacked, the music stands put away. Sunlight slanted through the tall windows, making long, golden stripes on the wooden floor. Her tuba sat in its open case, looking like a giant, sleeping slug. Sarah slowly took out the mouthpiece, a small, silver cup that felt cool against her fingers. She put it in its velvet bag, then carefully lowered the big instrument into its dark case. Her movements were slow, sad. She had decided. This was it. She would tell Mr. Jones tomorrow. No more heavy tuba case. No more wobbly notes. Just quiet, like always. A tear, hot and quick, slipped down her cheek. She wiped it away fast, hoping no one would see.


Just as she snapped the latches shut on the tuba case, a soft voice broke the quiet. "Sarah? Still here?" Mr. Jones, the band teacher, stood in the doorway. He had kind eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and his sweater always looked a little rumpled, like a friendly old dog. He didn't look mad that she was late. He just looked... interested. He walked over slowly, his soft shoes making no sound on the floor. He sat on a nearby stool, not too close, not too far.


"That's a fine instrument," he said, looking at her tuba case. "You know, not many kids pick the tuba. It's a special choice. Tell me, Sarah, why do you love it so much?"


Sarah was surprised. No one had ever asked her that before, not really. They just asked why she played it, as if it were a strange hobby, like collecting stamps. But Mr. Jones asked why she loved it. She looked down at her hands, twisting her fingers together. It was hard to put into words.


"Well," she started, her voice a whisper, "it's... it's big. And it makes a really deep sound. Not like the trumpets, all loud and high. Or the flutes, like little birds." She paused, searching for the right words. "It's like... it's like a root. Or a strong wall. It makes the whole song stand up. Like the last note, the one that holds everything together." She looked up, her brown eyes wide. "It's not the fancy part, maybe. But it's important. It makes the whole song sound... full."


Mr. Jones didn't laugh. He didn't even smile in a teasing way. He just listened, his head tilted a little, his kind eyes fixed on her. He
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