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            Dedication

            For every person who has been made to feel small. May you find the courage to make your own joyful noise, for the song of your soul is worthy of being heard.

        
    

  
      
        
            Peter's Joyful Noise

            By Kendall Suluk

        
        Peter loved the word ‘talent.’ It sounded like a popped bubble or a secret wish. When the principal, Mr. Gable, announced the annual school talent show in the noisy gym, Peter felt a fizz of excitement in his chest. This was it. This was his year.


His best friend, George, was going to do a magic trick. “I’m going to make my dad’s lucky quarter disappear,” George whispered to Peter as they walked back to class. “What are you gonna do?”


Peter shrugged, but inside his head, a hundred ideas were bouncing around like super balls. He could tell jokes. But what if no one laughed? He could do a wild dance. But his feet always got tangled up, and he usually ended up looking like a flamingo trying to escape a paper bag. He could sing. He stood in front of the bathroom mirror that night and sang his favorite song from the radio. He sounded less like a pop star and more like a sad frog. No, singing was out.


He needed something different. Something special. Something loud.


The idea came the next evening. His mom was making her famous spaghetti, and the kitchen was full of steam and the wonderful smell of garlic. Peter was setting the table when his elbow bumped a stack of pot lids. They went skittering across the floor with a magnificent, crashing, shivering CLANG-G-G-G-G!


His little sister, Judy, covered her ears. “Peter!”


But Peter didn't hear her. He was staring at the lids, a huge grin spreading across his face. The sound was still ringing in the air. It wasn't just noise. It was music.


“That’s it,” he said, his eyes wide. “A one-man band.”


For the next week, the house was filled with Peter’s joyful noise. The kitchen became his workshop. He found his instruments everywhere. The giant soup pot, when turned upside down, made a deep, booming BOM! It was the heart of his band. Two shiny saucepan lids were his cymbals, crashing together with a sound that made the cat jump. He taped a handful of dried beans inside a small metal box, and it became a shaker. Chicka-chicka-chicka.


His greatest invention was his helmet. He took the metal colander, the one with all the little holes, and put it on his head. Then he found two wooden spoons. He could play a fast little beat right on his own head. Tappity-tap-tappity-TANG!


He called his song “The Kitchen Crash.” It didn’t have words. It didn’t need them. It was a song you felt in your feet and in your teeth. He’d start with a slow BOM… BOM… on the big pot. Then he’d bring in the lids with a mighty CRASH! He’d shake the bean box, tap his colander helmet, and soon the whole kitchen would be filled with his clanging, banging, happy rhythm.


Judy would peek around the door, her hands over her ears but a giggle on her lips. His dad would look up from his newspaper, a small smile playing on his face, and give Peter a slow, serious nod.


His mom would just shake her head. “Well, Peter,” she’d say, pouring him a glass of juice after a long practice. “No one can say it isn’t you.”


Peter knew what she meant. It was him. All of it. The loud, the messy, the different. It was his own special kind of music. He couldn’t wait to share it.


The day of the talent show arrived with a sky as gray as a dirty sock, but Peter felt full of sunshine. He couldn't eat his toast. A whole team of butterflies was doing flips and cartwheels in his stomach. He carefully packed his instruments into a big cardboard box. The pot went in first, then the lids wrapped in a towel so they wouldn’t clang too much on the way to school. He put the colander on his head right then and there. It was his crown.


Backstage felt like a different world. It was dark and smelled of dust and old paint. A girl in a pink tutu with more sparkles than a disco ball was stretching in a corner. George was nervously shuffling a deck of cards, dropping them all over the floor. Peter saw singers and dancers and a boy with a violin. No one else had a cardboard box full of kitchen things.


For a second, the butterflies in his stomach stopped doing flips and started doing karate chops. He felt a hot prickle of worry. Was his idea silly? He looked down at his wooden spoons. He thought of the deep BOM of his soup pot. No. It wasn’t silly. It was his.


“And now,” boomed Mr. Gable’s voice from the stage, “put your hands together for Peter and his incredible one-man band!”


Peter took a deep breath. He picked up his box and walked out into the light.


The stage lights were so bright they felt hot on his face. He blinked, but he couldn't see anyone in the audience. It was just a big, dark space full of shadows and quiet coughs. He knelt and began to set up his instruments. He placed the big pot in the center. He put the saucepan lids on either side. He set his bean shaker down next to his knee. Finally, he checked to make sure his colander helmet was on straight. He stood up, a wooden spoon in each hand. He was ready.


He took one more deep breath and hit the pot.


Thud.


It wasn't the big, booming BOM! he was used to. In the huge school auditorium, the sound was small and flat. It was the sound of a spoon hitting a pot. Nothing more.


Peter frowned. He tried again, hitting it harder. Thud. Thud. He crashed the lids together. Instead of a mighty CLANG, they made a sharp, painful SHRIEK that echoed in the big room. The sounds were all wrong. They weren't friendly and fun like they were in his kitchen. Out here, they were just… noise. A messy, ugly crash.


His plan felt like it was melting under the hot lights. He started to panic. He played faster, trying to find the rhythm of his song, “The Kitchen Crash.” He hit the pot, crashed the lids, shook the bean box, and tapped his head with the spoons. Thud-SHRIEK-chicka-tappity-THUD!


That’s when he heard the first laugh.


It was just one person, a little titter from the darkness. Peter’s hands faltered. He tried to keep going, to play through it. Maybe they just weren’t used to it yet. He played even louder, hoping the power of his music would win them over.


But the opposite happened. The one laugh was joined by another, then another. A small wave of giggles rippled through the audience. Then it became a full, rolling wave of laughter. It wasn't the happy, shared laughter he had hoped for. This was different. This was the kind of laughter that felt sharp, like little stones being thrown at him.


His eyes were getting used to the light now, and he could see faces in the front rows. He saw Michael from his math class pointing at him. He saw a group of older kids holding their stomachs, their shoulders shaking as they laughed. They weren't laughing with him. They were laughing at him. At his pot. At his lids. At his colander helmet.


Peter’s face felt like it was on fire. A hot, red blush crawled up his neck and burned his cheeks. His heart, which had been beating with excitement just a minute ago, now felt like a heavy stone in his chest. The wooden spoons suddenly felt heavy and stupid in his hands.


He stopped.


The spoons slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the stage floor. The small noise was swallowed by the big sound of the audience's laughter.


He couldn't look at them. He couldn’t breathe. He just turned and ran. He didn't even grab his pot. He ran past the sparkly tutu girl, whose mouth was open in a little ‘o’ of surprise. He ran past Mr. Gable, who reached out a hand to stop him. He ran until he found the darkest, quietest place he could: the dusty, forgotten space behind the heavy red velvet curtains.


He curled into a tight ball, hugging his knees to his chest. The laughter from the auditorium was muffled now, but he could still hear it inside his head. He squeezed his eyes shut and wished he could become invisible.


He heard soft footsteps on the dusty floorboards. The curtain moved, letting in a slice of light. Peter didn't look up.


“That was quite a loud song, Peter.”


It was Ms. Melody, his music teacher. Her voice was gentle. She didn't sound mad. She didn't sound like she was going
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