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“Music lights up my life like nothing else can do...” 

Song by Lyric

LYRIC WONDERED IF SHE felt music more than most. This could have been a complete misconception but in her mind that never stopped spinning tracks, she found that she often spoke in line and verse, and always thought that way even in the quietest introspections, beats lived. Those were where the rock ballads took up space. Everywhere else she rented out space to metal.

She watched for heads up to catch eyes, knowing that one way she could build her friend circle was to at least gain eye contact, but most of her classmates had heads down staring at the heels in front of them as to not catch a shoe. She stood by her locker and watched the robotic movements of hallway walk and wondered why they didn’t want to glide, step, glide, step their way to the bus lot. Instead, they marched their way, scurrying like little ants, without recognizing their movements even had a way to be unique, just like their styles. They colored their hair pink and used a bottle of hairspray a day but they couldn’t glide, step?

“Lyric! Hey, Lyric. Wait up.”

Lyric stood still and found the command to be strange for one leaning by a locker holding it up as she observed the world and picked up the melody of the crunch of paper under feet, the swoosh of wind from a passerby, and the sound of the buzzing of the overhead fluorescent lights. 

“Hey, Jonah. You see I’m composing. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I figured as much. That’s why I was telling you to wait for me. I want to try it, too.”

Of all the students at Lake End High, Lyric found the most peace with Jonah. 

“Call it when you hear it.”

Lyric was training Jonah to zero in on the noises around him without closing his eyes to do it. Sometimes the filter helped to ease into the sounds, but for Lyric, she found she connected to the color of the thing and that might be what made the sound more vibrant in her mind. 

“Locker slam to the right like a cymbal. Door swinging in the bathroom stall, creaking two down.” He paused. “You know they should fix that sound. It lets everyone know when you are about to take care of your business. It’s so annoying.”

“Never. It’s the eerie noise a house makes when it tries to wake up.”

Jonah laughed. “Only you would say something like that, Lyric. Do you want to hang out after school? We’re headed to the library for a study session. I want to tackle this project early so I can get my grade up in Social Studies." 

“Who is we?”

“Josh, Lucas, and me.”

“Nah. I’m the odd girl out. You guys go ahead. I’m waiting for something." 

“Something or someone?” 

Jonah’s eyes narrowed. Lyric saw the flash of it and recognized it right away. Oh, no. Not the like gaze. She was a keen observer with an ability to break down a note, a composition, a spark of jealousy, or a look of like. This was the look of like. Jonah would mess this up for her. The only person she found she could step in with and be herself around was now turning out to be a complication. Junior year was tough enough on its own without having to deal with the pressure of the look of like.

Her cheeks burned and she tried to focus on the sound of clinking metal on metal further down the hallway. “I’m waiting for something at home, thank you very much. I’m just waiting for the hall to clear before I leave.”

Lyric wished she could have said someone, but that would have been a lie. Jonah should have known better. She talked to no other guys except him. 

“Are you waiting on the next line? I loved the last one. Piece of string tied to hearts. Don’t release we are about to start...”

“I’ve reworked that line. Maybe the song will finish singing in me. If it does, I’ll show you tomorrow.”

“Can I guess who you might write it for?”

Josh interrupted his flirtatious remark. He had his baseball equipment bag swinging behind him, knocking into everyone as he walked by. Metal bat against the locker. The sound identified. 

“Give me room. I’ve got practice people. Can’t you see me?”

How could they miss him? He was over six feet tall and loved to brag about it.

“Hey, Josh. I thought we were studying today?”

“Did you really forget that it’s smack in the middle of baseball season?”

“I knew picking you as a partner was a disaster in the making.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, brother. I’ve got you.”

“Does that mean I’m doing all the work?”

Lyric said, “Isn’t it obvious.”

She turned her head before smacking out another quick lash of her tongue. Josh always used people, for everything, but somehow Jonah found a reason to hang out with him. 

“So, I’ve heard that Janie was getting kicked out. Is that true?”

He used people and gossiped. So likable, this one. The hallway started to trickle down to a manageable stream, and Lyric could move. She’d get the truth from Janie herself later. Not from some second-hand report that would have fillers without good intent. 

Jonah called out, “Hey, I’ll call you later.”

Lyric waved in reply as she walked away. She could hear the subject change to her, and Josh asked what was up between the two of them. If only Josh could find his own girl, he’d get out of everyone else’s business. But then, she’d pity the girl.

She saw her mom pull into the circle drive. Time flowed in tick-tock patterns separately for Seraphine Harper as it did for the rest of the world because her on time was always late, yet she claimed she was on the dime. Lyric watched as her Mother’s fingers drummed the steering wheel and by the looks of it, the guitar solo was blaring.

Lyric slid into the hot seat and fumbled with the seatbelt as the next song started to transition. They only lived two blocks from her school, and technically she was about two blocks from everything in the town. Her mother refused to allow her to walk or ride the bus, heaven forbid. Lyric would’ve loved the time to scrape over concrete with the soles of her Converse, recording bird calls in her mind for a way a violin string might hit at the start of a chorus. Instead, the speakers blasted the new hit, “Turn up the Radio," and it was loud enough for everyone walking down the street to hear.

Her mom smacked her watermelon Bubblicious. She could smell it before seeing the half-empty pack in the drink holder. 

Seraphine Harper slid out words smooth as a sweet, pink bubble. “You got it today.”

Her heart raced. “Did you bring it?”

“No, it’s on the table. The suspense is half of the excitement.”

Lyric glanced out the window and watched the turn from the lot out onto the street lined with Elms. She wanted to roll down the window and scream to no one in particular and everyone all at the same time. The urge to do it was so overpowering that by the sheer force of adrenaline alone, she did just that.

“I got the letter today! The letter came today!”

Francine and Maddy turned their head and nose up at the same time. They color coordinated their outfits on a Monday through Friday basis, which Lyric found to be the absolute most horrendous thing to do. Gabe stopped pedaling his Husky long enough to look at her like she was insane, then went about his way. Lyric knew he was traveling to the pharmacy to help his dad with the counter shelf stocking.

Routines. So many monotonous tones in a world filled with possibility. And that letter would open that right up to her. Well, not the letter itself, mind you, but the answer enclosed in the letter waiting for her on the kitchen table that had immersed every daydream she had since finding out about Harmonic Arts Center.

Her mom turned up the radio right when the second chorus hit and Lyric sang along with the lines. It was true. She needed music as farmers prayed for rain. She prayed for the next line, the next note, the next beat, and strum of the guitar, and hoped there would never be a day when her music didn’t work anymore.

And the letter could be her escape from her current world of the mundane of Lake End into a world of musical heaven that never ended.

A school that Lyric felt deep in her spirit was created just for her. 

Lyric swirled her hair into her scrunchie, and the sweat beaded up on her neck. Her mind went two beats ahead as she clutched her Trapper Keeper to her chest, hoping it would keep her heart from escaping clear out of her cage. She leaned her head against the glass and watched as her breath caught on the pane as she sang along, making splash patterns as if she had dived right into a pool.

“Keep turning up the radio. We need the music. Give us some more.
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THE FORD PINTO TOOK a sudden sharp right turn and a horn blared off in the distance. Seraphine Harper had other plans.

“Momma, we are so close to the house. Where are we going?”

“I thought we’d head down to the lake. I packed a bag with your suit and sunscreen. Let’s go get our tan on.”

“But the letter...”

“That’s exactly why we’re going to the lake. We need to have us a little talk before you open that big envelope.”

Lyric leaned over and grabbed her arm on the dial because Seraphine was about to crank it up a little louder. This was the first time in Lyric’s life where she turned off the music. 

“Big equals a good sign, right? If it was a rejection letter, it would come in a small envelope because they wouldn’t waste all of their postage on a person not accepted. That makes sense, doesn’t it? How big was it? Show me.”

Her mother took her hands off the steering wheel in dramatic fashion. The car decided to move closer to the yellow line, and Lyric jerked it back just in time. 

“Momma, seriously? Did you open it?”

She huffed. “How dare you accuse me of such a thing. I would never touch mail that doesn’t belong to me. Besides, it’s a federal offense if I did so there. I’m not spending jail time over you, even if you are as sweet as watermelon gum. Speaking of.”

She spat out the gum and grabbed another piece. 

“The birds, Momma. You forgot.”

“Sorry, hon. Here. Grab a piece. You know you want one.”

Lyric felt the watermelon burst pop in her mouth, tickling her senses. She could almost hear the sound her gums made in surprise. 

“I want to go home. That’s what I want.”

“You don’t always get what you want in life, Lyric. It would be a grand adventure if it was like that, but then again, I’m not so sure about it. Sometimes you may think you want one thing, and it actually turns out to be a disaster. I’ve had that happen a time or two.”

Her mother rolled the window down and tapped the rearview mirror to imaginary music that must also play in her head. Lyric had never asked her. It was tricky with Seraphine Harper. One just didn’t know about a woman like that. 

She continued. “I want a tan without lines. But that isn’t happening because we sure don’t have a nudist section of Lake End. That would be the end of that in this holier-than-thou establishment.”

Momma wasn’t one that anyone would classify as religious with upstanding piety. Far from it. She had an established reputation more for her honkey-tonk tirades, passing along boyfriends like a square dance partner exchange, and traveling after bands like a groupie. Well, not like a groupie. Seraphine Harper was a groupie. Officially certified and she’d often joke that if only it came with a license or a certificate, she’d have a wall framed. 

She’d had Lyric when she was only fifteen and couldn’t tell her if it was a lead guitarist or the singer or in fact, which band since she had a weekend schedule to keep. At least it made sense to Lyric why she could sing before she could talk, and the guitar was more of her musical instrument of choice, even though she was a multi-instrumentalist. 

The lake was jamming. The DJ blasted out the typical dance beats, and Momma already started to boogie by the trunk like she was on the dancefloor. 

She waved the flamingo bags in the air, almost knocking herself in the head with her travel cooler and said, “After we change, let’s get closest to the speakers. The earth is burning up and the wind is kicking flames. And the band is...”

“Momma, I know this song. It’s Earth, Wind & Fire.”

Lyric’s stomach was hurting with the thought of the letter on the table and not in her hands. She glanced down at her neon pink, green, and teal fingernails and imagined what they would look like against the stark white of an envelope. 

Her mother mapped their spot beside DJ Charlie, or who everyone else had to call DJ Mix-It-Up. Seraphine Harper was on a first name basis, and probably already had a first base experience by the way Charlie leaned over and whispered in her ear. 

“He said anything I want, Lyric. I’ll let you have this chance because it’s your special day.”

Lyric tried to frown but her mouth just refused the position. “How do you know it’s my special day. The letter could say no.”

“That gifted school for musical geniuses ain’t saying no to my baby. I’ll storm right up there by 5 o’clock and give them a piece of my mind.”

“Momma, it’s two states away, might as well say a world away from Alabama.”

“Well, we could have a nice evening drive to get there and sleep out at those grand stone steps of that mansion, more likely fitting for kings and queens than teenagers. That reminds me of the time I arrived a day early for the Aerosmith concert and slept at the gates. That entryway is way nicer than any gate at the coliseum.” 

DJ Charlie announced on the mic, “Seraphine’s Sweetheart Selection of the Day.”

Her mother beamed and clapped. “He called me sweetheart.”

“It’s Charlie, Momma. He does alliteration anytime he can. Ask him to play 1999.”

“Now that is a perfect celebration song.” 

Seraphine Harper was up and arms around DJ Charlie’s neck, making sure her whisper counted more than his. The smile spread across his face at some unknowing facts of life that she whispered, then he blasted Prince. The song was on its way. 

“Momma, you are too much.”

“I know. But you love me.”

Lyric couldn’t deny it. As wild as her mother was with all of her adventures and many misadventures racking up than the good ones, she loved her with a passion put to use like music to her thirsty soul. 

“Why didn’t you ever try to sing? Have your own band? You could be the next Pat Benatar.”

“More like Flat Benatar. I don’t have the spark in my voice like I used to. Something happened long ago that took that right out of me and it’s not worthy enough for the stage.” 

“I think you sound amazing, Momma, and I don’t speak of these things lightly or provide false compliments at all in the music department.”

“I know, sweetie, and I appreciate it. Now, give me the tropical oil, and we’ll do our backs.” 

They sprawled out on their Charlie Brown and Snoopy blankets and faced each other to give the stare down. 

“Why 1999? With any song choice in the world, what made you go for that one?”

Lyric had a way of remembering the lines of every song she ever heard, even if the song only played once. It was a part of her gift suitcase, her mother liked to tag her as having. Her suitcase was filled with so many lyrics on most days it was hard for her to keep it shut.

“The lyric about judgment day. Today decides
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