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Dissent in the Ranks

Mr. Darren says it’s all about timing.

And lately it seems like my timing’s always wrong.

Like when I am standing at my locker with Keenan right after language arts and he says, “So, did you see Teen Supernova?” He’s talking about a reality show where teens compete to be the next version of this pop star called Avatron. The winner is usually lame, but some of the contestants are pretty great.

“Nah,” I say, cramming my books away and getting out my lunch. “I recorded it. I was practicing and then playing Liberation Force.”

“Nice,” says Keenan. “I meant to get online too, but Skye says we have to watch Supernova live now that it’s the semifinals.”

“Well, don’t tell me what happens,” I say.

Then Skye shows up and does her usual thing, huffing and slouching against the locker beside Keenan’s like she has no skeleton. “That. Was. A. Travesty,” she says in that way she does when she disagrees with something, which is most things. And then before Keenan or I can even stop her, she goes off: “There is no way that Starleena Fox should have been purchase-voted off before Cassidy McClane!”

“Whoa!” I shout, and I hear Keenan sigh because he knows what I’m about to say and that I’m right. “Duh, no spoilers! I just said I didn’t watch it yet!”

Skye narrows her eyes at me like she does, where one eyebrow rises up like a hissing cat and her mouth falls open in that annoying way where you can see the white gum that she is always chewing.

“Oh, excuse me, Anthony,” she says. “It’s not my job to keep track of your schedule every second of the day.”

“You could use your brain for once!” I say back.

And when I say that, I know that Keenan is going to have to say something to defend Skye. The two of them have been dating for like three and a half weeks now, which is pretty much a record for our class. They’re one more week away from going to their second dance together, and that’s basically as boring as marriage. Pretty soon they’ll be just like one of those couples down at Pacific Place with the matching black jackets who walk together all quiet—because what’s left to say at that point in your life?—the same ones who always get annoyed when we talk during a movie and it’s like, duh, if you want to see a movie in silence, rent it! But anyway, I get that I just insulted Keenan’s girl and so he’s obligated to step in.

“Hey!” he says, puffing out his chest. “Back off, Fat Class!”

Whoa. I can’t believe those words just came out of his mouth. Keenan and I have been friends since forever and he’s got all kinds of dirt on me and anything else would have been fine right then—but bringing up Fat Class? That’s the one thing that should be off-limits. I notice a couple of our classmates’ heads turning too, and all of it just makes me snap.

“Shut up!” I shout, and slam him into the lockers.

And right as Keenan’s girly shoulders clang against the blue metal and everybody within ten feet goes “Ohhh!” who just so happens to be walking by?

Mr. Scher.

“Anthony!” he barks like an attack dog, and actually he looks like one too, with that stupid bald head and white beard and those too-white teeth, like he sits at home in his secret evil basement and polishes them before he heads out for his second job as a child-abducting vampire. “Office! Let’s go. No, now.”

“What? I didn’t do anything!” I say. And it’s so annoying because if it was any other teacher, especially a young one like Mr. Travis or Ms. Rosaz, it would be no big deal. They are both kind of scared of us eighth graders, especially kids like me and Keenan who look older. I am fourteen and Keenan will be too in January, and it’s, like, come on! Most fourteen-year-olds are in high school already. A little friendly shoving between two friends shouldn’t matter.

“I don’t want to hear it,” says Scher, motioning for me to follow him. “Come on.”

“This is so unfair!” I say, but I fall in line behind him as he struts toward the office, because no matter what happens, I cannot get in big trouble these next two weeks.

The Only Mission That Matters

Fall Arts Night is in twelve days. And that’s one of only two chances all year that me and Keenan get to rock out onstage in our band, the Rusty Soles. We’re in Rock Band Club after school, and we’re working on a song for the concert, and if I get in trouble and miss it, the next chance to play anything other than our friends’ basements isn’t until spring.

And that is forever from now.

Stalag Catharine Daly K–8

“We were just messing around!” I add as I trail behind Mr. Scher. “It was no big deal.”

Well, except what Keenan said was kind of a big deal.

But Mr. Scher is never going to listen. He seems to take our size and age like personal challenges, like it’s his mission to prove to us that we still belong here, that he’s still in charge. “Life isn’t fair,” he says over his shoulder.

And even though I don’t want to get in trouble, I can’t help muttering a string of curse words under my breath. I don’t say it loud enough for Mr. Scher to hear the words, but he can tell I’m saying something and he whirls back around.

“Excuse me?” He glares at me. “Do you also need the automatic detention for not using school-appropriate language?”

I glare right back at him. “No.”

School-Appropriate is one of like twenty terms and phrases that teachers are always reciting at us, like they were all brainwashed during their enemy training. Things like Compassion Is Courageous, Excellence Takes Effort, Student Accountability. But School-Appropriate is maybe the worst, and I get it all the time:

“Anthony, that language is not …”

“I know that’s what someone might say if his arm was being eaten by a zombie, but your story needs to be …”

“The slogan on that T-shirt is not …”

It’s so ridiculous. We hear swears in everything we watch and listen to: movies, video games, TV shows, music. And we have for years. Also, news flash: we children have been swearing among ourselves since we were like six.

Plus, these teachers are hypocrites. Have I heard them swear tons of times when they’re talking to each other? Of course.

But whatever, it’s just more of the same in this stupid stalag of a school.

If I lived in another part of town and went to one of the real middle schools that is only sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, I bet things like this incident with Mr. Scher would never even happen. But Catharine Daly is a K–8 school. I mean, sixth and seventh graders might as well be puppies with how dumb and babyish they are, but at least they’ve learned the basics, like how to avoid an eighth grader and how to put on deodorant. Have you smelled fifth graders? Heard fourth graders? Have you been slimed by anything under the age of nine? There are all these little kids everywhere all the time, and they’re always sneezing or licking something or crapping their pants.

And because of them, we eighth graders are expected to Lead by Example at all times, and that’s nearly impossible. Eighth graders are not made to set a good example. We are made to battle in the trenches between being a kid and being a teen. Setting a good example is also a good way to get your leg blown off by a land mine.

Trapped Beneath the Ice

Ms. Rosaz is always nagging us to use figurative language. So here you go, Ms. Rosaz, here is a simile to describe eighth grade:

Being in eighth grade here is basically like being stuck under the ice in a frozen pond, and you can see up through the glassy surface but you can’t break out. There’s a level like this in Liberation Force 4.5: Axis Payback, the multiplayer game that Keenan and I have been playing nonstop. It takes place during World War II, and you are crossing the ruined European countryside taking on the Nazis, which is so much cooler than trying to steal some stupid blue dragon’s magic crystals or whatever.

In Level 18, you are by the Ourthe River at the start of the Battle of the Bulge, Germany’s last big offensive in December 1944, and during a fire fight you fall through the ice. You die there a few times trying to break through to the surface. Finally, you figure out that the ice is too thick, and that instead you can swim down and find a sewer tunnel. It leads you right into a Nazi bunker, where you die a few more times, but at least from there you can fight your way out.

There is no secret tunnel out of eighth grade.

I mean, I am sixteen months from driving a motor vehicle! On a road! With other lives in my hands! I can see high school up there above the ice. I would already be in high school if some stupid hippie preschool teacher named Birch didn’t convince my parents that because I was behind in my motor skills and self-control, and because boys aren’t as ready as girls or whatever, I would benefit from an extra year in preschool. So I was just sort of a big floppy spaz when I was four—who isn’t?

But instead of being a freshman, I am stuck here going numb, pressed up against the ice as my oxygen meter slides from green to yellow to red, and following Mr. Scher to the office, where one little bit of bad timing suddenly has my musical future hanging in the balance.

In the Lair of the Kommandant

When we get to the office, Mr. Scher has to interrupt Principal Tiernan’s daily flirting with the PTA dads, so she gives me that glare, the one she thinks is intimidating but really just makes her look ridiculous. She’s so annoying: all old but she tries to look young, with the smooth dyed hair and the shimmery skirt-and-shirt outfits and the spiky cougar heels, her eyelashes like furry spiders. The dads love it, though. Even my dad gets all smiley when she tosses him that patented wink of hers.

“I’m going to have to call home about this,” Ms. Tiernan says once Mr. Scher has laid out the details of my crimes. The call home is nothing new. That’s going to suck, but it’s what she says next that will determine my fate.

I watch her mull over the possible Consequences of My Actions. The makeup caked on her forehead buckles as she puts on her thinking face and taps her chin with her finger. Even this expression seems to be just in case there’s a stray dad in the vicinity. Like she’s so in control, so on top of everything.

“You can eat lunch here on the couch,” she finally says, “then miss free period …”

None of that’s a big deal. Almost there …

“And you can miss free period tomorrow too.” She struts away, heels clacking.

Yes! I make an Allied “V for Victory” to myself and grab a seat on the black leather couch. Missing free period does stink, but whatever. Keenan and I probably need to cool off anyway.

As long as Tiernan didn’t threaten to take away Rock Band Club or Arts Night, I can weather any punishment.

Time in Solitary

The couch isn’t that terrible a place to be. You get to watch the daily parade of carnage: sick kids, hurt kids, kids who did crazy stunts and got caught. You hear Ms. Simmons, the secretary, calling home, see the stressed-out moms running in.

Some of today’s cases are pure comedy, like when a fourth grader staggers in covered in his own snot with a plastic knife lodged in his nose that he was using to try to retrieve a corn kernel. They get the knife out but the kernel will never be recovered.

But then there are the soldiers of the resistance, keeping up the fight against all odds: like a sixth grader who got busted for forging his mom’s signature to try to get out of taking the citywide standardized test. As he stands there, red-faced—Tiernan winking her way through one of her most sadistic tools of torture, the live call to your mom’s work with you standing right there—our eyes meet and I give him a little nod. Keep fighting, young one. Someday, you’ll be on the front lines, and this black couch will be yours.

I finish my lunch and things quiet down during free period, which only means that as a middle school student you are free to be bored in the library or the courtyard. You could go out to the playground, but that’s where all the little kids are having recess.

Sitting there, I think back on that moment at the lockers. Even though Skye was wrong to just blurt out spoilers, I realize that maybe I’ve also been getting frustrated with her easily this year, ever since we dated last summer. It barely lasted two weeks and I’m over it. I totally am! I mean that was like three months ago, ancient history at this point, and everybody knows that nothing really works out in the summer anyway because you barely see each other except for online and texting. We only actually hung out twice, once at the mall and once at Magnuson Park, where we went swimming in Lake Washington. And then I guess I forgot to text her back a couple times right around when I got Liberation Force for my birthday, and then that was that.

We’ve smoothed it over, but now that she’s dating Keenan, I have to see a lot of her. She’s been looking really hot this year too. Like today she’s wearing this cool sweater-vest-and-button-down outfit with pencil jeans. She has a pretty sweet body, but she doesn’t flaunt it like some of the other girls in our class. Her hair is dyed kind of bloodred (the natural color is like a sandy blond, but Skye says she is not a blonde) and falls down the left side of her face. It’s a look that says hotness but also some brains, like she spent five minutes on it but not ten. Skye doesn’t want to be one of those cute-bots that seems to spend their entire existence trying to look exactly like my little sister’s Polly Pockets. It’s the difference between looking good and looking perfect and plastic.

And so, I guess sometimes, even though I’m not into her, I maybe still think that she’s hot, or maybe miss dating her kinda … that is, unless she is going and opening her mouth and making me crazy.

But it’s been fine, no big deal. And of course none of that is Keenan’s fault. He definitely waited long enough before he started dating her. And it was Skye’s idea, and Keenan asked me if it was okay.

Still … it’s been a long three and a half weeks being around them being together.

Closing Ranks

The rest of the day is dumb: after free period, it’s social studies and math, and I make sure to just keep my head down and go unnoticed.

I don’t see Keenan and Skye until we’re back at our lockers at dismissal. I wonder if either of them will still be mad, but it’s business as usual. I can’t help feeling in a better mood too. It’s Thursday, which means Keenan and I have Rock Band practice.

“Still good for the show?” Keenan asks immediately.

“Yeah,” I say. “Unless my parents freak out.”

“She called home?” Keenan asks.

“She said she was going to. And when’s the last time Tiernan forgot to torture a kid?”

“That’s so ridiculous,” says Skye as we walk to her locker, she and Keenan with their arms around each other, slouching their single Siamese body along beside me. “You guys are best friends! They should know you were just kidding around. It was so nothing important!”

“I know,” I say.

“I think Scher wants to get you kicked out of Rock Band,” Skye continues. “I bet he totally gets off on that idea.”

It’s nice to have allies again, but I wish Skye would just drop it. She’s one of those girls who always have opinions. And not, like, after carefully considering anybody else’s point of view—with Skye it’s like ninja opinions that just drop down on you like bam! before you even have a chance to maybe work through some of the sides of the issue or anything. I’ve never seen her dwell. Or mull. (Yeah, I know those words, Ms. Rosaz, even though you don’t think I do.)

Then again, I should probably be annoyed with me, because I didn’t think her opinions were annoying before we broke up. What I used to think was that it was cool the way Skye could say what was on her mind so fast. I can’t do that, except if I’m mad about something. A lot of times I feel like by the time I think of what I want to say, the moment is over.

Skye packs her bag, grabs her coat, and pulls out a large sign attached to a piece of wood.

“I bet Tiernan was just looking for an excuse to call your dad and hit on him,” she says as we make our way to the front doors, and we all do laugh at that, though maybe me a little less. I’m not looking forward to dealing with the fallout at home.

“All right, well, later,” says Skye. She slobbers a kiss on Keenan’s cheek and I try not to look, because it’s like Keenan is getting attacked by a jellyfish (except maybe I remember what those kisses felt like).

“Oh!” Skye rummages in her shoulder bag. “Here, take these, and could you wear them tomorrow? That would be great.” She hands us each a button and then heads outside to meet up with her friends Katie and Meron.

The button says the same thing that the three girls start shouting among the stream of departing kids, and the same thing their signs say: WINKY NEEDS ACTION.

The button also has a hand-drawn sketch of Winky, the little injured sparrow that lives in the school courtyard. Ever since the bird flew into a window back in September and broke its wing, Skye has been on a mission to save it. Ms. Tiernan wanted to have it caught and removed, but Skye successfully protested that it would be cat food in the wild, so they should let it live there. She and her friends built it a birdhouse, and she feeds it each week.

Their latest crusade is to get a female sparrow to live with Winky, to improve his “quality of life.” Meaning so he can make some baby sparrows. So they’re trying to raise money to have someone from the Audubon Society bring a female bird in, along with netting to kind of force them to date. Their fund-raising is going slow, but typical Skye shows no signs of stopping. You kind of have to hand it to her, standing out there in the sea of kids leaving, shouting her lungs out to help a dumb bird.

And we’ll get an earful if we don’t wear the pins, so Keenan and I put them on before heading up the hallway.

Convicted Without a Trial

Now that it’s just Keenan and me, I realize that our fight earlier is still on my mind. I feel like I don’t want to turn too much in his direction.

“You have time to play LF tonight?” he asks.

“Depends on the stupid phone call,” I say. Odds are my parents will be mad but not grounding-mad. Game time could be on the line, though, which sucks, and I am reminded that all this sucks! Like one little intense moment between friends even freakin’ matters!

Well, but Fat Class mattered.

The comment. I mean, a little. But I know Keenan only said it in the heat of battle. He knows it’s not really Fat Class, that calling it that is just a joke.

Except sometimes it maybe feels like Fat Class.

So the deal is, I’m overweight. Actually, if you just go by my body mass index, the All-Powerful BMI, I’m technically obese. By one stupid digit! Which is extra dumb because I don’t look that fat and it’s not like I’m busting out of my clothes or anything. I just wear baggy jeans and my hoodie and it’s all good.

But the real problem is that on the inside I’m what’s called prediabetic. It has to do with your blood sugar and other stuff and the point is, if I don’t lower my weight and watch my diet I could end up with type 2 diabetes, which is the kind that onsets when you’re older.

“There’s still time,” the doctor said at my last checkup, but he said it with this look in his eye like the bullets had hit vital organs and I was already a goner.

So that’s why Mom signed me up for Fat Class. It’s really called Life-in-STYLE! but even I’d rather call it Fat Class than that. It’s one of those classes that are mainly for grown-ups and old people. I’m the only kid there. But actually, that’s what makes it okay. Nobody at school sees me, and compared to the older guys I do okay at all the exercises.

I mean, I guess I wouldn’t really care if my classmates knew I went. They all know I’m not some athletic type. It’s just easier to give them as few bullets to use against you as possible.

Girls and Snipers

Which is why it hurts that Keenan would use that kind of ammunition. And I feel like he never would have done that before Skye. Keenan is my best friend and bandmate and we always used to know which things would be annoying and irritating to say just to push each other’s buttons but also which things we shouldn’t bring up.

It’s not cool how a girl can screw all that up. Suddenly everything is freakin’ life-or-death all the time. Like today, when what should have been just normal Keenan and Anthony joking at our lockers like old times ended up feeling like Level 13 of Liberation Force. Which is to say that girls basically make life feel like when you’re trying to take out the bell tower sniper during the Battle of Metz in November 1944. The bridge is out because you missed a hidden land mine on the last level, and then suddenly your buddies are going down and you lose your medic and you have to run the blockade on foot to get that stupid sniper before you can start your assault on the final panzer, and there are bullets everywhere and dust and rubble and screams and pain.

I barely even see Keenan outside of school anymore except as a GI in the game. We used to have a good pattern of hanging out, like on Sundays when we’d get doughnuts and chais at Top Pot and then sneak them into the early matinee at Cinerama. Or when we’d get mochas and sit in the aisles at Secret Garden Books reading the graphic novels and showing each other the cool panels. It was like reading two books at once. But now all that time is gone.

I wonder if I should say something to him about all this now. But I’m not sure what. Not that it’s a problem that he’s dating Skye or anything, and he probably knows that he crossed the line with the Fat Class comment. Just, in the future, maybe …

But we’re already up the stairs and Keenan is asking, “Did you practice the new tune?”

And I feel like it’s too late.

Maybe it will come up another time. Or maybe I’m just a wimp. Whatever! Rock Band is our time and I’m not going to let some stupid moment that was probably Skye’s fault get in the way of our friendship.

So I just answer his question. “Yeah. Worked on the song a lot, and also started learning some of Arcane Sweater Vest too.”

That’s the new album by the Zombie Janitors. It’s sick. Those guys are hilarious too, for a metal band, which is obviously because they’re British. They’re our second-favorite band after SilentNoize, but the Noize hasn’t put out an album in like two years because their lead singer, Jake Diamond, is at some kind of holistic mineral detox spa in Sedona and their old drummer left to start a ringtone-only record label.

“Yeah, I started working through the ZJ album too,” says Keenan. “I didn’t practice much for today, but I’ll rock it.”

I nod because Keenan will. He’s a really good bass player. Almost as good as I am at guitar.

We pass the cafeteria and arrive at a door with a hand-painted sign that says Student Lounge. I can feel the floor vibrating already, and that hum in my sneaker soles makes the stupidness of this whole day finally seem to shake loose, like it’s a crust that has cooled around me and now I am bursting free of it like some awakened mutant, raining down flakes of rock on the terrified scientists who discovered me.

Finally, it’s time to rock.

Why Mr. Darren Rocks

“Mr. Cantrell, Mr. McCartney, welcome.” Mr. Darren is sitting on a brown metal folding chair with his Les Paul across his lap. He’s got it hooked into the Line 6 amplifier and has it set to a wicked crunch distortion. It sounds like a hive of hollow-tipped knives. (Ms. Rosaz, you never knew I could describe things like that, did you? That’s because you just make us write stupid memoirs and five-paragraph essays instead of asking us to describe music.)

My last name obviously isn’t Cantrell. It’s Castillo. But Mr. Darren always anoints us with the names of killer rock musicians, based on who he thinks we’ve been sounding like, and so lately I’ve been Jerry Cantrell from Alice in Chains. Other times I’ve been Mr. White, Morello, Page, Slash, Perry, and so on. After a long day, it’s nice to have someone treat you like who you could be, instead of what you aren’t.

What’s also cool is that Mr. Darren isn’t just picking today’s superstars—he’s not calling me Trohman or Koenig, even though they are who lots of kids think of as the best guitarists. Some kids act like the guitar was invented last week, and like any music that’s not on the sound track to the latest horror movie is irrelevant.

Paul McCartney is about the oldest reference that Mr. Darren uses, and yeah, he’s older than my grandfather at this point, but we’ve spent some time putting our ears on the Sgt. Pepper bass lines and you kinda have to pay your respects to Sir Paul.

Mr. Darren is up on the second of three curved levels that are built into the floor. Before this place was a student lounge, it was the band room. Rows of kids used to pack in here and play flutes and stuff, but then the school’s formal music programs got cut.

The only thing that changed during this room’s brief life as the world’s worst student lounge was that they added three couches and a soda machine. Except then a bunch of parents freaked out because soda is the Worst Thing Ever, and then people started writing obnoxious messages on the whiteboards, and finally a kid broke his ankle leaping from one couch to the other, and that was the end of that.

Rock Band Club was actually Ms. Tiernan’s idea. She got a bunch of music gear donated to the school, probably using six thousand of her best winks, and then hired Mr. Darren, who was already around tutoring kids in math. The lounge was the only free space in the building, and so now the couches are pushed against the wall, and there are amps, drums, speakers, and guitar cases everywhere. You can still kind of read the echoes of the nasty messages on the boards, and there are still brown soda stains in the carpet, but otherwise, this room went from being the worst to the coolest place in school.

For everything that is unbearable about Tiernan and Catharine Daly, no other school in the city has a Rock Band program. When I’m actually safe inside this room, I can remember that.

Mr. Darren is chunking on the sixteenth-note riff that’s part of the song we’ve been working on this fall, the one that we have less than two weeks to finish.

“How was the war?” This is how Mr. Darren always asks about our day.

“A few casualties, sir,” I say, “but we took the hill.”

“All right then,” he says. “Let’s fire it up.”

Mr. Darren is cooler than any other adult in school by far. He is never stressing or making music feel like homework. And even though I see him talking to the other teachers, he never brings up things that have gone wrong in other parts of our day. When we get here, he’s just about the music.

It’s awesome too how he actually pays attention to what we’re into, like using war lingo with us. Also, we’ve talked with him about how World War II was actually, like, a good war. Real heroes, real villains. Ever since then, war has basically sucked. It’s this complicated thing that makes your parents get in fights with your uncles, and it seems like nothing with the far-off deserts and dictators and the oil and the villages is worth dying for. Case in point: tons of kids’ parents wouldn’t let them play Liberation Force 3, which took place in Afghanistan, and yet this version, set in World War II, is like the top-selling game ever.

Some other ways that Mr. Darren is cool: he actually cares about how he looks, unlike so many adults. He has a rock haircut, dyed black, and he wears jeans that are actually in style. And even though he’s married and has two kids, he’s still in two bands, called the Breakups and Subdivisions on Mars.

We’ve only seen him perform once. The Breakups played at school one time, which was pretty great except for the fact that it was at three in the afternoon and lots of parents came. A couple of them knew the Breakups and actually started dancing a little bit right there in the school gym, and, ooh, not good. Luckily, Keenan and I got to be roadies for the day, tuning guitars and running the sound system, so we were able to mostly ignore that display. And then Mr. Darren and his band were really good.

We’ve also watched videos on YouTube of his band from like fifteen years ago called Tender. There is young Mr. Darren, with spiked hair, playing in Europe and even on Saturday Night Live. That must have been sweet!

Still, I wonder if it’s weird to be a has-been like that. I don’t mean that in a bad way, like he’s pathetic or anything. Just that he has been those things and now he’s not. That’s got to be strange. Sometimes, when Mr. Darren is talking about what his current bands are up to, he sounds a little flat, and I wonder if he’s thinking back to those awesome times with Tender and wondering how he ever ended up in some gross student lounge with a couple of teenagers.

And yet, when the topic is us and our music, he is always enthusiastic. He acts like what we’re doing is just as important as any other part of our school day, maybe even more important, because music is about expression and connecting people. He makes it feel like a noble calling, not just a cheap extracurricular activity, and definitely not something you could just take away like we’re children and it’s a shiny toy. If more teachers were like Mr. Darren, school would suck so much less.

The One and Only Merle

“You two ready to work on the Killer G tune?” Mr. Darren asks. “It was sounding great last time. Definitely another memorable Rusty Soles hit.”

By the way, our band name was Keenan’s idea. And before you ask, yes, the spelling like feet is intentional. Like we’re all robots, and since we’re in rainy Seattle our feet get rusty on the bottoms. He did a great sketch for an album cover where a giant rusty robot foot is about to stomp you. But also the name has the cool double meaning about your soul getting worn out.

I don’t actually love the name, but we spent forever trying to think of one and everything we came up with had either already been done, sounded stupid, or had no album art that you could imagine, and so here we are. My one good idea was the Flak Jackets. It was so great! But Keenan didn’t like it, and Sadie, our lead singer, thought it was too “boy.”

Sometimes I still think of new band names and suggest them to Keenan, just in case one ends up being better. Like the other day I thought of Androids with Neckties. Keenan didn’t like that either. But Rusty Soles is fine, I guess. At least for now.

“And,” Mr. Darren adds, “the clock is ticking for Fall Arts Night.”

“Twelve days,” says Keenan.

“Don’t worry,” says Mr. Darren. “That’s plenty of time in rock and roll. Maybe today we can find that elusive second part.”

“Cool,” I say, grabbing my guitar case from the corner where I stashed it before school.

“I should tell you guys, though,” Mr. Darren adds, “the other bands are starting to sound good. Could be some real competition for you.”

I know he’s kidding, but it still gets my competitive juices flowing. There is one band for each grade—sixth, seventh, and eighth.

“Bring it on,” I say.

I lay my case down on the floor. It’s one of those tweed ones and it’s beat up because I bought it used, so I covered it with cool stickers. I flip open the latches and inside there she is:

Merle.

An Epiphone SG, used























Girls Who Slam Drum Fills















The Trouble with Singers

















The Hidden Door in the Catacombs































Crashing Halt
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Back to the Barracks
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Riot in the Cell Block
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Night Raid
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