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      Long before stories were written down, storytellers used short previews of each “episode” to hook their listeners, to guide their attention, like little signposts that hinted at what was coming next. Victorian novelists picked up that habit in print. Writers like Charles Dickens became famous for playful, extra-long chapter headings, such as:

      
        
        “Chapter 24. Wherein Mr. Peter Magnus grows jealous, and the middle-aged lady apprehensive, which brings the Pickwickians within the grasp of the law.” (The Pickwick Papers.)

      

      

      The chapter titles in See The Music Hear The Light follow that same tradition.

      As you scroll through the Contents, you will notice that each title is a mini-summary that offers a hint of what happens next, and a set of cues for what to pay attention to in the chapter ahead.
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      “We can’t hear it with our ears, but the stars in the sky are performing a concert, one that never stops. The biggest stars make the lowest, deepest sounds, like tubas and double basses. Small stars have high-pitched voices, like celestial flutes. These virtuosos don’t just play one “note” at a time, either — our own Sun has thousands of different sound waves bouncing around inside it at any given moment.”

      

      “Symphony of Stars: The Science of Stellar Sound Waves”

      NASAʼs Exoplanet Exploration Program, Elizabeth Landau  7.30.2018

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            UNOFFICIAL FIRST DAY OF HIGH SCHOOL, WORRIES, & A NEMESIS

          

        

      

    

    
      I worry.

      Kind of a lot.

      About kind of a lot of things.

      Like spiders. I worry one might drop from the ceiling while I’m sleeping and skitter across my face, maybe bite my eyelid. Or crawl up my nostril and attack me in the sinus cavity. To me, spiders all look big and deadly, like Shelob, the humongous arachnid who wound Frodo Baggins up in her web-goop, like leftovers in plastic wrap.

      Also, bad weather. I worry about electric storms that crack the sky with jagged lightning bolts and rip the air with thunderclaps. Pounding your eardrums! Rattling your cranium! Booming right through you!

      And mean people. You never know when a smiling face might hide a mean heart.

      Worries lurk inside my head like a nest of hornets.

      Sometimes they’re dormant.

      Sometimes they’re agitated.

      But sometimes they swarm, crazy-mad, into a buzzing brain-ball of stinging fear you can’t escape. No matter how fast you run, you can’t outrun your own head.

      The head-hornets are humming in a low drone now because it’s my unofficial first day of high school: Day One of Stonebridge High School Eagle Marching Band Camp. And because after two months of relief since escaping Pine Creek Middle School, I’ll be coming face-to-face again with my nemesis. His name is Richie Janiczek and he is unavoidable.

      Richie spits out sarcastic remarks like a nasty alpaca. In 7th grade, he thought it was hilarious to ambush me in the hall, yell “BOOK JOB!” and swipe my books and stuff out of my arms, onto the floor. He usually finished up by calling me the R-word. One day a teacher witnessed it. Richie got Saturday detention and had to write me an apology note. I got an enemy for life. But still, he’s a pretty decent musician. He was first chair alto sax in Pine Creek Concert Band last year.

      “Daniel? Ready?” Mom’s anxious voice floats up from downstairs.

      Am I? Hmmm…

      I’m dressed— new vintage Life Is Good T-shirt, with Jake playing his sax above the logo. New tan cargo shorts. New black marching drill shoes, required for high school marching band. We didn’t need them last year, because our town's two middle school bands only march in one parade all year, on Memorial Day. These drill shoes are made of 100% fake leather, have a rolled heel to promote proper marching, and a super-grip sole for sure footing in wet conditions. They feel different from the orthopedic sneakers with special inserts I usually wear, though.

      Music stuff? Ready. In my sax case: sax, new ebonite mouthpiece, new #2 synthetic reed, new strap, and cleaning kit. In my small backpack: collapsible saxophone stand, Sound Innovations E flat Alto Saxophone Book 2. Also, 20-ounce stainless steel Life Is Good water bottle, new SHS Eagles cap, and a packet of sanitizing handwipes in case of a germy emergency.

      Earplugs are in the side pocket of my shorts. Specially designed for musicians, they cut twenty decibels off the noise level across all frequencies. I happen to be susceptible to extreme discomfort from certain sounds. Thunder, fire alarms, sirens. Horns honking, balloons popping, heavy things dropping. Just about any unexpected sudden loudness event. I never leave home without these earplugs.

      “DANIEL??” Mom’s decibel level is up a notch.

      “COMING,” I holler.

      I’m almost out my door when I remember a most important thing, and bolt back to snatch it off my nightstand: the Marine Corps Boot Camp Challenge Coin earned by my dad, Daniel James Durkin, Sr., when he graduated from Marine Corps Boot Camp.

      I feel like my dad is with me when I have that Coin in my pocket, helping me meet the challenges of the day. I never got to actually meet my dad. He died before I was born.

      “DAN—”

      “COMING!”

      Down in the kitchen, Mom hands me my insulated lunch bag, and I stuff it in my backpack.

      “PB & J, chips, apple slices, carrots, two gluten-and-dairy-free chocolate-chip protein bars, and two juice boxes which I froze to keep everything cold,” she says.

      All things that usually agree with my sometimes-sensitive stomach.

      Now I'm ready. (I hope.)
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            FROM TROMBONE TO SAXOPHONE, BIG PARADES, & WALT DISNEY WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      The music part of Band Camp is not one of my worries, by the way. Music is my thing. I could whistle before I could talk. I started playing the sax when I was six. What I really wanted to play was the trombone, because “The Music Man” was my favorite movie. I wanted to be one of the 76 Trombones leading the Big Parade. I used to march around the house whistling those movie songs so much I wore actual paths in the rugs. Parades were what first made me want to be in a marching band.

      So for my 6th birthday, Mom took me to our local music store, The Music Shed. It’s owned by Kevin Russell, an old friend of my dad’s. Dad played in his jazz combo, way back in the day. The trombone didn’t work out. The only sounds I could get from it were screechy goose honks and Whoopee cushion blurts.

      “Let’s try something else,” Kevin said. He brought out an alto saxophone.

      “Put your two front teeth on top of the mouthpiece and let your lower lip be like a little pillow for the reed,” he told me.

      So I did. And it felt right. I liked the feeling of the little round keys against my fingertips. I liked the vibrations from the mouthpiece. Step by step, Kevin showed me what to do. By the end of that lesson, I could play the first four notes of “76 Trombones!”

      So that was that. We took the saxophone home and I’ve been taking lessons with Kevin ever since.

      It so happens that “76 Trombones” was written by a guy named Meredith Willson. He was a piccolo player in the original John Philip Sousa Marching Band. He is also the guy who wrote our Stonebridge High School Eagle Marching Band victory song, which is actually the University of Iowa Fight Song.

      And you know who was the only band leader ever to lead a band with 76 actual trombones in a Big Parade? Meredith Willson, back in 1971 at the opening of Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida. He led that marching band with 1,076 marchers right down Main Street, U.S.A.!

      And you know who goes on a trip to Walt Disney World every four years to play music, while marching down Main Street, USA, in the footsteps of not only the great Meredith Willson, but also the footsteps of former high school drummer Daniel James Durkin, Sr.? The Stonebridge High School Eagle Marching Band!

      And this year is the year!

      Anyway, I’m not worried much about the music, even though I don’t actually read music, I learn it by ear and by heart. I’ve been doing that all summer, with online videos of the Eagle Marching Band and the audio download that came with my Sound Innovations book. I’ve got the music down. It’s in me.

      
        
          [image: Abstract jazz hands playing abstract saxophone]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            WILLIAMS SYNDROME, SNEEZING MOSQUITOES, & EXTRA FRIENDLINESS

          

        

      

    

    
      When I say music is in me, I mean music is in my DNA. It’s a side effect of being born with Williams syndrome, a.k.a. WS, which I was.

      Williams syndrome comes with some heart problems, like funky heartbeats. Also, some foot and dental problems. And some seeing and hearing funkiness, including extra-sensitive hearing, a.k.a. hyperacusis. Mom always says I can hear a mosquito sneeze.

      WS comes with an extra helping of friendliness, too.
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            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            TRAIN SONGS, OYSTERS, & PULSES OF HEARTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside, above Schooner Lane, our little dead-end street, the sky is cloudless blue. No weather worries today. As we load our stuff into the back seat, I hear the whirring-clacking tktktktktktk of a train coming. Not the sluggish, groaning, blackish-green song of a long freight train. This train sounds lighter and peppier, a rolling-along mossy-green song. It doesn't slow down to stop at Stonebridge’s small station, which means it’s an express to the city. The whistle blows, louder and higher pitched as it gets closer, then lower, fading fast as the train races by with a load of commuters on their way to work.

      We get on our way, too.

      The lower entrance to Stonebridge High School is near the gym entrance, where we're supposed to go in. It's blocked by orange cones.

      “Everyone's using the main entrance.” I point.

      So we drive up there and pull in behind the line of cars. For a smallish high school, Stonebridge has a biggish band, so there are a lot of cars.

      As we wait in line to reach the drop-off circle, Mom stares at the three-story red-brick building in front of us. Her expression is faraway. I wonder if she’s remembering when she and my dad were high school sweethearts here.

      The school has changed since then. Five years ago, the town built a new building for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math, a.k.a. STEM, behind the old one. It’s mostly concrete and glass and steel. The old and the new are connected on the second floor by “The Sky Bridge,” a many-windowed walkway, which I walked across during Freshman Orientation Day last week. From it, there’s a narrow view down the long driveway, all the way past the old athletic field, to a green gumdrop-shaped tree that stands alone against the sky.

      Mom’s been oddly quiet during the drive here. Usually, she’s a woman of many words and questions. As we inch forward, she speaks up.

      “I’m glad they’re holding Band Camp here instead of at the new field. Did you know the air temperature above artificial turf fields can be up to fifty degrees hotter than a grass field?”

      When the town built the new building, they built a new artificial turf football field too, a few blocks away from the school, behind the town beach parking lot. Now all the varsity home games are played there. The Eagle band halftime shows, too!

      I can hear the worries amping up in Mom's voice. A super-sensitive worry-meter is her side effect of my WS.

      “I didn’t know that. That’s good information. Thanks, Mom,” I say in my neutral voice, to calm her worry-meter.

      She sighs and looks at me. I wait.

      “Well, ‘On to unpathed waters, undreamed shores!’” She says in her brave-mom voice. “’The world is thine oyster.’”

      Mom is a Shakespeare fangirl. Quoting Willie happens to be ingrained in her nature.

      “You know how I feel about oysters, right?” I remind her.

      Now she chuckles. “Phlegm-globs of the sea. Sorry. How about, ‘May the world never be thine oyster’?”

      “Better,” I say.

      We’re almost at the front of the car line when suddenly, all the worry-words Mom’s been holding back start tumbling out.

      “Don’t forget to—” she starts to say.

      “Hydrate. I know,” I interrupt. “Water bottle’s full.”

      “And—” She tries again.

      “Keep my hat on in the sun.” I’m ahead of her.

      “And—” She’s on a worry-roll. I have to tap the brakes. 

      “Take a rest if my feet cramp⁠—“

      “That’s not what I was going to say!” Mom protests.

      “What were you going to say?” I ask, opening the car door.

      “I was going to say, ‘Don’t forget you’re the pulse of my heart!’” Her words rush out.

      “Daniel, you’re the pulse of my heart” is something she says often. It’s a very loving sentiment which I appreciate and all, but sometimes it feels like a burden. Like, having the responsibility for another person’s heartbeat is a lot. Especially if the person is your own mother. And especially if your own ticker is not your body’s most reliable organ, which is why you have a pearly-pink wormy scar on your sternum from your open-heart surgery to fix your aorta.

      I reach over and give her hand a quick pat.

      “I’ll be fine.” Then I’m out of the car, closing the front door, and opening the back door. I grab my stuff, push the back door closed, and turn and face the day.
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            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            A SLIPPERY SLOPE, A SNARK-BRO SQUAD, & "KEEP CALM AND PLAY ON!"

          

        

      

    

    
      Kids are walking across the lawn, down the hillside to the lower part of the campus where the gym stands, big and boxy. I follow along. The grass is slick with morning dew, so I sidestep carefully down the slope. But apparently my drill shoes “sure footing in wet conditions” doesn’t include slippery slope-walking. My shoe slides and my ankle rolls, throwing me off-balance. Down I go, in a discombobulating tumble! As I scramble back up, a voice shouts from behind me.

      “Hey Durkin, maybe you should learn to walk before you try out for marching band.”

      It’s the unmistakable snarky voice of Richie. He and his squad of snark-bros, Scooter McCann, Bobby Zacharian, and Keith Wilkerson, pass around me, snickering snarkily. My face stings with embarrassment and my grass-stained knee smarts as I follow them, limping a little.

      From around the corner of the gym building, I can hear the deep, booming voice of Darius Beck, the Band Director. He sounds big and muscle-bound, but he’s not. I saw him at Orientation and he’s medium and lanky, with a trim, blonde beard, hair pulled back in a man-bun, and round John Lennon glasses perched on his nose. He’s tan as a surfer-dude and kind of looks like one, too.

      “Hey, welcome!! Know where the Music Room is? Great!”

      “Hello! Through the double doors, through the gym!”

      “Hey, good morning, people!! Know where the Music Room—Got it? Good.”

      I come around the corner and see him standing next to the open gym doors. He’s wearing baggy plaid shorts, a gold T-shirt with the motto: “KEEP CALM AND PLAY ON!” surrounded by music notes, and black marching drill shoes with short black socks. As I get close, he looks me right in the eyes.

      “Welcome!” he says enthusiastically.

      “Thank you!” I say enthusiastically back. “I’m Daniel. Daniel James Durkin, Jr.” I set down my case and stick out my hand to shake. “I’m new here this year.”

      He shakes my hand. “Glad to meet you, Daniel! Just follow the crowd to the Music Room, right across from the locker rooms.”

      “Thanks,” I say and head in, my shoe catching on the door sill, almost tripping.

      “Daniel—” He calls after me.

      I stop and turn around.

      “You okay?” He points to my foot.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him. I don’t want him to think he has an injured marcher.

      He tilts his head to one side, and his blue eyes look into mine a little intensely for a second, then he nods and smiles.

      “Carry on!”

      So I do.
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            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            APPLE SLICES, WILKERSON’S GHOST, & THE WHISPER OF A NEMESIS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Music Room is huge. Against one wall, white cubby cubes are stacked from the floor almost to the ceiling. Some kids are putting instrument cases and gear in them. I keep my stuff with me, to stow under my chair, because you never know. When you might need to suddenly flee, or something.

      At the front of the room is a podium. Behind that, some rolling whiteboards. At the far wall, next to a door with the big letters saying “STORAGE” is a black, baby grand piano. The three chunky piano legs are set up on casters with wheels, like each has its own roller skate.

      The back half of the room is filled with risers, short steps wide enough to fit chairs and music stands, arranged in a wide half-circle. A chart drawn on one of the whiteboards shows a birds-eye view of the risers, with the different instrument sections written in. My eyes aren’t great with charts, so I scan the room for some sax players. I spot them behind the flutes, next to the trumpets, and in front of the trombones. And right in the middle of the saxes sits my nemesis. And right next to him is my old best friend, Keith Wilkerson, a.k.a. just plain Wilkerson, now one of the official snark-bros.

      I met Wilkerson on our first day of kindergarten. He was twice as big as us other kindergartners and was stuck to his mom like jelly on bread. After an hour, all the parents had to leave. When our teacher, Mrs. Pat, called us to the sitting circle on the circle rug, Wilkerson wouldn’t come. He went to the corner of the room where the cardboard building bricks were and started stacking them up, until he built a wide wall higher than his head to hide behind.

      Wilkerson wouldn’t come out when Mrs. Pat tried to coax him, not even for snack time. So I brought my bag of apple slices over to his wall and put one on top, near the edge, where he could see it. His hand reached up and took it down. I put another one up. He took that one, too. I could hear him crunching. Then he moved a block and made an opening in the wall. He looked out at me. His cheeks had tear tracks. I handed him the whole apple slice bag and he smiled. And then we were friends.

      After that, we car-pooled to kindergarten. We did play-dates. He started playing alto sax in 5th grade, so he could be in band with me. We were friends for a long time. Until we weren’t. Something happened when we hit 6th grade. Our friendship fizzled into thin air. There was no big fight or anything, he just stopped talking to me. I didn’t know why. I still don’t.

      I got invited to his birthday party at the beach club the summer after 6th grade. Disaster. Richie, Bobby, and Scooter were there, along with tons of kids and a gazillion balloons. One popped near my ear, blowing up my acoustic startle reflex so bad that I stumbled into the big plastic tub of ice cubes and soda. Everyone thought it was hilarious. The rest of the party, it was POP, POP, POP on purpose, until all the balloons were gone. I was also gone, hiding under the big clubhouse porch in the sand between the pilings, my hands over my ears, where Mom found me. Later I overheard her talking to Mrs. Wilkerson on the phone. Turned out, she had forced Wilkerson to invite me, which was nice of her, but it backfired. Loudly.

      Since then, it’s like I’m a ghost to him. Invisible.

      Taking a deep breath, up the risers I go. The wide, shallow steps confuse my eyes and my feet a little, which is a WS visual funkiness thing, so I go slow. When I get to the alto sax row, I have to pass the roadblock of Richie and Wilkerson’s knees.

      “Excuse me,” I say.

      They don’t say anything, just give each other side-eyes, then let me edge by them. I sit in the next open seat. As I start unpacking, I hear Richie whisper:

      “That loser's never gonna make it in the marching band. He won’t even be able to make it out of the bleachers.”

      Wilkerson joins in with Richie’s snicker.

      People don’t realize the power of WS hyperacusis. Trying to ignore the mixed pings of mad and sad I’m feeling, I put my Sound Innovations book on my music stand. Even if you don’t read music, you don’t want to be the only one without a book on your stand.
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            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            TUNING UP, SHAPING AIR INTO A MUSICAL VOICE, & HOPEFUL NOISE

          

        

      

    

    
      The room is full. Attendance is taken.

      “Okay, people,” Mr. Beck says. “No time to waste this week! Tune up.”

      So that’s what we do. I tune up fast to pitch perfect and play a few notes.

      My fingers tap my sax keys as I push air up from my diaphragm and lungs. The air flows through my throat, inside my mouth, and over my tongue. My face and mouth muscles help shape the sound. Onward my breath goes, through my teeth and lips, across the reed in my mouthpiece. Then it’s into the sax neck, down the bow, around the elbow, and out the bell, transformed into the voice of my saxophone. I can feel the vibrations resonate inside me. Up in my head. Down in my vocal cords. Mixing with the sound coming in through my ears. When I play, my sax feels like part of me. Like my own voice.

      You might think with my super-sensitive hearing, a whole room of kids tuning up would be a sonic nightmare, but it's not. To me, it sounds like music trying to come alive, a joyful, hopeful noise, brimming with color and energy, ready to spill into a song.
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            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            T.M.I. AT BECK-SPEED, TOO MANY DOTS, & FEELING THE MUSIC

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay people, this is your Assistant Band Director, Mr. Bosco,” Mr. Beck announces after the tuning up. “Listen to him as you would to me."

      A solid, but bouncy guy with short gray hair, Mr. Bosco starts passing out black band folders with papers inside. Mr. Beck keeps calling out instructions almost faster than I can listen. Too much information! my brain says. Sloooow Dowwwn!

      “Drill formation packets need to be three-hole punched and put in a 1-inch binder. Know your positions and mark your coordinates. Make sure you keep the pages in order. Have your lyres, flip folders, and dot books by Wednesday.”

      I open the drill formation packet, and—Whoa!

      I’m looking at a birds-eye view of a tiny football field covered with lines and graph paper squares and dots and dashes and slashes all over it in some kind of swirling design.

      BBBBZZZZzzZZZZ!!!!! Head hornets—Red Alert!

      My eyes and brain will never be able to connect these dot-book dots. I close the packet, stick it behind my Sound Innovations, and take a deep breath.

      Mr. Beck’s still talking. Fast. I hope I can listen at Beck-speed and remember it all.

      “Check my web page for checklists and the forms you need to fill out. Get the rehearsal, game, and performance schedules on your calendars. Freshman, download the Marching Fundamentals Guide. Print it out. READ it! EVERYONE, download the Band Handbook. READ it! Download, read, and sign your band member contract. Bring them in tomorrow.”

      Then he claps his hands once, steps over to one of the whiteboards, and scrawls in BIG black letters:

      ONE BAND, ONE SOUND!!!

      “Okay, Eagle Band. What’s our motto?”

      About half the kids read it off the board.

      “WHAT’S THAT?” he shouts.

      “ONE BAND, ONE SOUND!” Most of the band members shout out.

      “EXACTLY! Okay, page two of your books. We’ll warm up by drill group.”

      I put my musician earplugs in to protect my ears from decibel damage, then open to page two but don’t need to look at it because I already know it. Breathing and long tones. Group by group, then the whole band together, we warm up. The drills aren’t very musical, but Mr. Beck’s “One Sound” slowly starts to come together. It feels like being part of a giant, powerful voice.

      When we’re done, the room chatter rises. Mr. Beck stands still till it quiets down, then he starts fast-talking again.

      “Today we’re going out to the athletic field for conditioning and a review of marching basics. After conditioning together on the field, freshmen will go to the new building parking lot with Mr. Bosco, to review count structures and learn pages one to ten of the drill. At noon we’ll break for lunch until 12:45. Got it? Good.”

      Mr. Beck turns to Mr. Bosco. “The Eagles were Nine-and-O last season. This year, there’s a chance to go undefeated and make it to the state finals. What’s our goal, Mr. Bosco?”

      Mr. Bosco goes into full-energy pep mode. “This band is going to fuel the fighting Eagle spirit! We are going to turbo-charge the team and the crowd!!” He turns to us and raises both fists high. “Right? AM I RIGHT?”

      Everyone shouts back, “RIGHT!”

      Mr. Beck claps his hands again. “Okay. We’ve got a dynamite new Led Zeppelin half-time show planned, but before we start, I want you to listen to some of the original rock versions of the songs. Absorb them! Feel the music! Let the sound waves pulse through your veins! Move! Dance if you want to! Just watch out that you don’t whack your neighbor.”

      He leans over to turn on the music and the first song blasts from the speakers.

      The vocal intro on the “Immigrant Song” wails over a melody that’s only a few notes, really simple, but the song drives forward with a rhythm so strong, almost everyone’s head-banging. Me included! Next up is “Kashmir” with its tricky rhythms, some kids moving with the “1+2+3+4+” count of the drums, others with the “1-2-3-4-5-6-1-2-3-4-5-6” of the melody. Listening is like walking on one of those funhouse floors where the ground keeps moving and shifting, so your feet can’t get their bearings. It makes for some crazy dancing.

      “Stairway to Heaven” calms it all down. There’s a delicate guitar intro, then recorders come in on top, slow and simple, like melodies from folk music of the olden days. Then verse by verse, more instruments add on, building the energy till it’s flat-out screaming electric rock’n’roll.
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            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            "TELL ME EVERYTHING," MARCHING BAND YOGA, & A STRETCHY PROTEIN

          

        

      

    

    
      “How was your day? Tell me everything!!” Mom says as I slide into the passenger seat after putting my stuff in the back.

      I open my mouth, then close it again. Everything is a lot.

      “Have you ever heard of ‘Marching Band Yoga’?” Sometimes answering a question with a question can divert a mom’s attention.

      “No,” she says. “Is it an actual thing? Tell me all about it!” 

      Yes, it is an actual thing. When we assemble on the field for “Conditioning,” that’s what Mr. Beck is talking about. Marching Band Yoga. It’s a series of slow stretches of all your body parts, from neck down to feet and toe-wiggles.

      “It’s kind of like Physical Therapy,” I tell her. “For your whole body. All in the same session.”

      PT sessions are something I’ve done a lot of over the years, when different body parts—ankle, knee, shoulder, spine—have gone funky, due to the WS side-effect of not having enough elastin, the necessary stretchy protein. But I usually only had to physical-therapize one part at a time.

      Today what’s gone funky is my feet. I lean down, untie my shoes, and wrestle them off.

      Mom notices. “How are those new drill shoes?” she asks.

      “Not good,” I have to admit.

      She bites her lip and nods. After a moment, she says, “Want to wear your black sneakers? I can email Mr. Beck tonight. If he needs a doctor’s note, we can get one."

      I think. Wearing different shoes than everyone else will make me stick out. But when we wear our uniforms, we have shoe covers called spats, so they won’t really show. My throbbing feet add their opinion.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      Mom starts up the car now. Before putting it in gear, she looks over at me with her eyebrows up and I know what she’s thinking. Is high school Marching Band going to be too rigorous for me?

      “So how was your day?” I say. “Tell me everything!”
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            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            NEAT & NOT-NEAT NEIGHBORS, BUG SONG, & THE EYESHINE OF SPIDERS

          

        

      

    

    
      As we get home, I spot Dr. G in his small front yard. I exit the car and walk over to the picket fence between our driveways.

      Dr. G, a.k.a. Dr. Edwin W. Guldsmed, is tall and thin, with silver flyaway hair. He is an expert biologist, specializing in bug eyes, especially the eyes of dragonflies. His front yard is overgrown with wildflowers, berry bushes, and shaggy shrubs. In the middle is a small pond with rocks and clumps of tall grasses surrounding it. Dr. G dug it and lined it himself.

      Now, he’s down on one knee, dipping a glass jar between some floating water lilies, taking a water sample to test it.

      “Hey, Dr. G,” I call over. “How's the pH?”

      The pH has to be balanced just right for his fish, frogs, salamanders, bugs, and water plants. He keeps a big wooden barrel near the porch for collecting rainwater, which he sometimes adds to his pond. Other times he adds crushed oyster and clam shells or peat moss, to tweak the balance.

      He dips a paper strip in the jar and checks it.

      “7.2,” he calls back. “Nearly perfect.” He pours the nearly perfect water back into the pond.

      Just past Dr. G’s house on Schooner Lane is Dottie Cabot’s house. She’s a single woman of a certain age, owner of the Cabot Real Estate Agency, and president of the Stonebridge Garden Club. Her house and Dr. G’s are almost identical: white, tall, and narrow, with pointy roofs above scalloped shingles, and wide front porches.

      Their front yards aren’t alike, though, not at all. Dottie’s is very neat, with a black iron fence caging in all her tidy rows of flowers and fancy plants. If Dottie’s yard was a sound, it would be a shrill whistle, keeping everything in order. Dr. G’s would be a bamboo panpipe, letting the wind blow through, easy breezy.

      Last year, Dottie wrote a letter to the editor at our local newspaper, The Stonebridge Bugle, calling Dr. G’s yard “a blight on the historic village of Stonebridge!” Dr. G’s reply was printeda week later, about the importance of ponds as habitats.

      Dr. G, by the way, is the one who told me how to find spiders in the dark by their eyeshine, one day when we were discussing bugs and I shared my spider worry.

      “If you shine a light into the eyes of a spider, its eyes will glow green, due to the iridescent layer of cells behind its retinas called the tapetum lucidum. It’s a biological reflector system that enhances visual sensitivity at low light levels. It helps a predator hunt for prey.”

      That’s good information for someone who worries about predatory spiders. Every night I check my room before I go to sleep. I haven’t spotted any eyeshine yet, but you never know.

      Right now, a rising wave of late afternoon bug-song is filling the air. The fast, raspy ticking of katydids. The high-pitched whine of cicadas. Dr. G holds his head up to listen. We three stand still, listening to the chorus until it subsides.

      “Neotibicen canicularis,” Dr. G says. “Dog-Day Cicadas.”

      Mom nods gives him a wave. “Stay cool, Dr. G!”

      As we walk toward the back door, Mom explains. “Canicularis means ‘dog’ in Latin. These cicadas emerge during the ‘Dog-Days’ of August, the hottest days.”

      “Why do they call them Dog-Days?” I ask.

      “August is when Sirius, the Dog Star, shines its brightest, just before sunrise.”

      Mom has many random bits of information in her brain. She’s practically a walking, talking footnote. She says before there was an Internet, there were librarians, which is what she is.
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            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            A COLLAGE OF MEMORIES, A BORN DRUMMER, & A PURPLE HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside, I head upstairs to soak away the day’s aches in a long, hot shower. After seven hours of Marching Band Camp, going up the stairs feels like climbing a mountain. I pause at the landing halfway up and let my eyes flicker over the big, framed collage of photos that’s been there as long as I can remember. My dad at all ages through his life. They’re not my own memories, but with a few old videos, they’re all I have to picture my dad.

      —Round-face, blonde-haired, blue-eyed toddler Dad on the kitchen floor, whamming away at pots and pans, a born drummer...

      —Buzzcut-haircut third-grader Dad, whamming away at his first drum set...

      —High-schooler Dad in full Stonebridge Eagle Marching Band uniform, on the field, whamming away at the quads...

      —Dad and Mom sitting together in the Stonebridge High library, the photo captioned “Band Nerd and Book Worm”...

      —A prom picture in front of an indoor waterfall, under a banner with the theme, ONE LOVE, the old Bob Marley song...

      —At Stonebridge Beach, lifeguard Dad sitting next to teenage Mom atop a tall, white lifeguard chair, his arm around her shoulder, both grinning, squinting in the sun...

      —On the outdoor deck of Johnny's Seafood Shack with Kevin and his jazz combo, after Kevin hired Dad, the summer before his senior year in high school, with a sign behind them: KEVIN RUSSELL JAZZ QUARTET! THURSDAYS & SUNDAYS - 6 to 9!

      —In front of the student center at the University of Michigan, where Dad studied music and played in the Michigan Marching Band, and Mom majored in library science...

      —A small closeup, like a school-picture portrait, serious, staring straight ahead, his Boot Camp graduation photo...

      —Dad and Mom at their wedding reception at Johnny’s, after Dad finished his program at the Naval School of Music just before he was accepted into the 1st Marine Division Band...

      —Outside their little duplex house on the base in California, where Dad was stationed to play in the Band...

      —Then a picture of Dad after he was deployed to Afghanistan. He’s standing alone on a stretch of lumpy tan sand, with clumps of herby-looking weeds next to him, and low, boxy, tan buildings in the distance behind him. Here and there are a few lone, scraggly trees, and overhead, a hot-looking wide blue sky. He’s wearing tan and gray fatigues, a helmet, and dark aviator sunglasses. And he’s smiling. I’ve always wondered about what...

      In peacetime, a Marine Corps Band musician plays music. But the band members are always Marines first. Captain Daniel James Durkin was deployed six months before I was born and killed in action while walking point with his security detail. Mom told me the story when I was old enough to understand. Dad spotted something that didn’t look right, and just in a nick of time, shoved the guys closest to him out of the way.

      My dad was awarded both a Purple
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