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  Claire- The First Downbeat

  
  




The band room always smells the same—dust, metal, and sweat baked into the walls from years of rehearsals. No matter how many times the floors get mopped or the vents cleaned, the scent clings. To your clothes. Your hair. Your skin.

I like it. It means I’m home.

I stand in the center of the room with my sticks resting lightly in my hands, staring down at the faded tape lines on the floor. They’re crooked, overlapping, evidence of past captains. Different hands. Different seasons. Different dreams.

I wonder how many people have stood here, feeling exactly what I’m feeling now.

Don’t mess this up. This is my first year being captain, and I’m scared of messing up. 

“One,” I say.

My voice echoes more than I expect, bouncing off the cinder block walls. Too loud. Too empty. “Two. Three. Four.” The sound explodes around me.

Snares snap to life, sharp and clean. Bass drums thunder beneath them, deep and steady, vibrating through my chest. Cymbals crash, bright and metallic, filling every empty space. Tenor drums weave through it all, rolls gliding from head to head, adding motion where there was once silence. In front,  the mallet keyboards shimmer—notes ripple outward, tying the chaos together into something controlled, something alive. 

The rhythm settles into me like a second heartbeat. This is my favorite part of my day. 

This is the part I love. The part where nothing else exists. No expectations.  No pressure.  No future to worry about. Just the beat.

I listen harder than I probably should. I always do. Being captain means hearing everything—the tiny cracks most people miss.

Theo’s tempo is solid, easy, like he’s having fun even when the music is brutal.

Ivy is locked in, posture perfect, eyes sharp. Every movement precise. She never wastes motion.

Levi plays with control—almost too much. Every hit is careful, calculated, like he’s afraid to mess up.

Eli’s playing like he can’t mess up a single bit and is helping lead them as assistant captain while I get myself ready.

And then there’s Jamie. My stomach tightens.

He’s just a hair behind the beat. Barely noticeable. Most people wouldn’t catch it. I do.

It’s the kind of mistake that grows if you don’t stop it early. The kind that spreads, quietly, until it ruins everything. The rhythm wobbles.

“Stop.”

The sound cuts out instantly.

Silence crashes down on us, thick and heavy. I hate this part—the way the room holds its breath, the way everyone looks at me like I’m holding something fragile that could shatter if I say the wrong thing. Jamie freezes.

“I—I’m sorry. I thought I had it.”

His voice is tight, stretched thin. I recognize it immediately. That’s panic.

I close my eyes for half a second. Don’t snap. Don’t sigh. Don’t let them see the stress.

“It’s okay,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “You’re rushing the transition. Don’t think about the notes. Feel the space between them.”

Jamie nods quickly, eyes glued to the floor.

Theo leans over with his usual grin. “If it helps, I messed that part up for, like, three weeks straight.”

A few people laugh. The tension eases, just a little. Jamie exhales. Good.

I lift my sticks again, even though my chest feels tight. Being captain means pretending you’re fine even when you’re not. For sophomore year and my first year as captain it feels like to much to carry. It means carrying everyone else’s nerves and making it look easy.

“From the top.”

We start again. This time it’s better. Not perfect—but closer. Close enough that hope creeps in, bright and dangerous. Hope scares me.  Because hope means believing we can actually do this. And believing that means failure would hurt so much more.

We’re almost through the phrase when the door opens.

It’s quiet at first. Just a click. A shift in the air. But something about it makes my pulse jump. I lower my sticks slowly.

Footsteps echo across the floor. More than one set. Voices murmur—low, confident. I turn. And my stomach drops.

Blackwell Academy.

They’re impossible to miss in their black-and-silver uniforms. Everything about them looks sharp. Polished. Controlled. They move like they’ve rehearsed even walking into a room.

I’ve seen them online. Heard people talk about them in hushed voices. The kind of drumline that doesn’t miss. The kind judges lean forward for.

Suddenly, I’m painfully aware of the scuffed floors beneath my feet. The chipped paint. The duct tape holding one of our bass drum straps together.

Theo mutters, “Well. That’s terrifying.”

I don’t argue.

A boy steps forward from their line. Tall. Calm. Confident in a way that feels earned, not forced. His eyes sweep the room like he’s already measuring us. They stop on me. “You’re the captain,” he says. Not a question.

“Yeah,” I reply, lifting my chin.

“Ryan Kessler,” he says. “Blackwell Vanguard.”

Of course he is.

Before I can respond, Coach Ramirez claps his hands. “Alright, everyone. Blackwell is here to use our room and fields to practice for the big competition. They will run their set first, then we will run ours.”

A knot twists in my stomach. Ryan gives a short nod and turns back to his line. No hesitation. No discussion. They move instantly. And then they play.

They’re playing perfectly, and all I can think is that I can’t let everyone down. If I’m not good enough as captain, we lose to them before we even start. 

The first note hits like a punch to the chest.

It’s flawless.

Every stick comes down at the same moment. Every step identical. The sound is powerful but controlled, aggressive without being messy. No mistakes.

My hands start to shake.

I glance at my team. Jamie looks like they forgot how to breathe.  Ivy’s grip is so tight her knuckles are white.  Levi’s jaw is locked, eyes burning with something close to fear.

I swallow. Don’t let them see you break. When Blackwell finishes, the silence is deafening.

Ryan turns to me. “Your turn.” The words feel heavier than they should. I lift my sticks. “One.” My voice echoes too loudly. “Two.” Every eye in the room is on me. “Three.” My hands tremble, but I force them steady. “Four.”

We start. It isn’t perfect. I know that immediately. Theo rushes a beat. Jamie hesitates, then recovers. Levi pushes too hard, trying to prove something. Ivy holds the center together like glue.

But it’s real. I feel it in my chest—the effort, the heart, the way the sound swells and dips like something alive. I see it in their faces. The determination. The refusal to give up. And then I feel it.

Eli’s eyes are on me. Not judging and not analyzing, but seeing me. My chest tightens in a way that has nothing to do with the music. He always notices when I’m struggling. Always knows when I’m pretending I’m fine.

For a split second, our eyes meet. Something passes between us—unspoken, electric, terrifying. When the last note hits, I realize I’ve been holding my breath. The silence afterward feels different. Heavy. Expectant.

Ryan studies us for a moment. Then he nods. “Not bad.” The words sting more than I expect. Not great.  Not impressive.  Not enough.

As Blackwell steps back, I look at my team—sweaty, nervous, imperfect—and something settles deep in my chest. This season isn’t going to be easy. But I’m not walking away. Not from them. Not from this. Not from the fight we’re about to start.
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  Eli- After the Noise Fades

  
  




The room feels smaller once Blackwell leaves. It’s not that they took the sound with them. It’s that they left something behind—a pressure, a comparison, a silence that keeps asking questions no one wants to answer.

I lean against the wall near the cymbal rack, arms crossed, watching Claire lower her sticks. Her shoulders drop a fraction of an inch, like she’s been holding herself together with tension alone.

No one says anything at first. Coach Ramirez finally clears his throat. “Alright. Water break.” The room exhales all at once.

People scatter—laughing too loud, talking too fast, pretending that didn’t just happen. Theo launches into some dramatic reenactment of Blackwell’s opener, flailing his arms like he’s auditioning for a musical. A few people laugh. It helps. That’s his thing.

Claire doesn’t laugh. She steps toward the edge of the room, eyes unfocused, like she’s already replaying every mistake in her head. I know that look. I’ve seen it a hundred times. It’s the same one she gets after competitions, after bad rehearsals, after nights when she thinks leadership means carrying everything alone.

I hate that look.

I push off the wall and grab my water bottle, forcing myself to breathe normally. Don’t stare. Don’t hover. Don’t make it obvious. But I still end up stopping a few feet from her.

“You okay?” I ask. It’s a stupid question. I know that. She knows that. She nods anyway. “Yeah.” Too quick.

She twists the cap on her bottle harder than necessary, eyes fixed on the floor. A bead of sweat slides down her temple, catching in the fluorescent light. For a second, I want to reach out and wipe it away. I don’t.

“You held it together,” I say instead. “That wasn’t easy.” She lets out a short breath that might be a laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”

I glance back at the room. Jamie’s talking animatedly with Ivy now, hands moving like they’re still counting time. Levi sits on the floor, head down, sticks balanced across his knees. He hasn’t said a word since Blackwell played.

“They were intense,” I say carefully. Claire snorts. “That’s generous.” There’s something sharp under her words. Not jealousy. Not fear. Challenge. I look back at her. “We didn’t fall apart.” Her eyes flick up to mine, surprised.

“We could’ve,” I continue. “But we didn’t, Thanks to you.” She looks up at me and has a huge smile on her face. I love seeing her smile.  “You always see the silver lining,” she says. I shrug. “Someone has to.” She doesn’t respond, but something in her posture softens. Just a little.

Coach Ramirez claps his hands again. “Alright. Back in.” Groans ripple through the room, but people move. We always do. As everyone resets, I take my place, drum harness settling into familiar pressure against my shoulders. I glance toward Claire. She’s already back in captain mode—spine straight, expression neutral, eyes sharp. 

I admire that about her. I worry about it too. “One more run,” Coach says. “Clean it up.” Claire raises her sticks. I watch her hands this time instead of my music. The way her wrists move is controlled but fluid. The way her jaw tightens right before she counts off.

“One.” Her voice is steady. “Two.” Confident. “Three.” A beat of hesitation. “Four.” We play.

It’s better than before. Not perfect—but tighter. More together. Jamie locks in the transition this time, and I feel the rhythm snap into place like a puzzle piece finally fitting. Theo grins mid-measure. Ivy anchors us, unshakable.

Claire leads us through the last note, cutting us off clean. Silence. Coach nods slowly. “That’s progress.” Progress. It’s not praise, exactly—but it’s enough.

I notice Claire’s hands trembling slightly as she lowers her sticks. She doesn’t realize it. Her eyes sweep the room, taking in Jamie’s hesitant smile, Theo’s exaggerated shrug, Levi’s silent scowl, Ivy’s calm posture. She’s cataloging everything, remembering every detail.

I take a small step closer. “You’re doing more than you think,” I say. She glances at me, raising an eyebrow. “Are you trying to flatter me now?”

“No,” I reply softly. “Just stating facts.” A small laugh escapes her lips, quieter than I expected. “Facts, huh?”

“Yes,” I say. “You kept us together. That’s not easy.” Her gaze meets mine, lingering. For a second, I think the world narrows to just the two of us. Then Theo barges past, nearly tripping over Jamie. “Did you SEE Ryan’s face when we finished? I swear he looked impressed.”

Claire laughs this time—real, unguarded—and shakes her head. “You’re impossible.”

“Thank you,” Theo says proudly. I glance back at Jamie, watching their posture relax slightly. That’s progress too. A freshman finding their rhythm. Seeing growth reminds me why we endure the pressure of competition, why Blackwell’s looming shadow matters.

I watch Claire grab her water, still breathing deeply. Her eyes meet mine again. “I don’t know how to not carry everything by myself,” she admits softly. “I’ll help,” I say. “If you let me.” She doesn’t say anything, but the corner of her lips quivers just slightly. That’s enough for now.

We file out together, sticks over shoulders. The parking lot is cool and dim, the kind of quiet that settles after something loud has ended. Cars pull out one by one, headlights cutting across the asphalt. I sling my sticks into the back seat and lean against my car for a second, letting the night air hit my face.

Claire walks a few rows over, keys already in hand. Her shoulders are still tense, like she hasn’t fully come down yet. “Hey,” I call. She turns, a tired smile finding its way onto her face. “Hey.” We stand there for a moment, not quite ready to leave. The band room feels far away now, but the weight of it hasn’t faded.

“You did great today,” I say. “I mean it.” She lets out a slow breath. “It didn’t feel great.”

“I know,” I reply. “But it mattered. And you didn’t let us fall apart.” She looks at me then, really looks at me, like she’s deciding whether to believe that. “Thanks,” she says quietly.

We both open our car doors. Just before she gets in, I add, “Text me when you get home, yeah? So I know you made it.” She smiles—soft, real. “I will. You text me too.” I nod. “Deal.”

She pulls away first. I wait until her taillights disappear before getting in my car.

The engine hums beneath me as I sit in the parking lot a little longer than necessary. My phone rests in the cup holder, screen dark. I tell myself I’m just giving her a head start before pulling out.

That’s not the truth. I drive home with the radio off, sticks rattling softly in the back seat every time I hit a bump. My thoughts keep circling back—not to Blackwell, not to the music—but to the way Claire’s voice barely wavered when she counted us off. The way she smiled at me like it cost her something.

I toss my keys on the counter when I get inside and check my phone. Nothing yet. I set it down, then pick it back up almost immediately, thumb hovering like I might change my mind about something I haven’t done.

A few minutes later, the screen lights up.

Claire: Home.

I read it twice. I type, delete, then type again.

Me: Good. Glad you made it.

Three dots appear. Disappear. My chest tightens for no reason I can explain.

Claire: Thanks. For earlier.

I stare at that one longer.

Me: Anytime.

I hesitate, then add—

Me: Get some rest tonight, okay?

The typing bubble shows up almost immediately.

Claire: I’ll try.

I set the phone face down and lean back against the couch, staring at the ceiling. The quiet feels heavier than it should.

I don’t know when caring shifted into something else. I just know that tonight, making sure she got home safe mattered more than the score, the competition, or the sound Blackwell left behind.

And that thought doesn’t scare me.
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  Ivy- Holding the Line

  
  




By the time I get home, my wrists still feel like they’re vibrating.

That always happens after a rehearsal like this—when the air is heavy, when every note feels like it’s being measured against something invisible. I sit on the edge of my bed and stare at my sticks for a long moment before setting them down carefully, parallel, the same distance apart.

Some habits don’t turn off. I adjust the angle of the sticks even though they’re already straight. If one of them shifts, even by a fraction, I notice. I always notice.

Control is small things like Parallel lines, even spacing, and knowing exactly when something will land. What I can’t stand is the space between beats—the part where anything could go wrong.

Blackwell didn’t have space between beats. They didn’t look at each other to check in. They didn’t hesitate before transitions. They didn’t flinch. We do. That difference sits in my chest heavier than the drum harness ever has.












