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PART I

When We Were Teenage Rock Stars
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​​Chapter 1. 

​This Is the Story of “Girl Meets Boy,” but Be Warned: This Is Not a Love Story
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Charles Xavier: “Just because someone stumbles and loses their path doesn’t mean they’re lost forever.”

– Days of Future Past (2014)

––––––––
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I arrived at the San Francisco airport on a Saturday morning. There were a lot of people lined up at the airline counter, so I decided to wait. I texted him, and he replied that he was finishing some apartment stuff and would leave in a few minutes. So I sat down on a bench and opened my book.

Hours passed. Still no sign of him. I was anxious. I walked over to a coffee shop, bought something, and sat at an outdoor table. I pulled out my laptop, chatted with a friend, and finished writing my farewell emails.

I sat there for a while, sipping coffee, listening to music, and contemplating the scene: a girl in her twenties, with a successful professional career and a handsome boyfriend who adored her, sitting impatiently at an airport—waiting for her first love. The boy who gave her her first kiss. The boy who once took her around the world. The boy she reconnected with after years apart. And now, she was—allegedly, at least—in full possession of her mental faculties and about to drop everything to run away with him. Give it all another shot.

It could’ve been the plot of a Nancy Meyers movie. Or a new song by The All-American Rejects.

As I looked over at the airline counter, now open for check-in, I couldn’t help but wonder: How did I get here? How could I leave behind safety, stability, that “perfect” life—for someone like him? Are we living in an alternate reality? Did the timeline deviate somewhere into a tangent where nothing makes sense anymore?

But then again, love never makes sense. It defies logic, science, and even common sense.

Then again, nothing about my life has ever been particularly “normal.” From the moment I was born, I think I was destined for a life full of drama, adventure, and emotional rollercoasters—a bit like a Michael Bay movie, or a Broadway musical.

I was born in November, on the exact day “You Give Love a Bad Name” by Bon Jovi hit number one on every radio station in the country. I can’t help but wonder if that was some kind of cosmic sign.

My parents had waited a long time to have children, and I was their only one—so you can imagine the excitement. Not long after I turned two, my dad’s job took us to a small industrial beach town. It was the perfect place for my parents to become vegetarians and start doing sunrise yoga every morning. They filled our house with music, books, and movies. I grew up listening to The Beatles and Frank Sinatra, dreaming of meeting a man like Clark Gable, and reading Charles Dickens and Mark Twain before bed.

They traveled a lot for work. Sometimes, I’d tag along to faraway places, like a tiny Captain Jack Aubrey in a booster seat. But mostly, I was a lonely little girl. It was hard to fit in. Every time I looked in the mirror, I saw someone completely different from the fearless, fabulous heroines I adored in Jane Austen novels or Ava Gardner films.

But when I was about to graduate elementary school and head into middle school, I decided it was time to reinvent myself—and conquer the world.

Of course, I’m not going to lie—middle school was even harder than I expected. It’s a tough stage in every girl’s life. You’re stuck in this weird limbo: no longer a child, but not quite a teenager either. Everything is in flux—your body, your personality, your friendships. I felt like a ticking time bomb.

But I have to admit, it wasn’t all bad.

That’s when I met my best friend: Elizabeth.

We met on the first day of school. She sat in front of me and couldn’t stop turning around to talk. We quickly discovered we had so many things in common: we both knew the choreography to “Larger Than Life” by the Backstreet Boys by heart, and we agreed that Mark McGrath was the most divine human being in the world. We were both reading Harry Potter, never missed an episode of Dawson’s Creek or TRL with Carson Daly, and shared a passionate dislike for” Livin’ La Vida Loca.” We didn’t understand the hype around The Blair Witch Project either. And we both agreed the 1999 MTV Music Awards were the best in history.

Elizabeth became the sister I never had. We were always together, and when we weren’t, we spent hours on the phone—until the bill arrived and we had to deny everything. We chatted on ICQ or Messenger until our parents yelled that the phone line was busy. We made each other mix CDs with our favorite music downloaded from the internet. We shared clothes and makeup. Every Friday, we went to the movies to watch the teen classics of the year: American Pie, 10 Things I Hate About You—just to fall in love with Heath Ledger all over again, Never Been Kissed, and Cruel Intentions—our first “grown-up” film.

While everyone else worried about Y2K, I felt like middle school actually fit me pretty well. But the new year brought unexpected changes—one of them was named Alex. 

He was a senior, and to be honest, I had never even noticed him until that fateful February 14th. He was in charge of the school’s Valentine’s Day fundraiser. Obviously, it wasn’t love at first sight—for him. As much as I smiled and magically appeared wherever he was, he didn’t seem to notice me.

So, with Elizabeth’s help, I took inspiration from every girl in Teen People magazine—Melissa Joan Hart, Mandy Moore, Alicia Silverstone. But no matter how girly or flirty I tried to be, Alex remained oblivious. So I switched strategies. I went full “Lorraine Baines”—which, back then, meant following him around in person. He loved sports, so I popped up at his afternoon volleyball practices. Still nothing.

When all else failed, we got creative. We found his email through one of Elizabeth’s brothers, added him on Messenger, and started chatting. I was still shy, so Elizabeth did most of the talking at first. Every afternoon she’d come over, we’d microwave popcorn while the dial-up internet screeched to life, and five minutes later we’d sit down to chat with Alex. 

I was mesmerized by everything he wrote. I found out he loved surfing and motorcycles. His favorite movie was Point Break. His music and book tastes were questionable... but not a dealbreaker. I still thought he was the most handsome guy in the universe and that we were made for each other.

Of course, Alex had no idea who we were. Back then, people used ridiculous usernames—mine was Kittie96, after my favorite metal band. That’s how we chatted. 

Every day, I felt like I knew him a little more. And every day, I fell deeper for him. Eventually, I got brave and started talking to him alone. Some nights we stayed up for hours chatting about everything and nothing. One night, he told me his ideal girl was Natalie Portman—and I remembered my grandmother always said I looked like her. That was it. I knew it was time to meet.

We planned to meet on a hot Friday afternoon in April at a popular shake shop. He was already there. Elizabeth waited outside just in case, and I walked in with my heart thundering in my chest, dressed as Natalie Portman from the final scene of Anywhere But Here—white shirt, jeans, black boots, long straight hair. 

Alex was staring out the window—picture perfect. When he saw me, he looked surprised, but smiled so warmly I thought I’d melt. We greeted each other with a clumsy kiss on the cheek. He pulled out my chair. I ordered a mint chocolate milkshake; he ordered a floating cappuccino. We sat in silence, smiling, giggling like silly teenagers in love.

After a while, he said he couldn’t believe I was Kittie96. Everyone at school thought I was quiet and boring—but now he knew I was actually pretty cool. I just smiled. We started talking about everything—school, family, hobbies, a million things—as if we hadn’t already talked endlessly online. 

I couldn’t stop staring at him. He had beautiful almond-shaped eyes, a perfect smile, freckles that framed his face just right, and slightly long but immaculate hair—like Jonathan Jackson in The Deep End of the Ocean.

I got completely lost in his face, imagining a thousand first-kiss scenarios—until suddenly, his friends showed up and ruined everything. They joined our table and mocked us. 

Our carefully crafted date, the one Elizabeth and I had planned so meticulously, was wrecked. After what felt like forever, everyone decided to leave. Alex left too, saying goodbye so fast he almost kissed me on the mouth.

I left the place floating like a radiant summer sun, smiling from ear to ear. Elizabeth and I jumped into the car and drove home, where I recounted every moment in detail—every look, every pause, every smile. Then my phone buzzed. It was a message from Alex: he said he had a great time and hoped we could do it again soon. Elizabeth and I screamed with excitement. We jumped on the bed and danced to a Shania Twain song. I messaged him back.

***
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The following Friday, he invited me to the movies. We went to see Mission: Impossible 2 and, as expected, I barely followed the plot. My heart was pounding so fast, it felt like it was about to leap out of my chest. Alex would rest his arm on the back of my seat, brush against me, or our hands would meet in the popcorn bowl. I kept thinking: Maybe this is it. Maybe he’ll kiss me right here, in the darkness and intimacy of the theater.

As romantic and cinematic as that sounds... It just made me panic. I had never kissed anyone before. I didn’t know how it worked. And worse—what if he asked me to be his girlfriend? I didn’t know how that worked either.

In the end, absolutely nothing happened. After the movie, we got ice cream, walked around the mall for a while, and then he dropped me off at home.

In the days that followed, Elizabeth and I went full Doc Brown and Marty McFly, analyzing every detail and trying to adjust the timeline—but we didn’t get it. Every day, Alex and I chatted on Messenger. Every Friday afternoon, we went out. But... were we just friends?

Then, out of nowhere, he invited me to Ixtapa to attend a rave sponsored by MTV. It was the event of the year—everyone was going. I wasn’t a huge fan of EDM, but of course I said yes. There were just a few snags. 

First, we weren’t going alone—his three brothers and maybe more people were joining. Second, the event was 21+. And finally: my parents. They didn’t even know Alex existed, and they would never in a million years let me go to a beach rave with a group of guys. I was only thirteen.

But, somehow, the stars aligned. While Elizabeth and I were scheming the perfect lie, fate stepped in—my parents had to travel during those exact dates.

The day of the rave, Elizabeth came over early to help me pick the perfect outfit. Just before noon, Alex and the crew picked me up. One of his brothers handed me a fake ID so I could get in. 

During the ride, Alex and I sat together, hand in hand—very discreetly—while we listened to Parachutes by Coldplay.

We checked in as soon as we arrived and got our wristbands. While we waited for the music to start, Alex went to get beers for his brothers and brought back a bottle of water for me. 

His brothers and friends vanished into the crowd, so it was just the two of us, standing at the back, enjoying the music and the atmosphere.

By the time the last DJ started his set, the sun had already dipped below the horizon, and the beach was shrouded in darkness. Alex took my hand and led me to a quieter spot. He looked into my eyes, stroked my hair, my cheek, and gently took my chin in his hand.

Then he kissed me.

At first, I panicked. His lips were soft and warm, and I had no idea what to do. When his hand moved to my back, I felt tingles everywhere he touched. I sighed, closed my eyes, and realized... he tasted really good. I wrapped my arms around him, too. After a few gentle kisses, he pulled me in and kissed me with so much intensity that my mouth opened instinctively, and his tongue slipped in. I froze. My legs trembled. But he held me tightly and pulled me close. I could feel his warmth, his heartbeat, and my own body shaking.

It was awkward. It was innocent. And I didn’t know what I was doing.

But it was the most exciting and electrifying thing I had ever felt—and I definitely wanted to do it again.

He smiled at me while I stood there in a daze, flushed and breathless. He gave me a soft kiss on the nose, took my hand again, and we walked toward the exit. On the way home, we dropped off his brothers first. Then he drove me back.

We kissed again outside my house. It wasn’t quite as magical as the first one—but it was still so good. My stomach fluttered, electricity buzzing under my skin. 

When I got to my room, I collapsed on my bed with a smile so bright NASA probably saw it from space. “Fade Into You" by Mazzy Star played in the background. 

***
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It was the end of the school year—and Alex’s graduation. To celebrate, he invited me to the beach with his parents and introduced me as his girlfriend. His parents were kind, and I enjoyed the trip, though I was secretly hoping for a more romantic moment—like something out of Say Anything—before becoming official.

Then, on the way home, he dropped a bombshell: he wasn’t staying here for high school. He was moving to Guadalajara. He had to be there by the first of August. That’s why he hadn’t asked me to be his girlfriend sooner—because we only had a few weeks left, and he didn’t know if I’d want a long-distance relationship.

But a long-distance relationship didn’t seem impossible. We could chat every day, maybe talk on the phone—though long-distance calls were still expensive. He’d come back on holidays and long weekends. If we were both committed, it could work. I mean, if Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell believed in it, who was I to argue?

So I agreed. If we both did our part, we had a shot.

Of course, my parents had other plans for my summer. They wanted me to travel, absorb other cultures, learn to be independent and open-minded. Normally, I would’ve loved that. But now? I just wanted to be with Alex.

After a long argument, we settled on a compromise: I would stay and take French and German lessons instead.

I saw Alex every single day. He picked me up after class, and we spent the afternoons together at the beach—surfing, kissing, listening to the Red Hot Chili Peppers. But, as expected, my parents eventually found out. And when they did, they did not take it well. We had the talk. The confrontation. And of course... They tried to give me the dreaded sex talk.

Like any teenager, I denied everything, rolled my eyes, acted annoyed, and locked myself in my room.

I loved Alex. He was only a few weeks away from leaving, and I wanted to spend every moment with him. I was fascinated by him. We could talk for hours, and he was so chivalrous—he always opened the car door or pulled out my chair. No, he hadn’t brought me flowers or written me love letters like the guys in my favorite books and movies, but I didn’t care. I loved him. 

But all good things come to an end.

In August, we had to say goodbye. No matter how hard I tried to play it cool, I ended up sobbing uncontrollably in his arms. We sat by the big tree near my house, watching the sunset, wrapped in silence. No plans. No promises. Just the two of us and the ticking clock. When nine o’clock hit, I had to go home. I stayed outside for hours, in his arms, lost in one long, breathless kiss.

The days that followed were brutal. I stayed in bed, listening to “Goodbye To You” by Michelle Branch on repeat until I cried myself to sleep. I was constantly online, waiting for Alex to show up on Messenger. He didn’t. 

Elizabeth came by to try and cheer me up, but nothing worked. I missed him so much. I wanted him back. He had taken away my will to function. Time felt heavier without him—every second, every minute, every hour. It was unbearable.

My mom eventually caught on that I was grieving over a boy. She tried giving me “the talk”—the one where she gently explained that first love is intense, but it’s not the end of the world. I ignored her.

One night over dinner, my parents asked if I wanted to take art classes again to help me cope. I hesitated, but eventually agreed. I tried everything—different workshops, different disciplines—but nothing lit a spark in me. I went back to school still hollowed out, and even though Alex started sending weekly emails, it wasn’t enough.

Something had changed. The magic was gone. He wasn’t my Napoleon, and I wasn’t his Josephine.

Long-distance was harder than I thought. It didn’t feel like he was making an effort anymore. I knew it was time to move on... but I couldn’t. I still loved him. And it still hurts.

Then one afternoon, after binge-watching music videos on MTV for hours, something clicked. I wanted to learn how to play electric guitar. I had always admired Brian May, Jimmy Page, and Slash. Their guitar solos transported me—they took songs that could’ve been basic and turned them into something wild and unforgettable. I wanted to do that. I wanted to be like Nancy Wilson, Lita Ford, or Joan Jett. I wanted to be in a rock band.

To my surprise, my parents said yes.

I started with acoustic guitar. The theory and harmony came easily—thanks to my piano background—but my fingers... they betrayed me. They were too long, too clumsy. Coordination? Nonexistent. My teacher was patient and left me with tons of exercises. I practiced obsessively—until my hands went numb or I flat-out collapsed from frustration.

Playing classical songs didn’t excite me. After some convincing, my teacher gave in and taught me “More Than Words” by Extreme and “And I Love Her” by The Beatles. We performed those songs live for a Day of the Dead festival. I was so nervous. I messed up a few notes, but the experience?

It was magical. Almost as magical as my first kiss.

Being on stage, performing in front of people—the adrenaline, the emotion, the nerves, the heartbeat pounding in sync with every chord—there was nothing like it. It made me feel alive in a way I’d never felt before.

That was the moment I knew: I had found my calling.

Sure, it had taken me a little longer than Mozart or Picasso. But still—I had found it. My purpose.

***
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I shared all the photos with Alex and told him about my experience. He was really happy and hoped he’d be able to arrive in time to see me perform at the Christmas festival. But my parents decided to travel for the holidays, and Alex didn’t make it. We didn’t get to see each other that December.

Surprisingly, I wasn’t sad. My Christmas gift more than made up for it. My parents gave me my very first electric guitar—a cherry red Epiphone G-400 Pro. It was a more affordable version of the Gibson SG, and the moment I pulled it out of the gig bag and held it in my arms, I knew it was perfect. I named her Donita, after the lead singer of one of my favorite bands, L7.

Playing with a pick turned out to be a nightmare. Just when I had finally learned how to coordinate my left and right hands, this new challenge came along. I couldn’t figure out how to properly place my hand. I didn’t know how to hold the pick, so I developed a few bad habits that made playing frustrating and uncomfortable. 

Despite all my practice, I ended up discouraged and exhausted. Every day, I tortured my parents and neighbors with endless hours of “Sunshine of Your Love” by Cream and “Satisfaction” by The Rolling Stones. And just when I thought I had nailed it, there would be tempo issues, or I’d use the wrong fingers, or my grip was off. 

Just when I was about to throw in the towel, Apollo Creed-style, I bumped into Gerry, one of my classmates, at the arcade. As soon as he spotted my guitar case, he rushed over and asked if I played. I told him I was just getting started. He smiled and asked if I’d be interested in joining his band—they needed another guitarist. The rest of the band was made up of classmates: Manny on lead guitar, Raoul on bass and vocals, and him on drums. They mostly played covers of Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Silverchair, Guns N’ Roses, and Metallica.

I just stood there, stunned. Gerry laughed and said, “We could be like Garbage. Or maybe a grunge version of No Doubt.” Then he begged me to come by his house Friday at five to check them out.

The very next day, I showed up to class early and begged my teacher to help me learn a few songs before Friday. They had to be easy enough for me to learn perfectly in just a few days—this could be my only shot at being in a real band. He raised an eyebrow but agreed to teach me “Smells Like Teen Spirit” by Nirvana and “Sweet Child o’ Mine” by Guns N’ Roses.

When Friday finally arrived, I was a bundle of nerves. I showed up early at Gerry’s house with my guitar and my Epiphone Valve Junior amp. He greeted me at the door, told me I didn’t need to bring an amp—they had one in the garage—but helped me carry it in anyway. 

The garage was like a mini studio: egg cartons on the walls and ceiling for soundproofing, amps everywhere, cables, and instruments lined up. We sat on the floor with sodas and talked while we waited for the rest of the band.

I had never really talked to Gerry before, but I found out he was smart, funny, and insanely knowledgeable about music. He could recite the entire history of heavy metal and knew every Queen, AC/DC, and Led Zeppelin album by heart.

Eventually, Manny arrived. Then, about an hour and a half later, Raoul showed up—and from that moment, I knew there’d be trouble.

Raoul looked me up and down, scoffed at my guitar, and sighed, “Well, let’s see what you got.” We started with “Smells Like Teen Spirit”, and it went perfectly. Manny and Gerry were thrilled and gave me high-fives, but Raoul just sipped water and said, “What else?” We played “Sweet Child o’ Mine”, and again, it sounded great. Gerry and Manny were ready to invite me into the band on the spot.

But Raoul had other plans.

He thanked me like it was a job interview and said, “We’ll let you know. We might need to see more people.” Then he walked over to the drum set and started whispering with Manny.

I just stood there, feeling completely out of place. After a long, awkward silence, I packed up my guitar, thanked them, and said I’d love to join if they’d have me. I stepped outside and sat on my amp on the curb, lost in thought.

A few minutes later, Gerry came out and apologized. He told me that Raoul didn’t want a girl in the band because he thought girls caused problems. But both he and Manny loved how I played and wanted me in. He begged me not to audition for any other bands and promised they’d try to change Raoul’s mind.

That Monday at school, during recess, Gerry told me I was in. Rehearsals would be on Wednesdays and Fridays. I was ecstatic.

But when I arrived at rehearsal that Wednesday, I got a surprise. Raoul had decided he didn’t want to play bass anymore. If I wanted to be in the band, I had to switch to bass. I was stunned. I didn’t even own a bass.

Gerry lent me his white Ibanez GSR200. It felt big and heavy in my hands. Raoul said, “If you’re really that good on guitar, you’ll have no problem playing bass. And if not, you can leave.”

I went home terrified. But I was determined to prove myself. 

That night, I told my parents there had been a change of plans—I needed to learn bass. They gave me confused looks, and then my dad launched into a long speech about money and responsibility. But he agreed—just this once—to buy me an electric bass, on the condition that I would go to Canada in the summer. It seemed like a fair deal, so I said yes.

Gerry continued to lend me his bass until I had my own, and I went to class the next day determined to learn. I quickly found out that I played the bass like a guitar. While coordinating my right hand with two fingers came easily, my left hand struggled again. The spacing between frets was wider, and I couldn’t hit the notes cleanly. 

The neck was long and heavy, and I couldn’t move up and down it quickly enough. And don’t even get me started on the pick drama—these thicker strings made wrist movement a nightmare.

But the worst part? The tempo.

I was used to following the guitars. Now I had to listen to the drums.

I learned something important, though: the bassist is the glue of the band. While they rarely get the spotlight, they’re vital. A bassist ties rhythm and harmony together. If the bass and drums are tight, a singer can go off key or a guitarist can jump in at the wrong time, and no one will notice. But if the bassist messes up? The whole song falls apart.

That revelation blew my mind. I’d always underestimated bassists—especially in bands like The White Stripes, who didn’t even have one. But now, I felt ready to take on the responsibility.

Of course, my teacher started me off with blues and jazz sequences—which, naturally, I found incredibly boring. After several arguments, we reached a compromise: the first hour would be for jazz and blues, and the second for learning whatever song I wanted. We started with “Come As You Are” by Nirvana.

At school, I was constantly asking Gerry or Manny what songs we’d play next, and I’d show up to lessons with my list and a stack of CDs. Because back then, there was no YouTube. You couldn’t just Google the chords or tabs. You either bought overpriced books filled mostly with classical music, or you learned by ear.

Which... was a nightmare.

That weekend, a huge box arrived at our house. Inside was a red-and-white Fender Precision Bass. My dad had ordered it for me, and even though it wasn’t as beautiful as Donita, I had no choice but to fall in love with it. And honestly? It felt like fate. All the problems I had with Gerry’s bass disappeared. My hand finally had a place to rest. The fretboard felt natural. Tuning was easier. It fit me. We just... clicked.

I started getting used to the rhythm of this new life—juggling school, the band, and music lessons. Elizabeth, who had a growing crush on Gerry, started coming with me to rehearsals.

The real problem was Alex.

He had settled into his new school and new routine and now demanded more of my time. And sure, I missed him. But I was more excited about being the best bass player in the world than I was about saving a relationship that already felt like it was slipping away.

I did my best to balance it all. But the truth was, I no longer felt butterflies in my stomach. We didn’t seem to have anything in common anymore—unless I was talking about music. And let’s be honest, that’s all I ever wanted to talk about. Maybe he changed. Or maybe I did.

Maybe my mom was right after all: first love is fleeting.

Still, I didn’t let it bring me down. Summer was coming—we could reconnect then. I threw myself back into music.

One day at Gerry’s house, while we were rehearsing, Raoul burst out with an idea: we should enter a contest to be the opening act for Molotov at a concert series in Mexico City. Everyone screamed with excitement—except me. I didn’t think we were ready. We hadn’t even played live yet. We didn’t even have a name. And worst of all, we were still just a cover band.

If we were going to compete with the big boys, we’d need original songs. I voiced my concerns. Manny and Gerry agreed. Raoul did not.

We had our first big fight.

Voices were raised, tempers flared, and eventually Raoul stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

I didn’t want that to ruin things with Gerry and Manny, so I grabbed my notebook and started brainstorming potential names. Once things cooled down, we went back to rehearsing. Later, Elizabeth and I walked home, and I told her everything.

She just laughed. “Raoul’s always dramatic,” she said. “Honestly, he probably feels threatened by you. But if that’s the case, maybe he shouldn’t be the leader. Maybe you should start calling the shots—like Dolores O’Riordan or Leigh Nash. And you already have Manny and Gerry on your side. Three against one is a solid majority.”

After finishing our homework, she gave me another idea: we could play at her birthday party. I said yes immediately. That same night, I asked my mom if we could also play at the City Hall music festival. She agreed. The next day, I got the school principal to approve us for the graduation party too.

With three gigs locked in, I felt incredible. Like Paul Gill from Rock of Ages.

During my bass lessons, I begged my teacher to show me how to write songs. But it turned out to be harder than I thought. He explained that a good song is built on conflict and tension—and only then can it resolve. The problem was, my life was all tension and no resolution.

And I didn’t want to write about Alex. How humiliating would it be if, during our Behind the Music special on VH1 someday, I had to admit that was my inspiration? No thank you.

So, I gave up on writing for the moment and focused on building a strong set. We didn’t have many songs, and we couldn’t just play the same ones over and over. My teacher suggested “Zombie” by The Cranberries—it was simple, but effective. He also reminded me that bands with girls always pulled bigger crowds.

The next rehearsal, I brought in two new songs. Manny and Gerry weren’t sold at first—they thought they were “too pop.” But I eventually convinced them. An hour into rehearsal, Raoul showed up and, of course, threw a tantrum about it. To cool things down, we took a break and decided to finally choose a name for the band.

We wrote our favorite name ideas on slips of paper, threw them into a cup, and let Raoul pull one out. After a dramatic drumroll, the winner was: Amnesia.

We all sat there, letting it settle. Amnesia. It sounded right. It sounded like us. Raoul even offered to handle the T-shirts. He’d been working on different logos and designs. For once, things felt solid. Maybe our Noel-and-Liam-style drama was finally behind us.

***
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June arrived—and with it, all our shows. Elizabeth’s birthday came first, but our shirts weren’t ready yet. So, we settled on a simple look: ripped jeans, black T-shirts, and black Converse. Our first performance went well. The crowd asked for more songs than we actually knew, but we improvised and kept the energy high. Elizabeth even jumped on stage to sing “Kiss Me” by Sixpence None the Richer.

Next came the City Music Festival on June 21st. We had our shirts by then—black with a white and red logo. Mine was a women’s cut, which meant it was tight and uncomfortable, but I was too nervous to care. 

The place was packed. Local press showed up. My music teacher came early to help us warm up. Elizabeth helped with my hair and makeup.

Right before going on stage, Raoul downed one too many beers. He was drunk and couldn’t perform. My mom was furious. Gerry and Manny were freaking out. But somehow, I stayed calm. My teacher stepped in to play rhythm guitar, and we agreed to turn off Raoul’s microphone—only Manny and I would sing.

Raoul still managed to hype the crowd. And when we finished, people went wild. Everyone congratulated us. The press called us “a fresh new sound” and highlighted my performance in particular. One review even called me “the next Amy Lee.” I clipped every single one and pinned them on a corkboard in my room.

I felt like Peter Parker strutting through Central Park with “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” playing in the background.

A week later, we played the graduation party. When I got to the venue, Raoul was already there—and he had rewritten the setlist. He removed all the songs where I sang and unplugged my mic. Apparently, he was upset that people thought I was the band leader and wanted to reassert himself.

I didn’t argue. I just made a silent decision: if he wanted to play dirty, I could too.

I swapped my jeans for Elizabeth’s denim skirt, traded my black Vans for her pink Converse, and leaned into the attention. Her skirt sat lower on my hips, and for once, I didn’t hide. That night, I was the center of the stage—even without a microphone.

Later, I told Alex everything, hoping he’d find it amusing. But instead, he got jealous. First, he gave me the cliché speech about how no one would take me seriously as a musician if I dressed like that. Then he complained that I wouldn’t be around over the summer, and that we barely spent time together. He said I was in love with music—and maybe we should take a break.

I just stared at the chat window.

I had been so patient with him—through his move, his absence, everything—and yet he couldn’t do the same for me. Maybe he had already met someone else. Maybe this was just his excuse.

I was hurt. But also... I was kind of done. Raoul wanted to start covering Red Hot Chili Peppers songs, and I couldn’t even play them. The bass parts were too advanced. I was frustrated. I needed space to reset.

Alex and I never spoke again.

By the end of the school year, just before leaving for Canada, my mom asked me to play a few songs for a student workshop. I agreed. I was up there, strumming the same simple sequences over and over, when I looked out into the audience—and saw Alex.

He was sitting in the back row with a girl I didn’t know. Apparently, his cousin took folk dance and he came to watch her. He didn’t even notice me—he was too busy adjusting his camcorder.

I was livid.

So I did what I do best—I played. When the students finished, I asked my teacher if we could do one more. I chose “Promises” by The Cranberries. The progression was similar to “Zombie”, so we were able to set it up quickly.

And then I sang—with every ounce of heartbreak and fire in me.

The crowd turned to stare at him, like the universe had put a literal spotlight on him. He blushed and looked for somewhere to hide. It was cathartic. I got it all out. Every emotion. Every wound. That’s when I truly understood the power of music—how it can say what words never could.

Alex tried to talk to me afterward, but there were too many people backstage. Too much chaos. So I left.

The next morning, on the way to the airport, my mom asked about him. I put on my headphones and didn’t say a word. I was hurt, but I was ready to move on. 

Something in me knew that whatever was waiting for me in Canada was going to change everything.

***
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After saying goodbye to my mom, I boarded my flight. Five hours, one very long layover in New York, and a full read of Isle of Passion by Laura Restrepo later, I arrived in Toronto on a rainy July afternoon.

My host family—a Filipino couple with two much older kids—picked me up. They were kind and made me feel like part of the family. 

Life in Canada was... quiet. Ordinary. Kind of boring. Mornings were for school, afternoons were for work. I walked dogs, ran errands for the elderly, babysat a few neighborhood kids. On weekends, I’d explore the city solo.

Almost every day after school, I’d stop by an internet café near campus to write emails to Elizabeth. I’d sip my caramel frappuccino from Starbucks and try to make my Canadian life sound way more exciting than it actually was.

And it might’ve stayed that way. Until I discovered punk rock.

The genre was exploding in Canada at the time—tons of artists, tons of buzz. But it wasn’t until my host brother handed me a CD—Your Favorite Weapon by an American band called Brand New—that something shifted. That moment changed everything.

The music hit me like a lightning bolt. The lyrics were raw and emotional, the song titles were clever and weird, and the sound was unlike anything I’d ever heard. They sang about love and heartbreak, sure—but also about friendship. That album ran through my veins like wildfire. My host brother kept handing me other CDs, but honestly? I only wanted to listen to Brand New.

Then one day, he invited me to a punk, alternative, and skate music festival. It was a huge American summer tour that stopped in Toronto for just one day. I couldn’t believe I’d get to see so many bands in one place.

That Saturday, I woke up with the energy of a priest on Sunday morning.

We got to the venue early to line up, hoping to be among the first in when doors opened at 11. The crowd was already massive. His friends showed up with Tim Hortons—coffee, donuts, hot chocolate. He introduced me to everyone... and that’s when I saw him.

Darren.

He was gorgeous. He looked like a younger Cillian Murphy, with piercing blue eyes. He was tall, slim, older—like, much older. Fourteen years older. Apparently, he’d been in a boy band back in the ‘90s, but now he lived off royalties and looked like he belonged on a movie set.

I was drooling.

My host brother must have noticed, because he casually told Darren to “look after me” so he could spend the day with his girlfriend. Darren smiled, took my hand, and led me from stage to stage as we watched Blink-182, Less Than Jake, Pennywise, Unwritten Law, The Vandals, The Ataris, Good Charlotte, Misfits, New Found Glory, Sugarcult—just to name a few.

It was magic. The music, the energy, the bands—and Darren by my side the entire time.

Between sets, he’d take me to buy merch or grab snacks. At one point, we sat under some shade, and I spilled all my frustrations—about music, life, Alex, everything. He listened. He laughed. Then, out of nowhere, he invited me to come to his house on Monday after school so he could see how I played and maybe teach me a few things.

I was stunned. But obviously, I said yes.

That night, the final band on the main stage was a Canadian punk pop group called Sample Sound. They were relatively new, but the crowd went wild. It felt like the entire city knew them. The show ended around midnight, with fireworks lighting up the Toronto sky.

On Monday, I practically sprinted from class to the bus. Darren greeted me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then took me into his studio. He handed me a four-string Schecter Stiletto Custom in natural satin—absolutely divine. I played a few songs I knew, nervous as hell. He watched with those sky-blue eyes, hand over his mouth.

I flubbed a note and stopped.

He smiled and said, “You play like Mark Hoppus.”

I blinked. I didn’t even know who that was. But apparently, that was a good thing. Darren said my technique was solid—he didn’t want to correct it. Instead, he wanted to teach me how to play punk.

He picked up a black ESP LTD EC-256, turned on his computer, and started walking me through punk chord progressions. We practiced with drum loops—first at 80 bpm, then 100, then 200. I didn’t mess up once.

I was amazed. It was so simple. We took a coffee break and jumped into Blink-182 songs. To my surprise, they were easy. The same three or four notes, just shuffled around. In under two hours, we played almost every track from Enema of the State.

We ordered pizza and kept going late into the evening.

I liked Darren. Not just physically—but his personality, too. He was calm, funny, and patient. When he offered to drive me home, I accepted. In the car, he said I was welcome to come over again. Every day, if I wanted.

I looked at him sideways, raising an eyebrow.

He grinned. I asked him why he was doing all this—we had just met.

To be honest, I liked him. A lot. But he was way too old for me. If we’re being real, he could’ve been my dad. And I definitely wasn’t ready for that kind of relationship. Besides, I’d be heading home in a month. I didn’t want another long-distance heartbreak.

He must’ve read my mind.

“I don’t have any ulterior motives,” he said. “I just really like you. From the moment I met you, I felt something. I can’t explain it. It’s like that Savage Garden song—I Knew I Loved You.”

I laughed so hard I almost cried.

***
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Every day, I balanced school and work with visits to Darren’s place. He didn’t just teach me punk rock—he taught me how to record music from home, gave me software for decent-quality production, and even showed me how to write a song without having a nervous breakdown. 

We wrote one together for Alex called When You Are Ready, and we played it almost every day. At one point, we even considered recording it on his answering machine.

Darren also taught me how record labels worked—how contracts, royalties, and copyright systems operated. I was absorbing everything like a sponge. I couldn’t wait to return to Mexico and put it all into practice.

But not everything was music. Sometimes we’d go for walks or have dinner. Darren would say things that made me feel like I was the most beautiful and capable person alive. He reminded me that I didn’t have to settle. That I deserved the best. 

Honestly, I was falling for him. Hard. And every time he spoke so kindly and looked me in the eyes, I swore he was “the one.”

Until one night, at dinner, he told me he was gay.

My jaw dropped. My heart kind of sank. But at the same time, I was relieved. Everything suddenly made sense—and the air between us cleared completely.

Our friendship blossomed after that. We could talk about anything and do anything together without fear or awkwardness. Darren wasn’t just a mentor or a crush anymore—he became my best friend. He helped me see my worth, inside and out. He made me believe I was beautiful, powerful, and capable of anything.

A few weeks before I had to return home, Darren asked me to stay one more week so we could travel together—to Quebec City and Montreal. He said I couldn’t leave Canada without visiting the French-speaking side. I said yes immediately, even though I didn’t have any money. So, I used the emergency credit card my dad gave me to cover the trip.

Of course, when the charges hit, my parents lost their minds. They called and yelled, demanding I come home right away, threatening to fly to Canada if I didn’t. I laughed. I knew they wouldn’t. I reassured them it was only one more week—and then I ignored every other call.

Darren and I left for our adventure.

We started in Quebec City, then Montreal. We visited museums, churches, monuments—things most teenagers would find painfully boring. But with Darren, it was magical. He made everything fun. We even crashed a wedding at our hotel in Montreal and sang “Truly Madly Deeply” by Savage Garden for the bride and groom’s first dance.

The day before returning to Mexico, Darren declared it was time to give me a full rock star makeover. “You can’t be the female Kurt Cobain forever,” he said.

We spent the day shopping—he picked everything. He said my legs were incredible and loaded me up with skirts and knee socks. Then we hit a salon. I dyed my hair blonde and got my navel pierced. Darren was in heaven, snapping photos the entire time. “Now you really look like a rock star,” he said. “Just wait—every guy back home will fall for you. But remember: play hard to get.”

When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t even recognize myself.

Gone was the girl who ran away from heartbreak and confusion. I felt reborn. Recharged. Ready to take on the world.

That night, Darren took me to a fancy French restaurant for a farewell dinner. We toasted my transformation with champagne. He got a little emotional. He told me I was one of the most amazing people he had ever met—that I had touched his heart deeply. He said not to worry about boys or finding “the one”—love would come, and love would go. 

And then, laughing, he said, “If by forty you’re still single, I’ll marry you, and we’ll have gorgeous babies. Your exotic genes, my blue eyes—we could have the next Angelina Jolie.”

Before leaving the restaurant, there was live music. Darren pulled me on stage and we sang “Run” by Snow Patrol together. When we got back to the hotel, he told me to close my eyes—and when I opened them, he handed me an ESP LTD F-104 bass in black, with a huge silver bow.

It was stunning. Sleek. Powerful. It felt like it had been made just for me.

We hugged, cried, exchanged emails, and promised we’d stay in touch. The next day, I flew back to Mexico. I was devastated to leave Darren behind—he had changed my life. But I was also excited to put everything he’d taught me into practice.

When I got off the plane, my mom almost had a heart attack. Meanwhile, Elizabeth smiled like the Cheshire Cat. She hugged me and said I looked amazing. My mom wasn’t as impressed. She told me my dad was furious and I’d have to dye my hair back and start dressing “normal.” I frowned. But the next day at the salon, she let me keep some blonde highlights. No one ever found out about the piercing.

That weekend, Elizabeth stayed at my house. I showed her my new bass, all the clothes, the music, everything I had learned. But then she dropped the bomb: I’d been replaced.

There was a new boy at school named Daniel—everyone called him Dan. He came from Mexico City, played both guitar and bass, had his own band, and real experience. Rumors had spread that I was staying in Canada forever, and Raoul took that as his cue to replace me.

I collapsed on the floor, stunned, while International Superhits! by Green Day played in the background. I had been counting the days to return and share everything I’d learned, launch Amnesia into stardom... but they moved on. I was furious.

Elizabeth hugged me and said, “Don’t worry. You didn’t even fit with them. Trust me, there are a ton of bands forming right now. We’ll find you a better one.”

And she did.

She had just started dating someone new, and one of his friends was looking for a female bassist. Apparently, girl bands were trending. This new band already played punk: The Ramones, The Clash, Misfits, Bad Religion, Rancid. They were called The Blitzkrieg Punks.

I was thrilled. It felt like a sign.

That Friday, Elizabeth and her boyfriend took me to meet them. There were six members total, and the chemistry was instant. They had no problem when I suggested we mix in some newer stuff: Blink-182, Green Day, Avril Lavigne—even Blondie. Punk rock was blowing up in Mexico, with bands from other states and countries—like Argentina—touring constantly. Thanks to my mom’s connections, we got slots at all the best gigs.

This new band had more musical experience, so we started writing original songs right away. We also punk-ified pop hits—like Pennywise or NOFX—and started playing quinceañeras, which were huge at school. We built a fan base, got recognized on the street, and even sold merch like T-shirts and CDs. I got so many friend requests on Messenger and MySpace that I had to stop accepting them.

Darren gave me the look, the name, the whole image—The Doll. I played the part. Loved the attention. But I still wanted something real. I still wanted a boyfriend.

I saw Elizabeth hugging and kissing hers at gigs, supporting his band. I wanted that too. But I had to be cautious. When I went to the movies once with a bassist from another band, he told everyone we slept together. I was furious.

So I decided: I’d keep the mystery. No one would get close enough to hurt me again.

Everything seemed perfect—until I started slipping in school. A bad grade in Chemistry earned me a grounding. My parents laid down the law: I could stay in the band only if my grades didn’t drop again.

I threw a dramatic fit and said I’d move out—I was making my own money, after all! But deep down, I knew they were right.

That’s when I noticed Dan—the guy who replaced me in Amnesia—was really good at Chemistry. I wanted to hate him. But... he turned out to be kind. We bonded over our love for soundtracks like Queen of the Damned and Resident Evil, and the brilliance of Jonathan Davis. We both loved video games, skating, and Fitzgerald short stories. We were also obsessed with The Lord of the Rings.

Soon, Dan, Elizabeth, and I were inseparable. I finally asked him about Amnesia. He told me they’d broken up. He wasn’t really a bassist, Raoul was a nightmare to work with, and they couldn’t get any shows.

I knew what I had to do.

Once my parents lifted my curfew, I said goodbye to The Blitzkrieg Punks. They’d be fine without me. It was time to rebuild Amnesia.

I showed up unannounced at Gerry’s house. He looked shocked when he opened the door. We sat in the garage, surrounded by dusty instruments and silence. I told him I wanted to get the band back together.

He smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

That Friday, we met with Manny and Raoul. Elizabeth came with me for backup. Gerry and I laid out the plan: Amnesia 2.0. No leaders. No egos. No more Axl Rose tantrums. We’d be a democracy—four people, one vote each.

Manny agreed immediately. Raoul reluctantly followed. I could feel it: I had the majority now. The tide had turned.

We shifted genres—Amnesia would now be a punk band. We started rehearsing my original songs and got booked at private parties, school events, and community gigs. Raoul always had opinions, but with Manny and Gerry backing me up, I was determined to lead this band into something bigger.

***
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November came with better grades, Amnesia back in full swing, and birthday plans brewing. Originally, I wanted a beach weekend with Elizabeth, Dan, and the band—minus Raoul. But then everything changed.

We found out about the Battle of the Bands.

It was a huge deal. Sponsored by a well-known beer company and a national TV station, it toured the country in search of the best rock and alternative bands. The semi-finalists would face off in an epic concert in Mexico City, performing in front of thousands—and judged by legendary musicians and industry icons. The winners wouldn’t just open for a famous band. They’d also score a record deal and a cash prize.

It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—and we weren’t about to miss it.

So, I had a serious talk with both my band and my parents when I received the official participation rules by email. Everyone was on board. And from that moment on, we threw ourselves into rehearsals.

I wanted us to stand out, so we focused on English songs—and bands that weren’t very well-known in Mexico. We played covers from Brand New, The Distillers, Fenix Tx, and The Get Up Kids, along with our own original songs.

Even my parents took it seriously. My mom basically “volunteered” one of the school’s music teachers to coach us. Every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday, he came to Gerry’s house for two-hour sessions. Meanwhile, we rehearsed four to five hours every day. And even after all that, I would still practice at night—alone, with a metronome or the drum recordings Darren had given me.

Eventually, we were all walking around with hand injuries. Raoul couldn’t even speak due to vocal strain. But we didn’t stop. I was obsessed with winning that contest.

For my birthday, I settled for a cake and a small celebration at Gerry’s house. But there was one surprise: an email from Alex.

He wished me a happy birthday and told me he still loved me. That he missed me. That I’d misunderstood everything. The girl he was with at the showcase? A distant cousin. He said he thought about me constantly—and wanted to know if there was still a chance. Or if I was really as “untouchable” as everyone said.

I laughed.

I hadn’t even considered getting back with Alex. I’d already written him off. I was planning to dedicate “Seventy Times Seven” by Brand New to him at our next show. But... if I was being honest? When I remembered his kisses, the way his touch sent electric waves through my body, I missed him. Deeply.

Alex loved me when I was nobody.

Maybe he deserved another chance. He would never hurt me. With him, I could just be me—no pressure, no mask. But... I couldn’t afford distractions. Not right now.

The Christmas holidays arrived, and we practiced like maniacs. The tension was thick. We started fighting over the dumbest things—chords, schedules, lyrics, food. We were exhausted, burned out, and totally over each other.

So, we took four days off.

My parents and I left to celebrate New Year’s, and even though I knew I needed the break, I couldn’t relax. The contest was all I could think about. It consumed me.

After our final rehearsal before the break, I decided to walk home. I needed air. I was anxious and lost in thought... when Alex suddenly appeared in front of me.

I’d completely forgotten to reply to his email—and now I felt embarrassed.

I froze. But he ran toward me, smiling. He greeted me with a kiss on the cheek, which was awkward because I’d thought he was aiming for my lips—so we bumped heads. We laughed.

He offered to carry my bass. He winced from the weight and joked that it was heavier than a guitar. Then he asked if he could walk me home.

As we walked, I apologized for not writing back and told him about the contest. Alex was excited—and also apologized for being so selfish before. He said he hadn’t realized how much music meant to me. That I was incredibly talented. And that he wanted to be there for me now.

I couldn’t believe it. This was exactly the kind of attitude I had been waiting for from him—the boyfriend I always hoped he could be.

When we got to my house, we stood there, face to face. I smiled and reached to take my bass from him, but he gently cupped my neck and kissed me. Soft and delicate at first, then deep and passionate—the kind of kiss I had missed so much. The kind that made my whole body shudder.

I still loved him.

After the holidays, we only saw each other once more. We spent a perfect day at the beach, and when it was time to say goodbye, we didn’t make promises. We didn’t talk about the future. We just kissed, long and deep, like we were trying to breathe each other in.

The next day at rehearsal, the guys teased me. They asked if I had finally found a “leading man” to mellow me out. I just laughed. But when I changed the setlist—took out some of the angrier songs—they knew. I was in love again.

The long-awaited day of the Battle of the Bands arrived. We traveled a day early to rest and be fresh for the competition. My parents paid for everything—even the travel expenses for our music teacher. But I couldn’t sleep. I was too anxious. I called Elizabeth just to calm my nerves until I finally dozed off.

The next morning, I got up early. I made coffee, blasted “One Way or Another” by Blondie, and got ready. I didn’t wear our band T-shirt. Instead, I chose black skinny jeans, a studded belt, a one-shoulder crop top with a guitar print, and high-heeled boots. I let my hair down, did a perfect cat-eye, and threw on a denim jacket.

Everyone was waiting for me in the lobby. We loaded up our gear and headed to the venue. There was a long line and a chaotic check-in process. Between my bad shoe choice and skipping breakfast, I was already starting to feel it.

At 4:15 p.m., it was our turn.

Our music teacher helped us set up and tune our instruments. As I adjusted my pedals, I looked up—and that’s when I saw him.

One of the judges.

He was the lead singer of Mixtape Mistake, a band from Monterrey. Dark eyes, messy curls tucked under a cap, a magnetic vibe. And he was staring straight at me.

I tried to ignore him. But he didn’t stop looking. He didn’t blink. He didn’t glance at the others. He just... stared.

And of course, that was exactly what I didn’t need right then.

Raoul introduced the band. We launched into “I Feel Fine” by Riddlin’ Kids, followed by "Responsibility” by MxPx, and then "The Best of Me" by The Starting Line. We wrapped up with two originals—”When You Are Ready” and "Of All the Girls You Kissed”—both songs I’d written for Alex.

We finished. The crowd clapped. We stood together, hands held, hopeful.

Then the verdict came.

We weren’t moving on.

One judge—rude and smug—told us to move to the U.S. if we wanted to sing in English. Everyone laughed. Another judge was kinder and said we were great performers, but we needed to align with the market and audience in Mexico.

I felt like my heart had been ripped out.

All that work. All those rehearsals. The sweat, the tears, the obsession—for nothing.

Raoul thanked them, and we packed up. I called Elizabeth and broke down. I couldn’t stop crying. It was all my fault. I hadn’t read the rules carefully. Or maybe it was because I used the wrong bass. Or maybe... maybe it was that Mixtape Mistake guy and his hypnotic eyes.

No matter what excuse I tried, it didn’t change the outcome.

I failed us.

On the drive home, everyone fell asleep. But I stayed up, Discman on, music playing, just staring out the window. I felt like a total failure. I had given everything I had—and in just eighteen minutes, it was over.

I wanted to sleep, to cry, to rewind time. I wanted someone to hug me and tell me it would be okay.

But instead, I sat there quietly, letting the landscape pass, wondering if the universe had just slammed the door on my dream.

​

​
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​​Chapter 2.

​​Punk of Ages, Part I
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Count Vronsky: “I love you!”

Anna Karenina: “Why?”

Count Vronsky: “You can’t ask why about love!”

— Anna Karenina (2002)

––––––––
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It had been a few days since we returned home after losing the Battle of the Bands, and I was still out of it. Despite Darren, Alex, and my parents all trying to cheer me up—saying that a “no” isn’t the end of the world, that rejection is common in this business, or that life doesn’t revolve around me—I wasn’t having it. 

I kept rehearsing with my band, but for me, it felt pointless. Everyone else seemed fine, but I was constantly messing up every song. I stopped practicing on my own. I stopped going to music lessons. And just to top things off, we had two events booked for February—which, of course, I wanted to cancel.

That is, until Elizabeth showed up—like a beacon in the mist.

Instead of giving me the same speech everyone else had, she simply reminded me that this was our senior year. I’d never get this time back—I wasn’t Mike O’Donnell. She asked if I really wanted to spend it sulking over one stupid contest. And honestly? She was right. So once again, it was time to snap out of it and move on.

February 14th arrived, and with it, our first live gig of the year. It was for a school dance themed after the “Enchantment Under the Sea” dance from Back to the Future. We were asked to dress formally and sing romantic songs like “Underneath It All” by No Doubt, “I’m With You” by Avril Lavigne, and “Angel” by Aerosmith—all of which made it painfully clear that I had no one to dedicate them to.

I missed Alex, but I didn’t even know where we stood anymore. And honestly, he was never great at long-distance. So I stood on stage, singing love songs to strangers, feeling completely alienated—until Gerry leaned over and said, “Nothing like a love song to give us a good laugh, right, An?”

I just smiled.

At the end of the month, we had to travel cross-country because my mom got us into a music festival. But this performance was different—we’d be playing with a full orchestra. The whole thing felt a little surreal. We joked that we were basically Metallica recording S&M with the San Francisco Symphony.
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