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            When I was graduating high school, I often thought about what it would be like 

auditioning for my first independent winter guard — probably a high school gym, somewhere in 

Michigan, surrounded by a whole bunch of talented people, dressed in black, a number pinned to 

my torso. I knew I would get tons of sleep beforehand, I’d be fully hydrated, and I would make 

myself remember to bring a water bottle with me. I would fill out the registration early, 

introducing myself and clearly articulating my marching experience with professionalism and 

maturity.  

I auditioned for my first independent color guard during their second rehearsal of the 

season. I auditioned in front of the team I was auditioning for. The team that had already been to 

the real auditions. Two weeks ago.  

Turns out, I do end up in a high school gym, somewhere in Michigan, surrounded by a 

whole bunch of talented people. But instead of black, they’re in the middle of their “beach 

vacation” spirit day, and are clad in leis and Hawaiian T-shirts. I have no number on my torso, 

given I was literally the only one auditioning. Instead of getting plenty of sleep, I’ve woken up 

after a 12.5-hour gameday with the Spartan Marching Band, and driven an hour and a half from 

East Lansing to Hudsonville, MI, running on nothing but five hours of sleep, my one water bottle 

from yesterday, and one cup of coffee. Having missed auditions, I had not articulately and 

maturely filled out the registration, but instead had sent a panicked email to the director of 

Interplay, the most well-known and successful group in Michigan, at 10:30 pm, poorly recapping 

how the team I was planning on marching for at Michigan State had just folded, I haven’t not 

marched a winter since 2011, I don’t have a car and don’t know how I would get to Grand 

Rapids every weekend, but if there was any possible way I could audition for his team I would 

find a way to make it happen.  

So you can imagine my surprise when I walk into Hudsonville High School to find 30 

people in Hawaiian shirts and bathing suits learning a dance warm-up to “Shots” by LMFAO 

(feat. Lil Jon).  

Not really how I’d expected this situation to play out.  

The gym is a time warp, and I have no sense of how long I’m working with a staff 

member in the other gym, as she’s teaching me a dance piece, a flag piece, a rifle piece. She 



records me, and sometimes, the director who I’d sent my panic email to would drift in from the 

other gym and watch this woman I’ve never met teach me. Strangely, this is the first time all 

weekend I don’t feel like I’m going to vomit — I have something concrete to focus all the 

nervous energy I’d piled up from panic email until now.  

Soon, I’m sent back into the gym with the Hawaiian brigade for their lunch break. I sit 

down against the bleachers, away from the loud and colorful circle of people across the gym. 

I’ve just pulled out my phone to respond to the seven unread text messages from my mother 

when I hear: “You like turkey?” 

 I look up to find a guy standing in front of me, a floral bikini swimsuit tied over his black 

T-shirt and athletic shorts. He’s holding out the untouched counterpart of the demolished 

Subway sandwich in his other hand.  

“I’m guessing they didn’t tell you you’d need lunch,” he says, sitting down across from 

me and setting the sandwich between us. “Typical. If we do ‘Shots’ again, I’ll definitely puke. 

You can have it.” 

I laugh and thank him, grateful for something to join the coffee in my empty stomach. As 

we fall into conversation about how hot it is for the beginning of November and how I may fail 

Algebra II, Gabe and I are joined by more and more people, the circle slowly moving from one 

side of the gym to the other, the conversation quickly shifting from the weather and math to drag 

queens and whether or not a dolphin is an animal.  

 When the team is called back to block after lunch, I find myself in the hallway with 

Christa, who was teaching me in the other gym, and Derek Smith, the receiver of my panic 

email. I’m reminded very quickly that this is an audition, and I’m about to find out if I’m 

marching this winter or not.  

 I twist my hands up in my sweaty T-shirt and hold my breath, and Derek says, “We’d like 

to offer you a spot on the A team.”  

 I exhale.  

 “What do you say?” he says.  

 It’s hard to keep the smile off my face, for the first time since State of Art folded. 

“Okay.” 



 He laughs and puts a hand on my shoulder, looking me in the eyes. “Good job today. 

That’s not easy. I don’t know a whole lot of people who could do that.” 

 I want to say, I don’t know a whole lot of people who open up auditions again for one 

person, an 18-year-old you knew nothing about from across the state, two weeks after you’ve 

already decided your team, but instead I say, “Thank you.” 

I didn’t know that it would only be a matter of days before the 30 strangers I met that day 

weren’t strangers anymore, and I didn’t know that the Interplay A Member Chat would be going 

off at an alarmingly consistent rate for the next 6 months, making it clear that we didn’t just love 

the weekends, we truly, annoyingly missed each other on the weekdays. I had no idea that the 

sub I shared that day in November would definitely not be the last between Gabe and I, and it 

instead became the first of a weekendly (ultimately unsuccessful) quest to try every single sub 

combination Subway offered.  

I didn’t know that it would be my teammates Jack and Emily who’d be the ones to 

convince me to add creative writing to my degree at MSU because “if it’s really what you want 

to do, there’s no reason to be afraid” was something often whispered between our air mattresses, 

long after we were supposed to be asleep in the choir room across from the gym. I didn’t know 

that leaving the campus I was just beginning to love and driving almost three hours to and from 

Grand Rapids every weekend could make me fall more in love with MSU and the degree I was 

pursuing on the weekdays. I didn’t know that marching with an A Class color guard would 

change how I thought about writing for the rest of my life, finally giving me something to write 

about.  

 On that day in November, in that high school in Hudsonville, out in the hallway, Derek 

smiles, and nods at the door going back into the gym. “Go finish rehearsal with your team.” 

  

  

  

  

  

 











In August of 2017, Interplay A folded. The staff I loved so much sent out a message to the A and 

World teams, letting us know that they were focusing all of their energy on a competitive, high-stakes 

World Class program for 2018, and thus couldn’t give the A team the attention they would deserve to be 

competitive in the winter. 
In other words, Interplay told us they were cutting the program in half.  
On that August day, the memories of what it felt like when State of Art folded came back a little 

too quickly, as I realized I would be fighting for a spot again in a couple weeks, not only against the 

returning members of the World team, but against my own talented teammates from last season. I would 

be competing against friends, and the feeling made me want to vomit. 
But I also knew that I had found home, and I wasn’t going to give it up easily, if I had to at all.  
I threw absolutely everything I had into my audition for Interplay World. The few hours I had 

between my full-time schedule, work, sleep, and the Spartan Marching Band I spent in Demonstration 

Hall, communicating with past World members, asking for videos of their old choreography so I could try 

to learn.  
On a Sunday in October, I had the best audition of my life. I’d spent the past week listening to the 

audition music, coming early to band and staying late, memorizing the choreography like the back of my 

hand, so I would not watch anyone on Sunday, so I knew how to recover if something went wrong. 
That Sunday in October, when I was told “Welcome to Interplay 2018,” was the beginning of the 

most profound, fulfilling, and challenging year of my life.  
I did not expect to perform on top of a ripped American flag every weekend, to perform a show 

about the thing I was most angry about. Color guard, an activity that had always been a place for me to 

forget about everything that was happening in the world around me, quickly became a mirror, showing 

me and reminding me of what is happening, and forcing me to consider what my role was in changing it.  
People didn’t know whether to clap for this show, and we had to get used to performing for a 

quiet audience. For an activity that is built on applause and energy, this was difficult and confusing.  
After almost every show, one of us was always asked, “What was it about? What does it mean?” 
And there never really was an answer. I had thrown everything I had into this show for six 

months, and at the end I still didn’t have an answer.  
As much as I had told myself my show was about fighting political parties, a teammate would say 

it’s about gun control, and an audience member would say it’s not even about America at all, but simply 

about peace. 
It was in 2018 that I really realized my two passions in life I’d been separating for so long were 

very much the same. Writing, like color guard, was edited, rearranged, and worked on for so long, but 



when it’s released in front of an audience it’s not for the writer to decide what it’s about anymore.  

 Explanation kills art. In every form.  
“From Pieces to Peace” was without a doubt the most strange, powerful thing I’ve ever done. In 

the midst of portraying America’s biggest faults, I lived some of the best days of my life, made some of 

my best memories of the decade, and there was a new sense of purpose to doing color guard — it wasn’t 

just something I liked to do, it was something people needed to hear.  
Color guard felt like a small platform until I performed in front of a sold-out arena in World Class 

Finals on April 14, 2018, for the first time in my organization's history. I remember thinking, I don’t know 

when I will be able to reach this many people again, when I will have this big of a platform again, when I 

will have something this important to say again. 

 But isn’t that what I’m after as a writer? My laptop feels like a small platform until I publish 

something online.  
I grew a lot as a performer in 2018, and second-handedly I grew a lot as a writer, too. Often at 

rehearsal, I would be given a skill that I feel like I can’t do, that I want to do but can’t even picture myself 

completing correctly. And then it’s given to me, and then I throw everything I have into making it 

happen, rising to that standard. And then I get it once. And then I get it 30% of the time. And then I get it 

consistently. So, when there’s something in my life that I feel like I can’t do (write a novel, publish my 

work, read it out loud), I know I can, and I will, because I have already. 
Does it take a certain amount of arrogance to be a writer? I have to believe I’m going to make it 

out there. If I’m doubting myself I’m never going to make it. I have to believe my writing is good enough 

to be published. But it takes a certain amount of humility, too, right? Not necessarily not thinking about 

myself, but thinking about what others have to hear, what is absolutely necessary to release into the 

world. It’s balanced arrogance and humility. 
When I take the floor as a member of a color guard, I have to be confident, and humble. Self-

assured, but prepared for the worst. Calm, but full of energy. Balanced arrogance and humility.  

Perhaps there’s a little bit of good, and a little bit of bad, in all of us.  

 

 

 

 



Dear drop spin, 
 The thirteen-year-old in the middle school gym 
 really had no idea 

what was coming 
 did she? 
  
Dear Friday night halftime shows at Novi High School, 
 I’m sorry for all the 

sophomore jocks. 
 
Dear color guard, 
 You are both a mirror 
 and a window 
  
Dear “what sports do you play?,” 
 I’m not sure why I 
 pay thousands of dollars to do something 
 literally nobody understands 
  
 okay 

 
maybe four people understand 

  
 and then I have to painfully explain 
 to the other 7 billion 
 why I can’t stop thinking 

about flags in a gym 
  
Dear Interplay A, 
 Thank you for taking 
 a chance on me. 
 
Dear Grand Rapids, MI 

My parents will drive 
two and a half hours across the state 
just to look at me from a distance 

 
for six minutes 
give me a hug, 

 



and then chat for fifteen 
 
before I get in my car,  
and drive back to school. 
 
Thank you for teaching me,  
I am so loved.  

  
Dear roll toss, 
 Thank you for allowing 
 me to see the strengths 
 and the beauty of everyone on the floor 

everyone 
in the room 
  

Dear “you may now take the floor in competition,” 
 Thank you for teaching me 
 I can breathe through anything 
  
Dear DoubleTree Inn banquet room, Dayton, Ohio, at 1:15 a.m. on April 14, 2018, 
 The best twenty four hours of my life started here, 
 with fifty six grown-ass adults 
 ugly crying in a hotel room. 
  
Dear JFran, 
 When I hear 
 over and over 
 “Do what you know, 
 because what you know is 
 good enough.” 
  
 “You are good enough.” 
  
 I start to believe it, too. 
  
Dear Winter Guard International, 
 You are the most beautiful 
 subculture 
 a beating heart just beneath 

 



 the noses of the nonbelievers. 
 Never demanding attention, 
 but those who seek 

will so beautifully 
 find. 

  
Dear Interplay World, 

Thank you for allowing 
me to find the confidence in myself 
teaching me 
I have just as much value 
as the person next to me. 

  
Dear June 16, 2018, 
 You have leveled me. 
 over and over again  
  
Dear Interplay Winterguard, 
 Sometimes I think the 

only thing stupider than color guard 
 is the amount of times 
 I’ve cried over color guard 
  
Dear #iplove, 
 I’m allowed to be mad 
 too. 
  
Dear photograph from April 14, 2018, 
 It was a love so strong that made me wonder, 
 would my heart still beat on its own? 
  
Dear Marci’s house, 
 I was so lost that 
 I was convinced it wouldn’t 
  
Dear State of Art Winterguard, 
 I’m so sorry 

for being frustrated with you, 
  

 



 for wanting you to be something 
 you are not. 
  
Dear Demonstration Hall, 
 Help me remember 
 why I love 
  

flags in a gym 
 

Dear drop spin, 
 I think too much now 
 about what my life would be like 
 if I walked out of that gym in seventh grade 
 and never looked back 
  
Dear writing about color guard, 
 I was able to be 
 vulnerable in front of 
 thirty thousand strangers, so 
 I can learn to be vulnerable 
 in front of myself. 
  
Dear color guard, 
 If you are a mirror, 
 and a window, 
 you must also be a door 
  
Dear drop spin, 
Dear roll toss, 
Dear color guard, 

The thirteen-year-old in the middle school gym 
 really had no idea 

what was coming. 
 Did she? 
  
 

 



On the morning of March 11, 2020, I went to my last in-person class of my 

undergraduate career without knowing it. I walked home from class that day. I realized I don’t 

know how many of these walks I have left.  

  

“The chances of WGI being canceled are seemingly increasing by the second so remember this: 

one night/weekend does not take away from an entire season of work. Perform every rep like it’s 

your last. wash your hands. spread love instead.”  

at 10:58 am on March 11, 2020 

 

 I get home to find the community I love up in flames. News travels fast in this small 

subculture I’ve called home, especially on social media. Someone always knows somebody who 

is on the Winter Guard International executive board, and that someone always hears information 

from the meetings early, and someone always tells someone else, and someone always puts it on 

Twitter.  

 

 “WGI Sport of the Arts is canceling the 2020 WGI World Championships for Color 

Guard, Percussion, and Winds. The numbers involved in an event of this magnitude urge caution 

in light of recent national and international health concerns. Over nine days of competition, 

groups from 41 states and five countries would travel with over 16,000 participants. While we 

are deeply saddened to cancel these prestigious events, our priority is, and always has been the 

health and well-being of all those involved with our organization.” 

at 2:05 pm on March 11, 2020 

 

 And that someone is almost always right.  

 I don’t know how to process this information. I grasp desperately onto the idea of the two 

in-state shows I have left, trying (and failing) to convince myself that those won’t disappear, too. 

WGI Championships is a culmination of months of pride, hard work, and dedication. A four-day-

long party, surrounded by thousands of people who understand, by thousands of people who 

don’t need an explanation.  

  



“The kids. The programs. The instructors. The seniors. The age-outs. The first-timers. The 

members. The ideas. My heart could not hurt any more than it does right now.”  

at 4:38 pm on March 11, 2020 

 

 For the past year, I’ve been going back to teach at my old high school when I can, 

alongside the program’s new director. This year, the last three girls I marched with when I was in 

high school were graduating. Three days ago, I watched them perform in regional finals for the 

first time in the program’s history.  

Since I’ve graduated, the Novi High School color guard has gone through staff changes 

nearly every season, directors of the program never putting the effort in they needed to be 

successful. Finally, someone was giving them the instruction they needed, and I watched the 

most confident performers I’ve ever seen at Novi take the floor in Finals competition, in the most 

competitive scholastic class in Michigan, and I watched them show everybody that they deserved 

to be there.  

 

“While it’s devastating to hear the news that WGI is canceled, we have to keep in mind that our 

performers are looking to us, as educators and role models, for guidance on how to process this 

intellectually and emotionally. Teach them well.” 

at 4:37 pm on March 11, 2020 

 

Three days ago, my hands hurt after watching them, because I couldn’t stop clapping. 

Three days ago, one of the three girls I marched with in high school said to me after the show, 

“We were dead last at states last year. We just finished in the top half of our class.” 

 

“Put the phone down, go teach your kids, make the moments count, keep perfecting your show, 

spin, talk, cry, laugh, find the few moments we have left in the 2020 season, and make the most of 

them. I promise, we will remember these moments as much as we would in Dayton.” 

at 6:01 pm on March 11, 2020 

 

For as long as I can remember, color guard — whether it was teaching, rehearsing, or 

performing — was what I needed when the real world went to shit. Recalling the current events 



specifically from 2016 - 2020, I’m sure I would not have been able to make it through if it 

weren’t for my weekend salvation. 

 I woke up the next morning to news of my in-state circuit cancelling the remainder of the 

2020 season. I woke up to no more Interplay, at the time I needed it the very most.  

 

“Mourning moments that might have been is a whole different type of loss. And right now, I’m 

mourning the loss of incredible moments with incredible people.” 

8:40 am on March 12, 2020 

 

My season was cut short, by a pandemic that cut every other competitive season short, 

too. Every championship game, every last show, every performance ceased to exist.  

Having empty weekends (and empty weekdays) was something I had never been used to, 

and my carefully crafted busy schedule was ripped out from underneath me. No matter how 

much I had time to do things on the weekends, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my knee should 

be hurting somewhere on the West Side, surrounded by all of my best friends.  

 

“We can try and pull the floor out in my parking lot — it’s pretty big. I want one last run with my 

family. I need one last run with my family.” 

at 10:03 am on March 12, 2020 

 

This was intended to be my last season with Interplay. I was graduating, and had no idea 

where my life would take me. I went into auditions last fall with the intentions of enjoying my 

last season performing, and being okay with this being the final chapter.  

But how am I supposed to end like this?  

 

“What to say? It’s okay to be sad. It’s okay to be angry. But it won’t change a thing. Life is a 

never-ending series of lessons. Some good, some bad. Appreciate what you have accomplished 

this season. Remember the joy of performing. It doesn’t have to be an end, maybe a detour, a 

pause. Remember the joy and camaraderie of teammates and families. Here’s to WGI 2021. We 

will be back.” 

at 4:26 pm on March 12, 2020 



 

 Interplay World’s 2020 show was titled “Hindsight,” and circled around the idea of 

memories, and understanding why things happen only after they have happened or developed. 

Working on “Hindsight” not only helped me see the beauty in my unexpected and 

unconventional color guard journey, but it helped me understand it — making this season with 

Interplay so much more special.  

And if there’s one thing I’ve learned from this short, but beautiful season, it's that even if 

I don't understand this situation now, I will as time passes. 

 

“In 2021, when we implore our students to “perform like it’s your last time, every time” — it 

will have such a bold, powerful, new meaning.” 

at 5:50 pm on March 12, 2020 

 

 Less than a day after WGI cancelled championships, someone made a Facebook page 

where teams from all over the world could post videos of their latest performances, so that their 

work could still be shared with the community. The page had over 12,000 members in a week.  

 

“Just an idea, let’s try to get everyone in WGI this year to join this group. Then have one person 

from every ensemble post a video of your final full run of the season so the world still gets to see 

your creation (with approval from your ensemble of course, and after your final competition)! 

Add anyone you can think of performing this season and let’s get every group involved! And even 

the groups that couldn’t afford to make it to Dayton can still perform for the whole  

marching arts community.” 

9:53 pm on March 12, 2020 

 

 I watched so many groups I never would have had the chance to see in-person on that 

Facebook page. Granted, I would have much rather been in a sweaty, packed arena in Dayton, 

Ohio watching these shows, but the community set a new standard for making performance art 

accessible, under the strangest and most terrifying circumstances.  

 



“It feels like yesterday everyone was announcing their shows and having first rehearsals. Now 

everything is in a state of shock, but beautifully we come together as a community. I believe the 

founders of WGI are looking at us with pride as we continue to find a way  

to share art with each other.” 

at 11:59 am on March 12, 2020 

 

 When I stopped performing, this project became very, very difficult for me. Writing 

about performance suddenly became very difficult, for the first time in my life. It was difficult to 

be creative, and I couldn’t give the stories I loved so much the weight I wanted, because my 

mind was always somewhere else: how am I supposed to write about performance when I’m not 

performing anymore? Seemingly, everyone in the world felt the same way I did, but at the same 

time I had no idea how to convey the weight of this loss, even to myself. This was my closure on 

my writing at Michigan State, but I never got the closure or the performance that I needed. 

 My capstone class was paired with WRA 480, where I work with a team of talented 

writers, designers, and editors to produce The Current: a magazine that has proved to be a stellar 

group performance in and of itself. The staff of The Current is still making a magazine, finding 

ways to share their stories, despite everything. 

And I’m still writing. No matter how difficult it is to be creative right now, there is still 

something that needs to be said.  

Maybe in hindsight, this will all make sense.  

 

“There is something sorrowfully poetic about an unfinished masterpiece.” 

at 5:01 pm on March 12, 2020 

 

 

 

 

 


