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			1

			I’VE ONLY BEEN PRACTICING THIS whole “presenting as a girl” thing for a year, but I’m killing it with today’s outfit: black turtleneck, white power blazer, high-waisted slacks, hoop earrings. Plus the sharpest, most symmetrical cat-eye liner you ever saw. It only took about a hundred tries and three YouTube tutorials.

			Callie, on the other hand, still has a drool mark on the left side of her chin, and so help me goddess if she’s about to pull a stained hoodie over her button-down.

			“You can’t wear that, Cal.” I lick my thumb and wipe the crust from her chin. “There’s literally a ketchup stain on the boob.”

			She pouts and bats her eyelashes. “But I need the comfort of its familiar embrace to carry me through this momentous day.” Her voice is scratchy. She probably didn’t wake up until I texted her that Dad and I were on the way. I’ve been up for hours, even though Callie and I stayed up until two, texting about how the day would go.

			“Girls?” Asha, Callie’s stepmom, calls from downstairs. “Almost ready?”

			Callie’s fluffy five-pound Chihuahua emerges from a pile of crumpled clothes on the chair. “What do you think, Meatball?” I ask, petting him on the forehead. He opens his mouth in a huge yawn. “See? He says, ‘Where’s that new cardigan we picked out?’ ” We hit the thrift shop last weekend—the best place to stock up on new, cheap clothes for a baby trans like me. And great for Callie, too, who’s already spent her September paycheck on an exotic snack subscription box and color-changing LED strips, which light up her room like a year-round Christmas tree.

			Callie groans and peels a beige cardigan off the iguana cage in the corner. Queen Elizardbeth—who, I must specify, is five feet long, nose to tail—gazes back at her sympathetically.

			“I look frumpy in this,” Callie says, but puts it on.

			I don’t tell her that the sweater smells like the romaine lettuce rotting under Liza’s heat lamp. “You look great,” I say. “Let’s go.”

			“Girls?” Asha shouts. “We’re late!”

			“Hip bump power up!” Callie says.

			We raise our arms and bump our hips together three times—the “handshake” we invented in middle school and are still doing as honest-to-goddess legal adults. Then Callie sticks her ass at me and wiggles it.

			“You idiot.” I smack her booty and we head toward the car.

			The ride to Central University takes a little under an hour, since Dad’s driving. Mom wanted to join, but the pillow pulled over her head this morning told me she wasn’t up for a day of walking around campus. Her cancer’s in remission, but her fatigue isn’t.

			Asha sits up front drinking a baby-shit-green breakfast smoothie, and Callie and I slouch in the back scrolling through our College Dreams Pinterest board. Since I last checked, Callie has added three new images of a make-your-own-waffle bar that allegedly exists in one of the dining halls, plus some photo mural ideas for our dorm room. (We have a roommate pact, obviously. An added perk of me being out as a girl.) I added a tip sheet for students applying to the Hughes drama program. Number one: Nail your audition. Number two: Slam dunk your application. Number three: If you should be so lucky as to land an interview, schmooze those fools to the moon and back.

			Luckily, today is just a tour, so we aren’t being evaluated. Officially. But you better believe I’m going to be on. Just in case.

			By the time I wrangle my body out of Dad’s SUV, my legs are stiff as uncooked pasta. I check my makeup in the window, ignoring Dad’s side-eye. Trust me, he’s come a long way from the shouting tornado he turned into on the nights I came out—first as gay and then, after I figured my shit out, as trans. But he still acts shifty when I dress extra girly or dare to swallow my hormones in his presence.

			“This is it, Lucy!” Callie yells. Callie jumps straight into the Footloose dance we used as an audition piece for our freshman-year musical, and I hop in next to her. It’s no surprise that we worked crew for that show.

			“The Dream’s almost here,” she says, arms flailing, toes pointing. “We’re college kids now.”

			“Or are we college adults?” I ask, since we both turned eighteen over the summer.

			“You’re college kids in eleven months,” Dad says, locking the car. “Don’t get carried away.”

			Asha takes a brush from her purse and pulls it through Callie’s shoulder-length dirty-blond hair. “Honestly, Callie, on tour day?” The contrast between Callie and her stepmom is stark—Asha is Indian American with brown skin and silky black hair, and she doesn’t start the day without her green smoothie and eight-step skin care routine. Callie is white, pays no mind to her acne, and doesn’t leave bed before eleven a.m. if she can help it.

			“It’s not like it’s the interview.” Callie pulls away and adds some of the signature muss back to her hairstyle.

			If we get through the first round of the Hughes selection process, they’ll call us back for a formal interview with the board of directors and some of the theater professors. The Hughes program is super good but super competitive, especially for a state school. And that means a whole extra application process, with essays, fees, and the perfect excuse to dress up like the badass professional lady I truly am. Maybe next time I’ll brave the formidable pencil skirt.

			“Well, you ready—?” Dad starts to say my deadname and inelegantly slips into “Lllllucy?” He draws it out as if it’s an unfamiliar word he picked from the dictionary.

			I can’t tell if he’s still messing up by accident or if he truly has not climbed aboard the transgender train so long after departure. Either way, best to take care of this issue now. “If you pronounce my name like that, everyone will think you’re some creepy stranger instead of my dad.” I’m not the person who can straight-up call somebody out—that’s more Callie’s style—but the joke should keep him in line. Hopefully.

			“Sorry, kid,” he tells me. “I’m trying.” He usually tries harder when Mom’s around.

			“Let me get a picture, girls,” Asha says, ushering Callie and me in front of the Central University sign. “Beautiful, Lucy. I love the blazer.”

			“Thanks. Thrift shop.” Asha always makes a point to call Callie and me girls and squeeze my name into casual conversation as often as possible, without it being awkward. Did I mention I love Asha?

			A chilly October fog blankets the ground, which makes the campus seem even bigger than it is—like it’s a vast city that goes on forever. As we step into the cloud world, Callie takes under-the-chin selfies in front of everything. A bench with an abandoned soda cup. A tree exploding with orange leaves. A pedestal with a bearded man’s statue head on top.

			Asha sighs. “I don’t know why you insist on looking ridiculous in every picture you take.”

			“Because I’m a wrinkly-necked ghost roaming my ghost kingdom,” Callie replies, gesturing to the fog. She juts her chin down to create more neck folds. “Plus, beauty is a social construct. Get in this one, Luce.”

			She pulls my body into hers, and we pose in front of a half-eaten sandwich abandoned on a railing. I extend my head away from my neck and smile with my eyes. I’ve practiced this pose in the mirror, not quite as ready as Callie is to defy conventional beauty standards.

			The campus is empty, which gives the fog an eerie, malicious feeling. Everyone must be sleeping in after crazy all-night parties. The kind of parties Callie and I have dreamed about for years—drinking cheap booze out of red Solo cups, dancing atrociously with other drama nerds, smoking pot on the roof of the theater at two a.m. and then making chili cheese fries in the dorm microwave while we sing along to cast recordings of underappreciated Broadway shows.

			Eventually we make it to the quad, where we’re supposed to meet our tour guide. The mist hangs low on the grassy area, and the trees rise up like towers that disappear into the sky. Finally, we spot some humans through the haze, bundled in jackets and knit caps. I probably should’ve added an outer layer to my getup, but covering up this blazer would be a punishable crime.

			I imagine myself from the other students’ perspectives: a tall girl with pale skin and a dark brown, grown-out pixie cut, emerging from the fog like a mysterious forest nymph. I lighten my stride to look a little more graceful. To them, I could be anyone.

			“Callie Katz and Lucy Myers?” the tour guide chirps. He’s a clean-cut college kid with a clipboard in his hand. We nod. “Looks like we’ve got everyone.”

			Dad gives me a thumbs-up. “Nice. They got your name right,” he says under his breath. “I was afraid they’d have you listed as—” But I wallop him with my eyeballs. The tour hasn’t even started yet and he’s already poking at my self-esteem balloon with a deadnaming needle.

			Thankfully, I signed up for the tour with my real name. My application will be a different story, though, since I’ll have to send my transcript and Social Security number and who knows what else. Yes, I’m saving for a name change. My parents don’t see the point, since everyone already calls me Lucy. For Dad, coughing up the cash for my hormone copays every month is more than enough financial allyship.

			My balloon deflates a little more when I spot two guys from our high school across the tour group. Lewis and Ben—the human equivalents of stale toast. They’re part of the susurrus of school life: the never-face-to-face deadnaming, misgendering, and general ignorance that float around me every day. College was supposed to be my bug-fixing update for that issue. But obviously we’re going to run into high school classmates at a Pennsylvania state school an hour from home. Duh.

			Callie meets my gaze and rolls her eyes. “Ignore those poop quesadillas,” she whispers.

			I hold my head a little higher and put all my senses on red alert: one ear on Dad and one eye on Lewis and Ben. (Are they snickering at me or did the tour guide crack a joke?)

			Our first stop is the Elmo Henderson Memorial Student Center and Dining Hall. A few dozen students sit around drinking coffee and typing on laptops. While the tour group gathers in the lobby, Callie strides straight to the serving stations to suss out the waffle bar situation.

			“Not here,” she says when she gets back. “Must be in a different dining hall.”

			“We’ll find it,” I tell her.

			“What I can say is that college cuisine appears to be much more sophisticated than high school food.”

			“Waffle bars are sophisticated?”

			“Yes! They’re rumored to include fruit.”

			“Next to the Reese’s Pieces, of course.”

			“Naturally. You’ll also find this institution offers not chicken nuggets but rather delicate poultry morsels,” Callie says in the snooty British accent she’s been working on. “You must eat them with fork and knife. And you shan’t be excused from the table until you’ve sampled the leavened flatbread with herbed tomato and aged milk garnish.” Pizza, I suppose.

			She’s trying to egg me on, but all I can manage is a dry laugh. I’m too distracted to really get into it. Lewis stares at me as Callie and I rejoin everyone. He elbows Ben, who gives me a look that’s hard to interpret. Amused, maybe? Amusing definitely isn’t what I was going for when I got dressed this morning. I love my outfit, but I probably would’ve toned it down if I’d realized people from school would be here. I’ve kept my Monday-through-Friday outfits on the androgynous side to make life easier. I herd Callie to the edge of the group, keeping as many bodies as possible between us and the guys.

			Before long, we enter the lobby of the Hughes Auditorium. Callie gasps as if we’ve just infiltrated an ancient Egyptian pyramid. Framed playbills paper one wall, and colorful sculptures hang from the ceiling. The guide doesn’t have to tell us that the school’s theater department lives right here. I feel it intrinsically, and Callie’s ecstatic drama-nerd face tells me she hears the same Hallelujah choir bursting into song.

			“Can you remind me of the different drama concentrations?” Callie asks, as if she hasn’t already memorized the theater-major page on Central’s website.

			While the guide answers, my ears yank me around to face Dad, who’s talking softly with another parent. “Yeah, she’s been in drama club all through high school.” I smile at the woman, who smiles back. So far so good, but damn, Dad is putting me on edge.

			“You said there’s a directing concentration?” Callie says, urging me with her eyebrows to get excited. “That’s so cool.”

			I smile to reassure her that I’m enjoying the tour. For years, our Dream has been to go to the same college together. This college. This theater program. But running surveillance on Lewis and Ben, who I swear keep staring at me, wasn’t on our College Dreams board.

			“Do students, uh, get the chance to run their own shows?” I force myself to ask.

			Throughout high school, I’ve waffled between acting, crew, stage managing, and directing. I loved all of it (though audiences could do without my singing), but something about watching a piece come to life from the metaphorical director’s chair takes me to the next level. It’s like I can take a vision directly from my head and project it onto the stage. And bossing people around is the best. Most people don’t expect bossiness from me, just because I’m quiet. But directing is a great way for a quiet person to get folks to listen, because, you know, they have to.

			“Absolutely,” the guide says. “That’s one of the great things about the Hughes program—each and every student in the directing concentration gets to direct a show as part of their senior thesis.”

			One show? Senior year? A sense of not-quite-rightness settles on my shoulders like a scratchy blanket. I thought I’d get to start next year. But I guess in a big program like Hughes, there’s only so much stage time to go around.

			As we leave the auditorium, a girl walks beside us. “Are you applying for Hughes, too?” She straightens the hair tie at the end of her thick, black braid. Damn. I want that hair.

			I run my fingers through my own not-yet-shoulder-length hair, urging it to grow faster. “Yeah, both of us,” I say, offering Callie another I’m-invested-in-this-tour smile.

			“Cool! I’m doing my audition piece next month.” She crosses her fingers. “Acting concentration.”

			“Me too!” Callie explodes. “We’re doing our audition together,” she says, wrapping me in a shoulder hug. “It’s our senior showcase, which we’re codirecting. And costarring in. Oh, and we wrote the script for it together, too.”

			“I love it!” New Girl declares. “That’s really impressive.”

			Callie nods. “I hesitate to use the term dream team in case someone mistakes us for basketball stars, but there’s really no better way to describe it.” She hip bumps me, and I muster the energy to bump back.

			“What other shows have you done?” the girl asks.

			“We were both puppeteers in Pinocchio our first year,” Callie says. “Then we worked crew for Into the Woods. Our big breaks came sophomore year, though. I was Ophelia in Hamlet.”

			New Girl nods and looks to me, waiting to hear who I played. I clear my throat. “I, uh, played Hamlet,” I mumble. Plenty of women perform men’s roles in Shakespeare plays, especially in high school theater. But no one knew I was a woman at the time, so bringing it up still makes me shudder.

			The girl raises her eyebrows, impressed. “Hamlet? Wow. The theater guys at my school would throw a fit if an underclassman got cast in a role like that. Especially a girl.”

			It would be generous to call the sound that comes from my mouth a word.

			New Girl looks between me and Callie, probably confused about why my forehead has burst into a cold sweat. Finally her eyes snap to my face, my chest, my shoulders, my hips. She’s calculating my identity before I’ve even had a chance to tell her my name. She settles back on my face. Oh, you’re trans, her eyes say. Then she smiles and nods, too eagerly.

			“I need to use the bathroom,” I say, feeling like I’ve just taken a kick to the spleen. I take long, fast steps to get away. Good thing I didn’t go with the power heels after all—my flats are mercifully quiet on the shiny tile floor.

			“I’m so sorry that happened,” Callie whisper-shouts, running to catch up with me.

			“It’s okay,” I say, striding ahead at full speed. “My theatrical career isn’t a secret.”

			“I shouldn’t have brought up Hamlet.”

			I try to put my words in the right order. Why did such a small comment send me spiraling into a shit-filled swimming pool of anxiety?

			“I’m super-duper sorry, times infinity, with a pile of waffles and whipped cream on top. And a cherry,” Callie says.

			“You did nothing wrong, Cal.” I stop walking because, despite my purposeful steps, I have no idea where the bathrooms are. “It’s just—” I swallow, embarrassed at how much the conversation affected me. “The first thing that girl knows about me is that I’m trans. I didn’t even get to introduce myself.”

			“That’s shitty,” Callie says. “From now on, let’s just focus on the showcase when we talk to people.”

			As if on cue, Lewis and Ben appear behind us, apparently looking for the bathroom, too. Or are they following me? A shiver runs down my spine. They’re both wearing red-and-gold sweatshirts with Central’s mascot, Leo the Lion. Their haircuts are mirror images of one another—short on the sides and swooping up douchily in the front.

			“Men’s room is this way,” Ben says. He heads toward the sign for the men’s bathroom, which is around the corner.

			Lewis elbows him but holds back a smile. “Shut up, dude,” he says. Then to me, “He’s just kidding around.”

			I press my nails into my palms, and my skin heats up like a radiator. Bathrooms are a touchy subject for me, especially after our school suggested that I use the toilet in the nurse’s office to avoid “making other students uncomfortable.” I declined their suggestion and pretty much just avoid drinking water all day.

			“What the fuck?” Callie spits. She marches toward Ben, fuming. “I think you shitheads might be in the wrong building. This is a space for intelligent adults. The childcare center is across campus.”

			Ben holds up his hands in surrender. “My bad, I forgot,” he says. But the smirk doesn’t leave his face.

			In the bathroom, we wrap our arms around each other.

			“I’m so sorry that happened,” Callie says. “I’m going to report them.”

			To who? I want to ask but don’t. I’m too tired. Lewis and Ben will still get accepted to this school, along with half the college-bound kids in our class. My fresh start is turning into more of a three-month-old-rotting-banana start.

			“Thanks for standing up for me” is all I manage to say.

			Dad texts that the group has moved to the student center next door, and we rejoin them. The guide is standing in front of a wall covered floor to ceiling with photos of students. “We have over three hundred student organizations,” he says. “We encourage students to get involved in campus life outside of classes. And if you don’t see your perfect club, you can start your own! All students can carve out a space for themselves here at Central University.”

			He says it like he means it. And maybe it’s true for cisgender people who aren’t carrying around a thousand pounds of baggage from elementary, middle, and high school. But I’m beginning to think it’s going to take a lot more than starting a club for this school to feel like the right fit.

			Callie squeezes my hand. I know she’s saying, I’m sorry for what happened and I’m excited to be here at the same time.

			I squeeze back. And she has no idea I’m saying, This tour fucking sucked.
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			2

			THE MONDAY AFTER THE CENTRAL tour, Callie and I are snuggled into our nest of jackets, backpacks, and snacks in the front row of our high school auditorium. Mr. Walker calls our space the Groundling Gallery, named after the rowdy spectators of Shakespeare’s plays, because we laugh too loud, curse a lot, and have been known to throw rotten food at the actors. (It only happened once, and it was just stale gummy worms.)

			Mr. Walker paces back and forth at the foot of the stage, deep in a lecture about Aristotle, something something, realm of perfect ideas reflected in art. Dramatic theory isn’t my favorite, but Mr. Walker makes it interesting for those of us who’ve stuck with theater long enough to reach senior seminar. Today he’s wearing a baby-blue paisley button-down with black slacks. He’s one of the few Black teachers at our high school and one of even fewer with any style. We’re obsessed with him.

			“All right,” Mr. Walker says, sweeping his dreadlocks out of his face. “Let’s end a bit early and get to work on those showcase pieces.” He turns to Callie and me, and the dreads fall right back over his eyes. “We’re just a month and a half out from opening night. Count the days on your calendars, folks. It’ll go by fast.”

			I stare at my fuchsia Converses and make a conscious decision to not count the days. I’m not emotionally prepared to carry that burden.

			“Othello, you have the stage first,” Mr. Walker says, nodding to Carlos and Andre. They’re the other senior pair directing a showcase. “Tempest folks, run lines in the shop. I’ll come grab you when the stage is free.” He means us, though we’ve renamed our show The Storm. And I swear, Callie and I wrote our Tempest retelling months before Carlos and Andre had even read Othello.

			“Slay, girl, slay!” Callie says as we bump hips on the way to the costume shop.

			It makes no sense for Callie and me to direct and act in the show we wrote, but it’s fun. For Callie, it’s a chance to add “director” to her résumé. And with a bossy mouth like hers, it’s wild that she hasn’t directed anything so far. For me, it’s more about getting to play whichever part I want. In other words, I finally get to play a goddamn woman: Miranda.

			In the original Tempest, Prospero conjures up a magic storm to shipwreck his enemies on the island where he lives in exile with his daughter, Miranda. He basically spends the whole play fucking with everybody until he gets to be the Duke of Milan again.

			In our version, Miranda is a trans girl, living on an isolated homestead, who summons a storm of thunder, lightning, and rain whenever Prospero deadnames her. (Though Prospero thinks he’s the one doing it, the arrogant prick.) Mr. Walker suggested adapting a play that already messes with gender, like Twelfth Night or As You Like It. But in those shows, the characters swap genders like costumes and everyone ends up cis and straight in the end. No thanks, Tom Hanks. On the other hand, The Tempest is about confinement, self-determination, and revenge—arguably the most trans attributes known to humankind.

			Callie’s playing Ariel, the magical, nonbinary spirit bound to serve Prospero. In our version, Ariel was rescued not from a bewitched tree but from a gender binary that doesn’t allow them to express their true self. We tried to shoehorn Callie in as Caliban, if only because of the name connection. But we didn’t want to deal with Caliban’s whole I-want-to-rape-Miranda thing, so we just cut him from the plot.

			We’re not in dress rehearsals yet, but I grab the braided gold headband from my garment bag to keep the bangs out of my face. My hair is too short to pull back and too long to be anything but a hot mess. And maybe I like how the headband makes my eyes “extra hazel-y,” as Martín puts it. He plays Miranda’s love interest, Ferdinand. Martín is very hot but, unfortunately for me, very gay.

			“Looks like everyone’s here except Miles,” Callie says, looking around. Miles plays Prospero, so we can’t really start without him. “Can someone go find him?”

			“No need,” a voice booms from the hallway, and Miles appears. Miles is also hot but, unfortunately for me, a huge asshole. “Here I am. Ready, Ham-Glam?”

			My stomach flips upside down. Ham-Glam is the nickname my castmates gave me during Hamlet after I jokingly wore a gaudy sequined corset from the costume closet during rehearsal. I wasn’t out to most people as trans back then, so it’s a nickname for a gay guy.

			“Miles, I’m tired of reminding you,” Callie barks. Girl can shout when she wants to.

			“Come on,” Miles says, rolling his eyes. “Ham-Glam is gender neutral.”

			“It’s Lucy, or Miranda during rehearsal.” Callie to my rescue. No hesitation. No side glances at me to make sure she’s being a good ally.

			“Sorry, Miranda.” Miles puts on a mock-serious face. “Daughter. Fruit of my loins…”

			I roll my eyes, easy, breezy, unbothered.

			“Yeah, also never say loins again,” Callie adds.

			Now that all six of us actors are here, we play a warm-up game called zip zap zoom. I can’t focus and am the first person out. As I wait for the game to finish, I try to ready my brain for rehearsal, but it keeps wandering into college territory. What if Miles applies to Hughes next year? I picture myself walking through campus, hearing an unexpected “Hey, Ham-Glam!” as I turn a corner. When it comes to managing my gender dysphoria, one comment can quickly escalate into a ninety-five-car pileup. At Central, will I always be waiting for that next crash?

			We run lines until Mr. Walker lets us know that the stage is free. Backstage, I shake my head, jump up and down, wiggle my appendages, and buzz my lips. I’m ready.

			Our characters Alonsa, Ferdinand, and Stephanie sit in three chairs meant to suggest a car. On opening night, we’ll have sound effects and lights to show that they’re driving through a thunderstorm, but for now, Callie just shouts, “BOOM, FLASH, PITTER-PATTER!” from the front row.

			“Eyes on the road, Stephanie!” wails Alonsa, a middle-aged tech tycoon. She’s played by Shireen, a junior who went off book a week into rehearsals. Legendary.

			“I’m trying, boss!” screeches Stephanie, her underpaid assistant. “I can’t see a thing!” Emma’s a sophomore with purple hair, who’s going to whip out a knitting project the moment her character exits the scene.

			“I’m gonna be sick,” moans Ferdinand, Alonsa’s son. He’s played by Martín, the aforementioned hot gay guy—a senior.

			“Why your cousin insisted on getting married in rural Pennsylvania I’ll never know,” Alonsa mutters to herself.

			“It was a beautiful wedding, though, wasn’t it?” Ferdinand muses.

			Emerging from stage left, Prospero raises his staff and says in his booming voice, “Thunder! Wind! Lightning! Rain down on my enemies!” He lowers his voice and says over his shoulder, “Pretty impressive, don’t you think, Randolph?”

			I step out from the wings and roll my eyes with my entire body. “For the millionth time, Dad, my name is Miranda,” I say. After the Ham-Glam comment, sounding annoyed doesn’t take much acting.

			“BOOM!” Callie shouts.

			Prospero deflates and heaves a huge sigh. “Son, you’ve never even met a girl. You couldn’t possibly know what it means to be one.” Miles delivers the line while staring directly into my eyes.

			I fall to my knees. “You’re not listening to me!” I yell. We’ve rehearsed this scene dozens of times, but the frustration jolts through my body as if I’m living it for the first time.

			“BOOM! CRASH!” Callie bellows. As Miranda’s agony intensifies, so does the storm.

			“Aaahhh!” the three travelers scream in unison. Stephanie gives the invisible steering wheel a sharp turn, and the three of them fall over together as if their car has crashed into a ditch. Nice. We spent half an hour last week perfecting that moment.

			“Ferdinand? Where are you, honey?” Alonsa calls, squinting and stretching her arms out in front of her.

			“Mom?” Ferdinand calls back. “I’m over here! I can’t see anything!”

			“Finally,” Stephanie says with a deep sigh. “Time for happy hour.” She pulls a mini bottle of “tequila” from her purse and tips it back. “If I have to spend one more minute with that woman, I’m going to lose my mind.”

			“Everything is going according to plan, Randolph,” Prospero says, patting me on the back.

			Miles’s hand sends a jolt of rage through me. Don’t touch me! I want to shout. Even though I’m the one who wrote that stage direction.

			“BOOM!” Callie shouts.

			My mind goes blank. What is wrong with me? “Line?”

			Zak, our stage manager, prompts from the wings: “I know who I am…”

			“Right, right, right. Got it.” I continue the scene. “I know who I am, Father, and my name is Miranda. And I don’t understand why you’re delighting in the torment of these travelers.”

			“Ahh, now that calls for a story,” Prospero says, rubbing his hands together.

			Shit, shit. My mind is a spinning wheel of death. Program quit unexpectedly, rebooting.

			“Miranda?” Callie says after a few seconds of me looking stupid. “You’re forgetting lines that you wrote. Are you okay?”

			“Sorry,” I say.

			Mr. Walker sits in the middle of the auditorium, his fingers pressed together in front of his mouth. I have to show him I can play a woman. For our freshman show, Pinocchio, I requested the role of Blue Fairy on my audition form. In Beauty and the Beast, it was Mrs. Potts. In Hamlet, Ophelia. Every show I’ve tried out for, I’ve asked for a female role, but Mr. Walker always cast me as a man, or an enchanted cheese grater at best. It’s not like I told him I wasn’t a boy until last year. But writing a kick-ass trans woman into our play doesn’t do much good if I forget my own lines.

			Callie must notice my existential crisis, because she says, “Let’s take a five-minute break.”

			I exhale in relief and ignore Mr. Walker’s gaze. Callie and I head back to the costume shop, this time to our favorite gold velour couch. I call it the Therapy Couch. It’s actually where I came out to Callie as trans, back when we were wee little freshies. The support beam under the cushions has been broken since circa 1998, so it literally sucks you inside. It’s the closest you’ll get to a private retreat around here.

			“What’s going on, Luce?” Callie asks, swapping her bossy director voice for an I’m-here-for-you tone. “You’ve seemed out of it since Saturday.”

			I shrug, waiting for her to untangle my nonwords.

			“Is this about the Central tour?” she asks. “Because Ben and Lewis are fuckups.”

			“I know they are,” I say, not answering her question. Because I am still shaken up from the tour but mad that I’m letting it get to me.

			“I heard they took career aptitude tests and got—well, guess what careers they got.”

			“Um, telemarketers?”

			“No.”

			“Porta potty installers?”

			“Almost.”

			“The guys who slurp poop out of porta potties after they’re full?”

			“Yeah, but with their mouths.”

			I smile, and she rests her head on my shoulder. “And I’m really sorry for bringing up Hamlet the way I did. I ruined the whole tour
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