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            Epigraph

         
         
            Tie our suitcases to balloons

            Watch them fly away

            Forget where we’re supposed to be

            For one curated day

            If I find you and you find me

            And we make up some tranquility

            Do you believe in serendipity

            For one curated day?

            —Damaged Pixie Dream Boi, “Curated Day”
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Arden

         
         People in Nebraska must get really bored.

         
         I mean, why else would someone re-create Stonehenge out of cars? And then call it Carhenge? And then make it a roadside attraction?

         
         I guess I figured a roadside attraction would be—I don’t know—near a town or a fairground or literally anything else. But besides this incredibly weird piece of massive car art in front of me, the only other thing breaking up the flat expanse
            of brown grass is a squat building with a sign that says The Pit Stop and promises a gift shop. In case you want to remember that you visited Carhenge.
         

         
         I don’t think I need a key chain or a magnet to help me remember. Carhenge is going to be burned into my brain forever. Whether I like it or not. You can’t unsee something like Carhenge. 

         
         “Arden, turn around!” my mom says, standing behind me with her phone out. “Let me get a picture.”

         
         Now would be a great time for a hole to open in the earth and swallow me up. “Here?”

         
         She purses her lips and gives me the Look. The one that says, Arden, we are being positive, stop ruining everything. It’s a look she’s been giving me a lot ever since we left Los Angeles. Because she is hell-bent on being Cheerful MomTM and would really like me to get on board.
         

         
         Cheerful MomTM thinks moving to Michigan is an adventure.
         

         
         Cheerful MomTM is excited by everything we drive past, including signs in the middle of Nebraska that say Tourist Attraction.
         

         
         Cheerful MomTM actually exits the freeway and follows the signs, even when it means an hour-long detour off I-80 to the middle of literal
            nothing, because taking the scenic route is fun.
         

         
         I can think of a lot of words to describe Carhenge. Scenic is not one of them. Neither is fun.
         

         
         I squint up at one of the cars. There must be dozens of them here, all spray-painted gray to look like rock, some standing
            on end like they’re ready to drive into the sky, with others balanced on top—all of it just like the rocks of Stonehenge.
            “Can we just skip the pictures this time?”
         

         
         “It’s for the road trip album!” Mom says, like this is all the explanation I need. “Just give me a smile.”

         
         My mom really enjoys scrapbooking. Like, really enjoys it. For about as long as I can remember, her two main activities have been working constantly and scrapbooking. And
            occasionally playing the piano and singing, but she hasn’t done much of that recently. It was more of a thing when I was little.
            I have vague, blurry memories of sitting on her lap while she played the piano and sang songs by the Beatles, Carole King,
            and Ani DiFranco. She still sings occasionally when she’s folding laundry or something. But only if she’s in a really good
            mood, and even then, she does it quietly.
         

         
         Otherwise, it’s scrapbooking. We’ve got scrapbook albums for everything. Every year of my life. Plus extras for birthday parties,
            holidays, and vacations. Perfect, curated versions of our lives, decorated with Mom’s loopy cursive in bright marker and held
            between tasteful pastel covers.
         

         
         My mom got rid of a lot of stuff leading up to this move. She even sold the upright piano. But the scrapbooks? Those are all
            packed up in the trunk of our Prius. She’s never letting go of the scrapbooks.
         

         
         “Do we really need a whole road trip album, though?” I ask, even though I know I’m not going to win this.

         
         She just snorts. “Move a little this way. That’s good. Smile, please.”

         
         I somehow manage to arrange my face into something that at least sort of resembles a smile. Enough to convince Mom, who takes the picture and then wanders away, into the shade of one of the vertical cars, to study the picture in more detail, out of the thin glare of the March sunshine. 

         
         I’m half tempted to make some crack about how if she walks under one of the car arches, she might accidentally summon the
            demon god of deranged art installations—but I can’t quite do it. The vast nothing of Nebraska is making me tired and annoyed.
            Or maybe it’s the whole reality of this move. It’s hard to come up with jokes when I’m getting dragged across the country
            because Mom lost her job and decided what we really need is a fresh start, and the best way to get one is to move to her hometown
            of Winifred, Michigan. From Los Angeles. The only place I’ve ever lived.
         

         
         So we’re doing it, because my mom is nothing if not a doer. And we’re driving, because we have a car and we have stuff and Winifred is not close to any airports, on account of being
            a small town in the middle of nowhere.
         

         
         And anyway, Mom wasn’t about to trust the movers with her scrapbooks.

         
         I don’t even know where the movers are going to put any of our stuff when we get to Winifred, because we don’t have a house
            lined up. Or an apartment. We’re moving in with my grandma, my mom’s mom, who still lives in Winifred, and who I haven’t seen
            since I was five.
         

         
         It’ll be so nice to finally have a connection with her, my mom said.
         

         
         The only connection I’ve had with my grandma is the yearly birthday card she sends, which somehow shows up within a day of my birthday and always includes twenty-five dollars. The card inevitably has some preprinted stock “happy birthday” message and is signed Love, g-ma in a loopy scrawl.
         

         
         Like she can’t even be bothered to actually write grandma.
         

         
         I pull out my phone. My mom is still preoccupied with studying the picture she took. So I snap my own photo of Carhenge. Because
            if I have to look at this, so do my friends.
         

         
         My friends who are all back in LA. Who are all having perfectly normal spring breaks in the SoCal sunshine, wearing T-shirts
            and sunglasses and going for boba instead of standing in the middle of nowhere, bundled up in a sweatshirt and a puffy coat,
            because apparently the wastelands of Nebraska haven’t gotten the message that it’s spring.

         
         I paste the picture of Carhenge into the group chat.

         
         
            
               
                  ARDEN:

                  Guys I think I found a cursed portal in Nebraska

               

            

         
         Tess writes back almost immediately. Which isn’t surprising. Tess is hardly ever more than an arm’s length away from her phone.
            Even during spring break.
         

         
         
            
               
                  TESS:

                  Are those . . . cars

                   

                  ARDEN:

                  Yes

                   

                  TESS:

                  Why

                   

                  MIGUEL:

                  Where the hell are you?

                   

                  ARDEN:

                  Carhenge

                   

                  TESS:

                  Lol no but seriously

                   

                  ARDEN:

                  It’s seriously called Carhenge

                   

                  MIGUEL:

                  Haha what

                   

                  TESS:

                  The real question is why hasn’t Arden taken an angsty selfie in front of this Carhenge

                   

                  ARDEN:

                  My mom took a picture

                   

                  MIGUEL:

                  Lemme guess

                  For a scrapbook?

                   

                  ARDEN:

                  For a scrapbook

                   

                  TESS:

                  I still think we need an angsty selfie. Get in your indie trans boy band era, Arden

                  It would be the perfect album cover

               

            

         
         I am not sending them an angsty selfie, but I still feel a little twinge at indie trans boy band era. I’ve been out as trans for ages, since I was ten or something. My friends never cared, and my mom’s adjusted, and it’s basically
            been in the background ever since.
         

         
         But I can’t help worrying about it now. About what lies ahead on that front. My grandma knows—Mom must have told her back
            when I first came out. I don’t even really remember. All the birthday cards have been addressed to the right name for a long
            time now. Their stock messages all include grandson. But I’ll still have to come out all over again when we get to Michigan. At a new school. In a random small town.
         

         
         And every time I tried to bring that up, Mom just waved her hand and said we’d figure it out and I should think positive!

         
         On second thought, I hold up my phone and snap a selfie with my middle finger raised.

         
         
            
               
                  ARDEN:

                  Here you go

                   

                  TESS:

                  Hahaha perfection

                  Ok we gotta go

                  We’re finally up

                   

                  ARDEN:

                  Up where?

                   

                  TESS:

                  Haunted mansion baby

               

            

         
         I feel like I swallowed a rock. My stomach drops straight to my knees.

         
         They’re at Disneyland. Without me.

         
         I mean . . . of course they are. We’ve gone to Disneyland every spring break since freshman year of high school. Miguel’s
            dad works for Disney and gets free park passes every year. We only ever spend a day there, but it’s always an epic day, and
            we go early in the morning and leave late at night, so the traffic from LA is never that bad. And this year was going to be
            the first year we could go by ourselves. We all have licenses now, and Miguel is old enough that he doesn’t even have any
            restrictions anymore, so he was going to drive us.
         

         
         We talked about this trip for months. And then, once I told them I was moving . . . we stopped talking about it.

         
         And I guess, in the back of my mind, I thought that meant they weren’t going. That they’d decided it wouldn’t be the same without me. 

         
         Which now feels like the most self-centered, ridiculous thing ever.

         
         
            
               
                  MIGUEL:

                  Sorry :-/

               

            

         
         So I guess they feel bad about it. I wish that made me feel better.

         
         “Arden!”

         
         I jump and look up. My mom is standing a few feet away, hands on her hips. “What?”

         
         “Be present,” she says slowly, like she’s a yoga instructor. “You’ve been buried in your phone since we got here. We’re on the scenic
            route! Take in the scenery!”
         

         
         I look around. At Carhenge. At all the nothing beyond Carhenge. “I did.”

         
         She frowns. “You’re looking at your phone.”

         
         That rankles. “So were you.”

         
         She purses her lips. “Well, this is an art installation. You’re an artist. Maybe try to see the vision.”

         
         I look at the hulking gray automobiles. “I like drawing,” I say. “This is . . .” I fish around for the nicest word I can think
            of. “Sculpture.”
         

         
         She sighs. “I’d just like you to try to enjoy this. Okay?”

         
         I stare at her. She’s been asking me to try to enjoy this ever since we left LA, and I’ve mostly managed to nod along, or at least keep my screaming internal. 

         
         But my friends are at Disneyland. And I’m stuck at Carhenge. Stuck in a car all day. Stuck moving halfway across the country
            to Michigan, where I’m going to have to come out all over again, which means thinking about things I haven’t had to think
            about for years—or things I’ve never had to think about. Because I lived in LA. Because I had Tess and Miguel, and I never really had to think about legislation
            or people who weren’t sure I should, you know, exist.
         

         
         And yeah, googling suggests Michigan isn’t the worst, but I’m still not going to know anybody—not even my grandma.
         

         
         This time, I can’t keep it in. “That’s not fair.”

         
         My mom raises her perfectly shaped blond eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

         
         “I don’t want any of this! You dragged us here, just like you’re dragging us to Michigan. You never asked me, so I don’t see why I have to enjoy any of it.”
         

         
         The Look is back. “I lost my job, Arden.”

         
         “Yeah, I know.” Because I do know. The movie studio she used to work for eliminated her entire department.

         
         “And it’s not like I didn’t look for another job.”

         
         I know that too. Although I feel like she didn’t look very hard. “Fine. Whatever.”

         
         But she’s frowning. “I don’t appreciate that tone. I’m trying to make this a fun trip, and you’re just determined to stare
            at your phone and be childish.”
         

         
         “Well, I sent my friends a picture of Carhenge. Does that make you feel better?” I wave my phone as evidence, like that’s going to show anything. “Maybe I’ll post it on Instagram later. Hashtag blessed.” 

         
         “Arden—”

         
         I turn around and stalk toward the parking lot. “I’ll wait in the car.”

         
         I hear her sigh, but she doesn’t say anything, and when I get to the car and finally look back, she’s just standing in the
            middle of Carhenge taking pictures. More memories for the road trip scrapbook.
         

         
         Perfect.

         
         I tug on the handle of the Prius’s passenger door, but it’s locked. Even though there’s nobody here. Mom probably locked it
            out of habit.
         

         
         Really perfect.

         
         I can’t go back and ask for the key now. That would feel, somehow, like she won. Even though I don’t know what the competition
            was.
         

         
         So I just lean against the car and stare at Miguel’s last text. But I can’t think of anything to text back. My friends are
            at Disneyland, and I’m at Carhenge, surrounded by nothing.
         

         
         Feels like the worst joke in the world.
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Gabe

         
         “So?” Meg leans over and elbows me in the ribs. “Is it everything you dreamed of?”

         
         She says it with a grin, eyebrows raised above her glasses, but my face still heats up. “Yeah. Stop it.”

         
         But I really can’t believe I’m standing where Damaged Pixie Dream Boi played their very first show.

         
         Meg snorts and pulls out her phone. “I’m texting that to everybody right now.”

         
         I make a swipe for her phone. “Come on . . .”

         
         She just dodges out of my reach. “I’m kidding. Relax.”

         
         My older sister likes to needle me, but she actually thinks Damaged Pixie Dream Boi is cool too. They might not win in a contest with Taylor Swift, but she gets why I like them. And she backed me up when I pitched this detour to our parents. 

         
         “So what are we thinking?” Dad is already sitting at the closest table, perusing a menu. I’m pretty sure he’s mostly here
            for waffle fries. I mean, he was perfectly fine with this detour to Kansas City, but he got noticeably more fine when I found the menu online and told him it had waffle fries.
         

         
         My dad has simple tastes.

         
         “Dad,” Meg says, “you’re the only one looking at a menu.”

         
         He looks up. He wears glasses just like me and Meg, but he has clip-on sunglasses, which are currently flipped up so they
            stick straight out from his face like some sort of weird visor. Between that and his fanny pack (he refuses to call it anything
            else), he’s giving off peak dad vibes. “Well, your mother’s in the bathroom,” he says, like this is an actual explanation.
         

         
         “I’m back.” Mom weaves her way through the tables toward us, still wiping her hands on her jeans. “There are a bunch of old
            pictures in the hallway by the bathrooms, Gabe,” she says to me. “I think I saw some of your band.”
         

         
         “Oh, cool.” My parents always refer to Damaged Pixie Dream Boi as your band. I suspect it’s because they can’t quite make themselves say the full name. And they never seem to remember the acronym DPDB
            either. (My dad tried for a while, but he always got the letters out of order. For an unfortunate amount of time, he was calling
            them the Beepees.)
         

         
         I clearly need to visit the bathroom at some point. Just for the hallway pictures.

         
         Although I guess I could check whether there’s a gender-neutral bathroom. Or whether the men’s room is a single stall.

         
         Bathrooms have been kind of stressful on this trip. Yet another reason I can’t wait to get to California. I read online that
            a lot of places in Los Angeles have gender-neutral restrooms. And maybe nobody would care if I used the men’s room anyway.
         

         
         Because people in California don’t care if you’re trans.

         
         And there are lots of trans people in California. Lots of queer people. Lots of . . . everything.
         

         
         I mean, when I looked up our new house on Google Maps Street View, the house next door was flying a rainbow flag. Of course,
            that image was from a couple years ago, so maybe the flag isn’t there anymore. But it meant that Pasadena was the kind of
            place where someone would fly a rainbow flag.
         

         
         Shelby, Illinois, is not that kind of place.

         
         Not that it’s a bad kind of place. Nobody at school has been outright nasty to me. I got a few weird looks, and my teachers messed up my name
            and pronouns sometimes, but at least they tried. I know it could be a lot worse. Maybe that’s even part of why it took me
            so long to actually figure myself out—because some subconscious part of me was too afraid of what would be waiting for me
            if I did.
         

         
         So . . . no, Shelby wasn’t terrible.
         

         
         It’s just that I don’t know anybody in Shelby who’s queer. Or . . . I don’t know anybody who’s out.
         

         
         It was just me. The one trans boy. And even though Meg’s reaction was pretty much a shrug, and my parents—after a few weeks of frantic googling, which they thought I didn’t know about—have been as supportive as they can be, it’s still a lot to be the only one of anything. 

         
         But Los Angeles has almost four million people in it. And yeah, we’re moving to Pasadena, which is not technically LA, but it’s right next door and still has way more people than Shelby. So, statistically, there’s no way I’m going to be
            the only trans boy, or the only queer person.
         

         
         “Are we ready to order?”

         
         A waitress comes up to the table, notepad at the ready. Like everything else in this place, she looks casual and cool, with
            multiple earrings and dyed black hair, wearing a dark purple T-shirt that says Ray’s, which is the name of the venue.
         

         
         “Give us a few more minutes,” my dad says, sounding a little disappointed. “These two”—he waves his hand at me and Meg—“haven’t
            even figured out how to sit down yet.”
         

         
         “Sure.” The waitress shrugs and walks over to the bar counter, where she hops up on a stool and starts scrolling on her phone.

         
         “You could’ve just ordered waffle fries,” Meg says. She pulls out one of the chairs and sits down next to Dad. “You didn’t
            have to wait.”
         

         
         “I’m being polite,” Dad says.

         
         “Only because nobody’s here so the kitchen won’t take long,” Mom says, giving his arm a pat.

         
         Nobody else is here. Probably because it’s barely after five p.m. on a weekday. The sign on the front door promised live music, but not until eight. And it’s a jazz band, which Dad would probably be into but I couldn’t care less about. 

         
         “Gabe.” Dad waves at me. “Come figure out what you want. We gotta get back on the road in an hour.”

         
         Right. Because Kansas City isn’t technically on our way. It was the detour I chose, because each of us gets to choose a detour
            on this trip—my parents’ attempt to make Meg feel less shitty about this move. I might be excited, but the timing isn’t great
            for Meg, who is moving halfway through the last semester of her senior year of high school. She was actually supposed to stay
            with her friend Zelda, back in Shelby, just to finish out the year, and then come to California in June. But two weeks before
            we were supposed to leave, Zelda’s grandpa fell and broke his ankle, and suddenly he needed to move in with Zelda and her
            parents. It would have been too much for Meg to stay with them on top of that.
         

         
         So now she’s coming with us. Which means missing senior skip day, and senior photos, and senior prom. She didn’t have a date,
            but she was planning to go with Zelda and Shirin and a few other people. She’s always had a lot of friends. Or, at least,
            a lot of people she hangs out with.
         

         
         When Mom told her she couldn’t stay with Zelda after all, she cried for hours. So I guess coming up with this whole detour
            plan so Meg could at least go somewhere fun during the trip was the least they could do. Meg chose Las Vegas, Mom chose the
            Grand Canyon, and I chose Kansas City.
         

         
         Well, this venue specifically, because it’s where Damaged Pixie Dream Boi played their first show, and it’s as close to them as I’m ever going to get now. 

         
         My dad, in peak my dad fashion, chose a random antique fair by the side of the road in Iowa, because my dad rarely plans anything ahead of time
            and basically thrives on chaos. Except when it comes to driving after dark, which he hates. We have to plan everything so
            by the time it’s really dark, we’ve found a motel to crash at for the night.
         

         
         I sit down next to my sister, picking up the menu. But it’s hard to focus on the food. I keep looking around, at the empty
            tables, at the stage in front of us, set against a draping black curtain. At the cluster of microphone stands against the
            wall, the covered, silent drum set, and the upright piano.
         

         
         My stomach flutters, and a familiar bubble expands in my chest. I can’t help wondering what it would be like to perform up
            on that stage. What it would feel like to sit with my guitar and actually play a song I wrote to a room full of people who
            want to hear it.
         

         
         What it would feel like to actually sing, with abandon, throwing myself into the music—like I used to, before I started feeling
            dysphoric about my voice . . .
         

         
         “Gabe.” Meg is elbowing me again.

         
         “What?” I look away from the stage and realize Meg and my parents are all staring at me expectantly.

         
         So is the waitress, who’s returned to our table with her notepad.

         
         “Oh. Sorry.” I scan the menu and order a mini pizza because it’s the first thing I see. The waitress takes our menus and disappears through a swinging door into the kitchen. 

         
         My dad pulls out his phone and squints at it. “So is this all you wanted to see?” he asks.

         
         My ears turn warm. “Yeah.”

         
         “There’s not . . .” Mom looks around. “A monument or a plaque about the band somewhere?”

         
         Meg, in the middle of sipping from her water glass, almost does a spit take. “Mom, they’re a weird indie band, not Charlie
            Parker.”
         

         
         Who does have a monument, because he was from Kansas City, Kansas, and I guess Kansas City, Missouri, decided that was close
            enough, so they built a monument to him near the American Jazz Museum. Meg and I found that out when we were looking up music
            facts about Kansas City on our phones earlier, on the way here.
         

         
         Mom shrugs, looking flustered. “Well, I didn’t know. Gabe said they got pretty famous.”

         
         “Yeah, but not, like, Taylor Swift or something.”
         

         
         Mom looks like she’s trying very hard to follow. “Does Taylor Swift have a monument?”

         
         Meg groans.

         
         Our mom is basically the world’s biggest nerd. In Shelby, she was a professor at the community college, teaching science things that I don’t understand. Even Dad doesn’t really understand what Mom does. Whenever she tries to talk about it, it’s like she’s suddenly in an episode of Star Trek, saying a bunch of words that sound made-up and mean nothing to us. She couldn’t care less about anything pop culture, but
            if you get her talking about the chemical makeup of weird rocks from space, she’ll go on for hours.
         

         
         Mom’s the reason we’re moving to California in the first place. She’s going to start working for NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory,
            which is basically her dream job. She never thought they’d pick her—a professor from a community college nobody cares about.
            But they did.
         

         
         So I can give her a pass for thinking Damaged Pixie Dream Boi might have a monument like Charlie Parker. Her space rock nerd
            status is getting me to California, and that’s what counts.
         

         
         “I’m gonna . . .” I pop up from my chair and point in the direction of the sign that says Restrooms, but I can’t make myself actually say “restroom,” because I still don’t know how to not feel awkward about it. Even though nobody else in my family seems to.
         

         
         Dad just waves at me, so I head for the hallway.

         
         Mom wasn’t kidding. The whole corridor is lined with pictures from various musical artists, floor to ceiling. Polaroids, posters,
            framed photos and T-shirts . . .
         

         
         I spot Damaged Pixie Dream Boi right away. Their poster is right in the center—the picture from their very first album. All
            four of them standing on an empty street, with Damaged Pixie Dream Boi in neon pink over their heads. Zander is wearing his usual eyeliner and lipstick, and Jay has his hair in a ponytail. This is before Yu-jun officially came out as nonbinary and started wearing skirts, but they’ve still got earrings in both ears. The poster is signed too—four signatures in black Sharpie. Zander, Jay, Yu-jun, Rami.

         
         And that’s not all. There are several Polaroids around the poster, all pictures of the band performing. Right on that stage
            in front of our table.
         

         
         A thrill runs through me like a little jolt of electricity.

         
         I love Damaged Pixie Dream Boi’s music, but what makes them really special is that the band feels so queer. And not just because
            of Yu-jun. DPDB’s songs have lyrics about chasing love that’s precious and risky and living loud and invisible. There’s even one song that’s literally called “Full-Blown (Gay) Crisis.” And then, of course, there were all the rumors
            that Zander and the guitarist, Jay, were dating . . .
         

         
         If I’m being honest, I was kind of hoping Ray’s would be more obviously queer. It’s supposed to be queer-friendly. Damaged Pixie Dream Boi’s website, in the paragraph about how they got started, says
            Ray’s is a well-known venue for queer and alternative acts of all musical genres. But I haven’t seen a rainbow flag or anything, and our waitress looks cool but also kind of straight.
         

         
         Of course, what do I know? My entire knowledge of what queer people look like is pretty much . . .

         
         Google. And Instagram. And YouTube.

         
         I pull my phone out of my pocket and snap a picture of the poster. I want to remember it. And maybe post it on Instagram later. But I also can’t resist sending it to the group chat that’s me, Meg, Zelda, Shirin, and Caleb. 

         
         
            
               
                  GABE:

                  I found DPDB!

               

            

         
         I suppose some people might think it’s weird that Meg and I basically have the same friends. But it just happened that way.
            She’s only a year older than me, and she’s always been louder and bigger and has no problem talking to people. She made friends
            easily, so I just kind of went where she did.
         

         
         I stare at my phone, waiting, but nobody writes back. Maybe they’re all busy. I know Caleb’s on some camping trip with his
            family, and Zelda’s got her grandpa moving in . . .
         

         
         But I end up chewing my thumbnail anyway. Another reason I’m excited for California is that everyone on this text chain, except
            me and Caleb, is a senior. I don’t know what will happen to the group chat when they all leave for college. Maybe I’ll still
            text Caleb—we’ve never hung out just the two of us, but we had a lot of classes together in Shelby, and I did get him into
            DPDB.
         

         
         But since LA has to have more queer people in it, statistically, I’m hoping I’ll be able to make new friends. Friends who
            really get me. Friends who weren’t friends with Meg first.
         

         
         I’m hoping that maybe the reason I’ve always felt awkward and weird is because I was the one trans guy in Shelby.

         
         “Hey, food’s here.” Meg appears around the corner, pulling her chin-length dark hair into a scraggly ponytail. “Dad’s getting antsy.” 

         
         I glance at my phone again. “It’s only five thirty.”

         
         “Yeah, well, you know Dad.” She glances up at the wall of posters. “Wow, it really is right there.”
         

         
         I guess that means she saw my text. “Yeah. Kind of surreal.”

         
         “You know what else would be surreal?” Meg waggles her eyebrows at me. “Meeting Zander in the grocery store.”

         
         That makes me grin. At least two of the members of DPDB still live in LA, even though the band has broken up. The official
            Damaged Pixie Dream Boi Instagram account hasn’t posted anything since the breakup, but Zander’s and Yu-jun’s accounts feature
            a lot of palm trees. “That seems about as likely as you running into Taylor Swift.”
         

         
         “Ouch, way to crush my dreams.” She gives me a light shove and heads for the bathrooms at the end of the hall. “Go eat your
            pizza before Dad flips out. I’m gonna pee.” And she breezes through the door marked Women.
         

         
         I run a finger over my chewed-off thumbnail. The bathrooms have doorknobs, with keyholes. Maybe they’re single stall. And
            there’s no one else here. . . .
         

         
         My phone buzzes in my hand.

         
         
            
               
                  CALEB:

                  Nice! And signed too!

                  How much longer till LA?

                   

                  GABE:

                  Few more days? Depends on how many stops we make

                   

                  CALEB:

                  Send pics as soon as you get there!

               

            

         
         Another tingly thrill goes up my spine. Just a few more days, and then I’ll be taking pictures in California. I’ll have my
            own photos of palm trees.
         

         
         I glance once more at the bathrooms. And then I turn around and walk back down the hall. We’ll get to a motel in a couple
            hours. I’ll just use the bathroom there. And in a few more days, I’ll be in LA, and everything will be better.
         

         
         Different.

         
         Just like me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Arden

         
         I almost don’t believe Google Maps when it tells me there’s a Motel 6 off I-80. I figure it either doesn’t really exist or
            is actually a murder hotel masquerading as a Motel 6, lurking near the freeway to pick off unsuspecting travelers like us.
         

         
         But nope. Mom follows the directions read by the cheerful maps lady and we end up in the parking lot of a perfectly normal,
            totally bland Motel 6. It looks just like the one we stayed at last night in Colorado.
         

         
         Not remotely murdery.

         
         I’ve barely said anything to Mom since we left Carhenge, but to be fair, she’s barely said anything to me either. Just stuff
            like how about Wendy’s for dinner and can you look up a hotel. Maybe I’m being petty. Or maybe she is. Maybe we both are.
         

         
         Mom parks the car at one end of the parking lot, which is only about a third full. I haul out my backpack. Mom hauls out her suitcase. Another car pulls into the lot as we’re heading for motel entrance. 

         
         God, is someone else actually willingly driving through Nebraska?

         
         The motel lobby looks pretty much the same as the one in Colorado. Lots of beige. A vending machine. A sofa. The clerk behind
            the desk looks bored as he hands over two key cards.
         

         
         The room is up the stairs on the second floor, and it looks just like the room we had in Colorado. Same orange-striped bedspreads
            on two double beds. Same orange accent wall. The room is even the same size . . . which means it’s definitely not big enough
            to give me any space away from Mom. Unless I lock myself in the bathroom. Which just feels pathetic.
         

         
         But I really need space. An actual door I can close. I need to put something between the two of us, or I’m going to explode.

         
         Mom sits down on one of the beds and slips out of her ankle boots. She turns on the TV. “Oh! Titanic is on.”
         

         
         I’m beginning to think Titanic is always on. It was on last night in Colorado. And in Nevada before that. Apparently people always want to watch a giant
            boat sink. “I’m gonna go, um . . . out. For a little bit.”
         

         
         Mom sighs—a Disappointed Sigh. Basically the cousin of the Look. For a second, I think she’s going to try to stop me. But
            all she does is shrug. “Sure.”
         

         
         “Can I take the car keys?”

         
         She frowns. “Arden, I don’t want you driving anywhere.”

         
         Where would I drive? There’s nothing to drive to. “Just in case I want something from the car.”
         

         
         Another sigh. “Just don’t go too far, and pay attention to your phone.”

         
         I grab the car keys and one of the key cards and leave her flipping channels.

         
         I don’t really need anything from the car. I wanted the keys so I could go sit in the car. By myself. Someplace to hide, with
            doors that can close. But halfway down the hall, I remember that it’s cold here and I left my coat in the room, and I really
            don’t want to go back for it. And I can’t sit in the car with the engine running just so I don’t freeze.
         

         
         I let my breath out. Maybe I don’t want to spend more time in the car anyway. My whole life right now is spending time in
            the car.
         

         
         So I go to the lobby instead. It’s almost nine p.m. and the desk clerk has his back to me, eyes glued to a basketball game
            playing on the wall-mounted TV behind the desk. There’s no one else here, and there’s a sofa against one wall. I guess this
            is good enough.
         

         
         I take my earbuds out of the pocket of my overalls, tuck them into my ears, and pull up the last album of Damaged Pixie Dream
            Boi on my phone—my favorite band that of course doesn’t exist anymore because obviously somebody up there hates me.
         

         
         I let the wailing opening of “Full-Blown (Gay) Crisis” fill my ears and shut out the rest of the world while I grab a couple dollars from my pocket and feed them into the vending machine. At least Nebraska has root beer for me to drown my sorrows in. It’s just Barq’s, but now isn’t the time to be picky. 

         
         The soda can clunks down into the slot. I grab it, idly tapping the top of the can, and turn back toward the sofa . . .

         
         And there’s somebody sitting on it.

         
         I look around, but the desk clerk is still watching basketball. The lobby is just as empty as it was before—except for this
            new person on the couch.
         

         
         I can’t help but feel kind of annoyed. I just wanted space. There was so much space outside the car windows today. But now, as soon as I have a minute to myself, even this couch is taken.
         

         
         The rando on the couch is scrolling on his phone. He doesn’t look any older than me, a regular white guy with messy dark brown
            hair and glasses and worn jeans. The grayish flannel shirt he’s wearing is slightly too large, unbuttoned over a T-shirt.
         

         
         What’s he doing here?

         
         I suppose I should have some sympathy. Maybe he’s stuck in Nebraska during spring break too. Unless he lives here. What do
            you do in Nebraska for spring break? I have no idea. Maybe this is his vacation spot. Maybe his family is chilling at the
            Motel 6 and heading out to see Carhenge tomorrow.
         

         
         Maybe I should take my root beer and sit in the frigid car and sulk, even if it is pathetic.

         
         But I can’t make myself do it. I just want to sit here, like I planned. Which is probably me being petty again, but I don’t care. 

         
         So I punch up the volume on my earbuds, open my soda, and sit down. On the other side of the couch, so we’re as far away from
            each other as we can be.
         

         
         Halfway through the second chorus of “Full-Blown (Gay) Crisis,” I realize the rando is staring at me.

         
         Or . . . not me, exactly. My phone, which is balanced on my knee.
         

         
         I pick it up, self-consciously, and he looks up. Our eyes meet, and in that moment, I realize two things.

         
         One: Rando’s eyes are beautiful.

         
         Two: Rando is definitely not a cis boy.

         
         Not that cis boys can’t have beautiful eyes, obviously. Rando’s eyes might even be magnified a little bit by their glasses.
            But cis boys usually have an Adam’s apple, and at least a hint of facial hair. Rando doesn’t have either of those things, and their hands and fingers are kind of narrow. So are their shoulders.
         

         
         Even though I’ve been out for ages—even though I got to a point, in LA at least, of barely thinking about being trans myself—I
            still notice weird little cis guy features I don’t have. Like thicker wrists, broader shoulders, differences in noses, and
            a hundred other things I can’t totally put my finger on. Pieces of a person that make everyone around them default to a certain
            pronoun without even thinking about it. Pieces that I want. Eventually. Someday.
         

         
         “Sorry,” Rando mumbles, and looks away.

         
         I look away too—back at my phone.

         
         Huh. Maybe Rando’s nonbinary. Or a girl who’s kind of butch. Not what I would have expected to find in Nebraska, but . . .

         
         “Are you listening to Damaged Pixie Dream Boi?”

         
         I blink and fumble around on my phone until I manage to hit pause. “Um. Yeah.” Wait. “How did you know?”

         
         Rando looks embarrassed and waves a finger vaguely at their ear. Which, I notice, definitely has a hole in it, but no earring.
            “I heard it.”
         

         
         Whoops. I didn’t realize I had the volume up that loud.

         
         “Also, um . . .” Now Rando waves a finger at my phone. “I thought I recognized the album art. That’s why I was . . . I didn’t
            mean to stare. Sorry.”
         

         
         “Oh. It’s cool.” I guess if I thought someone was listening to DPDB, I’d probably stare too. It’s not like nobody knows DPDB—they’ve
            got what I would call a niche but very dedicated fan base. People still post about them on Tumblr. But they’ve never been
            exactly mainstream.
         

         
         They do have a lot of queer fans, though.

         
         “So . . .” I try to sound casual. “Do you like them? DPDB?”

         
         Rando’s eyebrows jump. “Oh, yeah. They’re probably my favorite band. I was actually just at Ray’s in Kansas City, where they
            played their first show.”
         

         
         For a very confused second, my heart leaps. “You saw them in Kansas City?”

         
         “Oh . . .” Rando’s face falls, and they look even more embarrassed. “No. I . . . I went to Ray’s. Just to see it. It’s kind of silly, I guess, but my family is moving to California, and we’re driving, and we have this whole thing where each of us gets to pick something we want to see along the way, so . . . I picked Ray’s. Because of DPDB.” Rando shrugs, looking a little pink. 

         
         “You’re moving to California?”

         
         “Yeah. Um. Pasadena.”

         
         “I’m from LA.”

         
         Rando perks up. Like, scoots forward on the couch and everything. “Really?”

         
         “Well . . .” My stomach sinks. “Yeah, but I’m actually moving too.” I laugh, because it feels ridiculous. The universe playing
            a prank. “To Michigan. From LA.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Rando deflates.

         
         I chew my lip. Something’s tingling in the back of my brain like a queer spidey-sense. And I know I sat down on this couch
            to be antisocial and emo, but . . . “I’m Arden,” I say. “My pronouns are he, him.”
         

         
         For several seconds, Rando just stares at me. My heart rate speeds up. Maybe I’m wrong. Or, you know, in Nebraska, and people
            don’t do this stuff here.
         

         
         And then Rando says, “I’m Gabe. Also he, him.”

         
         My breath rushes out. “Cool.” I consider my options for a moment, and then decide at this point, maybe I should just throw
            caution to the wind. “I’m a trans guy. Just . . . FYI.”
         

         
         Great. That wasn’t awkward at all. FYI? Really?
         

         
         But Rando—Gabe—is almost smiling. One corner of his mouth has turned up anyway. He says, “Yeah. Me too.”

         
         Okay. So.

         
         I thought so, and also . . .

         
         And also he isn’t what I expected to find in Nebraska, and now I’m smiling too. A little bit. Against all odds.

         
         “So . . .” Gabe fiddles with his phone and looks away. “Seen anything cool yet?”

         
         I suddenly realize I’m staring at him and look away. At the basketball game on the TV. “What?”

         
         “You said you were moving from LA. So have you seen anything cool on the drive? Like the Grand Canyon or something?”

         
         “No. I spent an hour at Carhenge today.”

         
         Gabe blinks. “Carhenge?”

         
         I pull up the picture on my phone and lean over to show it to him. He leans over to look, and our shoulders bump.

         
         “Wow,” he says. He frowns. “Also . . . why?”

         
         “Thank you.” I straighten up, and so does he, but now he seems too far away. Is it weird if I move closer? “My mom saw a sign
            for it while we were driving and decided we should check it out because scenic route.”
         

         
         Gabe grins. His eyes turn into crescents. “My parents are into the scenic route too, but at least each of us gets to pick
            a stop. Although my dad’s random antique fair was kind of weird. There were too many old dolls.”
         

         
         “Like the porcelain kind with the creepy eyes?”

         
         He grimaces. “Yeah.”

         
         “Yikes.”

         
         “Big yikes.” Gabe hesitates, chewing his lip, and then he holds up his phone. “I took some pictures at Ray’s. They had a signed
            poster. . . .”
         

         
         “Oh, cool.” I move a little closer, because he’s offering to show me pictures, so it’s not weird now. Right?

         
         It must not be, because he moves closer too, until we’re right next to each other. He pulls up a few photos on his phone—of
            a little stage in the middle of a room full of tables, of a hallway lined with Polaroids and posters, of a Damaged Pixie Dream
            Boi poster . . .
         

         
         “Oh, that’s the one from—”

         
         “Their first album,” he says with a grin. “Yeah. And they signed it.”

         
         I can barely make out the squiggly lines of Sharpie signatures on the corner of the poster. “I think that one might be my
            favorite album. The lyrics are more poetic. Or vaguer. Or something.”
         

         
         His whole face lights up. I realize that behind his gold-wire glasses, his eyes are a deep, dark brown. “Totally! It sort
            of tells a story, but also you can kind of interpret every song however you want. It’s all open-ended somehow. Way less specific
            than their later stuff, but that’s what makes it so cool.”
         

         
         “Yeah, exactly.” I’m smiling again. It’s sort of a weird feeling. Makes me realize I haven’t actually been smiling that much
            recently.
         

         
         “So . . .” Gabe turns his phone over and over
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