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To everyone who makes me feel unlonely.

And for Z, who I will love with all of me, for all of time. In every place. By any name.




Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

In an attempt to be historically accurate, the language in this novel reflects the contexts and nuances of the characters’ eras. Similarly, the transgender and nonbinary characters each have unique relationships with their own names and pronouns, and this is reflected in the text as well. Please read with care.

Full content notice: Transphobia, accidental outing, homophobia, racism, xenophobia, sexual assault (not on the page), suicidal ideation, imprisonment, HIV/AIDS and related discrimination, violence, death of relatives, death of an animal (not the dog!), fatphobia, bullying, cancer, dementia, vomiting




Before

MY PARENTS DISOWNED ME via text at the beginning of spring break. It was the day after my eighteenth birthday, so I guess their gift to me was waiting twenty-four hours to do it.

We had a blowout fight on the phone a week prior, but I’d still kept my plans to go home. I was dreading it because I knew we’d have to talk about what they found on my iPad, but I had nowhere else to go since my boarding school’s campus would be closed over break. Plus, my dog still lives with them, and I’d do anything to see her. So, I got a ride from school to Pittsfield, took a train from Pittsfield to Boston, and flew from Boston to Indianapolis in a middle seat—especially miserable since I’m six foot one.

When I didn’t see my parents waiting at baggage claim, I called them over and over again, more than fifty times. I got sent to voicemail just as many. They left me to stand by the other travelers hugging their families, chucking their luggage into trunks, and getting whistled at by airport security for a full two hours, until my phone battery was next to dead. Until, worst of all, I was out of snacks.

I thought maybe, generously, that they’d died in some freak accident, and that’s why they weren’t answering my calls. But they hadn’t. They were just hitting the silence button, both of them, again and again, until finally Dad sent a text:


Your mother and I thought more about the disturbing things we found on your iPad and after much consideration feel that it’s best for all of us if you don’t come home. We have been sick ever since and are heartbroken to lose our daughter. We will not be attending your graduation and will no longer be assisting you with your college tuition. Do not contact us again unless—



Unless I do things I cannot, will not do. I tried to respond, hands shaking (Campus is closed, where am I supposed to go? and Can I at least come say goodbye to Nugget?), only to find that they’d blocked me. John and Natalia Quick: parents of the century.

I used my 3 percent battery to call my girlfriend, Ramona, and she stopped the world to get me home to her. The Silvas booked me a direct flight from Indy to Miami, and the whole family met me at baggage claim with big smiles and open arms. Ramona had her long, blonde hair in beautiful French braids—her mother’s work—and immediately offered me Tupperware filled with homemade brownies with sea salt. Her brother Auggie carried my suitcase to the car, though I didn’t want him to, and Mrs. Silva kept stroking my hair.

On the way to their house, Mr. Silva insisted we stop to watch the hot pink sunset over the palm trees and ocean. As we stood on the beach, I thought about how I was supposed to be in Indiana with my parents, hiding the parts of me they wouldn’t accept and missing Ramona. Instead, my arms were wrapped around her, her head pressed against my chest, my sneakers filling with sand. And I realized I wasn’t missing anything at all. The worst had happened, but because I was with her, everything would be okay.

“Tell me everything,” she said then, and because we weren’t making eye contact it was easier to lie.

“They found out about us,” I said, and she spun around to study me.

“I knew it,” she said, looking sorry, slipping her hands around my waist. “I knew that’s what happened.” I put my head on her head.

I did not tell her the truth.




Alone

I ONCE MADE A promise I’d live until my high school graduation, but I’m starting to regret it.

I want to love the prom dress Ramona found for me because she thinks it’s beautiful. It’s olive, satin, simple. It belongs to the only other tall, broad-shouldered girl in our dorm, an Estonian tennis player I have never talked to. I don’t know how much the dress costs, only that I can’t afford it. Not now, anyway. If it were up to me, I’d tear it off and feed it to the pack of angry wild turkeys that terrorize the campus of Miss Stone’s School for Girls, but I will instead have to protect it with my life.

In fifteen minutes, I will show up at Ramona’s dorm room with a corsage of campus flowers I tied together with art room string. In fifteen minutes, I will match Ramona’s gold gown just enough but not too much. In fifteen minutes, she will capture the two of us on her phone from every angle: her kissing my cheek, me kissing hers. Our smiles proof of our pride. Her camera roll an archive of our joy. Whatever happens next year, at least I can give her this: proof we were together now, in love now, happy now.

All of that in fifteen minutes.

For now, I’m alone in my dorm room, staring at my floor-length mirror, looking right through my reflection. The girls on the other side of our paper-thin walls are laughing and screaming, and I can hear them complimenting each other as they get dressed. You’re so pretty, Maren, I catch. You look amazing, Lena. Penny, please let me do a red lip on you. It’s your look, okay, see? Don’t you love it? Penny does.

I look in the mirror and dare myself to like something—anything—about what I see. I guess I like the way my biceps look on full display, free of the barn jacket I wear even in summer. I guess I like the way my hair dried; soft, dark curls I can flip back or push away. I guess. What I like most, though, is that you can’t see the lines of my boxer briefs under the dress’s unforgiving fabric. No one will know I’m wearing them, but at least I do. This night is supposed to be special, after all—I don’t want to feel totally pathetic. But it’s hard when I’m wearing this dress that feels wrong in ways I can’t totally explain.

Staring at myself, my mind wanders the way it does every day. I imagine myself as someone different. I dream of myself with a flat chest, despite my curves. I picture myself with shorter hair, despite my full cheeks. I tighten and harden everything I can. I stand how men stand. I change my face, tilting my head and jutting out my chin to give the illusion of a stronger jawline. I envision a suit that fits me without expensive alterations. I see me or someone like me in the space where my reflection stands: angles, brick, handsome. There, there, there. An impossible person, worlds and lifetimes away.

But with a blink, that person is gone and I’m left with me. Just me. In an olive, satin, simple dress.

And I only have fifteen minutes.




In Fifteen Minutes

I KNOCK ON RAMONA’S door and even after three years of dating, my heart still catches while I wait for her. Lately, every single minute feels like a knuckle papercut: a constant, pulsing reminder that our shared world will end come graduation. We don’t like to talk about it, but we are always talking about it. Except there’s a whole lot I don’t say.

Ramona opens the door and just … wow. Damn. Her blonde hair is pinned up carefully, strands falling to frame her face in all the right places. Her golden dress is red carpet material, and her makeup makes her look flawless. I instantly miss the birthmark on her cheek and the little scar on her chin, but I like this version of her too, both the artist and artwork. She makes a night like tonight look so easy. I feel a sharp, unfair pang of resentment, but push it down.

“You look stunning,” I say, taking her face in my hands and kissing her on the forehead like I always do. She steps back to spin around, giving the full 360 view, before falling back into me.

“Oh, Calla, this dress.” She runs her hands up and down the silk of it and maybe I’m not so mad I’m wearing it after all. “Look at you! If I wasn’t in love with you already, this would seal the deal.”

I kiss her again, and when I pull back, she takes the opportunity to tease me. “I was half expecting you to show up in that ratty old coat you love so much.”

“Hey, it’s my signature look!” I say. I’ve never told her why I wear it so much; I don’t say how much I wish I was wearing it right now. So she just laughs and rolls her eyes.

“Come in so I can do your hair.”

She grabs my hand and tugs, and obviously I go with her. I put the wildflower corsage on her desk, and sit down on her wooden chair so she can do her thing. She’s been looking forward to prom for forever. She literally got an app to count down the days. This night is for her, so I’ll be exactly who and how she wants me to be.

But I’d be lying if I said guilt didn’t play a part in that, too. Like, can’t-sleep, can’t-eat, nerves-on-fire guilt. Graduation wasn’t supposed to be the end of the road for us. We were supposed to go to Alcott College together in the fall. Ramona had gotten into Yale, but chose Alcott instead because she wanted to be with me. It was our compromise school; out of all the colleges that recruited me for field hockey, it was the only one Ramona could see herself at. It has a strong poli-sci department, which she wanted. It’s all-girls again, like she hoped for. They didn’t offer me as much financial aid as other schools, but they gave me a partial scholarship, and my parents had a college fund for me to cover the rest. At least, that was the plan until a few weeks ago. Until I ruined everything.

After winter break, I left my iPad in my family’s living room, forgetting to pack it since I really only use it to watch movies on airplanes. I figured I’d grab it when I went home for spring break, no big deal, but I didn’t think about the fact that it syncs to my phone. My mom decided to use it to plan a vacation on TripAdvisor, and my very hackable passcode (Nugget’s birthday. Honestly.) and autofill fucked me over. All she had to do was start typing “tr” and a million searches and sites centered on the same words popped up: transgender, transmasc, trans, trans, trans …

And then, from cruelty disguised as concern, she dug further. Poetry and novels. Porn. And somehow worse than the porn: lengthy, revealing posts on a trans message board. I can’t even think about that part without getting sick to my stomach with shame.

Do not contact us again unless you provide proof of seeking professional help.

Ramona doesn’t know this part of the story. She thinks I lost my parents and my tuition and our future because my iPad background was a photo of us. She thinks I lost it all because of her. And I’m a shitty, cowardly, awful liar for letting her think so.

I know I need to tell her what actually happened—and I should be able to. If anyone would understand, it’s her. She’s the president of Miss Stone’s Gender and Sexuality Alliance. She’s spent the last three summers interning at the Florida LGBTQ+ Democratic Caucus. She owns at least three T-shirts that say something about protecting trans youth. But there was a moment last year during spring break, on a beach in Miami. She was wearing a sapphire-blue bikini and an Unrivaled cap—how could I forget a single detail?—when our friend asked her if she’d ever date a guy and she said, “I’m a lesbian, hello?” Then they asked, what about a trans guy? “Obviously still a man. Obviously still no.”

So, obviously, I’ve been replaying that moment in my mind at least once a day lately, secretly praying she’s changed her mind since then, or that she loves me enough to change it for me now—if I even am a trans guy. Because despite all my research and reading and journaling, I still don’t know. I so wish I knew.

The question has been there in the back of my mind for as long as I can remember, but committing to Alcott brought it front and center. It was supposed to be thrilling, me and Ramona going to college together. It was supposed to be a huge relief, but once it really started to sink in that I’d spend four more years at another all-girls school, I started freaking the fuck out. Couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t stop thinking about how I’m—

I mean, God, I couldn’t even escape it when I was sleeping. I kept dreaming I showed up on the luscious, manicured Alcott campus, all my belongings in bags behind me, and they took one look at me and turned me away because they could tell I’m—

It doesn’t matter, anyway. With Alcott off the table now, our future together already uncertain, Ramona doesn’t need to know, not yet. Not tonight.

In her dorm room, Ramona’s hair straightener slides right over my waves and flips them to shape them just so. She paints my face with her makeup, despite my skin being at least a few shades lighter than hers. Her nails are glittery, and I wonder if she’ll get any on my cheeks.

I say, “Not too much, okay?” and kinda hate myself for it. She says, “Just trust me, Calla.” And I do. Of course I do.

She winks at me while she smooths my hair and softly scratches her nails down my neck and across my back. She knows how much I like that. So much I’m hardly listening when she says, “And for the final touch …” She crosses the room to pick earrings out of her jewelry chest, and my stomach sinks. “I know these aren’t really your thing, but it’s prom, okay?”

The word no punches through me but dies at the back of my mouth. Who cares if I wear earrings? She does, and this night is for her. This whole look is for her. It’s fine.

She holds up one set at a time and tilts her head, finally deciding on a dangly gold and crystal pair.

“Luíza got these for me in Rio,” she says, her voice quiet. Luíza, her tia—her favorite, favorite person—had a heart attack last August and passed away at the age of forty-two. Luíza was a lesbian and an incredible activist, and to honor her too-short legacy, Ramona dropped out of her band to become even more politically involved. To say the least. She wakes up at the crack of dawn and stays up late into the night to phonebank, organize, email politicians, and draft petitions. She joined every progressive club on campus and is on the board of half of them. It’s inspiring, but I can easily see it’s all driven by her overwhelming, unbearable grief.

So, these earrings are special. And of course I’m going to suck it up and wear them.

“It’s like they were made for you in this dress.” She puts the earrings on the desk in front of me and I stare at them blankly until she gives me a look in the mirror. “Let’s see, babe.”

I haven’t worn earrings since I was thirteen, so when I try to push the pin through my ear, I hit a thick wall of skin where the hole has healed over. I feel a flash of relief, and I’m about to say, “Never mind,” but Ramona’s face lights up.

“Oh, they’re perfect,” she says, clutching her necklace. So I put my thumb on the back of my lobe and pinch as hard as I can. After three tries, the earring rips through my ear and pierces my thumb. I take a sharp breath but don’t let it show on my face, licking the prick of blood off my fingertip before she can notice.

I do the same on the other side. I’m quicker this time, but the pain is the same. When I’m done, I finally really look at the girl in the mirror. She does look pretty, and Ramona must think so too, because she’s misty-eyed when she smooths my hair one last time.

“You okay?” I ask.

“More than okay,” she says. A single tear slips down her cheek. Her makeup doesn’t smudge at all, but she double-checks it anyway. “I’m happy.”

“Me too,” I say, standing up, spinning away from my reflection, leaning down to kiss her. Both of us pretending this moment’s all that matters. “Tonight’ll be perfect.” And God, God, I hope it will be. After a year of mourning, of crying herself to sleep, she deserves it. So who cares if I hate this dress? If my ears sting? If I want to chuck these high heels at a dartboard and watch them stick? A perfect night is the only thing I can give her after ruining our future together. And it’s the only thing that will beat my guilt down as it rises in my chest again and again and again.

She kisses me harder than ever before—satin lip gloss, hands locked on my back—then pulls away to say, “I love you, Calla Quick.”

I whisper, “I love you too,” and it doesn’t feel like enough. I want to give her the world, but I can’t, so I’ll make sure tonight is perfect. If only tonight.




Stand Still, Look Pretty

WE MEET OUR FRIENDS in the school gardens for pictures as the sun moves across the mountains. We clearly weren’t the only ones with this backdrop idea. Dozens of our classmates and their dates from other schools and other lives pose in front of the willow trees and cascading rows of flowers. The beauty on the ground spills everywhere, peacocking, and the scent of jasmine nearly takes me out. This spring came to flirt.

“It’s always so weird to see boys on campus,” Ramona says. It only happens twice a year, on Family Homecoming and prom, and I can admit it is jarring. Ramona crosses her arms. “They always have this look on their faces like they’re getting away with something.”

I watch the boys, and yes, some of them are so smug I could smack them; their eyes sparked by mischief, darting around the throngs of Miss Stone’s girls like coyotes in a henhouse. But many of them seem so … effortless, too. Clean; no makeup, no glitter. Sharp; hair combed and slick, suits and tuxedos that look like they were made for them.

I run my fingertips along the edge of my boxers, the only part of my outfit that feels right. The new holes in my ears throb as I watch one annoyingly handsome guy adjust the gold cuff links on his sleeves. He then stands behind his date and rubs her arms. Without even meaning to, I do the same with Ramona. She steals one of my hands and clutches it against the bones of her chest, as if to anchor us in this moment, and I feel a rush of impossible, desperate wanting. I wish we could stay right here forever, our future irrelevant, our years together here on campus not far behind us. Miss Stone’s isn’t paradise, not at all, but I was happy here at times. With Ramona, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.

When it’s our group’s turn to take photos, we hand our phones to the girls behind us per the law of friendly-photo-taking-reciprocation, and Ramona directs everyone on where to stand.

“I have a vision!” she shouts, and everyone giggles as they fall in line.

“Ramona with the vision,” Cho-Hee and Minali say at the same time.

“Ramona for president!” Lyndsey yells.

Our group has been steady since the end of freshman year, when one night we all snuck into the unlocked hockey rink, played broomball until the custodian kicked us out, then had a Disney Channel Original Movie marathon in one of our dorm’s common rooms. Soaked to the bone with ice water, wrapped up in whatever blankets we could find, greasy bags of popcorn between us, we ranked all the movies from least to most queer. The group is a mix of my world and Ramona’s. Lyndsey and MK are my field hockey teammates, while Minali and Cho-Hee were Ramona’s bandmates before she dropped out of Lilith Heir last semester to focus on her activism.

We all have the same dorky sense of humor, read the same books, watch the same shows, and have a shared playlist where we all add our gay little songs. We can communicate via emojis alone. And as of last summer, Lyndsey and Minali are also dating, so there’s that too. I’ve always found groups are easy to hide in, and I’ve never felt so loved by friends in all my life. Or by anyone, really. It’s strange and sad and terrifying to think it’ll all be over in a few weeks, especially knowing I have nothing and no one on the other side.

Except Ramona, who has us all lined up, hips like this, hands just so, only our best sides on display. I smile and try to mean it because cameras know when you’re lying. People shout at us to look at one phone, the next, and the next and to make a silly face and to look serious and to look in love and to shout SENIORS! and SUFFRAGETTES! and SAPPHIC! and I watch boys peel away from their dates and form huddles. Jump on each other. Punch each other on the arms, mess up each other’s sharp, perfect hair. As we pose, one of them yells, “Looking good, ladies!” and I can tell it’s meant to be nice. Not creepy. His date is not offended. And neither am I. If you’re going to be a jealous dyke at an all-girls school, you’re in for a hell of a ride.

Ramona calls, “Beijos!”

MK yells, “Thank you!”

But my mind sticks on ladies.

My cheeks burn and I look at the grass so I don’t give anything away to whoever’s camera flash explodes next.




Prom

RAMONA SPENDS THE WHOLE bus ride to prom looking at the photos of us, hearting all the ones she likes best. “Aww, look at this one.” She zooms in and turns her phone to me, bottom lip out. “We’re so cute.”

She’s glowing. I try to look that way too. Put my hand on my heart. “Frame-worthy.”

“I’m sending it to my parents, they’re dying for photos.” I grin but feel another pang of unfair jealousy. The Silvas have been so good to me. Not only were they there when my parents abandoned me, they’ve invited me to live with them after graduation—the most generous gift—and I will have to take them up on it, at least until I figure something else out.

They keep offering to call my parents to try to talk some sense into them, and I keep shutting it down, but I’m terrified they’ll decide to do it anyway. I’ve imagined it so many times, the way they’d start the conversation passionate and full of righteous fire. The way their faces would fall, just a little, when they heard the truth. The things they’d tell Ramona. I don’t let myself think of what would come next.

The school buses take us to the Berkshire Hills Country Club, and it feels like a different kind of dream. It’s pretty. Green, green, green. Huge windows, golf courses as far as the eye can see, sprinklers whirring. Ramona swears under her breath. “An environmental disaster.”

We follow our friends down the steps of the bus and all of us try not to trip and die because of our long dresses. Except for Lyndsey, of course. Because Lyndsey thought ahead and bought a bomb ass suit from an expensive queer website. I know because I helped her pick it out. Lyndsey didn’t pretend prom wasn’t happening, wasn’t happening, wasn’t happening like I did and took the time to find something she was comfortable in. Granted, Lyndsey also didn’t lose her family and entire future a month ago. And not to mention I have seventeen dollars in my bank account. My one trip to Goodwill was a total bust—a two-mile walk each way and not a single thing that looked halfway decent, let alone prom-worthy. But still.

At least I can move enough in this dress to pull half of Lilith Heir’s band equipment out from under the bus and carry it inside. Even though the band’s been broken up since Luíza died, they agreed to one final performance, and I for one am freaking excited to see Ramona in her element again. I miss the spark in her eyes she only gets when she’s playing with the band. I know she loves her activism work, but nothing compares to how she comes alive onstage.

Inside the country club, the grand, high-ceilinged ballroom is buzzing with laughter and the steady beat of a dance song, and we stash the instruments to the side of the stage. Then Lyndsey and MK rush to grab the best table, closest to the desserts—my girls are competitive by nature—and whoop loudly when they just barely beat some other kids to it.

“Unsportsmanlike conduct,” I say, sliding into one of the empty seats decorated with tulle and fake flowers.

“Season’s over, Cap,” Lyndsey says. “All bets are off.”

“Plus,” MK says, leaning close to me so she can whisper, “I asked that girl to prom and she said she was busy. And now she’s here with that guy.” I raise my eyebrows. I didn’t know she’d asked someone out.

“Well, I’ve got a big wingspan,” I whisper back. “If she ‘accidentally’ catches a stray elbow during a slow song, know it was me.” MK laughs into her fist as the rest of our friends fill the seats around us, and I rub her back once to further comfort her.

“This is incredible,” Ramona says, eyes bright, grabbing my knee under the table. “The committee did such a good job, and I love y’all, and I’m here with the prettiest girl in the room.” I force a smile in the instant before she sighs and puts her head on my shoulder. “This is already one of the best nights of my life.”

“I’m so glad,” I say, and put my head on hers, “but I think the title of prettiest girl in the room goes to you.”

“Oh, get a room,” Lyndsey yells, so I lob a bread roll at her. She whips it right back to me, hard, but I palm it, no problem.

“Deeeenied.”

“Dammit. You have the reflexes of a hummingbird.”

The theme of the prom is Enchanted Forest, so a fake buck holds a sign that says Sweet Treats in his antlers beside us. The walls, rafters, and tables are decorated with evergreens and twinkle lights. Even I can admit it feels a little magical as we eat too-small salads and primavera pasta and Ramona refills my water again and again because she knows I tend to chug it. Then we hit the dance floor.

Under the string lights, the whole room is bathed in a soft, rainbow glow, and Ramona looks radiant. Mostly we dance all of us together, but whenever a slow song comes on, me and Ramona get close, and I rest my chin on her head and think, after tomorrow—or whenever I get the guts to tell her—will I ever dance with her like this again?

I love the scent of her, the feel of her, the brush of her skin against mine. I love her dark brown eyes and dyed blonde hair; a dare, she says, for people to underestimate her. I love her cute laugh, and I’m so grateful it’s back tonight, when she’s seemed so stressed, so tired, so sad this whole, long year.

I love all the ways she knows me.

I hate the ways she doesn’t. The ways I haven’t let her.

When her favorite MUNA song comes on, we both gasp before screaming the words. She looks at me like she’s madly in love with me. She looks at me like I’m perfect. I am lucky, lucky, lucky. And I pray to anything, to anyone, I’ll get to stay this way.




Glow

AFTER ABOUT AN HOUR of dancing, Cho-Hee rounds us all up, and pulls the six of us out of the room, down the hallway, and into the big stall in the bathroom. She opens up her purse to reveal a glittering selection of mini alcohol bottles.

“To toast our friendship, and because I’m nervous as hell to perform tonight. It’s been too long.”

“Over a year,” Ramona says, her voice tight, because we all know why she hasn’t wanted to perform. She picks out two bottles of tequila, while all the others pick their poison.

“I’m good,” Lyndsey says. “But knock yourselves out.”

“I’m good too,” I say, nervous about what might come out of my mouth if I get even a little bit tipsy.

They all take their shots, and then Cho-Hee says through her grimace, “God, I’m so glad to be away from boys. They ruin the whole vibe.”

“A guy fake-tripped so he could grope me!” Minali yells. “Lyndsey caught him, though.”

“With my fists,” she says, holding a boxing stance.

“I can’t believe so many girls brought dudes as dates,” MK says miserably. “Like, in the month before Pride? Pride eve?! Homophobic.”

“I would rather eat glass than be with a boy again,” Minali says, draping herself on Lyndsey.

“Women are so much smarter,” Cho-Hee says. “And hotter. And cooler. And we just smell better.”

“I’m so glad I’ve always known I’m a lesbian,” Ramona chimes in. “I love loving girls.” She loops her arm through mine and I feel the floor drop out from underneath me.

I love loving girls. The words cut through my mind as I twirl them around like a knife. I bite down on my bottom lip, hard, and find it difficult to breathe. Because this confirms it, right? I can’t come out to her if I don’t want to lose her. Hell, I can’t come out to her if I don’t want to be homeless after graduation, which is pathetic and selfish and manipulative for me to even think and—

“What about you, Calla? Would you ever date a guy?” MK asks, interrupting my spiral.

“What kind of question is that?” I choke out. I grab a bottle of tequila from Cho-Hee’s purse after all. And then another one.

Everyone cheers, and they all cheer again when I throw the alcohol back. I barely react because I’m out of my body.

Minali laughs. “Damn, Calla, you gonna wait for the chaser or what?” I see now she has a Diet Coke bottle snug in her purse.

I shrug, and take another shot when Ramona does. She grabs my hands, and we kiss, and my whole body is screaming, You can’t tell her! And You have to tell her! But I force my brain to shut the fuck up. I shove it all down. Deep, deep, deep, deep down. Then I realize my hands are sweating, so I pull them away from hers to wipe them on my dress while Cho-Hee buries the evidence in the trash under a few layers of paper towels. MK rushes all of us out of the bathroom, away from the scene of the crime.

“Act natural,” she whisper-yells as we pass one of our teachers. I’m still trying to steady myself, and the rest of my friends all giggle in a way that is decidedly not natural, but the teacher lets us go.

As we chase each other down the hall, back to the ballroom, Minali yells, “There will never be a night like this again!”

And I know she’s right. A wave of grief crashes through me. Then guilt, and rage, and self-loathing. I try to shove it all down, down, down again, but Ramona must read it on my face.

“Hey, hey,” she says, slowing her jog to walk with me. A single tear does slip down my cheek, and I wipe it away as quickly as I can.

“Is this about next year?” All I can do is clench my teeth and nod. “You’re going to be okay, Calla. We’re going to be okay.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do,” she says, nodding quickly. “I promise.”

I nod too, but I don’t believe her. And I don’t know how she can believe it either, even without knowing my secrets. She’s always said she didn’t want to do long distance. It’s why she turned down Yale for Alcott. For me. She’s said being apart would make her lonely and far too anxious. But now we’ll be long distance for years, unless I somehow find a way to afford moving closer to Alcott. In the meantime, she’ll make new friends, and meet new girls, and get a poli-sci degree and probably get an internship on the Hill to continue her tia’s work and … who will I be, then? In every sense?

Maybe she’s shoving it all down, too. Maybe she’s pretending to be okay just as much as I am when I hug her tight to me, as we plant ourselves like a flag in this single moment. Still together, still in love.

“I promise we’ll be okay,” she says again, as she lets me go. “Just wait and see.”




With the Band

BACK IN THE BALLROOM, I try as hard as I can to forget myself so I don’t cry or freak out and ruin the night. After dessert—cupcakes painted like mushrooms, cakes decorated with edible flowers, and s’mores I avoid lest I ruin Estonian Tennis Player’s dress—three student groups perform.

Celia and Jane, our resident “we’re just friends” soprano/alto duo with absolutely insane sexual tension get up onstage to sing “For Good” from Wicked. It’s so not the vibe, but half the room knows the words and sings along while rocking back and forth with their friends. Next, The Alphas cover “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” because what’s an all-girls school prom without it? And finally, Lilith Heir is up, for the first time in so long. I kiss Ramona’s forehead before she runs onstage with Cho-Hee (lead vocals and bass) and Minali (drums). Ramona plays lead guitar, and yeah, it’s hot. Lilith Heir is the best band this school has ever seen, and that’s not just me being biased.

“That’s my girl!” I yell as Ramona plugs her guitar into the amp, the tequila really hitting me, and MK jumps on my back, just as hyped as I am. Lyndsey’s all the way by the stage, taking pictures of Minali. And I wish my phone wasn’t in Ramona’s purse, because I want to capture this moment too. Her smile is lightning bright, her cheeks flushed from excitement. She looks so colorful and alive. I hate how long it’s been since I’ve seen her like this. My heart feels like it could burst.

Lilith Heir plays their most popular songs, “Cannibal Girls in Vegan Leather” and “Short Nails, Tight Tops,” and I mouth the words I’ve known by heart for years.

“We’ve got one more for you,” Cho-Hee says, and the whole band looks to Ramona, who steps closer to her mic.

“This one’s for the love of my life. Calla Quick.” Over my classmates’ cheers, I recognize the first few chords to The Temptations’ “My Girl.” Lilith Heir’s harmonies are perfect. They’ve added their own rock flair to it. The acoustics of the ballroom are weirdly good, and Cho-Hee’s voice is gritty honey. But Ramona is making too much eye contact with me, and I feel other people watching me. Feeling jealous maybe of my hot-as-hell, cool-as-shit girlfriend. Or just sorry for me. Gossip at Miss Stone’s is a wildfire sprayed with gasoline, so nearly everyone knows about my parents and the tuition money. I hate the attention, but I make sure to smile. I puff my chest out, try to look like I’m proud and unshakable.

But there’s a lump in my throat the size of a grapefruit, and I kind of want to cry again, and I totally blame the tequila. Why did it have to be this song?

“My girl …” It’s fine.

“My girl …” It’s fine.

“My girl …” It has to be fine. It’s nice, even. It’s nice they’re singing this song for me. It’s nice Ramona picked it. But it’s taking all my strength to hold my smile.

“Talking ’bout my girl—my girl!” It’s just a song. Jesus, it’s just a song.

I’m relieved when it’s over. The song’s final notes fade into riotous applause, somehow, impossibly, even louder than before, and I cheer louder than anyone, hiding the scream that’s been building inside me. I hold my hands up in the shape of a heart and Ramona mirrors me until the applause dulls. They don’t get off stage, so I assume they have another song on deck, but instead Cho-Hee sing-songs into the mic. “Calllllllllla, will you come up here?”

My brows furrow in confusion as I look around me, as if there’s another Calla they’d be talking about.

“Go, go, go!” MK shoves me forward as the whole ballroom starts chanting my name.

“Calla! Calla! Calla!” My mouth goes bone-dry, and my face burns red even though I’m suddenly freezing. But I move toward the stage in a fugue state, unsure of what’s to come. I climb the stairs, careful to hold the bottom of my dress up, to take each stair slowly, one at a time.




Spotlight

LYNDSEY MEETS ME AT the edge of the stage and climbs the stairs with me. She pushes me toward the center, and wow, holy shit, why are the lights this bright? This is the opposite of mood lighting. Every inch of me is on full display.

Our head of school, Ms. Sinclair, disappears backstage. Once my eyes adjust, I see my chanting classmates beaming up at me. I look past them to the back of the room where the doors are propped open, as if escape is an option. I don’t look at the boys in their annoyingly perfect tuxedos. I pray there’s nothing in my teeth, and that my earlobes aren’t bleeding, and that the lines of my boxers aren’t showing.

Ramona takes Cho-Hee’s mic and moves to stand right next to me. She puts her hand on my back, kisses my cheek, and takes a deep breath before speaking.

“I’d like to introduce my girl, Calla Quick. I don’t really think she needs an introduction, though, does she?” My classmates cheer once again. “But, boys, let me quickly fill you in. She’s beautiful, kind, generous, and just … my person. And last fall she led the Suffragettes field hockey team to their fourth state championship in a row.”

“YEAH SHE DID!” MK yells, and a few dozen others whoop. Ramona hands the mic to Lyndsey.

“Calla’s been the backbone of our team,” she says. “As keeper, she sees the whole field from her cage, and so she knows the game better than anyone. But she was elected captain as a sophomore—a first in Miss Stone’s history—because she really takes the time to listen. Our first year, I thought she was just my tall, goofy, hotheaded bestie, but then I realized she was everyone’s go-to person. We all trust her with everything: our game strategies and dreams, our hopes and fears. Our secrets.” I hold my polite grin but bite the inside of my lip. If I’m good at keeping other people’s secrets, it’s probably because I’m so used to carrying my own. But Lyndsey’s tearing up, and it makes me tear up too.

She wipes at her eyes and continues. “Just as Calla sees the whole field, she really sees the rest of us too, on and off the pitch. And she loves us just as we are.” I smile even bigger and try to look grateful, but I find it hard to breathe. Why are they talking about me like this? Is there a prom award I didn’t know about?

Lyndsey hands the mic back to Ramona.

“She was recruited by Alcott College, applied early decision, and was accepted. She even got an athletic scholarship that would have covered half the tuition. Her parents were going to cover the rest. Until they found out the two of us are dating.” I think I might actually pass out, because I can hear how sorry people feel for me, and my heart rate gets really fucking weird. I grip Ramona’s shoulder just to stay standing. I half expect my parents to burst through the door and yell, “That’s not what happened!”

“We don’t need to tell the whole story,” I try to whisper, but it catches on the mic and everyone laughs uncomfortably. Am I still smiling? When Ramona talks again, it sounds like she’s underwater.

“She tried to apply for financial aid but her parents make too much money for her to be eligible.”

And it’s fine, I think. I don’t want to go to Alcott. I don’t want to pretend for four more years. I don’t want it on my resume forever. I don’t—

“What Calla doesn’t know, though,” she says as she turns to beam at me, “is that even if her parents aren’t giving her the support that she deserves, she’s not alone. I really wanted to believe—and deep down I knew—that Miss Stone’s school is a family. Which is why”—she turns to me, glowing—“I made an appeal to our classmates, our alumni, our community.” In my peripheral vision, I see Ms. Sinclair emerging through the curtains again. Holding something. “Girls help each other. Women help each other, and I couldn’t be more thankful for how everyone came together to help Calla.”

In what feels like slow motion I turn to see that Ms. Sinclair is holding a big ass check. Made out to me. For the amount of $36,000. The rest of my first-year tuition at Alcott College. Lyndsey reaches into her suit jacket to pull out the official Alcott College field hockey uniform. She hands it to me, and I can barely feel it in my fingers.

“Courtesy of Alcott’s Coach West,” Lyndsey says, still emotional. “She’s so damn excited to have you.”

She motions for me to hold it up, so I do. I unfold the silky tank jersey and the too-small skirt, and I don’t think I’m breathing. If I thought the room was loud before, that was nothing. If Ramona was underwater, my classmates are in the trenches of the ocean. I honestly couldn’t tell you what anyone says next. Not Ms. Sinclair, not Ramona. Not Minali or Cho-Hee or Lyndsey or MK.

Who waves a piece of paper in front of me and says, “Just sign right here and it’s official!”?

Who says, “Calla, say something!”?

Who shoves the mic in my face? Why did the lights get so bright again? And holy mother of God, why is this dress so tight?

Am I going to throw up?

I’m going to throw up.

“I’m sick,” I say, or at least I think I do. I run down the stairs, my heel catching on the last one, and I fall with a gigantic thud, my right wrist folding horribly underneath me. I hear a collective gasp echo through the thick, watery air.

I want to die on the spot but I can’t. Instead, I get up and run.




Escape

WHEN I GET OUTSIDE the ballroom, thoughts race through my mind all at once: What the fuck just happened? and What the fuck is wrong with me? and I ruined Ramona’s perfect night and Jesus Christ, my wrist hurts, and Is it humanly possible to be this embarrassed and not die? I might die. I honestly might. And maybe that’s fine. I have never wanted to die more than I do right now, and that’s really, really saying something.

But what the fuck? What the fuck. I should be ecstatic and grateful and relieved. Instead, I feel like I’m going to explode. My blood pressure is plummeting. The edge of my vision starts to fade to black and I know I might be only minutes away from throwing up or passing out or both. The first bathroom I see happens to be the men’s room, so I throw myself through the door and into a stall. A couple of surprised dates yell something but I still can’t hear well or see well or feel anything other than nausea and despair.

I should be happy. I should be fucking happy. Ramona loves me. She loves me so much she raised the money for me to go to California with her. I could go to Alcott after all. And if I’m not going to come out anyway (how can I, while living with the Silvas?), I should just go to Alcott. I should play field hockey, and dorm with Ramona, and build the rest of my life with her, and graduate and—

Just shove it all down. Forever.

I get sick and it tastes like tequila no chaser, and it totally ruins primavera pasta for me. I barely hear the disgust of the other guys in the bathroom before they quickly scurry out. I consider drowning myself in the toilet but there has to be better ways to go out.

It’s quiet for a minute, but then the door opens again, and even in my sorry state, I feel her before I hear her.

“Calla?” Ramona calls, her voice high with panic.

“I’m in here,” I choke out. I think I might get sick again, but just spit instead.

“Are you okay? Do you want me to come in?”

“No. I’m just … so … embarrassed.”

“I’ll be right here outside the stall, okay?” When I don’t say anything, I hear her slide down the wall, heels scratching against the tile. “And you shouldn’t feel embarrassed. Didn’t you see? Everyone loves you. Everyone cares about you.”

I spit again and I have to cut it with my teeth. Disgusting. She’s right, people do care about me. But they shouldn’t. As ungrateful as it sounds, sometimes I wish everyone was like my parents. I wish they’d disown me, unclaim me, hate me. Maybe then I could just run away. Disappear, no strings attached. Be someone new without hurting anyone.

“God, why are all men’s rooms so gross?” she mutters, and I laugh a little, because it did reek in here even before I got sick. I flush, and pull myself up to sit on the toilet. I use a ball of toilet paper to wipe the sweat off my forehead but there’s nothing I can do about the stains down my chest, on my back. The Estonian tennis player is going to feed me to the evil wild turkeys. Fine. Better than drowning in toilet water.

It’s quiet for too long. I know I should say something, but I think if I do I’ll start crying. I should be thanking her, telling her how excited I am, how grateful. I should say how much I loved her performance. The song for me. All of it, everything. I should and I can’t.

“Was it the tequila?” Ramona asks finally. “Or the dinner?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper. The next silence lasts so long it grows teeth.

“Are you well enough to sign the commitment letter? I promised Coach West she’d have it tonight.” Oh. So that was the paper someone was waving in my face.

“Tonight?” I say, and try to keep my voice neutral. But God, no. Not tonight. Not now. I need time to think.

“Yes, tonight,” she says, annoyed. “I thought you’d be happy, I thought … What is going on, Calla?”

“Nothing.”

“Something.”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“I don’t know,” I say again, louder.

I can’t sign that letter. But God. Fuck. What am I thinking? Throwing away my only chance at college for … what? What else can I do besides pull it together, accept the money, act grateful? Go to Alcott with Ramona, play field hockey, graduate. Forget the impossible thing. Forget the dream that should only be a dream. Remember I’m damn lucky.

And I’m going to tell her that. I swear to God, I open my mouth to tell her that. Maybe it’s the stall door between us, opaque as a confessional. Maybe it’s the boulder-weight of my secrets; the truth finally crashing through. Or maybe it really is just the tequila.

Because instead, I say, “My parents didn’t cut me off because I’m dating you.”

A beat of silence. “I don’t understand, I thought—”

“They cut me off because they went through my iPad and found … I mean … I don’t think I’m a girl, so …”

I’m glad I can’t see her face, but that means I also imagine the worst in the stretching silence.

“What?” she finally says.

“I said I don’t think—”

“No, I heard you,” she says. “You said you’re not a girl.”

“I said I don’t think—”

“So you’re a … boy? Or nonbinary?”

“No. Yes. Or, I don’t know, but—”

“You’re telling me this now? Here? Like this?” Ramona’s voice is something worse than angry. It’s cold. Hurt. And I don’t know what to say, because she’s right. How did I mess this up so badly? I wanted to give Ramona one night. One perfect night after ruining our future together. Why did I not tell her sooner? Or later? Or never? How is it humanly possible for someone to be this self-centered and confused?

The door to the bathroom swings open, and a group of boys pour in, whooping.

“Oh, sorry,” one of them says when he sees Ramona. “I thought this was the guy’s room.”

“It is,” Ramona says. “I was just leaving.” The door creaks again, and I know she’s gone.
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