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      For my mom. Thank you for giving me a typewriter when I was a little girl and afraid to speak. You knew I had a voice before I did, even if you never could’ve anticipated how loud it would be.
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      I tucked a freshly cut lavender-colored rosebud behind my ear and secured the flower in place with a bobby pin. Scrunching my curly red hair, I smiled at my reflection in my bedroom mirror. My cheeks had a faint strawberry glow from the sunny hours I’d spent working in the garden this summer, and a spray of fresh freckles dotted my pale nose and arms. My curls were giving a big performance—like I hoped to be doing soon at my new all-girls middle school, Danbury. I was so ready to be a sixth grader.

      My phone buzzed on my green desk.

      
        
          
            
              
        Francesca: I’m nervous, Puddle!

      

      

      

      

      

      Francesca and I had been inseparable for five years, ever since we met during recess at the start of first grade and learned we both dreamed of becoming actors. Our nicknames for each other were Mud and Puddle because we spent that first day of school splashing in the rain. Francesca knew me better than anyone, and I was excited she’d be attending Danbury, too.

      We’d starred as dancing purple caterpillars in a play once and everyone loved our performance. I didn’t want my best friend to be nervous. So I sent her a video of us dancing in the purple costumes and a message with a funny new hashtag.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: MUD, we are #CaterpillarGirls! #BFFs!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Francesca: LOL So glad I don’t have to do this alone! #CaterpillarGirls

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I have a surprise for you!

      

      

      

      

      

      “Come on, Mags, we don’t want to be late for your first day,” Mom called from the hallway. Then her voice echoed through the house as she returned to practicing the opening statement for her new case. “The evidence will make it crystal clear that my client acted lawfully.” Mom was a genius at presenting every fact to make her brilliant arguments in court.

      I put my phone into the front pocket of my backpack, ran into my closet, and traded my bunny slippers for my new black-and-white striped sneakers. They looked perfect with my new school uniform: a navy-blue skirt and a short-sleeved white shirt with a gold D on the upper left side of the sleeve. It already felt like I was in costume.

      I spun around in front of the mirror, flipped my head upside down and scrunched my curls one last time. Then I stood up tall. Smiling at myself, I bowed, imagining I was onstage at my new school and had just finished giving an incredible performance. Acting was my dream. Danbury was the school where I would make it happen.

      I swung my backpack over my shoulder and darted out of my room. Gold-framed family photos lined the hallway wall. I passed by the picture of Dad and me standing side by side at the beach, huge goofy grins on our faces. Dad had probably just made me laugh from eating his blueberry ice cream too fast. I was four, and my cheeks and lips were blue, and Dad and I both had sunburns. I still couldn’t believe cancer took his life a year ago.

      “You look great, sweetie,” Mom said, coming around the corner. She wore a black suit and had curled her shoulder-length dark hair.

      “Thanks, M-M-Mom,” I said, smiling. As she swept past me, the air filled with the scent of her peppermint lotion. I hurried after her and climbed into the back seat of her car.

      Danbury was twenty minutes from my house, in a fancy neighborhood called Taylor Park. My foot tapped a nervous beat on the floor. A car swerved into our lane, and Mom slammed on her brakes. I lurched forward as another car honked loudly behind us. Traffic in Los Angeles was always busy, but especially in the morning.

      “D-D-Do you want to p-p-practice your o-o-opening statement?” I asked Mom.

      She was a lawyer at a firm that represented clients with limited means. I wanted to be like her when I grew up—tough but kind.

      She glanced at me in the rearview mirror and cleared her throat. “I think you will find that my client, Maggie Pierson, is one of the best girls and best actors on the planet. She deserves to have a perfect first day of school.”

      I’d wanted to be an actor since I was four years old, when my parents took me to see The Wizard of Oz at a theater in downtown Los Angeles. Lucy Cortez, who played Dorothy in the production, got her start on Danbury’s stage when she was eleven, just like me, so the school had to be the real deal. Lucy also had a stutter like me, but said it never prevented her from performing. “Some characters st-st-stutter, j-j-just like some people d-d-do,” Lucy had once said in an interview. Stuttering was a part of her that would never change, and she wasn’t ashamed of it. I wasn’t either.

      “And m-m-my m-m-mom d-d-deserves to win her case,” I said.

      “Thanks, honey,” Mom said. “I think the jury will make the right decision.” She met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “I noticed the rose behind your ear. You thinking about Dad?”

      I nodded. She knew me so well. Since I was little, Dad had liked to put flowers in my hair to celebrate birthdays and holidays, or anytime I needed an extra boost of courage, like when I had an audition or a theater performance.

      “I miss him today, too,” she murmured.

      If she said something else about Dad, I’d crumble, and I didn’t want to risk breaking down on my first day. So I stared out the window for the rest of the car ride.

      A few minutes later, Mom took the exit for Palm Boulevard. I looked at the gorgeous houses and sighed. The one closest to me resembled a castle. Through the wrought-iron gates, I caught glimpses of a shiny car; red, yellow, pink, and white roses; lemon and orange trees; and gigantic succulents that looked like they should have been on Mars. The front lawn was at least three times the size of ours. I imagined a swimming pool glistening in the backyard next to a tennis court.

      In my neighborhood, the only swimming pool was the community one at the park. There was no tennis court, and the cars in the driveways were sedans that people had owned for years, like Mom’s.

      “It’s beautiful here, huh, Mags?” Mom asked as the light turned green and she continued down the street.

      “Yep,” I said.

      Francesca and I had both gotten scholarships to Danbury. She worried the other kids would look down on us because we needed scholarships, but Francesca and I were nice kids and talented actors. Surely that meant our peers wouldn’t care that we didn’t have pools in our backyards.

      The school loomed ahead as Mom inched forward in the car line. My elementary school, Rainbow Peace Academy, was the opposite of Danbury. Girls and boys went there, and classes were held entirely outdoors in a large park. We performed our plays on an outdoor stage underneath a canopy of sycamore trees.

      Danbury would be tougher. I’d have homework every night, and, of course, there was the biggest challenge of all: getting a role in the school play.

      I drew in a breath as Mom pulled into the circular driveway. The brick building seemed much taller than three stories, as if it reached the sky. Bunches of Boston ivy covered an arch in the center, but there were no plants anywhere else. It was a plant desert, nothing like the streets we’d just driven down. Danbury had such a serious vibe.

      Girls wearing uniforms like mine leaped out of the back seats of cars and flew up the school’s front steps. Danbury’s website was full of pictures of sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students sitting together in groups in the courtyard, the dining hall, and the theater, and I hoped some new friends for Francesca and me were in these crowds. I wanted us to join a group that shared our love of performing.

      Mom stopped the car and turned around toward me.

      “I love you, sweet girl. I can’t believe you’re a sixth grader,” Mom said. “You’re growing up, Mags.”

      The shine in her gray-blue eyes was a look I recognized. It meant she was about to cry.

      Before Mom could say more, I opened the car door.

      “I l-l-love you too, M-M-Mom,” I said, and waved goodbye.

      Girls rushed by. Some laughed. Some whispered. Some wore glasses, others had bright-colored hair, and a few had freckles like me. As I looked around for Francesca in the sea of interesting girls, nervous butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Maybe I wasn’t as brave as I’d thought.

      I knew no one except Francesca. Where was she?
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      As Mom drove off, I saw Francesca waving to me from a short distance away. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a braid like always. My heart did a trillion cartwheels.

      I sprinted over to Francesca. My giant backpack full of textbooks thumped against my shoulders.

      “Puddle,” she said with a laugh. The butterflies in my stomach disappeared. My best friend had the power to make me feel better in any situation.

      “M-M-Mud,” I replied. “L-L-Look what I b-b-brought you.” I showed her the surprise: a canna lily bloom I’d picked for her from my backyard. “For c-c-courage.”

      She knew about my dad’s tradition and smiled as brightly as the beam of sunlight aimed at our faces.

      “Thanks, Puddle,” she said.

      I fastened the flower behind her ear with a bobby pin, then bumped my hip against hers—our signature move as dancing caterpillars.

      “Puddle, stop,” Francesca said. She glanced around at the girls rushing by. “We have to be more serious. Our lives are changing.”

      That was true, but we could still be silly.

      In my best British accent, I reminded her, “We’re a-a-already serious a-a-actors.”

      “At our old school, we were, but we live in one of the most competitive cities for acting in the world,” Francesca said. “I bet there are a million great actors here.” She pointed to the crowds.

      She was probably right. Judging by the loud talking around me, my peers had great stage voices.

      As we walked up the steps, a girl with a huge smile, wearing her hair in coppery locs, stopped us by raising her hand and pointing to Francesca’s new gold sneakers.

      “Nice kicks,” the girl said.

      “Thanks,” Francesca replied, smiling.

      I’d helped Francesca pick out those shoes. She’d thought they were too bold, but I convinced her they were perfect.

      The girl dashed away.

      Francesca frowned. “Oh, nuts,” she muttered, kneeling. “One of my shoelaces is untied. I look ridiculous.”

      “N-N-No, you d-d-don’t,” I said. “You l-l-look awe-awe-awesome!”

      Francesca got upset when she didn’t get an A on a test, and she’d once cried at our old school when she couldn’t needle felt a pig. She always put herself down. For a while, her mom made her see a therapist to talk about the strict standards she set for herself.

      One of my superpowers was making Francesca laugh when she was stressed out. When Francesca stood up, I took a chance and bumped my hip against hers. This time, she bumped back, then linked her arm through mine, and we walked through the arched entrance of the school.

      We entered a courtyard. Glass doors opposite the arch led to the classrooms and locker bays. On the left were doors to the library and the dining hall, and on the right were doors to the gym, the pool, and—most importantly—the theater.

      I surveyed the crowd. There were girls everywhere, talking and laughing. Above our heads a small navy-blue sign reading “Locker Assignments” directed us to walk forward.

      When it was Francesca’s turn, she gave her name to a smiling woman with short, dark hair, who was wearing a name tag that read “Sharon.”

      Sharon studied a list and, in a voice as cheery as a show tune in a musical, said, “It’s Welcome Wednesday, so welcome to Danbury Middle School, Francesca O’Leary. You’re in Hall C.” Sharon handed Francesca a paper map. “Locker number twenty-five.”

      Francesca took the map.

      Sharon focused her attention on me. “And you are?” she asked.

      I exhaled and slowly said my name. “M-M-Maggie P-P-Pierson.”

      While Sharon studied the list, another woman ran over and whispered into her ear. Sharon held up a finger to me, saying, “Just a second, dear,” then turned to the woman.

      Someone snickered behind me and said, “M-M-Maggie?”

      Francesca and I turned to see a girl as tall as Francesca elbowing the shorter girl beside her. “N-N-Nice n-n-name,” the taller girl said to me, laughing.

      My name was challenging for me to say without stuttering, and I was probably going to have to say it for the rest of the day. Ugh. We’d barely been inside the school and I was already getting teased.

      The first time it happened was in kindergarten when Dane Alexander, my seatmate and a real bully, asked me, “M-M-Maggie, w-w-why c-c-can’t you s-s-say your n-n-name?” I’d never given my stutter a second thought, but in that moment, I was afraid to talk. I stopped raising my hand in class and even got quieter at home.

      My parents enrolled me in speech therapy. My therapist, Dr. Smith, explained that the speech center in my brain struggled to communicate with my mouth when making certain sounds. And my name started with one of those sounds. Sometimes I got so nervous that I would lie, like when a woman complimented my curls in the grocery store and asked me my name. I said, “Sarah,” because words beginning with the letter s were easier to say.

      In speech therapy, I learned that if I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly before speaking in stressful situations, it could help me relax. Being relaxed didn’t mean I stopped stuttering—that wasn’t Dr. Smith’s goal. The goal was to accept my stutter and not feel my heart pounding when I spoke.

      My mom had written to the dean at Danbury about my stutter and had asked her to let my teachers know I liked to be called on. Ever since I learned the breathing trick, I haven’t gotten as nervous when participating in my classes.

      I took a deep breath. “I l-l-like the w-w-way I talk,” I said to the girls in as fierce a tone as I could muster.

      The taller girl shook her head at the shorter girl as if what I’d said was stupid. My heart dropped ten floors, and so did my fierceness.

      I turned to Francesca. She stared deeply into my eyes. We’d been friends for so long, we could communicate that way, and right then, her eyes said: You’re my best friend, and everything will be okay.

      I smiled at her, gathering up my courage again.

      Francesca smiled back. “I like the way Maggie talks, too,” she said.

      The shorter girl elbowed her friend and they looked away from us as if we were invisible.

      But Francesca kept going.

      “Don’t pick on her,” Francesca growled. “This school has a strict no-bullying policy. I read about it.”

      Ever since first grade, she’d defended me whenever I got teased. Her loyalty pulled me out of my slump. Two strangers teasing me wasn’t going to ruin our important day.

      Sharon turned back to me and handed me a map. “Maggie, you’re in Hall B—locker number sixteen.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Francesca grabbed my arm and we hurried away to the corner of the courtyard, where there was a line of posters tacked to a bulletin board. I spotted a poster about the fall play.

      
        
        AUDITIONS FOR DAHLIA ROCKETS TO SPACE NEXT WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 13, AFTER SCHOOL

      

      

      Below the words was an illustration of a girl wearing a rosy pink space suit, floating among orange, blue, and yellow planets.

      “Look,” I said. “I c-c-can’t w-w-wait for us to a-a-audition.”

      “I bet you’ll learn all of your lines in one night since you’re the queen of memorization,” Francesca said.

      I was good at memorization. Learning my lines helped me relax and get into character.

      “Thanks! W-W-We’re both t-t-totally g-g-going to g-g-get p-p-parts,” I said, holding up my hand for a high five. She slapped my palm and we laughed.

      I studied the other posters on the bulletin board. There was a science club and a Louisa May Alcott reading club. Francesca loved Little Women, Louisa May Alcott’s most famous book. I pointed out the poster to her, but she looked past me.

      Her mouth was open as she watched a girl strolling across the courtyard wearing white, oval-shaped sunglasses. The girl’s lips were coated in shiny red lip gloss, and her neon-blue sneakers practically glowed.

      Other girls stopped and stared just like Francesca.

      “That’s Valentine Van Ryan,” Francesca whispered in my ear.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “I’ve been reading online about child actors in Los Angeles to find out how they got their starts,” Francesca said. “I learned about Valentine. She’s already been in a car commercial and a movie. I didn’t know she’d be attending Danbury, too.”

      If Valentine had been in a commercial and a movie, she would probably know a lot about acting. Francesca and I could probably learn a lot from her, especially if we all landed roles in the school play.
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      Valentine stopped walking and adjusted her high ponytail, whipping her hair around so the burnt honey–colored strands swished across each of her shoulders as she moved. She didn’t smile at anyone passing her but studied the girls up and down, as if she were inspecting toys in an assembly line for the right parts—does she have the right head? Hair? Shoes?

      She turned and walked over to the Boston ivy crisscrossing a brick pillar in the courtyard. Nestling her hair into the ivy, she tilted her head and beamed at the screen of her shimmery rose-gold phone before taking a selfie. Danbury had a no-phone policy inside the school, but the teachers seemed too preoccupied to notice what Valentine was doing. Valentine then spun around, a heavy scent of jasmine wafting over to us.

      I wondered if Valentine would like Francesca and me.

      A girl next to me cocked her head in Valentine’s direction and met my eyes. The girl’s black hair was swept up into a loose bun. Her earrings were made from pale peach-colored seashells. “You think she wants us to watch her?” she asked, gesturing to Valentine.

      I giggled. “I think so?”

      The girl extended her hand, and I did, too. “I’m Olivia,” she said.

      Her handshake was firm, much firmer than mine. She looked at me because it was my turn to introduce myself. The moment before talking to someone new was always the hardest because I couldn’t anticipate how they’d react to my stutter. Plus, I had just been teased.

      I took a breath and said, “M-M-Maggie.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Olivia said, looking at my lips instead of my eyes. People often did that when I stuttered, which made me feel like an animal at the zoo. Still, I was relieved she didn’t seem to care about how I talked.

      Francesca still watched Valentine with wide eyes. I wanted Francesca to turn and notice Olivia, but she didn’t. As soon as Valentine walked away, Francesca pulled out her phone and took a selfie too, her head-tilted pose an imitation of Valentine’s.

      I grabbed Francesca’s hand and reminded her about the policy. Francesca was the type of person who didn’t stay up past her bedtime and always put her dirty dishes in the dishwasher without her mom having to remind her.

      “Oh, right.” She quickly put her phone into her backpack.

      Olivia rolled her eyes at me and walked away. I wondered if it was because of Valentine or Francesca. I wasn’t sure.

      The bell rang, so shrill and loud that Francesca and I jumped.

      We had our first class, English, together, but our lockers were in different halls.

      “See you soon, Puddle,” Francesca said.

      “See you soon, M-M-Mud!” I shouted back.

      Then we walked off in opposite directions. I turned left and headed to Hallway B, where I found my locker at the end of the row. I swung open the gray metal door of number sixteen. Some girls talked and laughed beside me, pasting streamers, twinkly fairy lights, pictures, and mirrors on the insides of their locker doors. I was excited the school encouraged us to decorate our lockers. I’d packed a few of my favorite things.

      I tore off a piece of blue painter’s tape and stuck a Rock the Risk bumper sticker in the center of my locker door. Dad had worked in advertising and was a whiz at inventing slogans for companies. He’d come up with Rock the Risk for me in second grade when I was nervous to audition for my first play. I’d worried everyone would tease me about my stutter, but Dad told me, “Taking risks can help your confidence grow. You can’t ever let fear stand in the way of your dreams.”

      So when I stuttered during my first line at the audition, and a girl giggled, I didn’t freeze. Instead, I remembered Dad’s motto and that my favorite actress stuttered too. I looked out into the audience and declared, “M-M-My stutter is a part of m-m-me. I-I-I w-w-want to be m-m-me. I-I-I like the way I t-t-talk.” It was the first time I’d ever said that, and my nerves evaporated. Francesca cheered me on and I finished the audition—and landed one of the leading roles.

      Now, if I ever needed an extra boost of confidence, Dad’s motto would be right there to remind me to be brave. I taped a rosebud and a postcard of Lucy Cortez on either side of the bumper sticker. Next, I pulled out my schedule from the front pocket of my backpack and taped it beneath the other things. My classes would follow the same order every day.

      English—Ms. Lane

      Science—Mr. Chu

      Math—Ms. Donovan

      Gym—Coach Kumar

      LUNCH

      History—Mr. Reeves

      Spanish—Señor Alvarez

      Art—Ms. Natalia

      Francesca would be in my English and art classes. We’d also have lunch at the same time.

      After I’d piled my textbooks and a couple of notebooks into the locker, I retrieved my lock from my backpack. I turned the lock to the right once to the number two, then to the left to eight, then to the right again to nineteen. No click. The bell was going to ring any minute.

      Cradling the lock in the palm of my hand, I studied the numbers. Spin. Spin. Spin. No click again. At Rainbow Peace Academy, we didn’t have lockers, and everyone on TV always made it seem so easy to open one. It wasn’t. At the rate I was going, I’d probably get kicked out of school because I’d never make it to class.

      Girls around me spoke so loudly that it was hard to concentrate. I gritted my teeth and tried again. No luck.

      “You want help?” a girl beside me asked, shutting her locker next to mine. She had pink-streaked hair and a wide grin that revealed a mouth full of braces.

      I nodded and handed her my lock. “Yes, p-p-please.”

      “What’s the combo?” she asked.

      “T-T-Two, eight, n-n-nineteen,” I said.

      “Do it like this,” she instructed. She turned the dial slowly, and as I watched her, I realized my mistake. I hadn’t spun the dial a few times before starting the combination.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She handed me the open lock. I swung it through the metal loop on my locker door and relatched it.

      “I’m forgetting your combination, I’m forgetting your combination,” she said, staring up at the ceiling.

      We laughed.

      “I’m Julia,” she said.

      Julia seemed friendly. I didn’t feel scared to say my name to her. “M-M-Maggie,” I said.

      She stood back and surveyed me. “Great freckles. And your hair—wow. You must use a hundred products to make it so curly. Let me guess.” She tilted her head from side to side. “Mousse? Gel?”

      “I d-d-don’t use a-a-anything,” I replied.

      Julia’s mouth dropped open. “Your hair is naturally that curly?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Gorgeous,” she said and skipped away.

      “Thanks,” I said and followed the map down the hall to English class. I couldn’t wait to tell Francesca about the compliment.

      Ms. Lane, my English teacher, sat at her desk, wearing a purple dress and chunky yellow-framed glasses. She was as colorful as her classroom. Paintings of flowers, caterpillars, bees, ladybugs, and birds covered the walls. Some of the paintings were messy like they’d been finger-painted. Others were so precise you could see the birds’ tiny feet on branches. It was like entering a giant kaleidoscope. Ms. Lane told us at orientation that flowers and plants made her feel calmer, and it was the same for me.

      I scanned the room for Francesca, but she hadn’t arrived yet. Just as I chose a desk in the middle of the room, Francesca walked in. I waved at her, gesturing for her to take the seat beside me, which she did.

      Valentine strolled in soon after and sat down at a desk in the front row. She’d removed her white sunglasses and must have applied more red gloss—her lips seemed like they were about to drip. I only wore makeup when I performed. I liked to dress up my garden more than my face.

      Girls stopped talking to look at Valentine. She commanded attention. Perhaps I needed to be more confident and commanding. Maybe that was one of the secrets to being a good actor.
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      The bell rang again. Everyone settled, and Ms. Lane clapped, her gold bracelets clattering together.

      “I’m thrilled to welcome you to your first period of the day, English.” Ms. Lane walked across the classroom, smiling at us. “This semester, we’ll be studying some wonderful books. I’ll also be directing the sixth-grade one-act play, which we’ll talk more about at the end of class.”

      Ms. Lane discussed the books we’d be reading and led us through a grammar lesson. My heart thumped excitedly the whole time. I wanted to know everything about Dahlia Rockets to Space.

      Finally, she told us to close our laptops and clapped her hands.

      “Before I introduce you all to our playwright,” she said, “I’d like to share that this is the first time we’ve ever performed a play written by a student.”

      Wow. A middle schooler wrote the play? Francesca and I exchanged an excited look.

      “Julia Gilmore approached me at orientation,” Ms. Lane continued.

      It was the pink-haired girl who helped me with my locker!

      Ms. Lane smiled. “She told me about her play, and I thought, What better way to reflect the values at Danbury than to showcase a student’s voice? Julia, why don’t you stand and tell us how the idea for Dahlia Rockets to Space was born?”

      Julia jumped up.

      “So, I love asking questions,” Julia said. “People are so interesting. Like, it’s only the first day here, and I already know that Beth”—Julia pointed to a girl with a blonde bob sitting in front of me—“is double-jointed like me and that Maggie has gorgeous, naturally curly hair.”

      I beamed.

      Valentine raised her hand. “My name is Valentine Van Ryan and I have a question.” She sounded like she expected us to give her a round of applause. “Do we need to be agented to audition?”

      Francesca’s brow furrowed like mine. Agented? What did that mean?

      Before Ms. Lane had a chance to answer, Valentine turned toward the class. “It means you have representation to get acting roles. You have an agent.”

      That still didn’t clear things up.

      “Correct,” Ms. Lane said. “But this play is open to anyone who’d like to participate. It’s not necessary to have an agent or any acting experience at all. I’ll be coaching the entire cast.”

      Phew. Even though I had acting experience, I was relieved to know everyone was welcome.

      Valentine frowned.

      Ms. Lane turned to Julia. “Please continue, sweetie.”

      Julia nodded. “I love learning about the solar system, so I started asking questions about space. I know all the planets are wildly different from each other, but what’s one thing all planets have in common?” Julia asked.

      A brunette girl near the front waved her hand frantically. Julia pointed to her.

      “The eight main planets rotate around the sun,” the brunette girl proclaimed proudly.

      Julia snapped her fingers. “Correct. So, after I learned this, I started thinking about people. We’re all so different, but what do we all have in common?”

      Hands shot up, including mine. Julia pointed at me.

      “W-W-We all have hearts,” I said.

      Julia nodded. “Great, Maggie.”

      I was thrilled.

      Julia called on more girls who chimed in with different suggestions.

      “We can all laugh.”

      “We all go to sleep.”

      “We all love chocolate ice cream!”

      “I’m a strawberry ice cream girl myself,” Julia added, grinning. Then she gestured around the room. “We all have dreams, and my dream is to make noise and always be myself.” She smiled even bigger. “And I am unique!”

      Giggles filled the room. A couple of girls clapped. Francesca turned to me and her eyes lit up.

      “My dream was born when I learned space is completely quiet,” Julia said. “So I thought, what if a girl from Earth built a rocket and flew to space to meet the other planets, who were all portrayed as loud, awesome girls?” Julia put her hands on her hips. “Also, let’s be serious. A middle schooler needs to go to space.” She flipped her pink hair dramatically and everyone laughed. “A smart kid who doesn’t accept the word ‘no’ and who doesn’t give up. So I wrote a play starring my favorite planets and a brave girl who goes after her dream.”

      I sat up tall. A girl like me.

      “Make noise. Be unique,” Ms. Lane said as Julia sat back down. “Think about that powerful message.” She studied the class. “We all have gifts. At Danbury, we encourage you to be exactly who you are.” Ms. Lane said the last part excitedly.

      Everyone clapped, and I knew that going to Danbury would be amazing.

      “Auditions are next week, on Wednesday, August thirteenth, in the theater after school,” Ms. Lane said. “I’ll upload the audition monologue to the school’s website this Friday.”

      She winked at me like she knew I wanted to try out. I couldn’t wait to audition.
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