

CHAPTER ONE

There was something particularly exciting about starting my junior year of college. No, not the fact that I’m now 21 and can participate in bar-hopping for the first time (though it’s an added bonus). Rather, upperclassmen in DePaul University’s theater program have a significantly better opportunity to be cast in leading roles. And I knew that nothing would stop me from getting my chance to shine this year.

My name is Jesse Harris, and I’m no stranger to the stage. An active theater participant all throughout high school, I had booked several starring roles in plays like The Music Man as Harold Hill, My Fair Lady as Henry Higgins, and even Danny Zuko in Grease. I’m quite good with accents, I can sing, and I’ve been told I’m a very strong actor.

My friend Galen and I lived in an apartment about 4 blocks from the heart of campus. At DePaul, it was typical to do student housing for the first two years, and then venture off into a real place for your final two years. I had never lived with Galen before, though also being a theater major we had become quite close from classes and plays alike.

In my eyes he was a solid performer, but he was blessed with height and a leading man’s face which I knew would take him farther than his talent might otherwise. There’s no doubt in my mind I harbored a bit of jealousy towards him. We’d be gunning for the same roles, but his stature and charisma might edge him over me.

Yes, I’d gotten lead roles in high school, but my being was sometimes meant more for supporting roles. I was a mere 5’6” with a thin, wiry frame. I had short, blonde hair that barely stood out on my pale skin. Though I had the confidence of a 7-foot basketball player, sometimes my body didn’t reflect it. There’s a much larger market for men of my type as the ‘quirky side character’ as opposed to the strong leading man.

“Yo, Jesse,” Galen announced, barging into our apartment, “They picked the show for fall quarter.”

I leaped up with excitement, “There’s a rumor it’s gonna be Streetcar, yeah?”

“Nope. It’s actually a musical…”

“Ah-ha-ha…well that’s even better news for us — not a ton of great singers in our grade. Don’t keep me on edge, what’s the show?”

Galen said in his best European accent… “Well sire, they went with the esteemed The Phantom of the Opera!”

This was absolutely fantastic news! As a matter of fact, there are two male leads in this show — Raoul and The Phantom. Though I was prepared to duke it out with Galen for the lead, that was no longer necessary since we could split the glory. I already knew I’d make the perfect Phantom.

========

The buzz continued all throughout the week as word spread. Students signed up for audition slots, and in between (and during) classes you could hear constant rehearsing, tweaking, and judging of others’ singing.

I signed up for an audition slot that was towards the end but not the very last, as I didn’t want the director to have already made their decision on casting.

In our History of Theater class, I chatted with my fellow theater student Jocelyn Price. She was a gorgeous, tall brunette with a beautiful singing voice and marvelous acting ability. In my opinion, one of the best on campus.

I didn’t even need to ask to know that she was planning to audition for the role of Christine Daaé, the leading female role and the woman that pulls at the heartstrings and obsessions of both the Phantom and Raoul. Jocelyn will be perfect to act alongside, and her beautiful looks would be an added bonus.

“Good luck, Phantom,” she said with a wink while exiting class.

“And you!” I shouted out. Not that I needed the endorsement of Jocelyn, but her compliment had me riding high for the rest of the day.

========

A day later I constantly heard stories from my peers about their respective auditions. Galen too, who insisted that he nailed the part of Raoul. It’d really be something if both us were cast in the leading roles — we’d be the envy of the school and the de facto ‘power apartment’ of DePaul.

I took off for my audition down the streets of Chicago eventually into the theater building. It was a chilly fall evening, but the anticipation of nailing this audition was keeping me warm.

Inside, a few students were anxiously waiting their turn to sing for the show’s director and producers. One by one they entered and left, and I was direly curious to hear how they thought they performed. Most left with confidence, as theater kids tend to do.

Eventually, it was my turn and I walked through the double doors into the audition room with confidence blasting through the roof.

Behind a plastic table in three plastic chairs were the two producers, Jimmy and Sarah, both seniors with whom I’ve worked with in the past. In the center was a thin, balding man in his 50s with the thickest glasses frames I’ve ever seen. His name was Horace Allen and he was a prominent Chicago theater director. Not a celebrity per se, but more of a local legend. He was an adjunct Professor for the year, teaching a very elite theater directing and stage managing course for seniors, though he had also signed on to direct our production.

“Stand there,” Horace said to me, referring to a mark on the floor, “who are you auditioning for?”

“Phantom,” I answered. Horace and the producers said nothing more, but their awaiting eyes indicated I should start singing a capella.

My choice was to sing ‘Music of the Night’, and though I was vocally warm, I immediately got a darting look from Horace. He watched me as I sang and studied my body almost academically. Was it something about the way I looked? Was there something on my face? Perhaps he was intrigued by how my voice was much higher than most guys auditioning for the Phantom.

My high voice was, in certain ways, a point of pride. But it also was a slight source of insecurity. My intense dream to be a leading man was often held back by this — being a talented actor and charming presence often overshadowed the fact that I normally sang as an alto. I could deepen my voice to the high tenor range at times, but it wasn’t always the case. 

Help me….make the music….of the night….

I got a very polite ‘thank you’ from Jimmy and Sarah. Horace didn’t say anything. He just continued to stare at me. Why was he doing this?

I left the room and returned to my apartment, where I broke down the audition with Galen. Despite the strange reaction from Horace, we both felt good about our chances at booking the two leads.

========

The next day Galen and I walked to campus together for class, and checked outside the audition room for the cast list. And there it was. Posted right on the door.

Several students were already crowded around it, but Galen and I pushed our way through, to view large font words with the leads.

THE PHANTOM — Noah Hackett

RAOUL — Galen Hébert

MADAME GIRY — Hannah Moon

CARLOTTA — Jocelyn Price…

I stopped reading after the lead roles.

Galen got his due… the role of Raoul. But where was my name? Noah Hackett? Seriously?? Sure he can act and sing but I’m infinitely better than him. How could Horace and the producers have chosen him to be the Phantom??

Next to me, Galen was rejoicing but held his tongue after seeing how distraught I was. Students next to him were patting him on the back, but he pushed them off to address my concern.

“Dude, I’m sorry…” he said empathetically.

I was too pissed to listen to him. The Phantom role was supposed to be mine. So I walked down the hall of the theater building where our next class was held. I needed to get it off my mind.

As class began, it proved harder and harder to keep myself distracted. The students were buzzing about the cast list, and our professor even joined in on the excitement. I sat alone, unable to participate.

“I’m sure there’ll be other plays, dude,” Galen said in another attempt to console. There’s one every quarter — so what if you're in the ensemble for this one?”

“It’s not about that… I was ready now to take center stage. The Phantom is an iconic role — and for the great Horace Allen to see my audition and think, ‘hmm, average’ is a slap in the face. God, I thought I nailed it…”

“So did a lot of other kids,” Galen added as the clock hit the end of the hour and everyone got up to go.

“I’m going to hang out here for a second,” I told him. “See ya back at the apartment.”

Galen nodded with a friendly, consoling grin as he walked off with some other friends.

For a few brief moments I was alone in the classroom with my thoughts and the whiteboard lesson notes left unerased.

But suddenly, in walked Sarah, the senior student and Phantom producer.

She took one look at me and with eyes open wide stammered out a, “Uhh, Jesse! Hold up!” as she sprinted out of the room.

Confused, I waited, until about a minute later Sarah re-entered… but this time with Horace.

Horace walked in such a theatrical way, almost gliding across the floor — half confidence and half sheer flamboyance.

“Jesse Harris…” he said in a near whisper, “what beautiful timing.”

“What do you mean, sir?” I asked.

He just smiled. Sarah chimed in. “You might’ve noticed we left your name off the cast list, huh?”

I nodded with a scowl. She knew full well I did.

“That’s because I had a vision, Jesse,” Horace said. “A vision of an extremely ambitious role for you.”

“…what’s that?” I asked. “I guess I didn’t read past the leads, but I assume I’m just in the ensemble, yeah?”

“Oh no no no… far better. But only if you’re up to the task.” Then Horace looked me straight in the eye and approached the student desk I was sitting at.

“Jesse, I want you to take on the starring role… of Christine Daaé.”

I was flabbergasted. At first I thought he was kidding, but Sarah’s deadpan face indicated he was definitely not.

“You… you want me to play… a female role?”

Horace nodded with a smile. “Your naturally high voice is not quite in the soprano range, but I saw something in you that just screamed ‘Christine!’ to me. You have such grace in your walk and in your features. Goodness, with some rehearsing along with the hair, makeup, wardrobe… you’ll make a lovely Christine.”

I was utterly speechless. Was I yearning for a lead role? Of course… but not like this! Never in my life have I been expected to play a woman — sure I’m on the smaller side, and I’ve been told my facial features are not the most masculine, but to convincingly play an iconic female role? Horace must see something in me.

“Well, Horace, I’m flattered that you think that… but wouldn’t I be better suited for an ensemble role, rather than —“

“Impossible.” Horace interrupted me, “I don’t want you in the background of this show. As far as I’m concerned, I need you as Christine or not in my show at all.”

This was a massive decision. I was already mad at this man for not casting me in a role I believe I was born to play — but then again, here he was offering me another leading role. I suppose…if the great Horace Allen can see the talent in me but applies it to an unlikely role… should I really turn it down?

“If you really think I could pull it off…” I said as I stood up, “…I will do everything in my power to turn myself into the best Christine you’ve ever seen.”

Both of their faces lit up.

“Oh, splendid, Jesse!” Horace said as he gave me a warm embrace. “You have no idea how lovely you’ll become…I have a feeling you’ll learn to connect deeply with this role.”

He released me and Sarah looked at me with a big, honest smile.

“First rehearsals start tomorrow in the evening. Full cast. I cannot wait for the announcement.”

The two of them stepped out of the room. Miraculous how quickly my luck had turned around.

I was now going to be a lead in the legendary Phantom of the Opera.

I’ll just have to approach my preparation from a new perspective.


CHAPTER TWO

Despite the absurdity of what had happened that evening, I didn’t immediately want to tell anyone. Galen would obviously be first in line, and though I knew he’d be thrilled for me, I think he’d be first and foremost…confused.

Frankly, so was I. Never in my imagination did I picture myself being cast as a leading female role — particularly in such an iconic musical. Maybe I should do a little more research and preparation into this role so I could better justify it to Galen, to everyone… and to myself.

When I got home that evening, Galen wasn’t even home. Good. That would give me the opportunity to research in peace.

Though there was a movie version of Phantom, I opted for one of the recorded stage versions instead. I downloaded the Royal Albert Hall recording from 2011, starring Ramin Karimloo as The Phantom and Sierra Boggess as Christine.

In addition to being a lovely performance from some of the best performers and musicians in the world, I found myself noticing Christine far more than I ever had before. Sierra moved with such grace, such elegance. In the first act when her character is called into action to take over for Carlotta in the leading role of the in-Musical opera, Hannibal, Christine is dainty, hesitant, and cutesy. But as the performance goes on she gains agency and becomes sultry, confident, and intense as she grapples with an impossible love triangle.

I never had to play a female character before, so I knew it would require much rehearsal and a good team around me. But the immediate prospect was discouraging rather than inspiring. How could I completely transform into a leading lady even close to the caliber of Sierra Boggess…

========

Galen came home later that evening as I was making dinner for myself. He looked like he had big news.

“Dude, you are NOT going to believe this,” he began, “Jocelyn apparently went to Horace enraged that she was cast as Carlotta and not as Christine. Which is crazy because they haven’t even released the cast list for it yet. I think they’re still doing callbacks.”

I gulped. Seems like he hasn’t heard the news yet. But I was not quite ready to reveal it to Galen.

“That’s crazy, man… Usually Jocelyn’s nice to me but she can be a diva sometimes,” I added. Fortunately for me I hadn’t encountered Jocelyn’s rage yet, but I can only imagine how furious she’ll be when she finds out they cast a boy in her dream role.

We gossiped about the cast list, and I went along with Galen’s kind attempts to lament my failure to be cast as the Phantom. Though rather than lie completely to him, I decided to share that I was indeed offered a role in the ensemble — that way, we could discuss the play freely and still buy a little time to tell him about my upcoming appointment to perform en femme.

We got in a few games of Mario Kart after dinner and some homework as usual. It was nice to avoid talking about playing Christine, but with the first rehearsal tomorrow, how long could I realistically hold this off?

My second thought was whether I should even be expected to perfectly transition into that role on day one. The director’s job is to coach and mold, and even though Horace thinks highly of me, there’s no way he could reasonably expect me to just become Christine — it’s going to take some work.

But then again, I’m an actor. Above all it is my duty to arrive prepared, regardless of how nerve-wracking it may be.

The thoughts raced in my head throughout the night as I laid in bed, waiting for the news bomb of my casting to the entire theatre program (and possibly all of DePaul University).

I will allow myself to withhold this information from Galen — for now—  but I will make a conscious effort to do little “Christine things” here and there. If I do them right, I’ll hopefully convince Horace, the show’s producers, and the rest of the cast that I can indeed play this role.

========

Due to his early classes, Galen left before I even got a chance to see him. That gave me the opportunity to be alone in my thoughts as I waited for the Christine announcement. I knew eventually my voice would need to be ready for rehearsals later, so I sang alone in the apartment. It was incredibly strange to be singing the female role rather than the male, but with all my might I made sure to soften my voice and sing in a higher pitch.

I recorded using Voice Notes on my phone to play back and listen to my singing. Sure, it sounded higher pitched and somewhat more like a woman, but I wasn’t even close to sounding like Sierra Boggess or any other stage actress for that matter.

I walked to campus for class feeling fairly bummed out. But when I arrived in the theater building, I had no time to feel bummed. I was confronted by a fellow theater student who had a huge grin on his face.

“There’s Jesse Harris, the new girl in town!” the theater boy exclaimed to others.

Everyone in the hallway turned towards me. Obviously they had heard the news. From there it was a mix of jeers, cheers, laughs, questions, and an overall massive amount of attention from my peers. I pushed through the crowd of theater students to the posting on the wall. Right next to the original cast list was a separate piece of paper that read in big black letters, “The part of Christine Daée will be played by Jesse Harris.”

The shouts and questions continued but I yelled out to get everyone’s attention, stepping up on a crate to elevate myself.

“Alright listen up!” I shouted as the room silenced. These kids couldn’t wait to hear my thoughts on this. “Yes, I told Horace that I would accept the part of Christine. For whatever reason, he envisioned me in the role. I’d appreciate it if everyone moved on with their days, please.”

“But you’re not a girl!” correctly claimed a member of the peanut gallery.

“Yes… that is correct… but good actors can play any role. They just need to work towards it. I hope everyone can support me as I move forward.”

“Yeah, but you don’t deserve it,” said a female voice emerging from the back. I could see someone moving forward through the crowd of students. It was none other than Jocelyn Price.

“Jocelyn, what do you want? Carlotta is a great role,” I said, speaking over the rest of chatty students.

“Because I earned the role. Horace loved my audition. Until you showed up I was set to play Christine. You didn’t even audition!”

“Let him be, Jocelyn,” it was none other than Galen.

“Oh, Galen, I meant to tell you…”

“Little late for that, huh?” He rolled his eyes at me, and said so pretty much only I could hear.

“YOU are defending this?” she shrieked, “You’re the one playing Rauol. You want Jesse, your roommate, to be your love interest?”

The other students laughed. I hadn’t really considered that until now and by the look on his face, neither had Galen.

“We’ll cross any of those bridges when we get there, but for now Jesse earned the part and he’s a solid actor. His attitude is great, which is a lot more than can be said about you, Jocelyn,” Galen added triumphantly. ‘Ooooohs’ came from the crowd.

Whether she genuinely had no more to say or she was just holding her tongue, Jocelyn stormed off, and the many students scattered off to their classes.

Galen stopped briefly before me. “Guess I’ll see you at rehearsal today. Whatever that’ll be like…” And then he abruptly left.


CHAPTER THREE

Word spread fast around the DePaul theater department that a boy would be playing Christine, and that made many of my classes a lot to handle. My non-theater classes — which were typically the dullest of the day — were a collective relief, since nobody seemed to know or care about the upcoming production of Phantom.

My playwriting class was the trickiest of all. Many underclassmen happened to be in this class — most of whom had no idea who I was before today. Their initial introduction to Jesse Harris would be the gender-bending stage star.

A few shot questions my way: “Did you even audition for that role?” and “Do you think Horace is just doing this as a bit?” were common ones.  Neither of which I had a solid answer to. All I could reply with was “I’ll learn more at rehearsal today after school.”

Everything about this wasn’t normal and I’d have to learn on the fly. But one thing I definitely knew from doing theater all my life was that cast chemistry is crucial. If a cast can’t get along, it makes the rehearsal and performance process unbearable. I had a massive target on my back from Jocelyn’s vitriol and my normally closest ally, Galen, wasn’t sure how to feel about having his roommate be the romantic lead.

========

All that we were given via email in advance of the first rehearsal were the script and songs. Nobody but the producers knew how Horace was going to tackle directing the play.

The rehearsal room was the same one where I auditioned (and where many classes were held) in DePaul’s theater building. Folding chairs were set out in a large circle so the entire cast and crew could get a good view of each other. Students trickled in and sat in their assigned seats. They were either labeled with the character names, or simply “Ensemble.” Naturally, I found my way to the one marked “Christine”.

I immediately noticed that I was to be seated between Noah Hackett (playing the Phantom) and Hannah Moon (playing Madame Giry), though neither had arrived yet. For the sake of avoiding awkwardness, it was nice not to be right next to Jocelyn, so hopefully these seating assignments would remain. I mostly kept my head down as the rest of the students arrived. Thankfully no fights or arguments.

“Alright, alright, listen up,” Horace said, quieting the chatter. “I want to begin by congratulating all of you on being selected to be in this year’s production of The Phantom of the Opera. It is an absolute pleasure to be directing you over the next couple months as we prepare for show week. Each one of you earned your roles, and I’m already proud to be working with this cast.”

As he concluded his opening statements, Jimmy and Sarah handed out physical copies of the scripts to each cast member in the circle.

“This is not a particularly easy script, but many of you have been at this for a long time, so I trust you to be off book with the dialogue as soon as possible. Having said that, once everyone has their scripts, let’s do a full read-through of the show. We will skip the songs for now. Jimmy, please read the stage directions and everyone, please be in character to the best of your ability.”

My character is not in the opening prologue, so I got to watch the others as they rid their jitters, starting off the play.

It also hit a little close to home when Jocelyn’s character, Carlotta, storms off in an early scene, frustrated with the conditions of the show and the theater being haunted by the Phantom. She read it well — almost as if she was pulling her anger from a real source (likely my own doing).

But I’m a serious actor, so I managed to not think it weird when I spoke my first few lines in a softer, girlish voice.

“I don’t know, sir…” I muttered, in character.

I could tell that several students were anxiously awaiting my debut line as Christine. Multiple heads perked up with interest and from my quick glances, they looked impressed.

Some cast members couldn’t help but smirk watching Galen as Raoul and Noah as the Phantom, directing their romantic lines toward me. Noah seemed comfortable enough, but I could tell it was a bit weird for Galen. Though he’d defended my casting earlier, I think even he was a bit uncomfortable sitting there as Jimmy read “Raoul and Christine kiss” as part of the stage directions. Even though there was no physical acting involved this time, looking over at Jocelyn, she had a rude smirk on her face — as if for the first time she could revel in the two roommates’ clear discomfort.

Though I felt I got off to a good start, watching Galen’s discomfort and the looks from the other actors started to get to me. My feminine voice didn’t waver, but I stopped reading the lines with the necessary emotion — as if I were suddenly afraid to be Christine. And as the play went on, my discomfort further discouraged his emotion, and so on.

Eventually, the read-through came to an end and after a few notes from the producers and from Horace, we were sent on our way with the specific note to begin memorizing our lines and prep the necessary songs for rehearsal.

“I’ll see you at home,” Galen said without emotion, walking by quickly. Normally, we’d walk back together from these sorts of things. Did this read-through make him that uncomfortable?

On our way out, the cast was instructed to sign up for a time slot to take body measurements, as our costume department needed as much time as possible to prep our wardrobe. All of the outfits are late 19th-century European garb: dresses, petticoats, cloaks, suits, and the like.

I signed up for a slot two days from now, on Friday. Maybe that’ll give me a good send off for the weekend. Just as I finished signing up for a time slot tomorrow evening, Horace pulled me aside for a word.

“I’m very impressed, Jesse. Very impressed.” He said, to my surprise.

“You are? Wow, I definitely had my share of nerves… I guess they didn’t show!”

“Oh, no, they certainly showed.” Horace added bluntly. “You were the most nervous in the entire cast, outside of maybe Galen.”

Ouch… I guess I wasn’t as invisible as I thought.

Horace continued. “But that doesn’t mean you impressed me in other ways. Your speaking voice is quite marvelous and when I closed my eyes, I almost envisioned Christine Daaé. Truly, truly a step above. Did you grow up with sisters or something?”

“No, sir. I’m an only child. But I’ve watched so many incredible actresses over the years… it must’ve just stuck.”

“Well I’ve heard you sing already and I’m sure the voice will stay pure on that end… But we need to do something about your manner. I know read-throughs aren’t blocked or require physicality, but I was hoping I’d see a shred of it from you, considering you’re playing the opposite sex. And unfortunately I didn’t see much that excited me.”

Horace gestured to Sarah, and she scampered across the room to grab a box.

“I’m sorry it came across that way,” I interjected. “I’ll gladly go home and study some more actresses. Is there anyone you have in mind of whom to observe their mannerisms?”

“You could, but I actually have an additional homework assignment for you,” he explained. Sarah walked up holding the box. “It is my belief that a simple change of movement has the unique power to get a person in a new mindset.”

Sarah opened the box she was holding, and revealed a simple pair of black high heels.

Sarah smiled, “I made a guess that your feet were an 8. Was I right?”

“Uhh… I’m a 6 and a half… and what? Is this part of the wardrobe? Already?”

“Horace had the brilliant idea to get you started wearing heels early. You’ll be wearing them in the show anyway, and it’s a simple trick to subconsciously move in a more feminine way. Here, take off your socks and try them on.”

She pulled up a chair and guided me to sit, untying my shoes.

“Oh, uh, okay. But like I said, I’m a 6 and a half size.”

“In men’s,” Sarah corrected, “Eight is the women’s size equivalent. I mean look at these — do these look like menswear to you?”

I laughed. “I guess not.”

“These are 3-inch black pointed-toe pumps. Not exactly what you’ll be wearing in the show, but we wanted to get you started somewhere.”

Sarah helped me take off my shoes and socks and neatly fitted my foot into the first heel.

“A perfect fit,” she commented.

“Like Cinderella!” Horace added in a rare joking tone that I hadn’t heard yet.

I stood up with both heels on and stumbled around a bit. This was the first time I’d ever worn a heel this high, as any mens’ shoes that had a heel tended to be lower and with more support. These felt like stilettos.

“No need to prance around too much right now. You’re free to go.” Horace said. “But please wear these every time you read the script, practice your lines, or rehearse your songs. I believe it will go a long way in putting you physically in character.”

Sarah told me to keep the box and walked off with Horace.

Uncomfortable read-through? Check. Rocky familiarity with the script and my fellow actors? Double check. But I definitely didn’t foresee walking out of my first rehearsal with a pair of black pumps — for me to wear at home nonetheless. I guess if it’ll help me become Christine…


CHAPTER FOUR

That evening I went home and to my surprise, I never ran into Galen. He wasn’t home when I got back so he must’ve been in one of the practice rooms rehearsing or doing homework at the library. It would’ve been nice to break the ice about our awkward rehearsal today.

It was pleasant to have the apartment to myself that evening though. Thankfully, we have thick walls so I’ve always been comfortable singing or making noise while not bugging the neighbors. I spent a good portion of the evening reviewing the script and running my songs acapella.

And of course, I wore the heels just as Horace and Sarah suggested. At first, all they did was make my feet hurt and want to sit down, but singing standing up is always best. So I made do.

By the end of my mini practice session, my feet were definitely in pain, but I strangely found myself getting better at the ‘female walk’ while pacing my apartment. Maybe Horace had a point…

========

The next morning didn’t grant me an opportunity to talk to Galen either. I heard him come home last night, but he went straight to his room. And today he went to campus before I even woke up. Was he mad? If he was, I don’t think he had a real right to be. Awkward, sure. But isn’t the best way to get over this sort of thing to just talk about it?

I gathered my belongings to bring to school but unlike most mornings, I was now packing a pair of heels. I can’t imagine what the non-theater major guys and girls would think if they knew I was carrying a pair of black pumps in my backpack. Probably just ‘theater kids as usual!’

But today brought an odd calm. It had now been a couple days since the casting announcement, and we’ve already had our first rehearsal. The roles were set, and school was fairly back to normal. I was no longer getting the looks I got after the big news of the Christine casting. It seems the student body had accepted it.

I didn’t have any classes with Galen this quarter, so I knew there wouldn’t be an opportunity to clear the air until the afternoon rehearsal — if we were even planning to rehearse together. After all, it’s very common for the directors to begin the rehearsal process with a run-through of the script and then break into smaller groups so everybody can learn their lines, practice the songs, and so on.

After a (thankfully) normal day of classes, I arrived in the rehearsal room alongside the rest of the cast members. But unlike yesterday, the chairs weren’t prepped in a circle for a run-through. Students were scattered about, running lines and being directed by Jimmy, Sarah, and Horace to different rehearsal rooms or other areas to practice.

One boy was instantly recognizable across the room, and I hadn’t seen him yesterday. A tall, thin boy named Joshua who was well known on campus as the best pianist in the entire program. I was at first surprised to see him here, but quickly remembered that Phantom was a co-production with the music school. The theater students were the cast and crew, but it was going to be 100% live music. And thankfully, DePaul has a wildly popular music school, rife with talented musicians.

I knew Joshua because we went to high school together. There were a handful of students at DePaul that I knew from high school, but Joshua was the only one who too was pursuing the arts.

Notably a shy kid, he looked over at me, gave a tiny nod, and looked back down. But being the extrovert that I was, I chased him down to say hello.

“Nice to see you in the musical. Cool that we get to overlap, huh?” I prompted.

He sat there, quiet, studying sheet music. “Yeah, it’s cool. It’s a beautifully written show.”

Joshua was not cool in high school. Not that I was either, but he always had sort of loner vibes whereas I had a consistent friend group in the theater department. Frankly, I’m a little surprised to see he took this job.

“It’s wild that you’re willing to play Christine,” he said, definitely intending to be a compliment. “It’s a difficult role but I bet you can pull it off.”

“Ha ha, yeah… thanks. Not like the kind of stuff I played in high school, that’s for sure.”

He didn’t laugh. Joshua never really laughed.

“I think we’ll be rehearsing together at some point. Today I’m assigned to practice with Galen.”

I gulped. “…Galen?”

“Yeah, he’s playing Raoul. I’m sure that’ll be…interesting…for you two.”

“I don’t really want to get into that now. We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

“He’s got the right voice and look for the part,” said Joshua.

And just as he said that, in walked Galen, peering around the room at the different scene, just as I had done.

“Well, I should go fetch him to practice. We’re in Rehearsal Room E. The worst acoustics are in that one… but whatever.” Joshua moped, then walked toward Galen without saying goodbye. There goes my opportunity to finally discuss the elephant in the room with Galen…

“Jesse!” someone had called my name from across the room. It was a red-headed girl I didn’t recognize.

“I’m Nora. We’ll be practicing today in Room J. Good to go?” She said, carrying a boat load of sheet music. I greeted her and followed her to the room.

She sat down at the upright piano in the blank, stark-white rehearsal room. Rehearsal rooms are famously bare. I guess they’re intended not to distract from the power of music? Eh, who knows.

“I think it’s really cool that you’re playing a female role,” she said, lining up the sheet music for our first song.

“Well, maybe so,” I said as I removed the black heels from my backpack, “but others around here think I need quite a bit of work to get there.”

I explained to her that Horace had suggested I wear heels whenever singing or practicing a Christine part. Nora was totally down with the idea.

“That’s amazing! Really taking ‘walk a day in her shoes’ to the next level.”

I slipped on the shoes with ease, and stood up next to the piano ready to rehearse. Even after one evening of practicing with them, I was already feeling more comfortable.

Nora and I rehearsed several songs, and she gave a few notes along the way. She was a senior majoring in Piano Performance and minoring in Vocal Technique, so she certainly knew what she was talking about.

In the middle of our fourth song, Horace and Jimmy walked into our rehearsal room and sat in two chairs right near the door. I mostly ignored them, focusing on the lyrics. But I couldn’t help but glance over a couple times to see how the boss was reacting.

Jimmy, fortunately, had a nice grin on his face, enjoying the performance. Horace, however, wasn’t the same. I stomached his response and completed the song with Nora.

Jimmy politely applauded but Horace interrupted. “A word? Before your next tune.”

“Something wrong?” I asked, concerned.

“No, nothing with the vocals. You really do have a lovely voice, Jesse. You sing beautifully, and to be quite honest, I still can’t believe I’m listening to a male performer hit high notes with such grace,” he explained. I blushed a bit.

“I just really wish those heels were doing you more favors. Sure, you look comfortable enough standing there, but as Christine you will be walking, pivoting, and dancing in the utmost feminine manner. Explore the space a little more as you sing your next song.”

Horace sat back down. “Do a simple one. Do you know ‘Wishing You Were Somehow Here Again’ yet? Second act.

I nodded, and Nora cued up the music.

“Now remember,” he said, “there’s not too much movement in this one, but you still need to emote with your body as if you are Christine, okay?”

Nora began playing and I started singing. But instead of standing beside the piano, I shuffled my way around the rehearsal room. I even made occasional eye contact with Nora, Horace, and Jimmy to sell the intensity of my performance.

After the final high note, I dramatically held out my arms in a magnificent finish… or so I thought.

Horace had a grimace on his face. Jimmy was trying to be supportive, but even his look didn’t seem too promising.

Horace let out a big sigh. “Just keep practicing your movement.” He got up and left with Jimmy. I looked at Nora who was faking a smile, prepping the next song for us to rehearse.


CHAPTER FIVE

I felt bummed after rehearsal. Not only was I peeved that Galen was ignoring me, but it was brutal how poorly Horace reacted to my movement as Christine. I was wearing the heels like he asked, and sure, it was only one day of practice walking around in them, but I thought I was making progress.

I spent Thursday night alone in my room. Galen came home late, again. What was up with him? If he really had an issue with me, why doesn’t he just man up and talk to me? I badly needed to get my mind off the stressors of this show and just watch some TV.

Never able to decide on an actual show to watch, I often find myself flipping through Netflix. Unable to draw creative inspiration from anything I could find, I fell asleep with the laptop playing reruns of 30 Rock.

========

Finally it was Friday, and though I didn’t have plans for the weekend, the prospect of weekend fun brought me through the day.

I didn’t have a specific rehearsal after school today — just independent running of my lines to learn the script — but I did have an appointment with the costume department to get some measurements done.

Costume measurements were no big deal for me — I’ve done a million in the past for several shows — But I was curious what kind of things they’d be asking from me for this role. Of course I’d be wearing different dresses during the performance, but what other kinds of things did they have in mind? How much will they want done to me to sell me as a girl?

========

The measurements were to be done in the main theater building (like most theater activities), but deep in the basement. I always found it so spooky down there. The lighting never worked quite right — every fourth or fifth light either flickered or was badly discolored.

Over the years, the department had developed a vast reserve of costumes. There were a couple paid employees at the school who could do seamstress work for the theater program, and many students that would spend their time for school credit or just for fun.

A middle-age woman found me wandering and gestured me into the fitting area.

“I’m Grace,” she said. A stately and plain woman, she exuded vibes of an old Jane Eyre. I would’ve guessed that someone working with costumes would have a more extravagant sense of fashion…

She was there alone, also to my surprise. In previous shows the costume department had been a place of hustle and bustle.

“Please disrobe to your comfort level,” she requested. I did as she asked.

Grace stretched the measuring tape in all areas of my body. I stood there in silence as she worked.

“I had one like you before,” she said, mid-measurement. “Twenty years ago, also at DePaul.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“A male playing a female role. He was extraordinary, and his frame was perfect. But boy…”

“Did it go poorly?”

“Well, he could certainly sing. But the way he was treated...” Grace shivered.

I pulled back from her reveal. “Treated?” I clarified, “What did they do to him? Who did what to him?”

“The students were just ruthless. This was just around the year 2000. An ambitious director cast this sweet young boy as Marian in The Music Man. He thought he exuded a femininity and sensitivity that the girls in the theater school just didn’t have. Sure, at the start he was laughed at, but the students never bought him as Marian. He became so self-conscious that when the show started, he completely lost the character.”

I hung onto every word. “So what happened? Did he quit?”

“No, he saw it through. But his casting arguably ruined the play. Not because he couldn’t have pulled it off, but he allowed the discouragement of others to get to him. He lost all the confidence to be female, and it showed.”

This was a game changer. I had no idea there was a boy cast in a girl role before me — I just assumed I was the first. Maybe this is why I hadn’t heard about it.

After a moment, Grace picked her notes and measuring tape back up, and continued the job. “That’s why I didn’t have any other costuming members down here while I measured you. I didn’t want you to feel self-conscious like young Tony once had.”

“So, Tony. That was his name.”

“Though he finished the show, he dropped out of the program and switched to a business major. I think he works in banking somewhere in a different city now.”

But Grace might not have realized one thing. It was decades later. Minds have changed. People are more open to exploring gender on stage than they ever have been.

“If there’s one thing I can recommend, it’s this: Take this role to heart. Don’t think of it as an afterthought. If you’re the actor you believe yourself to be, take whatever opportunities you can to become this role. Maybe then you won’t lose your confidence and end up like Tony.”

I nodded. She had a point. Jocelyn had been brutal to me early on, and Galen still seemed to be ignoring me. Horace was disappointed in me. I was definitely starting to lose confidence in my believability. Maybe I just need to wear the heels and practice that much harder!

The rest of the wardrobe session consisted of silence, interspersed with chatting about various plays and musicals and the details we remembered.

There was intense emphasis on my hips, waist, and ‘bust’ — much more than I ever had in the past.

“The costumes aren’t ready to be worn, but I need one thing in particular to try,” Grace added. From a nearby bin she grabbed a thin garment and a small box of silicone. She then handed me the thin garment that appeared to be a white lace bra.

“Please put this on,” she asked. I was already in my boxers, but removed my shirt as well. Grace helped me put bra on, as I had never worn one before. The cups were definitely on the smaller side, but my pec-less chest didn’t help much in filling it out.

“Doesn’t fit, huh?” I kidded.

“That’s what these are for.” Grace grabbed two silicon pieces from the box which appeared to be breast forms. They were relatively thin, but had very realistic nipples on them. “These will need to be worn to enhance your figure. Fortunately for you, you’re thin and have a bit bigger hips than most boys.”

“Yeah… fortunate for me…” I rolled my eyes.

She shoved the breast forms into my bra and measured my bust again. It felt so strange to have these cold silicon slabs up against my chest. I wasn’t used to having any weight in front of my body, much less held up by a lace, feminine garment.

“This feels so strange,” I pointed out. “I’ve never worn one before.”

“Well get used to it. Surprisingly, the female role of Christine wears a lot of female clothes. Go figure,” Grace said sarcastically.

Just when I thought we were done, Grace had me try on a corset and re-took my measurements. Again, another garment I’d never worn before. She wrapped it around my midsection and yanked and pulled the straps to get it to tighten.

“You’re gonna have to get used to this, too. A lot of your looks will require a corset.”

I sucked in my stomach the best I could until Grace finally got it on me. It was so hard to breathe, but Grace coached me on how to manage wearing one of these without passing out. After a few minutes it was already getting easier. She removed the corset, and after a few more measurements my time with her was done.

“I hope I didn’t rattle you too much,” Grace said, genuinely. “I do sense a little bit of hesitancy, but your figure lends itself nicely to a young Christine Daaé. I’m sure you’ll be fine if you put your mind to it.”

I smiled back at her and thanked her for her help.

But Grace left me with a lot to think about. If Tony — a naturally gifted performer who could sing just like a girl — was unable to pull this off, how could I be able to?


CHAPTER SIX

It was a pretty lonely weekend for me. Though I spent a lot of time practicing my songs alone in my apartment to a track, I wasn’t feeling any better about my progress.

Galen was barely home at all either. We finally had a brief interaction in our kitchen, but he was on the phone with someone, so I wasn’t able to call him out on ignoring me.

I’d consider myself a relatively social person, but the stress of this role was starting to get to me. A group text of other theater students was blowing up with weekend plans, but I simply couldn’t motivate myself to go out. That must’ve been where Galen was going each night. I’m sure he was glad I didn’t attend.

The entire next week didn’t make me feel better either. Classes came and went as usual. Individual rehearsals with Nora, Joshua, or any of the other pianists didn’t do any good.

Just as Horace requested, I wore the heels each time I sang. I felt like my posture was getting better, but the few times Horace stepped in on my rehearsals, he had the same reaction: disappointment in my progress. Was I going to turn into another Tony?

========

After another round of rehearsals that week I returned home to the apartment, bummed as usual. My Thursday night plan was often going to this fun karaoke bar in Chicago that was frequented by theater-folk. We’d sing pop hits of the 2000s, drink a little bit, and just have a good time. Once again, I wasn’t in the mood, and just sulked on the living room couch.

And then in walked Galen. He almost stopped, startled to see me, as if he wasn’t ready to talk to me yet.

“Hey…” he said, directly speaking to me for the first time in a while.

“Listen, before you jet off to the bar or your room or wherever… you need to tell me what’s up,” I said, with a degree of demand. I wasn’t going to let him escape this conversation forever. “You’ve been ignoring me the last two weeks.”

Galen sighed, as if he were ready to admit fault… but then quickly got defensive. “I have a right to do my own thing, Jesse. We don’t have to hang out all the time.”

“What? This isn’t about hanging out. I don’t care about that. You’ve been ignoring me ever since I was cast as Christine.”

“Dude… I just…” he paused. “It’s just not fair.”

“What? What’s not fair?” I asked.

“That you’re my male roommate, playing my female love interest. I know you’ve been waiting for your shot to star, but so have I. And all of a sudden I gotta share the stage with you in drag.”

“Uh, it’s called acting…” I clarified. Did he really not understand that I’m playing a character?

“I don’t care if it’s acting. Look, I didn’t like when Jocelyn called you out. You earned the role fair and square. But I also have the right to want my time to shine. Instead, I’m getting overshadowed by the spectacle of a guy playing a girl.”

I looked at him, more upset than I thought I’d be. “You don’t think I can pull it off, do you.”

He stared back, “I just don’t know, man. It’s uncomfortable is all. I know you’re a great actor, but I can’t stop seeing you as Jesse.”

And with that, Galen left the living room. I did the same, and retired to my bedroom for the night.

I wasn’t entirely sure why he was so upset at first, but now it makes sense. And I can’t really argue with his opinion. He, like me, is trying to become the best actor he can be. He wants attention and I want attention. Sure, he may have the more appealing role, but when it comes down to it, everyone will be watching and talking about me a lot more than they will about him.

None of this made me feel any better about myself. Nobody was on my side. I later heard Galen leave to go out with friends. I stayed alone.

========

I arrived on campus in just as bad a mood as I’d been in all week. I was losing interest in my classes, not to mention Phantom. The buzz around me playing a female role had gone away, and most students who weren’t in the show had me out of sight and out of mind. I was regular old Jesse.

But everything changed when I got to rehearsal in the afternoon. As I’d done before, I was scheduled to work with Nora in a rehearsal room. She was eager to work with me, but her mood immediately dropped when she saw how I looked.

“Jesse, you look sick. Are you okay?” she asked, concerned.

“No, I’m not sick. Just… just in a tough place right now.”

Even though I wasn’t that close with Nora, I could tell she had one of those personalities where you could just tell her anything. So I did. She already knew that Horace wasn’t thrilled with my performance so far, but I told her all about Grace and the story about Tony. I then explained that things weren’t going well with Galen. Most of all, I felt hopeless.

“Well, there are a lot of factors, but there’s not too much you can do about the Tony issue. That was years ago and it won’t matter until the play. Same thing with Galen. He’s gonna be a grump for a while. So be it.”

“I suppose…”

“But we can do something about Horace, right?” she said. “Tell me: what’s the one thing that most gets you excited about this play?”

“I’m just excited to prove to everyone that I’m a top tier performer,” I told her.

“Maybe you need to be a bit more of a performer then, yeah?”

“I tried! Horace hates how I move. He doesn’t see me as believable.”

Nora considered something for a second. “Whose idea was it for you to wear heels whenever you rehearse?”

“Horace’s,” I replied, “So?”

“And you feel like that’s not working?

“I mean, it’s helped a little. Why?”

She looked me up and down from the bench of her piano in the stark rehearsal room. “Let’s try leaning in a little more.”

I’m not sure what she meant. I was already wearing the black heels. “Are you suggesting higher heels? I have enough trouble walking in these things already.”

“No no no. I’m thinking about clothes. You need to feel more like a girl? Then let’s dress you up like a girl.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

“Woah, woah, woah, wait just a second,” I jumped at her comment. “You think I should start wearing girls' clothes, just to sing in?”

“Couldn’t hurt, right?” Nora shrugged. “You’re going to have to wear dresses eventually. Why not get an early start?”

“Because… because…” I fumbled. “Nobody else is doing it. Do I really need that much of a crutch — to get my full wardrobe on just to rehearse in the earlier stages? We haven’t even done scene blocking yet.”

“I’m sure they can make arrangements down in that spooky costume catacomb.”

“Ah, I just remembered. They’re not even done with my costumes yet. I only had the fitting a week ago.”

Nora pondered this. Well, let’s improvise then. Horace didn’t say he wasn’t believing you as Christine. He said he wasn’t believing you as a girl.”

Nora and I stepped away from the rehearsal room for a moment and ventured to the costume cage. I looked around for Grace, but she wasn’t there. Fortunately, another student volunteer was manning the station.

Nora explained our situation to the girl, Tara, and she was more than happy to oblige. My guess is she was just bored with nothing to do.

Tara showed us around the tightly packed costume cage where literally thousands and thousands of garments hung. There was certainly no shortage of things to try on, but we couldn’t be here all day.

“Seven years ago we did Wicked. You could wear a black robe dress like Elphaba,” Tara suggested.

Nora snagged an old-style 1800s dress off the rack. “Oooh! Mrs. Lovett from Sweeney Todd!”

“Is there something that’d let me move around a little better?” I felt like these girls would know better than me, but I guess not.

“Here’s the one!” Tara shouted. “She pulled a hanger from the rack. On it was a light blue blouse with a long, dark blue, patterned skirt. “It’s one of Sophie’s looks from Mamma Mia.”

It looked comfortable enough, so we went with her suggestion. Tara handed me the outfit, and the girls turned around so I could put it on.

“Wait, you’ll need a bra and panties,” Nora said. I was shocked. Not once did I think the topic of my undergarments would come out of these girls’ mouths.

“Uhh, yeah. I guess. Won’t it not show with this?”

“That’s what girls wear, so that’s what you should wear,” Tara said firmly. Who the hell was she to be so strict already! Regardless, she handed me a pair of cotton panties and a sports bra (not like the lace one I wore for the fitting), and then put on the blouse and skirt.

The girls turned around and gave a big thumbs up.

“Feeling more in character yet?” Nora asked.

“Considering this is not my character, I can’t say I am.”

“Well that’s probably because you don’t have a wig on,” Tara added. “Right now you look like a boy in a dress.”

“But I am a b— oh, whatever.”

Tara returned with a plain, simple blonde wig and put it on my head. Nothing special. I assume the one I’d actually be using in the show would be better than this one — and also brunette.

“Well, well, well, we have our girl. Take a look at yourself.” Nora ushered me over to the mirror. Honestly, I didn’t look half bad. The blouse showed some of my tight tummy, which was flattering. My naturally small shoulders and slightly larger hips gave a greater female appearance than I thought.

“I don’t look half bad… I actually kinda look like a girl.”

“You’re even running your fingers through your hair…” Tara pointed out. I didn’t even notice that I was, and quickly stopped.

Nora smiled. “I think it’s working already.”

========

Upon returning to the rehearsal room, I didn’t sense much of a difference. But it wasn’t up to me. It’s all about how I was perceived.

Nora thought it smart to call in Horace for the final say. After rehearsing a few more songs, Horace came into the rehearsal room, alongside Sarah, the producer. Sarah immediately had a big grin on her face. She loved what she was seeing.

Horace on the other hand, was more quizzical. He walked up close to me.

“Interesting look,” he said, “I see you’ve gone rogue with my methods.”

“I.. uh… well, Nora thought that—“ I stumbled.

He cut me off, “No no, I’m not upset. I think you look lovely as…” he studied the clothes more closely, “…Sophie from Mamma Mia?”

I blushed. “It was the first one we saw in the costume cage that made sense.”

“Very well, let’s hear a song.”

Horace sat down in a chair near the door next to Sarah, ready to be won over.

Though I wasn’t wearing the black heels as he had initially requested, my outfit more than made up for the missing femininity. I performed “Think of Me” for him.

His eyes drew thin as he focused on my performance. Was he squinting? Regardless, this wasn’t a look he’d dealt me during any of my past rehearsals. I moved around the space minimally, but trying my best to emulate Sierra Boggess’s mannerisms I’d been carefully studying. Clearly something was working.

When I finished my final note, Horace and Sarah actually applauded — Sarah looking happy as a clam, and Horace looking mildly amused.

“Much improved. Have you been practicing with these clothes?” He asked.

“No, sir. Like I said, this was Nora’s idea, and the first time I’ve ever even worn a dress.”

“Skirt,” Nora corrected, quietly. I shot her an eye-roll.

“Regardless, you’ve improved leaps and bounds. To be honest, I still don’t completely see my Christine — you’re not quite lost in the role — but I like your progress a lot.”

He turned and quietly discussed something with Sarah. She listened, nodded back to him, and addressed me.

“We’d like you to rehearse exclusively in women’s clothes from now on,” Sarah commanded. “Dress rehearsals are still 4 weeks away, but we’ll soon start blocking scenes and we’d like you to be as ‘Christine’ as possible.”

Horace nodded in affirmation and shuffled out the door. Sarah added one last word.

“Good luck, girlie,” she said with a wink.

I didn’t know how to respond. I just returned her a forced smile.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Everything had come together so fast. What began as an attempt to break out from my slump turned into a new requirement to only exclusively wear women's clothes while rehearsing. This was a massive undertaking, but not that we were unequipped. Our costume department had thousands of outfits to choose from that were featured in previous shows and were recycled for the new ones. Not everything would be my size, of course, but imagine how many girls had needed costumes over the years. A good amount must have a similar body type.

We wouldn’t be lacking in effort, either. Nora, whose official role was to play piano and accompany my rehearsals from time to time, had already offered her help on dressing me, if needed. Tara offered up her services as well, and I’m sure Grace and the other ladies in the costume department would enjoy the shake-up of dressing me before rehearsals.

The schedule for this weekend was light, and it was mostly at-home practice. I didn’t own any women’s clothes beyond the black heels, so I opted just to wear those when singing at home, running songs. With no Galen around to hang out with, I spent the weekend mostly alone again.

Blocking would begin in Week 4, I learned. This third week, however, was the start of group or duet songs. We’d remain in the practice rooms for pairs and use a general space for the ensemble songs.

This was going to be the true test of acceptance from the cast. They’d already come to terms that a boy would be playing the lead female role, and they’ve seen me in the table read, but to see me actually dressing as a girl? Who knew…

========

I discovered Monday was an ensemble rehearsal day. No matter. I was off book for the songs anyway. But instead of heading right for the giant rehearsal room, I made my way down to the wardrobe department. Grace, Tara, and surprisingly, Nora, were waiting for me.

“How many theater people does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” I attempted to lighten the mood. The mood needed no lightening. Everyone was excited to start.

“I picked out two options for you today,” Tara jumped in first. “Last time we went with an iconic role, so I thought we’d go that route again.”

Tara revealed an off-white Vietnamese tunic dress. I quickly recognized it as a garment from the show Miss Saigon.

“It’s one of the dresses that Kim wears in the show,” Tara explained. “I think it’s really pretty.”

“I mean… I guess I could wear that…. But what else do you have?”

She pulled out an old-school muted green, plaid jumper dress.

“Paired with this white blouse, of course,” she said. “Do you know this one?”

“I’m guessing Penny from Hairspray?”

“Ding ding ding!” she said as the other two ladies gave me polite applause. “So what’s it gonna be?”

Neither outfit made any real sense for what I’d be doing today. Both styles couldn’t be further from my actual character. But being presented with only those two options, I told Tara I’d wear the Hairspray outfit.

The girls gave me privacy as I changed into the jumper dress. They insisted I wear a bra and panties like with my previous look. They stuffed the bra slightly and gave me privacy to change into the rest. The white blouse first, then the jumper dress on top. It was such an old-school outfit, unlike anything girls today would wear. Maybe it being a practical antique would help get me in the mind of Christine?

I wore the same panties as last time, which Grace had put off to the side just for me going forward. That way, I wouldn’t have to be trying on new pairs, and thankfully these ones were comfortable.

The outfit was completed with high white socks and plain white sneakers. It was a super simple look, but did the trick.

Grace added the same blonde wig as before for my final touch. We decided not to do the Penny pigtails since I wasn’t actually playing that character.

“Cute as a button!” Nora exclaimed. “Let’s walk you to the rehearsal room.”

========

My arrival in the rehearsal room was a debut of sorts. None of the cast had seen me in women’s clothes before, even if a few of them had passed me in the halls wearing my black heels.

Galen was there and though he gave me an initial long gander (probably of disgust), he did his best to ignore me after that. Most people just gave me a compliment as I moved on to the risers with the rest of the cast. Jocelyn — much like her character Carlotta would — shot a glare of jealousy. The two weeks that passed clearly hadn’t done much to lessen her jealousy that I was cast as Christine and she wasn’t.

But it was Horace’s reaction that I was most anticipating. He’d seen me perform in another outfit, but maybe in the group setting he’d see how much more feminine I appear — especially amongst other girls.

Sarah and Jimmy came into the room first and instructed us to begin warm-ups. A few group vocal exercises did the trick and with that, our rehearsal was beginning. Horace was late, so one of the assistant music directors led our rehearsal.

Because we were performing ensemble pieces, I didn’t have much of an opportunity to see if the dress was affecting my femininity. All it did was make me blend in with the girls physically a little better.

But after an hour of rehearsing and as we neared the end, Horace walked into the room. He was always mild mannered, but temporarily stopped in his tracks when he noticed me in the group. A very small but approving smile grew on his face.

Sitting across the room next to Jimmy and Sarah, I could see him discussing something with them as they peered in my direction. Jimmy was happily looking over at me, which was a good sign. Maybe his word would be good enough to change Horace’s opinion of me.

Later, when the rehearsals were practically wrapped, Jimmy came up to me.

“Hey Jesse, really loving the outfit.”

I grabbed the skirt of my dress apathetically. “Really? I just hope this is working. I feel like Horace has a long way to go with me.”

He grimaced a little bit. “Perhaps… but that’s not to say he doesn’t think you can get there. We all do. Personally, I think you’ve gained a ton since wearing the heels and wearing these clothes. I can tell there’s something there. And I mean this in the most man-to-man way possible, but you make a pretty girl.”

I wasn’t sure how true that was, but took the compliment. “I’ll just keep at it, I guess.” I said to him as he began walking away. Nora came up behind me. She’d helped out with the rehearsal on the piano, switching out with the ever-introverted Joshua.

“Let’s get you changed up,” she said with a smile. Her grin made me feel good, but not quite enough to clear the anxiety of having to perform my first duet tomorrow. Thankfully it wasn’t with Galen, but with our Phantom, Noah Hackett. I’m not sure I could handle the double pressure of nailing my performance and staying confident in front of Galen.


CHAPTER NINE

I didn’t like how things had progressed with Galen. Not at all. Ever since he called me out for supposedly stealing his spotlight, the apartment felt more toxic than ever — even if we didn’t argue. It was just perpetually tense.

That meant I couldn't recharge in my apartment like I’d like to. It really sucks having your home not feel like a home.

But despite my anxiety, I persevered and wore my heels as instructed. Deep down I knew it was helping, and my feet were definitely more used to them. Jimmy’s compliment kept me going too, if only for the next 24 hours.

As I’d done the last few times, I arrived at rehearsal and went straight down to the costume department to get changed into another classic female role. Today it was a shoddily-made, barely Victorian-era looking dress for Olivia from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. We ditched the petticoat to keep the hips less wide, and it ended up looking more goofy than anything. Grace placed a mid-length black wig on me and called it a day after I slipped into the same black heels. Hey, we were in a rush.

I barely made it back to the main rehearsal room in time to see everyone splitting into their pairs or groups for the day.

“Jesse, Jesse, Jesse…” Noah Hackett said, sidling up next to me. “I’ve been looking forward to singing with you. Your situation is so…interesting….”

A lot of girls (and guys, for that matter) find Noah creepy. I’ve never heard anything ‘problematic’ about him, per se, but he’s very hard to connect to and always adds a certain discomfort to interaction . He never laughs and always needs the last word. Standing at 5’5” – shorter than me – many think he’s got a Napoleon complex that’s somehow morphed into social awkwardness. I tend to agree.

“Hey, Noah. You ready for today?” I was hoping to keep this conversation as short as necessary.

“I always am. I hope you are! Some say it’s hard to keep up with me.”

I groaned. Let’s just get this over with.

Thankfully, we were rehearsing with Nora on the piano today, which definitely made me feel better. But almost immediately into our rehearsal, Horace, Jimmy, and Sarah came in to watch.

“Pretend we’re not even here!” Jimmy announced.

After a handful of songs, trying my absolute best to focus on harmony and emotion, Horace finally jumped in. So much for ‘not being here’…

“As always, Jesse, your voice is good. But I need you to remember you’re a woman.” He swayed his hips as he explained. “Christine moves gracefully. She moves delicately. And Noah, as usual, no notes.”

“Yes!” Noah whisper-celebrated. I rolled my eyes.

The rest of the rehearsal was fine. I could tell I was doing just well enough to not have Horace keep correcting me, but he still wasn’t bought into my femininity. It was incredibly frustrating.

I had a few other rehearsals with Noah that week. Each of them progressed roughly the same. Horace loved him and tolerated me. I also rehearsed with a few other cast members. Every time it was me in costume — usually wearing something utterly random — messing up, and my scene partner absolutely nailing it. Again, it had nothing to do with the music. I simply couldn’t sell the performance of Christine.

Friday’s rehearsal was set to be the toughest: Galen.

Already coming off of a beyond-infuriating week of mediocrity and failure, I now had to face my fear and rehearse with Galen. Nora was our rehearsal pianist again, and the outfit I’d been given was an Elphaba dress and black wig from Wicked.

Galen had beaten me to the rehearsal room, and immediately made a comment about my outfit.

“Elphaba. Why?”

“We’re cycling through different female characters. It’s getting me used to wearing dresses and hopefully puts me in a female character, okay man?”

“I don’t think a woman would so aggressively say ‘okay man?’, man.” Galen snidely remarked.

Nora came to my defense. “Listen, Galen. He’s not perfect yet, but he’s getting there. We have a whole costume department that’s been lovely, offering to dress him up before every rehearsal. You should understand that it’s a process.”

“Yeah, yeah. I figured.”

We did our warm ups, but to my surprise, Horace didn’t walk in. It was only Sarah. I guess Horace wanted to fawn over Noah in another rehearsal room. I’m sure of it.

“Just me today, guys. Go for it! I’m taking notes for Horace.”

I was very nervous but despite his snark and attitude, Galen acted like a complete professional and sang the love songs fully in character. In a weird way, I much preferred him singing love songs to me (despite how uncomfortable that idea is) because that meant he wasn’t actively being rude. But each song ended with a “Okay, that was good. We’re done?”

Sarah, as much as I was growing to like her, was not nearly as critical as she probably should have been. She complimented our performance, but didn’t have the keen eye that Horace has when it comes to acting.

A few more songs and we were done. Galen packed up his notes.

“Great time rehearsing Phantom of the Oz-pera today. Truly invigorating,” he said, dripping in sarcasm. Then he left the room.

Nora gave me a glare. “Wow, he’s got a stick up his butt. You guys still not cool?”

I sighed. “No, it hasn’t gotten better at all. Not like we’re fighting or anything, but he’s somehow still pissed that ‘his moment’ will have to be shared by me — as he likes to say — ‘in drag’. It’s like in this one way only, he somehow doesn’t understand how acting works.”

“That sucks, Jesse.” Sarah consoled me. “He has the right to feel however he wants, but he shouldn’t put up such a stink about it.”

“I know. It’s not a fun situation to be in at all.”

Nora started packing up her music for the day. “Well, we should get you out of that dress. I’m sure Grace is still around working on the wardrobe.”

“God, this is such a hassle,” I vented. “I appreciate all the help you guys have been putting me in these costumes every day. But maybe Galen’s right — I’m not Elphaba. Nor am I Olivia or any of these other characters. It’s incredibly hard to get into my character when I’m always wearing the clothes of a different one.”

Sarah agreed. “It sucks that Grace can’t have your costumes ready earlier. Otherwise we’d opt for that.

“But hold on — Jesse, you said the main problem wasn’t connecting with Christine. You’ll get there eventually. You said you have trouble acting like a girl in general.”

“Yeah, I guess. So?”

Nora’s face lit up. “Then maybe we’ve been approaching this all wrong… Jesse, you’re skipping steps. You need to learn to be a typical girl first. Diving straight into becoming a 19th-century French girl in her late teens is too much to bite off at once.”

Sarah and I watched as the gears turned in Nora’s head. “Sarah, do you have plans tonight? And maybe are you willing to help out Jesse?”

“I’m free.”

Nora nodded. “Perfect. Jesse, you need to get out of your apartment anyway. Both of you, come to my place tonight at 8. I’ll text you both!” She grabbed the remainder of her things and split.

I wonder what she’s got up her sleeve.

========

I got out of the Elphaba dress and closed up shop with Grace, making a quick stop by my apartment.

Nora lived no more than 2 blocks away from me. Other than doing something rehearsal-centered and girlish, I had no idea what to expect. She answered the buzzer and let me up.

“Welcome! Would you like the tour?” She said immediately after opening the door.

“Certainly,” I said. “This place is so nice.”

That was an understatement. It was one of the more beautiful apartments I’d seen. I had no idea college students were capable of this kind of feng shui.

Sarah got here just a few minutes after me, and Nora gave her an identical tour. Clearly, she’s proud of her setup.

Nora sat us down on the couch and poured us some wine. We’d only seen each other a couple hours ago, so there wasn’t much to catch up about. I think Sarah — though mostly me — was eager to hear what this was about.

“So, Sarah, I decided not to fill you in with my plans tonight because I wanted things to feel spontaneous.” Nora began. She turned to me. “Jesse, you’ve had a hell of a couple weeks, and I can tell you’re struggling. It’s obvious Horace is having trouble seeing you as a girl. So that’s what we’re gonna do tonight.”

I was confused. “What? You’re bringing Horace here?”

Nora laughed. “No, silly! Tonight, I’m throwing you your first girls night!”


CHAPTER TEN

It took me a second to realize what was going on. A girls night? With Nora and Sarah? What did she even expect us to do?

Sarah started chuckling. “Is that what this was all about?” she laughed some more. “Alright, I’m game.”

“Trust me, Jesse, you’re gonna have a great time.” Nora ensured.

I stood up to clear my thoughts. “I’m sorry, but what? I mean, don’t get me wrong I’m happy to hang out with you guys, but what does making this a girls night actually accomplish?”

“You’re gonna spend the evening with Sarah and I, and we’ll do some stereotypical girly things to get you in the mood. Nothing too crazy. Just simple, girl-centered things.”

I narrowed my eyes. “And what does that include?”

“Well for starters, we’ll treat you as if you were actually a girl tonight. She/Her pronouns, etc. That way you can lose yourself in your character. Have you decided on a name?”

“Nora, this is ridiculous. Christine would never go to a girls night in the 21st century. The eras are all wrong. The setting… it’s all wrong.”

Sarah jumped in. “I don’t think this is about you becoming Christine. Like Nora said, we’re taking one step at a time. Tonight, just be… a girl.”

Sarah stood up next to me, delicately grabbing my palm in a gentle, consoling manner and offered up a warm smile. She looked at my hands. “Nora, what do you say we paint her nails?”

“Love it!” she yelled.

I let out an enormous sigh. Was this really happening? I understand wearing heels while performing, or dressing up as a female character while performing… but this wasn’t performing! This was real.

Then again, maybe Nora’s spot on. My main issue isn’t not being able to perform as Christine (though that certainly is an issue). The number one problem is selling to an audience that I’m a woman. And if a little night of playing pretend with these girls will help my craft… then so be it.

For the next couple hours, I tried my best to buy into what the girls wanted me to do. I decided that I didn’t need a different girl name since Jesse could still be spelled ‘Jessie’ and pass as a girl. In our heads, there was now an ‘-ie’ at the end of my name.

The first thing the girls insisted we do was paint each others’ nails. It was something I’d seen people do a million times, but never actually tried — and it’s trickier than you’d think. Nora was definitely in her boy-crazy phase of college, so she regaled us of her hook up stories over the past few months — either guys she’d met at school, or other men she’d hooked up with in the Chicago area via dating apps.

Sarah, who’s bisexual, was currently in a on-again off-again relationship with another woman (currently ‘off’), but could easily relate to Nora’s complaints about men. It was strange how willing they were to diss my own gender right in front of me. They were taking this ‘Jesse is a girl’ thing quite seriously.

Soon enough, my fingernails were painted bright red. Nora explained that I could use nail polish removal later if I so desired, but insisted I keep them painted for the remainder of the night.

After more wine and chatting, Nora suggested the three of us throw on a movie. Sarah chose Mean Girls — a classic. As we sat on the couch, I was reminded to sit like a lady and not slouch or ‘man-spread’.

“That reminds me,” realized Nora, “typically it’s a big no-no for girls to spread their legs sitting because boys will take a peek. Sarah, why don’t we have him in a dress?”

She smiled. “That is an excellent point.”

I rolled my eyes but played along with their bit. Nora escorted us to her bedroom and pulled out a couple outfits. “That’s why things haven’t been clicking as much. You’re not dressed!”

“Well, what should I wear? All I know is black heels or various musical costumes.”

“Well I definitely don’t have costumes lying around my place, but we look about the same size so just put on something of mine.”

Nora pulled out a red camisole top and a black pleated skirt.

Sarah applauded her choice, “Oh, that’ll look super cute. He’ll need a bra though.”

Nora snapped her fingers, agreeing, and found a plain white bra for me to wear. “You’re lucky I’m only an A-cup. Otherwise we’d need fillers to make this work.”

Lucky, huh? That’s a strange way of putting it…

The girls left the room to give me some privacy as I disrobed, put the bra on, and slid the top and skirt over my thin frame. It fit like a glove — Nora and I truly were the same size.

They re-entered the bedroom and cheered at the result.

“Now sit on the bed and show us how to sit like a girl,” Nora instructed.

I sat back and made sure to give my legs a good cross. The skirt hiked up quite a bit and showed a good amount of my legs. Dangerous if we were in public…

“Hmmm, I can still see his boxers though.” Sarah noted.

Nora nodded. “Then he’ll borrow some of my underwear.” She tossed a pair of black panties my way. “Don’t worry, they’re clean.”

The girls turned around as I slid off my boxers and replaced them with the black cotton panties. Having worn them before with the theater costumes, I had gotten used to the comfort and feel. Not half bad, to be honest.

“Now we can watch the movie,” Nora said.

The movie started and I made sure to cross my legs and sip my wine in a feminine manner. Strangely enough, I felt an immediate confidence boost. Something about actual girls' clothes gave me a daintiness that I’d never before experienced. Maybe this was working.

The girls and I had a blast watching the movie, quoting scenes, talking about our favorite characters, and laughing the night away. We got a bit more wine-drunk than we thought, which may have helped me lean into the girl persona heavier than I expected.

As soon as the movie ended we chatted some more as the girls complimented me on my improved mannerisms.

“Maybe I’m a bit early to this, but you’re already feeling like more of a girl to me,” Sarah said, slurring her words ever so slightly.

Nora held up her hand. “Agreed!”

“And you know what, I had fun tonight too,” I admitted. “I wasn’t so sure what a girls night was gonna be like, but if all it means is watching a movie and drinking wine, it’s hard not to be down.”

The girls were glad I agreed. Nora’s face lit up. “You know, considering how successful tonight was, I want to do one more thing for you. But it’ll have to wait til Monday. I’m exhausted and low key about to fall asleep.”

“Wait, what about this outfit? And my nails?”

“Oh. Right. Change out of the outfit.”

“But…” Sarah interjected, “I say we come out of this girls night with an actual change. Sam, how about you keep your nails painted from now on. You have really pretty hands anyway.”

“What? You mean I can’t take this off?” I was not immediately accepting this.

“I like that idea!” Nora said, perking up. “You have crazy pretty hands for a boy.”

“But what if I need it off! Every moment of my life isn’t part of a girls night.”

“Fine,” Nora conceded. “I’ll give you the remover bottle should you want to use it. It’s your life and I’m not gonna make you do anything. But think about how much progress you made tonight with just a simple feminine tweak. It’d suck if you didn’t carry that momentum into the next week.”

Nora made a strong argument, but I wanted the option nonetheless. I decided to play it by ear. I tossed the bra and panties into Nora’s hamper and folded the skirt and top. Back in my own clothes and equipped with bright red nails and a bottle of polish remover, I said goodbye to the girls.

I didn’t do much the remainder of the weekend, besides practice. But Nora was right. I kept the nail polish on the whole time.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Nothing beats the anticipation of finally proving yourself. That’s the way I felt after this weekend. Strangely, the nail polish gave me a confidence boost that the heels failed to do. Perhaps it was the occasional trip outside my apartment to go shopping or run other errands, simply not caring that other people saw my bright red painted nails. The heels, however, were always worn in the privacy of my apartment or in rehearsal.

I could stare down at my hands and trick my brain into practicing the motions and mannerisms Nora and Sarah taught me. I felt more graceful and delicate than I have since I was cast.

The students in my non-theater classes definitely shot some glares my way, but my fellow theater students were fully aware of the casting and they probably just assumed I was doing this for the role. Not a second thought was given.

Walking in the halls, sitting in my seat, raising my hand in class — all of these normal, redundant movements were now at the forefront of my mind. Maybe I didn’t appear overtly feminine, but I certainly felt it.

I was in the right headspace heading into Week 4 of rehearsals: Blocking. Finally, we wouldn’t be relegated to the tiny rehearsal rooms. Large groupings of the cast will be coming together to stage the show to practice movement and dance.

My first stop was to see Grace and Tara and check what musical outfit they had for me today. To my surprise, Nora was there with a bunch of bags.

“Hey! Didn’t expect you down here. Are you not playing for rehearsal today?”

“No, I’m not playing today. I’m sticking around to watch though.” she explained. “Joshua’s on keys today. It’s choreography for ‘Masquerade’.”

Grace appeared from behind a rack of clothes. “Nora’s stolen our job, I’m afraid.”

I didn’t understand.

Tara closely followed Grace. “Nora’s got some outfits instead. We’re just on seamstress duty going forward. But you can always change down here with us!”

“Change into what?” I began to ask, just as Nora held up a bag labeled ‘MONDAY’.

“Your outfits for the week. I figured you made such good progress in acting like a girl at our movie night that we’d ditch the random character outfits. Just be yourself — but as a girl.”

Her idea wasn’t the worst, outside of the unknown clothing that lies in these bags…

“Sure…” I accepted her proposal cautiously.

“Excellent! I already explained the idea to Sarah, Jimmy, and Horace. They all think it’ll be great. Oh, andI know you don’t have a ton of body hair already, but make sure to shave your underarms and really everywhere else. It’ll make the outfits look better.”

“Okay… sure.”

“And nice job keeping your nails all weekend!”

Before I could even thank her she had left. Grace and Tara stared at me with interest.

“Do you know what you’re doing with these clothes?” Grace awkwardly asked. “Underwear and all?”

“I mean, I’ll figure it out…”

Tara looked at her watch. “Better get changed. They need you rehearsing soon.”

I stepped into a changing room with the ‘Monday’ bag of clothes. Neatly on top of the pile was a set of white satin bra and panties. I knew roughly what to do with these by now, sliding the panties up my legs, clasping the bra.

The bottoms were simple enough — high-waisted light-wash denim with a wider pant leg. Cute and trendy. As Nora predicted, they fit me perfectly. The blouse was a sheer, puff-sleeve top that was see-through in the arms. It felt super dainty. There was a note in the bag that my black heels would do for this outfit, so I put those on as well.

Staring into the mirror, I almost looked like a cute, trendy college girl (from the neck down). My androgynous facial features that normally never signaled ‘girl’, suddenly did. And I didn’t even do anything to my face or hair. Weird…

The rehearsal process was extravagant. The directing team and crew really threw a lot at us the first day. There is a lot of subtlety in Phantom, but not in the ‘Masquerade’ scene. The entire ensemble and all leads will be in formalwear, dancing at a masked ball. There were a million rehearsal steps to learn and our choreographer, Justin DeLorenzo was there to guide the ship.

Justin was a choreographer in his mid-40s active in the Chicago area, but mostly smaller productions. He’s worked on a few musicals for DePaul in the past, but this was my first time with him.

I got a few comments from fellow cast members about my casual, non-theatrical outfit, but again, people were pretty used to me wearing feminine clothing to rehearsal by now.

Justin, however, made sure to let me know how intrigued he was by the concept of a male playing the female lead role not for laughs or in drag, but genuinely attempting to pass as a woman.

“Sure, this was common in Shakespeare’s day, but that was merely a necessity! I love love LOVE the idea to do so.” Justin shouted in his signature flowery language. “Horace! Well done, sir!”

Horace acknowledged the compliment from across the room. I could tell he wasn’t the biggest fan of Justin’s personality, but put up with him for his abilities.

I didn’t have much dancing to learn, fortunately. But there’s an aside in the masquerade scene where Christine and Raoul flirt. And there’s some touchiness.

“So you’re just wearing regular girls clothes now?” Galen said, clearly not too thrilled to have to do this scene with me dressed this way.

“You think you don’t like this outfit? Just wait til I’m all done up as Christine.” I replied with as much restrained snark as I could. I was getting tired of his attitude. “Let’s just get through this, okay?”

Justin led us through our steps, and we performed the brief scene to the best of our ability. The way I moved, the way I smiled — I felt so much better than I have before. Maybe it was all my practice, maybe it was the outfit. Whatever it was, something felt different. Felt better.

“Remember you two,” Justin began. “You’re in love. You’ve just gotten engaged at the end of the first act. Raoul wants to show the world, but Christine knows she can’t be too flashy, lest she summon the Phantom.” Justin took a deep breath, reflecting on his own words. “Take all of that into account.”

We did the scene a few more times. I made sure to look deeply into Galen’s eyes. Objectively it was a little weird for me. I had to pretend to be in love with my male roommate.

But despite his complaining — despite every snide remark — Galen even charmed me. Galen, as Raoul, was immaculate. He’s a tall, handsome guy who exudes the necessary energy required for Raoul. I hate to admit it, but boy will he be excellent on stage by the time performances come.

I think Horace recognized this too because he was quick to rush over and compliment him. Even egomaniac Noah Hackett gave him a little applause across the room as he watched our scene.

Then Horace turned to me. “Jesse, I must say, you’re doing much better.”

“Oh, uh, thank you Horace. That means a lot.” I replied, actually blushing.

“Your movement is much more feminine. I don’t know if it’s the nails, the clothes, our incessant critiques, or what, but you’ve improved.” He then pulled Justin aside and whispered something to him. “Um, Jesse, would you agree Galen is performing a charming Raoul?”

I looked at Galen. It felt like the only answer was yes.

“Yes sir.”

“Good. So do we. So we’d like to see more attraction in your eyes. The audience will need to see passion and love in the eyes of a newly engaged woman.” Horace explained. “I know this is going to be a hump to get over, it being Galen and all. Just… you know. Practice that. Whatever you’ve been doing.”

Justin complimented us on our work once more and the two of them walked away, leaving just Galen and I.

“I gotta say,” Galen spoke up. “You’re actually making strides as a woman.”

========

The rehearsals later that week consisted of blocking out almost the entire show. Very little singing, but a lot of being told ‘Stand here!’ and ‘Stand there!’ or ‘No, not there. There!’.

I had a good share of one-on-one scenes with Noah, who was exactly as expected. Thankfully, Christine is not supposed to be attracted to the Phantom himself (sympathetic, maybe. But not attracted), because it would take a whole mountain of acting talent to find that man appealing.

I came into my Tuesday rehearsal with a freshly shaved body from the night before, not knowing what I’d be wearing on the next day. Turns out the look was a little less casual. Nora had prepped a beige heather turtleneck sweater, paired with a concerningly short leather skirt. Nora also put leather knee-high boots in the bag to complete my look.  The boots had a slight heel to them, but if there’s one thing I’ve mastered by now, it’s walking in heels.

The Wednesday and Thursday looks were back to pants. Leggings with a loose-fitting top and sneakers, both days. I believe the brand was LuluLemon. Honestly so comfortable.

My interactions with Galen seemed to be getting less abrasive but more distant. He wasn’t condemning my presence in ‘his’ show, but noticeably avoided chatting at rehearsal between scenes or even in the apartment. Who would have thought, with how all of this started, that Jocelyn would have calmed down and gone back to normal before Galen did?

Speaking of Jocelyn, we had a few scenes together on the Thursday of blocking week, and other than her general unpleasantness, I was very impressed to see her really buying into her role as Carlotta. Joshua told me after rehearsal that he overheard Horace checking her attitude harshly within the first few days of duet and ensemble rehearsals. It appears she’s respecting her short leash.

========

And so came Friday. I and the entire cast were visibly exhausted, and we were excited to get out of rehearsal to start the weekend. Nora had invited me to grab dinner with her, Sarah, and Jimmy after rehearsal which I gladly accepted. Anything seemed better than a choreographer shouting commands at you.

The Friday bag of clothes was waiting for me in the costume area. I opened it up and found something unlike anything I’d worn yet. A flimsy, flowy blue dress. My immediate thought was it looks just like the dress Emma stone wears in that one scene in La La Land.

I didn’t question the choice at all, but before I could change, Grace rushed up to me with a message.

“Let’s get the wig on before the dress, okay? I wanna see how it looks.”

“Wig?” I was confused. I’d worn several on the week I dressed as other characters, but now? “I didn’t know we were going back to those.”

“Yeah, Horace suggested it and I think it makes sense.”

“Sure, that’s fine. Let me toss it on.”

Grace chuckled. “Oh, no no no. You don’t just toss this one on. It’s a lace front.”

“A what?” I was confused. Grace had to explain it to me. Basically, what I’d worn previously had a cheap cap underneath the wig itself, and I pretty much just tucked my own hair underneath. But this time, the lace front required laying, taping, and trimming to make it seamless with my scalp.

“This feels like a whole process…” I was clearly trying to get out of it.

“Well this is what you’ll need to do when you actually play Christine, so get used to it.”

Grace sat me down and started putting on the wig. It was already styled into a cute brunette look, going just past the shoulders.

She trimmed the lace and taped it down. After several minutes of tweaking, it looked like it was part of my real head!

“This is insane! This literally looks like a girl's hair.” I couldn’t believe how realistic my new hair looked.

“Horace told me that it’s imperative you start looking and feeling like a girl. And hair is such a big part of things. You can do this yourself in the future, and it doesn’t take long once you get the hang of things.”

To be fair, the wig didn’t look perfect. Upon super close inspection you could see the discoloration between the lace and my skin tone. But at first glance or on stage, nobody would be able to tell.

I was supplied with a bra and panties again, as I changed into my flowy blue dress. Now this was a different feeling. Heels, a dress, painted nails, and long hair… this was maybe the most feminine I’d looked yet.

In the main rehearsal room, I got some serious looks from the cast for the first time in a while.

“Jesse… wow!” one girl said. “I can’t believe how good you look in that dress.”

“Damn, you’re really going all the way man!” another noted.

I didn’t love all the attention, especially peeling away from compliments about my acting. But then again, my main problem was appearing not feminine enough and everyone was totally buying that side of me now.

Making sure to thank everyone with the girly mannerisms I’d practiced with Nora and Sarah, I approached Horace with my new look, hoping to get some needed praise.

His eyes widened. “Ah, so you’re doing the wig. Excellent!” Horace seemed pleased. “You have another scene with Galen today, right?”

We broke into our separate scenes as Galen laid eyes on me for the first time. And in another first, he actually said something nice.

“Wow. I’m…I’m impressed, Jesse. You look more like a girl than you ever have.”

Over the last few weeks I’d gotten so used to his toxicity that I still barely wished to engage. But I did thank him and continued on with our rehearsing.

Unfortunately for me, that’s when the high points stopped coming. Even though I was objectively feeling myself in the dress and female get-up — more than I ever have — Horace’s facial expressions while watching my Galen interactions were… less than encouraging. The same went for Justin, who I noticed making a snide comment to one of the assistant stage managers — but that could all be in my head.

Regardless, it was not a promising end to the week. I had come so far over the past few weeks, but Phantom is a romantic play at its core. Who cares if I can look and act like a girl (which I can barely do to begin with) if I’m not nailing the romance?

Sarah tried offering some words of encouragement after rehearsal.

“Personally, I feel you’re doing a good job. Horace may think otherwise, but Jimmy and I were just saying how much more convincing you were today. Especially with that dress and wig!”

“I guess,” I moped. “But a dress and a wig don’t spark romance automatically. Femininity maybe, but not romance.”

Nora found Sarah and I, and the three of us walked back to the costume department to get changed.

“The wig didn’t feel too bad.” I noted. My initial guess was that I’d hate it.

“Hah, I’m glad.” Nora said. “And thanks for sticking with my outfits for the week. I hope you liked them.”

“Thank you for lending them to me. Despite my lack of romantic energy, I’m exuding much more girlishness thanks to you. Let me just get out of this dress and we’ll get going to dinner, yeah?”

Nora looked at Sarah with a glint in her eye. “Wait a second. Maybe we can keep this thing going…”

“How so?” I asked, curious and a little concerned.

“You did such a good job acting like a girl during rehearsals…” Nora pointed out. Then a smile crept on her face. “Maybe the next challenge is to do it in the real world.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

“Woah. No no no. You’re saying I should go out like this? To dinner? Are you insane?”

Sarah jumped in. “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea. You said you’ve been feeling more comfortable, right? Plus the show is in four weeks. We need to use all the time we have for you to become Christine.”

I couldn’t believe what they were suggesting! “Yeah, but becoming Christine is something that’s reserved for the stage. Or hell, maybe in your apartment with a private girls night like we had. Not in public.”

At the most awkward time possible, Jimmy walked in. “Hey, guys. We going out soon?” He read the room and immediately felt a tension. “What’s going on…”

The girls explained their pitch to him. He mulled it for a moment.

“Hmm. I like it. I could see it helping,” Jimmy said.

How could my friends pitch something like this? Don’t they realize that an actor’s work should be expressed on stage and on stage alone? Perhaps in rehearsals too, but regardless.

“Think of it this way,” Nora began. “Your desire is to portray someone more romantic. And being romantic involves human interaction. You can’t shell yourself off in the rehearsal room and expect to develop a romantic social ability just by talking to Galen. Or Noah. Or us!”

Sarah agreed with her. “Even if it’s a spur of the moment kind of interaction — just a friendly, non-romantic one — having that experience while acting as a girl will be invaluable towards developing your character.”

I was starting to be convinced. But not entirely.

“Okay, but what about the people who’d clock me as a boy?”

The group laughed. Jimmy helped explain. “Jesse, everyone’s been talking about how feminine you looked today. A lot of the cast and crew didn’t even realize it was you right away. Trust me, you’ll be fine.”

“Though a little makeup might not hurt.” Sarah added. “No offense…”

I sighed. We were really gonna do this, weren’t we?

I gave my friends the go-ahead and agreed to try it. “Fine. ONE dinner out. That’s it.”

Nobody had a full makeup palette on them, but Sarah was able to touch up my face with some stuff she had in her bag. Just a little foundation, concealer, and mascara. It hid the wig a little better.

“I’ve got this too,” Nora said, reaching in her bag. She pulled out a flavored lip balm. It tasted like cotton candy. I think the lip balm was my favorite part of the whole makeover thing.

Since it was a bit chilly outside, I was given a cute red cardigan sweater to go over my dress. With all the red and blue, I was inadvertently going all out with DePaul colors.

The four of us left the theater building and started walking towards this small sports bar/restaurant a few blocks off campus. I felt absolutely ridiculous walking around in public. I looked like a girl head-to-toe! How was this going to be helpful at all?

Jimmy sensed my frustration. “Hey, Jesse, I know this is a lot to do all in one go, but maybe it’s better if you just lean into it? You do that so well during rehearsal.”

“Yeah, in rehearsal. But out here I just feel like some guy wearing a dress.”

“Then don’t feel that way. Your goal is to feel like a girl. So act like one!”

Jimmy pointed ahead of us. On the sidewalk, walking towards our group, was a group of three girls.

“How about you compliment that one in the green on her outfit.”

“What?” I was so scared. “How will that help anything?”

Sarah turned around. “It’s fine! Girls do it all the time. Just tell her ‘hey, that sweater’s really cute.’”

I gulped. The girls ahead were walking at normal speed, but in my head they were sprinting towards us. Here goes nothing.

“Your sweater’s really cute.” I mumbled.

The girl stopped. “Huh?” So did her whole group.

I was red in the face. “Oh, I uh,” I stammered. “I just, uh, said I think your sweater is cute.”

“Oh!” She looked confused. “That’s sweet of you. Thanks. Have a good night…”

The girls walked away, undeniably confused.

I immediately turned to Sarah. “You said girls do that all the time!”

She laughed. “Yeah, but not with that much stammering.”

========

My group of four arrived at Bernie’s, a popular Bar and Grill spot close to campus. Being a Friday night, it was popping off.

Despite being close to DePaul, it wasn’t exclusively a student bar. Locals in their 20s and 30s frequented Bernie’s as well, so you never knew who you'd see there.

It quickly became apparent I was overdressed. There were a lot of girls there, but mostly wearing casual outfits — not colorful, flirty dresses like mine. Already off to a bad start.

The host seated us at our table and I was finally able to take my mind off things as we chatted and ate. I gave a strong effort to talk, move, and act as much like a girl as I could. Strangely, I was getting quite good at it when among friends, but whenever the server came over to take orders or check on us, I froze up a little.

My friends reassured me that I was doing fine and nobody was visibly clocking me as a boy, which helped my confidence.

Sarah took a big sip of her beer and looked around. “So Jesse, who do you think you’re gonna talk to?”

“Woah, I’m clearly not ready to chat with a stranger, much less go up to one and strike a conversation.”

The great thing about Bernie’s was that the front part was a restaurant, but the back part had standing tables, a DJ, and a really nice outdoor space for socializing.

“If there’s one place that’s good to chat with randos, it’s here.” Jimmy explained. “And remember, you’re not trying to be romantic. But the first step to that is simply talking with someone. Boy or girl. Doesn’t matter.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. I was really enjoying my dinner out up until this point.

Nora must’ve seen my hesitation, so she got up from the table and grabbed my hand. “Look, I’ll go with you. Jimmy, Sarah, and I will take care of the check. You’re going through enough.”

Nora yanked me up from my seat and, hand-in-hand, led me into the back area. Almost immediately, she recognized someone she knew.

“Hey! Nick!” Nora shouted. The boy turned around and waved her over. He was in a group with about 5 or 6 people, all sharing a pitcher of beer and watching whatever was on one of the many TVs.

She introduced me to Nick, her friend from DePaul who apparently graduated a year ago, but I never met. He was out with some friends of his own. Two other guys and three girls. It looked like a decent group.

“Great night to be out, yeah?” she said, realizing she didn’t know several people in Nick’s group. “By the way, I’m Nora. This is my friend Jesse. And my friends Jimmy and Sarah will be coming over soon enough. Hold on, let me grab them.”

And just like that, Nora walked away. How could she!? She was leaving me alone with a group of six strangers while pretending to be a girl.

But maybe this is the kind of stressful situation I need to succeed. If I can’t handle high stress, how will I ever be an actor?

“I’m sure she’ll be back in a sec,” I said in my girl voice, not missing a beat. “What’re we watching?”

One of the boys started explaining a college football game that I had zero interest in. A few others in the group rolled their eyes.

For the next couple minutes, I made small talk with Nick and his friends. One of the guys, Andrew. Was particularly chatty.

“So you’re in theater, yeah?” he asked. “That’s so cool. I used to do it when I was a kid but I stopped.”

“Oh really. Not getting the parts you want?”

“No! Can you believe it?” he held out his arms. “And I’m a natural born star!”

We shared a laugh. Andrew went on to explain he was a senior at Northwestern, a school just north of Chicago and not a far ride on public transit. I guess he and Nick were friends from high school, and the rest of the group was a mix of various friends-of-friends.

Jimmy, Sarah, and Nora finally came back and joined the giant circle of people. We made our introductions and carried on with the night hanging out with the group.

As the drinks flowed and the night got later, people started dancing and singing along with the songs.

I wasn’t normally a big drinker, but it definitely helped having a few drinks to calm my nerves. Thankfully, I was used to singing as a girl (it’s practically all I’d done for the past month, despite being a different type of singing), so jamming out to ‘Mr. Brightside’ or any of the early 2000s jams didn’t give me away.

One of the girls in the group grabbed me and dragged me into a dance circle with a few of her friends, and we danced and sang a few songs. A man in his mid to late 20s came up to one of those girls in the circle and started flirting with her. They both seemed pretty into it, and within one or two songs they were making out hard. It was pretty funny. Crazy what people will do with a few drinks in them.

Jimmy, Sarah, Nora, and I all had a pretty good time, but things were wrapping up and we decided to get going. The best part about college bars is that they’re all local, so almost always walking distance.

Before we split though, Nora, Sarah, and I went to use the bathroom. This was the first time I ever used the ladies restroom, but turns out it’s surprisingly easy when you look like this. It was crowded and nobody even batted an eye.

“This is unreal!” I whispered at the sink to Nora. “Do you think a single person in that group knew I wasn’t a girl?”

Nora smiled and shook her head. “If they did, nobody said anything. You did amazing tonight! This was by far the most ‘naturally girly’ I’ve seen you. You were so chatty!”

“Well, a couple drinks helps. Maybe I’ll do a lot better going into next week for Horace and Justin.”

As we were leaving the bathroom, Jimmy was waiting outside and talking to Andrew. As soon as they saw us, Jimmy stepped aside and Andrew walked up to me.

“Hey, Jesse, listen…” he began, a mix of confident, nervous, and a little tipsy. “I really liked talking with you tonight. Are you down to maybe grab a drink sometime, or like, hang out?”

Was I getting asked out? Holy crap…

For the first time since I introduced myself to the group, I was without words. This was not on the itinerary. Dancing, chatting, maybe a little flirting, yes. But getting asked out? I thought this little experiment was supposed to last one night only.

“I, uh, well…” I was back to stammering.

“Look. How about you text me if you’re down. Can I throw my number in your phone?”

“Uh, sure, that’d…” I mindlessly unlocked my phone and handed him the open contacts page. He typed his name and number in and closed it.

“Had a fun time. Hope to hear from ya!” Andrew smiled and walked back toward his friends.

What just happened?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I had severely mixed feelings with how the night went. On the one hand, I totally nailed being a convincing girl. I successfully socialized with strangers — and had a good time doing it — while managing to evade getting clocked as a boy. But the unforeseen problem of getting asked out… that’s a different story.

The four of us separately went home after Bernie’s. The costume department was obviously closed, so I went home in Nora’s dress and just kept it at my apartment. It was weird changing out of a dress (or even being in a dress) at my apartment — a feeling that was accentuated when I disrobed to get ready for bed and remembered I was wearing a bra and panties.

Alone in my room…in a bra and panties. Weird, huh?

But this is the sort of thing I’ll have to get used to. There’ll be a lot more of this as rehearsals go on.

I had no immediate place to put my wig, so I took it off and propped it neatly on the bannister of my bed frame. I hung up the dress and took off the bra, but I decided to keep the panties on to sleep in. Hey, they’re comfortable…

========

Saturday was a day of relaxation. It felt weird having spent an entire evening in women’s clothes, only to spend another full day completely in men’s.

I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt, right? Granted, for every day of the last five days I spent at least a few hours dressed as a girl — one day of which was in a wig and makeup. And then Monday I’d be right back at it, practicing my girl mode again.

…I think that’s enough, right? Ugh. I couldn’t decide.

Objectively, it felt weird to wear the same dress two days in a row, and this was the only women’s outfit that I had. So what was I supposed to do, wear it again? That’d be weird.

I spent my Saturday doing homework and catching up on various shows I’d been watching. In the evening, I watched a movie. I tried keeping my mind off of yesterday’s events. It’s important to have distance between these things.

Sunday was a little different. Grace, Tara, and Nora had kindly offered to handle the laundry and all handling for the girls clothes that I wore, so I’d just bring the dress and everything to Monday’s rehearsal for refreshing. But I felt like there was something I could be doing…

The wig was definitely done for the weekend. I felt bad letting that hang around unbrushed, since it was such a nice wig. But not like I knew what to do with it. I’m no hairdresser.

Same with the bra. Useless to me. And the dress and cardigan I'd already worn.

The panties however… maybe there was something I could do with those to add to my “femininity through osmosis” practice. I could wear them around the apartment. Or out on errands. And nobody would ever know. It’s something I could do to ensure I was trying my absolute best to be Christine.

So I put them on under my boy jeans. They fit nice and snug and were super comfortable. I’m surprised they don’t make boy underwear this comfortable.

Later when I was relaxing on the couch, Galen came home. I almost attempted to hide, but realized, ‘duh, he can’t see my underwear.’

“Hey,” he said. “Weird not seeing you in girls clothes… Funny how that’s the case now.”

“Yeah, well, just wait for Monday, I guess.” I replied. He nodded and retired to his room. Honestly, one of our better conversations we’ve had in a while.

I wore the panties under my boy clothes for the rest of the day — I even went grocery shopping with them underneath — but I feel like the difference was negligible. Interesting how such a slight feminine change early on, like wearing the black heels while singing, had such a profound effect on me then, but now a simpler (and probably more feminine) choice like wearing panties didn’t have the same effect. Was I just getting too used to it?

========

The upcoming week of rehearsals was a big one: full, completed scenes. While last week was blocking and mostly focused on movement on stage, this time we were fully expected to be off-book and in-character.

I was relieved to finally hand in my dress, wig, and underwear to Grace when I got to rehearsal early on Monday. As expected, Nora’s bags of daily outfit choices were waiting for me.

“I heard you went out,” Tara said, clearly eager to hear some juicy gossip. “Anything interesting go on?”

“Not really,” I replied. “Just a little more practice of being in character, I guess.”

Grace emerged from the back area. “That’s good to hear. Maybe if Tony had tried that 20 years ago, he wouldn’t have fallen so flat on his face.”

She was in one of her moods. Grace noticed I had the wig in my hand.

“Don’t hold it like that!” she grumbled. “That’ll mess up the roots!”

Grace snatched the wig from my hand and returned it to its styrofoam model head. “Ugh. I’ll need at least a day to fix this!”

Trying my best not to piss her off any further, I went into one of the changing rooms with the Monday bag. To my surprise, it was another dress. Once again, quite girly. It was a baby blue blouson dress that hung just past my knees. I was given 3-inch tan wedge heels to accompany the dress. And of course, underneath it all, was a white cotton bra and panties set.

I emerged from the dressing room with Nora meeting me right as I got out.

“You look great!” she said.

“Yeah, listen, thanks for putting these all together, but… is it really all that necessary that I keep wearing a bra and panties?”

Nora was clearly in a hurry, as I understood she was on lead piano today for most of rehearsal. “Oh, I think so. Just trust me. You look cute, don’t you?”

“I guess I do, yeah. But seriously, the bra? I don’t even have boobs.”

“But most girls do. Christine does. Besides, who cares? You killed it last Friday, so you’ll kill it today.” She smiled at me. “By the way, I can’t wait to hear if you texted Andrew.”

She scampered away before I could reply. I almost forgot about that! Andrew had given me his number and straight up asked me out, thinking I was a girl. Glad I escaped that one…

Though I was nervous to showcase my growing femininity, I powered through Monday’s rehearsal. We rehearsed a couple scenes from the first act, music and all. It took a while to get all the moving parts together, but we made progress.

The most prominent scene of mine rehearsed today was the dressing room scene in the first act where Christine tells Meg about the Angel of Music. Meg, played by this sweet freshman named Allie, has been great to work with the entire time.

“You look absolutely lovely today,” Allie told me. “God, I wish I had cute outfits to wear to rehearsal regularly.”

“Nora’s been really generous helping me out. It’s nice to be able to get a head start before the costumes are done.”

The rest of the day went okay, but I didn’t get the opportunity to showcase any romance. Those scenes weren’t to be rehearsed until Wednesday.

Having said that, Tuesday’s rehearsal went similarly. A few scenes from the second act, including several with Noah Hackett that consisted mostly of me crying, singing, and fearing the Phantom.

I was finally starting to appreciate Noah as a scene partner. He’s not a fun person to be around when not in character, but as the Phantom he’s quite good. Maybe Horace was on to something when casting him instead of me.

At the end of Tuesday’s rehearsal, I was walking out of the theater and towards the costume department to change out of my outfit today. And surprise, it was another dress. This time a black A-line with, you guessed it, another set of black bra and panties, complemented by my original black heels. Galen came up to me.

“Hey, Jesse, got a sec?”

I was curious if he’d wanted to walk home together — something we haven’t done since I was cast in this role. But he had a more interesting question.

“So listen,” he began. “I’m sure you saw the rehearsal schedule, right?”

“Yeah, it’s posted everywhere. Why?”

“Well then you know what we’re rehearsing tomorrow.” It looked like he was gonna make me say it.

I sighed. “Yes. I do. It’s when Raoul and Christine kiss. Look man, you’ve made it beyond clear that you’re uncomfortable with the whole ‘Jesse as Christine’ thing.”

“No, no. That’s not what I was gonna say.” He was quick to make that distinction. “I’m, just… hmm.”

“Galen, just spit it out. You’re uncomfortable with it. That’s fine. We’re both—”

He cut me off. “I was just gonna say can you please wear a wig and makeup at tomorrow’s rehearsal?”

Well that was unexpected.

“Umm, okay? Grace was fixing up my wig and said she’d have it by tomorrow anyway. Can I ask why…?”

“Dude, do I need to? It’s just — look, I don’t want you looking like a boy when I kiss you. I like you looking like a girl. It’ll help me. Just… please. Okay?”

Galen obviously didn’t want to go any further with this conversation. He walked away after a brisk “thanks”.

It wasn’t the craziest request, considering how uncomfortable he’s been the whole time. Galen is straight, but so am I. True actors (like myself) sometimes need to transform into the character they’re portraying, even iif that includes performing acts like kissing boys. I’ve clearly accepted that part of the role (and much more beyond that), but maybe Galen is just too immature to understand.

Even Noah Hackett, with whom I was scheduled to rehearse our kiss scene on Thursday, didn’t approach me with such a request.

========

I didn’t see Galen in our common area that night, and thankfully so. But the next day, I took his request seriously.

When I arrived at rehearsal on Wednesday, I was greeted by a still-moody Grace.

“I’ve fixed your wig today. Just next time, please don’t leave it out and uncared for over an entire weekend, okay?”

I chuckled at her request, but she didn’t join in. I think she was pretty annoyed with me.

Nora, like I asked, met me at the costume department early this time and I explained Galen’s request.

“That’s crazy!” Nora was shocked. “You’d think he’d be a good enough actor to handle a stage kiss without too much fussing.”

I rolled my eyes in agreement. “Yeah, well, he’s got his quirks. Whatever. Leaning into femininity isn’t the worst thing with the show coming up.”

Thankfully, Nora had a special dress for me today. I was presented with a pink glitter tulle strapless skater dress. Of everything I’ve worn so far, this was by far the girliest.

“Oh my god.” I muttered. “We’re really leaning into the ‘girl’ of it today, aren’t we?”

“You want Galen to be comfortable, right?”

I changed into the dress with my white bra and panties underneath. It was accompanied with some champagne metallic lace-up heels that were around 3 or 4 inches high. With these on, I still wouldn’t be close to reaching Galen’s height, but I’d be much closer.

I stepped out from the changing area and did a little twirl for the girls and received a polite little applause.

“Lovely!” Nora said as she grabbed my hands. “Hmm, maybe we should re-do these nails though.”

I had gotten here especially early today, so there was time to do a little bit more than usual. Since Grace, Tara, and Nora weren’t too busy, all three girls started working on me simultaneously. Grace positioned the wig on my head and readjusted the lace. Tara did my makeup while Nora applied some nail polish remover to my fingernails, and started repainting with a light pink color.

I couldn’t see myself in the mirror yet, but I felt the femininity being heavily applied to my body. A pretty pink dress, pink nails, soft hair, makeup, high heels… I mean Jesus! Was it really necessary to go this all-out? I wasn’t even sure the character would be this girly.

But soon enough I was fully feminized by these three ladies. Grace even pulled my wig back into a half ponytail and put a pink bow in my hair. From head to toe, I was as girly as could be.
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I looked in the mirror and genuinely couldn’t recognize myself. This soft, delicate, young lady was me? No way.

“You look gorgeous Jesse. Full stop.” Nora said sweetly. “But look, we’re here to help with a stage kiss! So a couple more things.”

Nora dug out some perfume from her bag and spritzed me a couple times. It was a sweet lavender scent that followed me as I walked.

“And lastly…” she dug through her bag once more and pulled out some chapstick. It was the same cotton candy flavor from last Friday. She handed it to me and I applied it to my lips. It tasted just as good as last time.

“This is how you know if a boy likes kissing you. He’ll comment on your chapstick.”

I had to throw up the caution flags though. “Hold up, I’m not trying to get him to like kissing me. I’m doing this as a favor so he’s more comfortable and so I can be more in character.”

Grace shrugged. “Ech, whatever works.”

Feminine as ever, I followed Nora up to the theater to start rehearsals.

And WOW. The reaction I got was something. Crew and cast and everybody around couldn’t take their eyes off me. I was getting compliments, comments, and completely sucking the attention away from anything else going on. I felt like the new girl in town.

I casually strolled down the aisle to the stage, pretending to ignore the attention but secretly basking in the glory. I have to admit, this was kinda fun.

“Holy shit Jesse!” Jocelyn was dumbfounded. “You look insanely good. What happened?”

“Haha, what happened?” I paused. “I got a little makeover for today. Just to help get into character.”

She didn’t know what to say. Nobody did. Not even Horace and Justin, clearly peering from across the room, even unable to whisper their little snide comments to each other.

But Horace didn’t want to waste time with a distraction like this. He made a clap with his hands and instructed us to start rehearsal.

I wasn’t in the first couple scenes. Just watching. But I finally noticed Galen from across the theater. He was eyeing me, dumbfounded. Despite making the request, he probably didn’t expect me to go this far.

One notable thing about wearing girls clothes to rehearsal these past few weeks, was the boys suddenly were a lot more deferential around me. They treated me kinder and weren’t as ‘bro-ey’ (or as ‘bro-ey’ as any theater kid can get). I didn’t hate it at all.

But the time had come for All I Ask of You — the song where Christine and Raoul kiss. I hopped on stage with Galen and like we’d done so many times before, sang the song. Between notes from Horace, Galen finally commented on my look.

“You… you really did it, huh.” Galen managed to mutter. Despite his ability to get in character, he really couldn’t believe it was me.

“Yeah, per your request.”

Horace pulled us aside for a moment. “As you know, this is a romantic kiss. Christine and Raoul are in love, but they’re both overwhelmed by the Phantom’s activities. I need this to be passionate.”

We both nodded, nervous.

“Good. And you two have kissed others before, yes?”

“Yeah,” we both said. Though to my knowledge, we’ve both only kissed girls. This would be each of our first kisses with a boy.

“Then let’s get to it. From the top of the scene. You know when the moment is.”

The rest of the cast knew what was going to happen, only upping the pressure. Everyone wanted to see the dramatic Galen-Jesse kiss.

Performing the song, I felt as comfortable as ever portraying Christine. My ultra-feminine outfit was working as expected. I was fully in character. My movements were nailed down, my voice… everything.

Galen hit a note and I matched his harmony, high. Our 7-piece orchestra has yet to join our rehearsals, so when Joshua on piano hit the right moment in the song, Galen and I leaned in for the kiss.

We held it for around 5 seconds. But it didn’t feel right.

I didn’t know where to grab him. He was leaning in normally, but I was at an awkward angle. I kept my lips stiff, possibly out of nerves. The scene was romantic, but the kiss certainly wasn’t.

When we pulled back, I didn’t look at Galen and I could tell he wasn’t looking at me. Both of us obviously felt awkward. And I think the cast watching from the audience agreed.

Horace broke up the awkwardness. “Ohhkay….” he began. “Sometimes that first kiss can be a lot. Jesse, remember you need to look like you’re in love with Galen. Run it back!”

Galen said nothing to me. Clearly Horace thought the awkwardness was my fault, and Galen knew it too.

We ran the song a few more times, each time ending with the same uncomfortable kiss. Justin had to come on stage to position my hands better, correct my facial expressions… We tried everything. But nothing was improving.

Since we couldn’t focus on only our scene for too long, we had to move on to other parts. It was incredibly frustrating.

I looked for Sarah during my next break and even her ever-positive self couldn’t offer much hope.

“That was rough…” she stated, very matter-of-fact. “You’ve kissed someone before, right?”

“Yes! Jeez… is it that bad?”

Her face cringed, trying to be soft with her landing. “It’s just… you’re so… stiff. Listen, kissing boys is different. I’m sure you get that.”

Except clearly I didn’t get that. Galen was my first kiss with a boy and it went terribly. I wasn’t even being told to make out with him. Literally just a 5-second stage kiss and I couldn’t get it right.

I ran into Galen as we were packing up post-rehearsal. He didn’t have much to say other than that “I must not have acted enough like a girl.”

“Well it’s clearly not all my fault.” I told him.

He shook his head. “Well, Justin told me to keep up the good work. Guess we’ll see tomorrow with Noah, won’t we?”

He was referring to my kiss scene with Noah tomorrow — the final rehearsal of the week before getting Friday off. I’d clearly fallen flat on my face with Galen. Maybe I’d be able to redeem myself with Noah, because I definitely didn’t want this theater program to experience another Tony situation.

========

Though I returned to the costume ladies saddened by my failures yesterday, I returned on Thursday with a fresh perspective. The attempt yesterday to be so obscenely feminine clearly wasn’t the answer. It had to be internal, not external.

I wore a simple green dress that Nora picked out for me, plain white girls’ sneakers, and of course the wig and my pink nail polish from yesterday. No makeup, but I did apply the cotton candy chapstick again.

The hype surrounding Noah and my kiss scene was far lower than it was with Galen yesterday — half because it wasn’t a roommate thing, and the other half because I’d already shown to the cast that I simply cannot kiss.

The scene Noah and I rehearsed was at the end where, after being captured, Christine recognizes the humanity in the Phantom and kisses him anyway. Galen’s Raoul is also in this scene, looking from afar while restrained.

When the time finally came for me to kiss Noah, I tensed up the exact same as I had yesterday. I was stiff, awkward, my head was at the wrong angle, my arms weren’t in the right spot — everything was wrong!

Noah didn’t seem to complain like Galen did, though to be fair, this was less of an awkwardly intimate kiss and more of a ‘friendship’ or ‘empathy’ kiss. But none of that seemed to matter to Horace, who ran up on stage and offered notes to me.

Like yesterday, we ran the scene several more times. My body movements before the kiss? Totally fine. During the kiss? Anything but.

Once again, we had to move on from the scene. Galen had a smug look on his face, confirming that the problem was me, not him. Noah was slightly frustrated after the multiple failed attempts, and told me, “as long as you fix it before an audience sees it, you can make as many mistakes as you want.” I guess that was reassuring?

We had a 3-day weekend ahead at the end of this rehearsal. I had a lot of homework for other classes that I wanted to take care of tonight so I’d have all the time this weekend to get my crap together. I needed to practice practice practice. But before I could pack up my things and get changed at the costume cage, Horace called me and Galen over, together.

He started with a careful smile. “First of all, Jesse, I want to compliment you on how much improvement I’ve seen in your feminine presence and mannerisms. I’m nearly buying you as my perfect Christine.”

But then his smile faded. “However, we need to do something about the romance I talked about.” I gulped.

“Your interactions romantically are there — much thanks to Galen’s stellar charm,” Horace nodded to Galen and he smiled back. Ugh, obnoxious. “But you obviously do not know how to kiss.”

“About that—“ I chimed in. “I’ve kissed girls before.”

“Yes. Girls.” he emphasized. “Kissing boys is a whole new beast. Somehow Galen seems to be able to adapt. But Jesse, you’re missing something.”

Galen was sitting with cocky energy. “Maybe Jesse should just make out with his pillow or something. That’s how most teen girls learn to kiss, yeah?”

“In 80s movies.” I said.

Horace didn’t want to hear any bickering. “Enough. Regardless of who is lagging behind, this is a 2-person scene. Both of you need to improve. Now, I’m not allowed to mandate anything, but perhaps you two should… practice kissing in your spare time.”

Galen shot out of his seat faster than a rocket launch, nervous and scared. “What? No! What? I’m not going to practice kissing Jesse just because he can’t figure shit out! I…I just can’t.”

Horace sighed. “I’m disappointed, Galen. If you wanted to tackle this with the utmost seriousness, then maybe you’d help kiss Jesse. But alas, it’s your choice.”

I had been silent for a moment. It was nice seeing Galen put in check by Horace for a moment, but admittedly I wasn’t too keen on practicing kissing Galen either.

“Horace, I appreciate the note, but Jesse will need to pull his weight on this. He’s a good actor and has come so far in pretending to be a girl. I trust that he’ll figure it out. Now can I be excused?”

Horace nodded and let Galen go. The air was tense.

“I know he’s not the easiest to work with.” Horace added. I was surprised at his honesty, but even a blind man could see Galen was being a diva.

“Yeah, and I thought Jocelyn would be the issue.” I joked. Horace actually chuckled. He finally relaxed his posture and sat down next to me.

“I cast you as Christine for a reason. Not Jocelyn. Not Allie. I cast you, Jesse. You’re so so so close to nailing this role, but you’re not there yet, and there’s so little time.” Horace sighed and considered his options. “I’d like you to dress full time as a girl up until showtime. We have tech week, a week of dress rehearsals, and then the shows begin. Can you do that for me?”

Saying I was frustrated with the pace of things was an understatement. But I had come so far. I’d spent countless rehearsals in girls' clothing. I’d worn makeup, wigs, nail polish, and high heels. I’d done a stage kiss with two different boys. Was dressing as a girl in public for the next 2 weeks really that much further?

“Okay... I’ll do it.” I said, softly.

“Atta girl.” Horace said with a surprising amount of empathy in his voice. “I’ll let Sarah and Jimmy know the plan. There’s still a lot of work to do.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The next few weeks were set to be my toughest yet. I’d gone from only wearing heels during at-home practice sessions, to presenting as a girl full-time? Part of me was doubting how far this actually needed to go, but my mind was set on one thing: being the best Christine.

However, it’s a tall order to have an entirely female wardrobe for 2 weeks. First of all, I didn’t even own any women’s clothing. Sure, Nora let me borrow her outfits and the costume cage had all the costumes I could ever want, but that’s totally different than owning normal female garments.

I spent that Thursday evening home alone, enjoying what would be my final day not wearing girls' clothes entirely. I still had a couple Friday classes (but no rehearsal), so this was my last day at school wearing boys’ clothes. My fellow classmates had no idea what they were in for in the coming weeks…

But Friday afternoon came around and I got a text in a group chat with Sarah, Jimmy, and Nora. Sarah wanted to invite us over for a pregame to go out that night. However, they were all aware of Horace’s request and that I’d be presenting female for the next 2 weeks. I arrived in what would likely be my final boy outfit for a while.

When I got there in the evening, Nora and Jimmy had already started drinking. Sarah was organizing what seemed like nearly 10 bags of clothes.

“What’s this?” I asked, partially knowing the answer.

“We’ve curated a set of outfits to make your upcoming girl weeks as seamless as possible.” She gestured to the left half of the bags. “Each of these bags contains an outfit that’s cohesive and cute. You’ll wear these on a daily basis.”

“What about the other ones?” I asked about the right half bags.

“These are an assortment of sweaters, underwear, pajamas, purses, accessories, and specialty outfits, should the occasion call for it.”

It was incredibly kind and thoughtful of the girls to put these together for me, but it was still strange to have to deal with it.

“And that last black bag?” I dared to ask.

“That’s your makeup, nail polish, and other beauty/bathroom products you may require.”

I held up the bag and looked inside. “A tampon? Really?”

“Ha! You put it in there?” Nora laughed from across the room.

Sarah shrugged. “Obviously you won’t need it, but it’s what a girl would have.”

I agreed to take the clothes home with me later and start my full-time girlhood tomorrow. But tonight, my friends had a special request for me.

Nora stood up to make the announcement, just a tad tipsy. “Tonight, a friend of a friend’s band is playing in Lakeview. It’s a fun, pop-punk cover band and it sounds like a great Friday.”

This all sounded fun, but I was waiting for a catch.

“Jesse’s gonna get all dolled up, and your assignment tonight: kiss a boy.”

I scoffed at her request. “What? Why?”

“Horace wants you to practice, right?” Jimmy explained. “It’ll help with character prep.”

“Yeah, but I thought I’d just be kissing Galen and Noah onstage only. Now I’ve got to involve a random dude?”

Everyone nodded. Sarah tried to help her drunk friends explain it better. “Think of it this way. The odds you recognize anyone out in Lakeview is slim. So nobody will judge. Move to the music, drink a little, and dance up against a guy who seems normal. Maybe he’ll be drunk too and you guys can kiss.”

“Ughhh.” I complained. “Why does it have to be a boy?”

“Because kissing girls is different.” Jimmy said. “You know this.”

I didn’t love the idea of going out dressed as a girl with the mission to kiss a boy. I identify as a straight man. A stage kiss with another guy is fine in my eyes (especially when I didn’t feel anything from it), but a random bar hookup is definitely a step further.

Sarah could sense my hesitation. “Look, we’re not gonna force you to do anything. How about we get you in an outfit, have a few drinks, and go to the concert. If you get there and don’t want to do it, we won’t make you. Okay?”

That sounded rational, so I agreed. Hell, I still needed to practice my feminine mannerisms, so another trip out in the real world wouldn’t hurt.

My outfit for tonight was already decided. I went braless for the first time in a zebra stripe halter tank top, complemented with leather pants. It’s been an unseasonably warm fall, so I was enjoying not always needing a jacket in the evenings. The girls paired my look with a low, clear heel.

“Oooh, before we put the heels on though, we should change that nail color,” Nora mentioned. “I don’t love the pink with this outfit.”

Sarah agreed, so while she helped me put my wig on and brushed my hair, Nora applied the polish remover and repainted my nails a pretty eggshell white.

While my fingers and toes dried, Sarah gave me very subtle makeup. “Just concealer, mascara, and a little work on my eyebrows,” she said.

My hair wasn’t styled much at all, just brushed and put into a high ponytail.

Of course, I was enjoying some wine throughout this process, gossiping, talking theater, and just hanging out with my friends. Soon enough we were ready to make our way out to Lakeview for the concert.

=======

Unsurprisingly, the venue was pretty tiny. Usually these up-and-coming cover bands don’t get the crowds of a House of Blues or anything like that. The bar was pretty grungy and definitely seemed like an “alt” crowd (covered in tattoos, wearing leather, and those stretched ‘gauge’ earrings). I was thankful that I was dressed in leather pants because otherwise I might stick out like a sore thumb.

We ordered some drinks at the bar and joined the anxious crowd, ready to hear ‘Lyle’s Foot’ (yeah, that was the name of the band. Weird, right?).

The fans were small but mighty and went nuts when the members took the stage. Their opening number was ‘My Own Worst Enemy’ by Lit. Obviously a banger.

I stood close to Nora, Sarah, and Jimmy, though Nora took the opportunity to mingle about the space. Always the extrovert…

A few songs in and a few more drinks deep, I was actually having a really good time. It didn’t seem like anyone noticed I was a boy wearing girls clothing, and if they did, they didn’t care. Everyone was just here to dance to music and have a good time.

I thought about what my friends had said earlier, about using this opportunity to kiss a boy. Predictably, there were a lot of guys here, but how does one even begin that endeavor? Just start dancing on one of them? Feels way too forward. Maybe it’s best I avoid it. Plus, all the songs are pop-punk singalongs. Not exactly a ‘kissing’ vibe.

Sarah and I took a quick break and retreated to the girls bathroom. She didn’t seem to be pressuring me to do the kiss, which was nice. In fact Sarah was just straight up having a good time. Everyone was. Why throw a wrench in that?

Sarah had the idea to swing by the bar for another round of vodka cranberries before going back into the fold where Lyle’s Foot was jamming out. But a couple of boys approached Sarah as she was ordering.

“That’s a really cool bracelet,” the taller boy said. “Can I buy you that drink if I guess the brand?”

Sarah smiled and laughed flirtatiously. Bisexual and, from what I understand, taking a break from her on-again off-again ex-girlfriend, she welcomed the effort.

I tried to listen to the boy’s guess, but I wasn’t sure it mattered. He already got her attention and was pulling out his card to pay. Meanwhile, the other boy approached me and was trying a similar move.

“Crap! I was gonna offer to buy you a drink too but now Kyler’s getting them both. Anything else you want instead?” the boy asked. He was also clearly flirting, but was much clunkier than his friend.

“Oh, I think I’m good with—“ I began to say when Sarah jumped in and cut me off.

“She’ll have a gin and tonic. Kyler and I will take the vodka-crans.”

The boy smiled at her, then at me.

“G&T it is then.” I conceded.

I chatted with this boy for a bit at the bar and learned his name was Patrick. He wasn’t particularly tall, barely out sizing me in my 2-inch heels, but he had a nice smile and well-dressed with a button-down. In that regard, he stood out from the rest of the crowd’s style.

Patrick didn’t tell me his age, but mentioned he worked in banking. Based on the gold watch he adorned, I could tell he wasn’t a cheap guy.

Lyle’s Foot loudly thanked the crowd and announced the next song up was “Accidentally in Love” by Counting Crows.

“Oh shit, I kinda love this song,” Patrick said. “Wanna go listen?”

“For a Shrek 2 jam? Of course.” I joked.

I led him back toward the stage and floor, but as we walked he put his hand on the small of my back. Very politely, but a clear indication that he was at least somewhat interested in me. And giving off all that ’straight energy’, he didn’t seem to clock that I wasn’t a girl either.

Back in the crowd were Nora and Jimmy, alongside Sarah and that boy Kyler. The two of them were already dancing super flirtatiously. Maybe they were just drunk but they looked super into each other.

I stood next to Patrick and we danced amongst our group of friends. Each time I looked up at him, he was sort of checking me out. After a few more songs of this and a couple casual arm touches, it was becoming apparent that he wanted to do with me what Sarah and Kyler had been doing for 5 to 10 minutes already: make out on the dance floor.

It’s amazing how easy this can be for girls. If you’re looking at it as a numbers game, guys have to work much harder per girl to actually land one. Girls get to be the picky, choosy ones. I was now experiencing that first hand. I didn’t even have to work to get this guy dancing with me.

As a straight guy, my natural urge was to get this interested man away from me. But as someone about to play Christine Daaé on stage in a few weeks and has fallen flat on my face stage-kissing boys… this seemed like an appropriate opportunity.

I watched closely where Sarah was putting her arms and hands. Her arms were swung around Kyler’s neck, and she looked to be making herself seem small.  She also was taking the lead in their kiss more than I would’ve guessed.

With those thoughts in mind, the next time Patrick brushed my arm, I brushed his back and looked at him flirtatiously. Maybe perfect timing, but the band just began ‘Good Riddance’ by Green Day, which was a nice slow one that didn’t require dancing.

“Do you like this one?” I shouted, but also leaned in closer.

“My favorite.” Patrick said, leaning back toward me.

And nothing more was required than that. Suddenly, I was kissing Patrick. We started with a few pecks, but unlike with Galen or Noah, he quickly introduced french kissing to the mix. I opted not to throw my arms around his neck, but instead I softly placed my right hand on his chest while he placed both of his hands on my hips.

Patrick’s lips were soft, and his clean shaven face made for a pleasant kissing experience. I could tell he had some sort of chapstick (though not flavored and girly, like my own).

“Cotton candy?” he asked, referencing the chapstick I was given earlier tonight.

“Nailed it.” I said, keeping my eyes on him and our faces close.

“Tastes good,” he lightly laughed and went right back to kissing me.

Even though he was drunk, I could tell Patrick knew what he was doing, so I let him lead, matching his use of tongue. Like girls had done to me in the past, I softly sucked his lower lip as we were pulling away for a moment. He must have loved it, since he came back with a fiercer kiss and firmer tongue.

The band had moved on from the Green Day song at this point, but I don’t think either of us cared.  Patrick moved his hands toward my butt and I readjusted my arms to clasp around his neck, and softly but firmly pulled him closer. I ran my white-painted fingers through his short hair, feeling some of the hair product in it.  He liked this too and kissed me even deeper.

After another few minutes of kissing and touching, he leaned down to kiss my neck for a moment. It was then that I saw Nora and Jimmy, smiling coyly with a  ‘you dog!’ kind of look about them. I shrugged and mimed a laugh, definitely embarrassed that they must have witnessed this entire saga.

The lead singer of Lyle’s Foot announced to the crowd they had one last song, and I felt this was a reasonable moment to pull back from Patrick.

“You’re crazy good at kissing,” he said, a little out of breath from going at my neck.

I found that hard to believe, considering how bad I was just a couple days ago, but I thanked him. Patrick didn’t say so, but I think he wanted to take this ‘fun’ we were having back to his apartment. I quickly shut anything further down by saying I had to catch up with my friends to make sure they were okay. He seemed disappointed, but let me leave.

Sarah and Kyler looked to be finishing up too, and just like that as the band was playing its last song. We were back together as a group. Though Sarah did the exact same thing, all the attention was on my make out session with Patrick.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah…” I said. “It was too good of an opportunity to not practice.”

“I. TOLD. YOU. SO!” Nora screamed, lightly shoving me. “Look at you go, girl!”

“I learned from observing the best,” I said, nudging Sarah, who looked a little embarrassed herself.

“Hey, I’m on a break so I can kiss whoever I want.”

We all laughed. Jimmy pointed out. “Not to ruin anyone’s day, but I think your boys have already moved on.”

We turned around and saw Patrick and Kyler already making out with two different girls. Damn. These guys came here with an agenda.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Each of us went home after that. I didn’t really have much interest in breaking down the details of the kiss with my friends. What was there to share? It was just a little make out session with a guy purely for research purposes. What did it matter if I was also dressed as a girl with a wig and makeup?

Knowing that this guy was exclusively trying to get laid was…interesting. The fact that he hooked up with a different girl immediately after I left him told me something about his character for sure.

But who cares? I wasn’t there to do research on the horniness of men. I was there to get kissing reps so I wouldn’t be so awkward on stage. So mission accomplished, I guess.

Saturday morning would be my last time putting on boys clothes for a while. I walked over to Sarah’s to pick up the bags of clothing, and she gave me a ride back with them to my place.

Neither of us spoke much of our respective hook ups the night before, but she did have an interest in teaching me a few things about beauty for the coming weeks.

Obviously being a boy, I didn’t have a vanity in my apartment, so my bathroom mirror became my salon and makeup studio. Sarah laid out and organized the various makeup and hair products that I’d be using. I also got a tutorial on doing my own makeup, since I wouldn’t have someone there to help me each time (like Tara, or Nora, or Grace).

She’d show me a few strategies, I’d try them on my face, wash it off, and repeat. She did the same thing with teaching me how to handle my wig, and keep it nicely brushed and maintained. She taught me how to use curling iron too, which was a nice gesture I suppose. “Just in case you’re bored or want to look extra pretty.” she said.

Galen was up and about this morning. I don’t think he knew what we were practicing in my bathroom, nor did he care. He was already scarred enough from having me fail at our kiss that he wanted nothing to do with me outside of rehearsal.

I bought lunch to thank Sarah for all her help. In the afternoon we got right to the clothing tutorials. Having worn girls' clothes for a couple weeks during rehearsals, I’d gotten used to the feel of most things.

The real challenge was knowing which tops went with which bottoms, and how a certain hairstyle would go with any given outfit. Girls have so much to focus on.

I was quizzed and drilled for the next several hours until I felt like I got the hang of my new wardrobe. By the early evening, I had passed ‘Girl 101’.

The two of us celebrated the completion of this course by splitting a bottle of wine and hanging out. I was in a constantly shifting outfit for most of the day, so I just threw on some leggings and a comfy tank top to hang out in. I also wore the wig, and planned to do so at all moments in which I wasn’t asleep.

Only at this point did Sarah finally want to delve into my kiss from last night. She wasn’t shocked per se, since she knew how seriously I took this Christine prep. But it was objectively strange to see me fully make out with a man in front of so many people.

“It kind of just came over me,” I explained. “I needed to practice kissing and Patrick was there. Simple as that.”

“I mean, I get it. I really went at it with his friend, too.” We both chuckled. It was a weird night. “But tell me. Did any part of you like it?”

“Not really,” I answered quickly. But then I considered a few things. If all I wanted to do was practice kissing, I wouldn’t have needed to flirt back. Or touch him in any way. But I did.

“So nothing about it was good? I’m bi, so I obviously know what it’s like to kiss both. But that was your first time actually making out with the opposite sex.”

She wasn’t wrong. I sipped my wine and thought about the positives. “Well, I didn’t hate the attention.”

Sarah’s face lit up in agreement. “See! Isn’t that nice? Girls are great, but boys sometimes have that X factor that just makes a girl melt.”

The benefit of all of this, however, was that I had a good bit of practice kissing. I felt a lot more confident in my stage kissing ability going into next week. I’m sure Galen will never enjoy a stage kiss with me regardless, but as long as the audience buys the Christine-Raoul relationship, I’ll be set.

========

The rest of my weekend was low key leading up to tech week. I actually couldn’t wait for Monday’s rehearsal because that meant exactly 10 days after that —Thursday of next week — it’d be opening night. College shows tend to be quick turnarounds and grind the actors to learn their lines fast and efficiently. From what I could tell from last week’s rehearsal, the entire cast was well prepared.

Monday also marked my first day attending class in women’s clothes. Again, that didn’t mean I was presenting as Christine — or even as a woman — but I’d be dressed head-to-toe in feminine attire to make the most of my final push.

The outfit I went with on Monday was a black solid cold shoulder tee with medium-blue skinny jeans. I spent my Sunday painting my toenails and fingernails a seafoam green color, so I wore open-toed shoes to show off my work.

Hair-wise, I wore a low ponytail. Nothing too extravagant. I gave a solid effort on my makeup though, applying concealer, foundation, mascara, blush, and even a little lipstick. Sarah insisted that I wear this particular perfume each day so I’d build my brand as a girl. Whenever I’d smell the scent, I’d be reminded that it was necessary to act feminine.

My theater classmates gave me a couple stares, but nothing too extravagant. By this point, I’m well into my second month of acting femininely and wearing girly things, so while it was more than I’d done before, my behavior was expected.

The other classes, however, brought different reactions. My history classmates couldn’t believe their eyes. I’d never worn a wig to class before, so their immediate thought must have been that I was either doing this as a joke, or simply transgender. Neither of which were true, obviously.

A boy next to me asked (but in a condescending, mocking way) if I was feeling okay, and I simply answered, “yes.” What, a boy can’t dress as a girl all of a sudden?

So needless to say, it was a relief when I arrived at rehearsal. It was the first week in a while that I didn’t go straight to the costume ladies for dressing help, since I’d just wear to rehearsal what I wore to school. But I went anyway to show them my work.

Grace was impressed, but in her own sarcastic way. “You look like one of those basic girls walking around. I can’t even tell you apart.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

She explained that the Christine costumes (and the entire wardrobe for the show) would be ready by this Friday. They’d do little fittings and adjustments over the weekend. After which, we’d be fully set for next week’s dress rehearsals.

========

Tech Week is its own beast. Just like with blocking, there’s a ton of standing around and waiting for the lighting and stage crew to get their act together. As actors, it’s like being in the eye of a hurricane — brief quiet, but you know there’s a whole storm ahead.

Since everyone was almost entirely off book (and we’d rehearsed these scenes several times before) there weren’t a ton of notes from Horace and Justin.

Galen — or anybody but Jimmy, Sarah, and Nora for that matter — had no idea that I’d practiced kissing over the weekend. All they knew was that I sucked at it last week. We weren’t exactly planning to run the full versions of these scenes, however. So would I be stuck with this crappy reputation for the remainder of the week?

Nora and I chatted in between scenes.

“You should pitch to Horace to do full choreography during your kissing scenes.” She petitioned. “Ya know, really show you’ve improved?”

“I mean, that’d be nice so I wasn’t stuck with this garbage reputation. But Galen’s made it clear that he wants absolutely zero intimate contact unless it’s 100% necessary.”

“Hmm,” Nora pondered. She knew I was right. But immediately after that, she grabbed a rehearsal schedule and studied it.“ What about your scene tomorrow with Noah…”

Later that evening, I thought over Nora’s proposal. Noah is an actor’s actor, as obnoxious as he is. So he’d never turn down an opportunity to perform, even if it meant kissing another boy on stage. If my goal was to prove to the cast that I’d improved my romantic chemistry and kissing ability, he’d be the one to do it with.

When I got to rehearsal the next day, I immediately went up to Noah with my proposal.

“Hey, listen, I have an idea. You know how you thought my kissing was terrible last week?”

He scoffed. “Me and everyone else.”

“Well, I actually worked on it over the weekend and feel much better about things.” I explained.

“Oh do you now?” I wasn’t sure he believed me. “Did you practice with your pillow or something?”

“Sure, that.” I lied. “I want to do full choreo for our end scene today, okay? To show you and the cast that I’m better at it. And you know Galen won’t do it with me.”

He smiled. “Ah, so I’m your little proof of concept, eh? You must really want to kiss me.”

I’ve had it with this guy. “Ugh. Whatever. I’ll tell Horace you’re in.”

When the time of our scene finally came, I mentally combed through the tips and observations I could remember from my make out this weekend. Hands go here…lips like this…feel natural… yada yada.

Since the scene was with Noah and Galen, I’d have to be prepared to perform under pressure.

Frequent stops were made to adjust lighting and whatnot, but by the time we actually got a good run, I was ready to kiss Noah. The cast was sort of watching, but didn’t expect what was about to happen.

The Phantom, reviled and dejected, gets kissed by Christine in a moment of empathy and grace. I lunge toward Noah and kiss him.

I didn’t open my eyes, I didn’t look back at Galen. I didn’t want to. In that moment of performing, all I had to do was passionately kiss Noah Hackett.

Immediately, it felt better. Though Christine is the initiator in this particular kiss, I still moved with subtlety and femininity. I let Noah hold me in his arms and reciprocate with a masculine but sensitive energy.

I was never told to kiss Noah with any tongue, but I opted to anyway. My eyes still closed, I could just tell that the whole cast was watching, intrigued. Noah played with my tongue back just the perfect amount, and when the moment was right, I pulled back, and continued the scene.

The great actor he was, Noah didn’t miss a beat and nailed his next couple lines. But Galen… no way. He was rattled. Part of the scene but off to the side, he delivered his lines, but was shaken by my kiss with Noah.

After Horace called ‘scene’, a real, honest applause broke out among the cast and crew members watching. Here I was as a boy wearing yoga pants, girls’ shoes, a thin blouse with bra and panties underneath, a long brunette wig, and makeup on my face being applauded for kissing another boy on stage. It was unreal. Who would have guessed just a couple months ago that this is where I’d be?


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Wednesday morning I woke up with a refreshing vigor. For the first time, I felt in control of my character. Horace gave me a nice compliment yesterday. Justin gave me a nice compliment yesterday. I got a freaking round of applause from my fellow castmates! The final domino had fallen for me nailing the character.

I’d been feeling more feminine than ever, much thanks in part to wearing girls clothes full time. It’s only been a few days being full time but sleeping in lace panties and a nightie — only to later change into girls clothes and put on makeup for the rest of the day — had an amazing effect. I completely expedited the process to feel like Christine. I actually found the process of deciding my outfit and doing my hair and makeup in the mornings quite cathartic.

Running into Galen in the morning wasn’t great, since I’m sure he wasn’t thrilled to see his male roommate wearing an orange dress and painting his nails in the living room, but I’d become so numb to him by now.

For the third day in a row I got stares in class, but they looked less and less like stares of judgment, rather than stares of interest. I even overheard a couple boys in class say that I was cute. Previously I wouldn’t have liked that, but I was growing more and more willing to appreciate those sentiments as compliments.

Wednesday’s rehearsal was a turnaround too. I’d finally earned the respect of the cast and crew. There were no scenes that required me kissing on stage for the rest of tech week, but everybody knew I could do it. Including Galen, who I’m sure was dreading having to do it at dress rehearsal next week.

========

Thursday was a similarly positive experience. I chose another cute dress to wear for school and even decided to french braid my hair after watching a Youtube tutorial. I also opted for a deep red lipstick that went well with my outfit, and went a little heavier on the rest of my makeup to match. The perfume that Sarah gave me finished off my feminine feel.

When I arrived at rehearsal after classes, I was informed that the costumes had been finished a day in advance! We’d be able to try them on and get our final tweaks/adjustments made over the weekend, if necessary.

After my parts in the tech run were complete, I went down to the costume area for my appointment with Grace and Tara. They were incredibly complimentary of my look today.

“Wow!” Tara said, “I almost feel bad asking you to take that off for fittings. Sarah and Nora have done wonders for you picking out outfits.”

“Actually, this look was my own idea,” I said, blushing. I didn’t love admitting that I actually put effort into my look, but hey, it was being complimented.

“No way.” Grace said. “You’ve gotten this good at fashion in just a few weeks? Stop it.”

We shared a laugh. I could hardly believe it either.

There were seven wardrobe pieces I’d be trying on today. The first of which was my chorus girl look, which was a red and green ornamented dress with fabric strands for the skirt. This was my wardrobe for “Think of Me” and my first number in the show. Grace liked how it looked on me but made a few simple adjustments to make sure my padded bra would be appropriately hidden.

A brief scene in Phantom is the play-within-a-play fictional production of Il Muto where Christine plays a boy disguised crossdressed as a girl. So I had both a pageboy look with breeches and a second dress that I was to be quick-changed into on stage. How ironic, so many layers of gender disguise…

My next outfit is an extravagant shiny, light purple dress with a green cloak pinned to the back of my hair. This is the outfit I’ll be wearing on the rooftop scene with Raoul, where I’m kissing Galen.

The girliest outfit I wear in the show is undoubtedly my Masquerade dress. With a pink bodice and large purple, petticoated skirt, it’s hard not to feel dainty and feminine. I also have the highest heels I wear in the show for this particular outfit.

The Phantom’s opera Don Juan Triumphant features Christine in an orangish-beige dress with black trim — very Halloween. I also don a flowery black shawl. This outfit is certainly the heaviest of any I’m wearing.

And lastly, there’s the wedding dress. Though not a romantic scene, this is the dress that the Phantom makes for Christine when he kidnaps her and attempts to force marriage. The dress is beautiful and any 19th century bride would be lucky to wear it. This is the dress I’d be kissing Noah in.

It was a long and arduous fitting session, but almost everything was perfect. Just a few tweaks to be made over the weekend.

Nora came down to check in at the end of my session, and she complimented the look I chose for today.

“You just can’t get enough of these dresses, can you! Almost the entire time you’re wearing one in the show and you stick with it for your day-to-day?”

I laughed, but she was right. “I guess you got me in the habit!”

The two of us walked out of the building together and towards our respective apartments.

“I’m so happy for you, Jesse.” Nora smiled, putting her hand on my shoulder as we walked. “You made it a goal a couple months ago to nail this transformation and you’ve seemingly got everyone bought in. That’s unbelievably impressive.”

“Thanks. I gotta say, that kiss at the bar looked like the final hurdle. Once they knew I could sing, act, dress, dance, and kiss as a girl, the whole cast was ready. I think even Galen’s impressed.”

“He is! You’ve really got this cast under your thumb, Jesse.”

I sat on her words for a moment. “This cast…” 

She looked at me strangely. “Yeah, the cast. And I guess the crew too.”

“But I’ll be performing for an audience, won’t I. Critics, friends, the general public. Do you think they’d buy it?”

“Well sure. You’re absolutely nailing the girl thing. I think you’re pretty much all set, right?”

I was at a weird moment in this rehearsal process. The goal of trying to present as effectively as a woman on stage — and later in public — had essentially been met. But it felt weird that after 12 shows, I’d just be…done.

“Maybe I’m not actually feeling that confident. I feel like there’s one final test.”

“One final— look, Jesse. You’ve nailed it. You don’t need to put yourself through anything more. You’ve got dress rehearsals to focus on and then it’s showtime. Horace is finally happy!”

I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and looked right at Nora. “I need audiences to believe it. I want people to be so bought into Christine that they’ll… they’ll just be blown away.”

Nora was looking a little concerned, but ultimately supportive. “…Okay. What do you have in mind?”

“Maybe I need to… I dunno… go on a date.”

“A date. Really? With who?”

“Remember that boy Andrew that asked me out?” I began. “I kinda ghosted him… but I still have his number.”

“He did seem into you…” Nora admitted.

“I’ll text him tonight and try to go out with him this weekend. If throughout an entire date I can convince him that I’m 100% female…I’ll be ready.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Part of me felt bad that I hadn’t reached out to Andrew after he was so kind to me. But the rational side of me recognized I was a straight man who was dressing as a girl, so why would I be interested in a date with him?

Despite my obvious ability to attract some men, Andrew was the only one who actually put his money where his mouth was and asked me on a date. Therefore he reaps the benefit of being the subject for my final girl experiment.

I sent him an ‘apologetic but interested’ text. He already believed I was a real girl, so I wouldn’t have to do any more convincing. Andrew didn’t miss a beat.

Hey! I’m up in Evanston tomorrow but happy to meet wherever. Drinks good by you?

I agreed to drinks and told him I’d be more than happy to come up to Northwestern in Evanston. This test was all about going out of my comfort zone. I’m going to be performing on stage for strangers — why shouldn’t the date be the same?

Andrew and I agreed to meet at a bar in Evanston, 8pm Friday night. My first date with a man had officially been set.

Obviously, I had to tell Nora, Sarah, and Jimmy about it the next day. Nora wasn’t surprised since she was in the loop, but Sarah was slightly confused.

“Really? But Jesse, you’ve been killing it lately. Why do you feel like you need this?”

“I just… I don’t know, I just feel like I need that extra ‘oomph’ going into show week.”

Sarah and Jimmy looked at each other.

“Couldn’t that be met with… ya know, rehearsal?” she asked.

“I suppose so, but I know my lines perfectly. The songs I’ve completely got down. I’m even great at kissing.”

Jimmy was maybe the most intrigued, and a little protective. “What does this guy want from you? Do you think maybe he’s trying to take advantage?”

“What? No! He was a nice guy at a bar. Remember? You met him.”

My friends were strangely not offering the type of support that I anticipated. It was weird. It was like they saw all of these girl activities as a means to an end. Which I guess it was, but…

Nora stepped in, sweetly. “We just want you to be safe, okay?”

“I will be! I don’t understand why you guys are freaking out so much.”

Sarah and Nora stepped back, a little thrown off by my anger surrounding their lack of support.

Jimmy put his hand on my shoulder. “Look, if things fall through, let me know and I’ll help however I can. Okay?”

I nodded. He was being very sweet to me. Far more sympathetic than the girls had been.

We had one last tech rehearsal to wrap things up. Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday next week would be our dress rehearsals.

Horace gathered the entire cast and crew for one big meeting to wrap up the week. Dozens and dozens of actors, producers, wardrobe designers, lighting people, musicians, stagehands...really everyone was present.

“I want to tell you all how proud I am of the work you’ve done in the past couple months. Phantom isn’t an easy show to put on. Crew, the stage looks immaculate. Cast, you’ve brought Andrew Lloyd Webber’s characters to life in front of my eyes. Music department, I’m beyond impressed by your sheer talent to so quickly pick up and master this score. We still have three dresses and twelve shows to go, but I have a feeling everything is ready to come together next week.”

We gave Horace a round of applause too. It was his steady hand that led us toward success.

Leaving the theater that day felt less comfy than it had earlier in the week. Horace was right. We have done an excellent job, but there’s still a lot more to go. I think that sentiment applies to my date tonight. Why can’t my friends recognize that?

========

The outfit I picked out for class and rehearsal was low key. Leggings and a slouchy top weren’t going to cut it for this date.

One of the things I noticed about girls is how much they consult on outfits with their friends. Even when a girl already knows exactly what she wants to wear, she needs approval from like 6 of her friends. Selfies and pictures are shared in a group chat of several girls, only to be analyzed, tweaked, and debated endlessly before the look is approved.

Though I’d practiced that somewhat over the last several weeks, tonight wasn’t that night. I got the sense that Sarah and Nora weren’t approving of my date. Can’t they understand that it’s research? They find it totally unnecessary…

And…I think I can admit this… but maybe, even as a straight man… maybe it’s not the worst thing to be treated like a lady once in a while. Guys can sometimes be a little charming. Especially the ones that girls find handsome. I think Andrew fell under that category.

We’ve been blessed with a very warm Chicago fall, and that meant no need for a jacket at night. So studying my closet, I decided on a white sheer sleeve mini dress. The neckline did go a little bit low and since I was making sure not to reveal my identity as a boy, I chose a particularly padded bra and cleverly stuffed it.

In the interest of keeping my boy self hidden, I decided it was smarter to go with heavy makeup. I put on a full face, but added some false eyelashes that Sarah had added to my makeup “goodie bag” just in case. Youtube tutorials are a wonder for teaching anyone how to be a girl.

I chose a luscious pink lipstick to apply. Who knew if I’d be kissing Andrew tonight. …Not that I particularly wanted to. But wouldn’t it not hurt to make my lips at least a little kissable?

I repainted my nails a pink color to match my lips, and styled my brunette wig into a wavy ponytail. I’d gotten quite good at wigs by now, where even someone with a keen eye might not be able to tell it wasn’t real hair.

Already properly shaved and with a sexy perfume, I only had shoes left to decide on. I kept the train rolling with 3-inch white ankle strap heels.

Ubering was the way to go tonight. As much as I appreciate Chicago’s public transit, going out in this dress, at night and alone, was not the right move.

But suddenly, while I was waiting in the living room just about to leave for my uber, the door opened. Galen came in.

He stared at me for a second, all dolled up in a dress, heels, makeup, and wig.

“Where are you going?” he asked, monotone.

“Out.”

“Out where. Dressed like that? It’s not even a rehearsal night. You heard Horace say that we’re practically perfect for the show. You…you really shouldn’t be wearing this out of the theater. Just not around me.”

“I don’t need your approval for shit,” I snapped. I was so done with his judgment.

He recognized I was getting heated and backed off.

“Then say hi to Sarah for me. I assume.”

I could have been done there. I could have let him just walk back to the room. But I wanted him to know what I was doing tonight.

“Nope. I’m going on a date. With a man.” I said, brushing past him and walking out the door.

“A wha—“ he tried to respond. But the door slammed behind me. I didn’t need his approval.

Maybe I wanted him to respect how seriously I prepare for roles…or maybe I just wanted him to know that I could get dates. That men are interested in me sexually. And that I found it flattering, even if I wasn’t interested in them. Maybe I loved the idea that a guy as charming and handsome as Galen is at home alone tonight. Dateless. While his roommate Jesse gets to be pampered on a date.

Maybe I liked that…

========

My uber dropped me off at the Evanston bar just after 8pm. I knew Andrew would be waiting for me, and it’s not the worst thing to keep a guy on his toes. When I walked inside, he didn’t notice me at first — just sitting there idly on his phone. But as I approached the table, he looked up and his eyes lit up. He had a big, warm smile and got up to give me a friendly hug while saying hello.

“Hey, so happy you could make it,” he said, warmly. “I mean, gosh, you look incredible.”

I was wearing a lot of makeup, so he probably couldn’t tell I was blushing.

We started with some small talk about our weeks and schoolwork. He was studying to be an engineer, so unfortunately the language of math and science wasn’t something I could relate to.

Beer was often my drink of choice, but being a girl tonight, I thought it smart to go for a cocktail. I tried a gimlet for the first time while Andrew ordered a Blue Moon.

He took a lot of interest in theater, however. Andrew mentioned he did theater when he was younger, but quit sometime during middle school. He was an avid moviegoer, much like myself, so we were able to go on and on about our favorite movies, genres, and actors. I was earnestly enjoying the conversation.

Andrew made it clear that he’d be paying for the date up front, so when he suggested we each get a second drink, I happily obliged. It was around now that things finally started getting flirty. I’d practiced my “girl flirting” last weekend with Patrick (though he was only interested in hooking up, and no dates), so playing off Andrew’s advances was much easier this time around.

The bar got a little more crowded, so Andrew leaned in closer across the table. I leaned in too to hear him, but the flirtation only increased getting closer together.

“You have such a pretty smile, Jesse,” Andrew said sincerely. He was starting to give off bedroom eyes energy.

“Thank you. You have a really nice jawline, if I can add that.” I wasn’t sure what to say, but the random compliment fit our goofy chemistry.

He looked down at my nearly completed drink. “Can I get you another one? I’m dry too.”

“I’d love that.” His generosity would definitely be a turn on if I weren’t straight.

Andrew flagged down the server and said she’d come back with another round.

“So I gotta say… this Phantom show. I’ve seen it in the Chicago theater district before when it was in town a couple years ago. If it’s not imposing too much, I’d love to see you perform.”

“That sounds—“ I was about to tell him how great his idea was, until I realized a crucial, crucial detail. The show’s program would have me listed as a man. There’d be know way around it. This poor boy that’s clearly very interested in me as a girl would show up to the theater, read the program, and be in for the shock of a lifetime.

“…it sounds like… maybe not a great idea.” I pivoted my thoughts.

“What? Really? Why? You sounded so excited about the show. It’s no good?”

“Uhh… exactly right. It’s no good! You wouldn’t like it at all. A lot of us are amateurs. Including me!”

Andrew laughed off my comment though. “Oh, come on. I highly doubt that. You said you’ve been performing for years and years. And you want to do it professionally, right? So how bad could it really be?”

“Terrible! You want nothing to do with this play. Trust me.” I was starting to panic. I absolutely couldn’t scare him like that.

“Eh, that’s okay! I’ll come anyway. I really just want to see you up there.” He reached across the table and held my delicate, feminine hands in his.

“You really shouldn’t.”

He sighed. “You’re not having fun, are you?”

Oh no…

You see, going into tonight, all I really wanted was to enjoy a date and prove that I could pass as a girl, even in a one-on-one setting. I think that goal has been accomplished.

But my emotions were running wild. I initially wanted to go on this date as an exercise. And something about being here in a dress and looking all pretty, garnering the attention of a good looking man… something about this situation was appealing. And that was starting to scare me.

“I’m sorry, I need to run to the restroom.” I said, getting up while he just stared at me, confused.

I went to the women’s room (obviously), found a stall, and just sat there.

Whatever the issue was, I needed to take a deep breath and calm down.

Why was this getting me all nervous? Why should I care if this date falls apart? It’s not like I’m actually interested in this boy.

But then again, I chose all of this. Every prompt to dress up, learn to act as a girl, learn to dress as a girl, even stage-kiss, was prompted. It was required for the show. Not this date though.

Nobody made me go on this date. I initiated it. Nobody made me put on a white dress and makeup and heels and perform. I chose to do all that.

So if I chose to do all these things, does that mean I actually like acting as a girl?

And it’s not like this could ever be an actual relationship. It’s literally all a farce. I’m a boy! A man! A guy! And here I was, nearly inviting this Andrew guy to watch me perform as a woman in a totally different context. How could I be this dumb?

I immediately felt like crap. I was so utterly confused and overwhelmed that my heart started to race. I didn’t know what I liked, what I wanted, or who I even was.

One of the girls must’ve heard me hyperventilating and asked if I was okay through the stall. In my natural (by now) girl voice, I answered yes and tried to hush up. All I wanted was to be alone.

After another 5 minutes of spiraling, I knew I needed to grow up and handle this like a lady. This poor boy Andrew, who was so into me, would have to be let go. I just couldn’t handle myself.

I walked back to the table where he showed immediate concern.

“Jesse, are you okay? You look sick.”

I was doing everything I could not to cry of stress in front of him.

“I’m so sorry. I need to leave. But please know this has nothing to do with you. At all.”

Andrew was so befuddled. I didn’t even give him the chance to kiss me goodnight. And I know he wanted it.

I walked a few blocks away in downtown Evanston before calling my uber home. I just needed to clear my head. Thankfully the area was safe, and plenty of people were around.

Nothing was looking up for me. I was in a serious identity crisis. What kind of person was I to lead people on that I was a girl who was interested in them. That’s simply deception for the purpose of expanding my acting skills. Or was it? If it were actually for the purposes of acting, I would’ve either ducked out or kept the charade going — but I wouldn’t feel this guilt pit in my stomach. And I certainly wouldn’t feel like I’m missing out on something I actually wanted.

Andrew didn’t know I was a boy, and I have no intention of telling him now. For my purposes, he’s a lost cause.

I needed a friend to talk to. Nora and Sarah were so skeptical of this date that I didn’t want to turn to them only to hear ‘I told you so’. I didn’t need to face that on top of the identity crisis I was having.

…but Jimmy.

Jimmy told me he’d be there for me if something went wrong on this date. He hasn’t been my first in line confidant, but he’d become a good friend who gave good advice.

So I called Jimmy. Embarrassingly, I was crying while dialing the call. Thankfully he picked up right away and though I attempted to hide my tears, he saw right through me and knew something was wrong.

“It’s fine. I’m safe. I’m just… I’m in a bad place.”

“My God, Jesse… Call your uber to mine, okay? I’ll be here for you tonight.”

========

I managed to hold in my tears for the entirety of my uber. Andrew texted me to make sure I was okay, which was sweet of him. I told him I’d be okay and that I was deeply sorry for how things ended. I just wasn’t in the headspace for dating.

The car pulled up to Jimmy’s soon enough. I’d never been to his apartment before, but he was welcoming all the same. After a much needed, long comforting hug, we sat down on his couch to break everything down.

“Is your roommate home?” I asked. “I’m sure he’d be crazy confused if he saw me here.”

“He’s rarely home. We’re also not very close. I guess we have that roommate dynamic in common.”

I laughed through a tear. Jimmy was the perfect person to be talking to.

For the next hour we talked about, well, everything. I explained to him how seriously I took accepting the role of Christine, and how badly I wanted to nail the role on stage. I also told him that I was definitely reluctant but ultimately willing to partake in a slow ‘feminization’ to method act and become a better girl. Horace’s strategy worked. He found his Christine.

But as the weeks went by, I grew more and more used to the new feminine Jesse. I was already a well-adjusted person, but my self-assurance, confidence, and ability to freely express myself grew to a degree I never previously imagined. And I adored that change in myself.

I elaborated on how I actually enjoyed wearing girls' clothes due to their uniqueness and room for self-expression. I told him I liked putting on makeup and feeling pretty. I liked carrying a purse instead of items in my pockets.

“Everything about this just makes me so unsure. I’m afraid.”

He raised his eyebrow at me. “‘Unsure’ I understand. But ‘afraid’? Jesse, what are you afraid of? Your life is going so well right now! You’re the star in an excellent musical. You have a great group of friends. I look at you every day and see you enjoying yourself, taking pride in your work. That’s a wonderful thing.”

“But it’s all so new. I can’t tell if I’m afraid that I’m so easily becoming a girl, or afraid that I actually like it.”

He moved over on the couch and sat next to me. I teared up and cried into his arms as he held me.

“You’ve had a long couple of weeks. I don’t want your brain to fry with all this stress. How about I walk you home and take the rest of the weekend off. Don’t do anything you don’t want to do. Don’t even think about the show. You know your lines and songs better than anyone, so you’ll be fine.”

I appreciated his gesture to walk me home, but the last thing I wanted was to possibly confront Galen. I so boldly left our apartment earlier, proclaiming I was going on a date. I desperately wanted to avoid returning as a failure.

“Is there any chance I can stay the night here? I really don’t think it would be good to run into Galen like this.”

Without missing a beat, Jimmy agreed. “Whatever’s best for you.”

And just like that I was having a sleepover at Jimmy’s. He’s been rewatching the entirety of New Girl (one of my favorite shows), so we lightened the mood by watching a few episodes.

Jimmy and I, as it turns out, have the exact same sense of humor. We laughed the same way at the same things. I can’t express how cathartic just sitting back and watching TV for a couple hours was — just forgetting all of my troubles from the earlier evening and clicking with someone special.

Soon enough we were off to bed. Jimmy brought out some blankets and a pillow for me to sleep on the couch. I guess his roommate would be coming back later that night, so he shot him a text as a heads up. I didn’t have any pajamas, so I borrowed some shorts and a t-shirt from Jimmy to sleep in. Reasoning it’d be a little much to borrow some underwear, I kept my panties on to sleep in.

He was able to get ready for bed quickly, but due to my makeup, hair, and other feminine habits, it took me three times longer.

After saying goodnight and turning off the lights, I was able to lay there with a reasonable degree of peace. What had begun as a date night turned into a mess of emotions. But Jimmy saved the day. He let me vent and talked things through with me. Once my mood improved, we had some wine, laughed, learned more about each other, and simply enjoyed the night.

Hmm… In many ways, that’s the exact thing I was expecting on my date with Andrew. But with Jimmy, I got to be myself.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

I didn’t run into Jimmy’s roommate that morning, thankfully. And I knew Jimmy had somewhere to be, so I left as soon as I woke up. He came out of his room to give me a hug goodbye and check on my wellbeing one last time. He even let me borrow a pair of shorts, shoes and a t-shirt to go home in, while folding and consolidating my girls clothes and personal items into a bag. It was unreal how sweet and thoughtful he was.

Galen was back at the apartment, but shut in his room. That’s probably for the best. I certainly didn’t need to let him know about the failed date last night, nor answer any questions about why I was arriving home in the morning (even if the reason was innocent).

After a few hours of relaxation, I felt a lot better about the events of the previous 24 hours. I called Nora and Sarah separately to share how each of their reactions made me feel, but also to apologize for being distant and standoffish. I shouldn’t be resentful just because they didn’t immediately endorse going on a date. Neither of them gave even a hint of ‘I-told-you-so’, which was appreciated.

But making up with my friends didn’t solve all of my problems. I still had a slight identity crisis on my hands. I needed to parse through my feelings of enjoying girlhood versus taking pride in preparing to perform as Christine. Jimmy was helpful last night, and I think we had a really beautiful connection, even if it created more questions than answers.

Per Jimmy’s advice, I planned to take the weekend off and kept to myself. I didn’t rehearse. I knew my lines. I didn’t sing. I knew my songs.

I did go out for an early evening stroll, sticking with my plan to wear girls clothes as often as possible through show week. At this point it felt more natural for me to wear a skirt, top, wig, and makeup anyway.

I ventured out to my favorite taco place. It was a spot I’ve gone to every other week or so, but my first time presenting this way. I didn’t bother getting all concerned over whether I'd be recognized as ‘that boy Jesse’. I didn’t need that tonight. Not at all.

The serenity of leaving behind my apartment, the show, and my identity issues was lovely. This was not a Saturday that I’d spend going out and meeting people. It was necessary for me to just live in my own being — reflecting, but also keeping my mind clear.

Sunday was equally relaxing. Again, no show work, no internal debate regarding girlhood. Distance from my stressors was key, so I could enter Monday with an open mind.

For the first time in a while, I went to one of the public Chicago libraries (I wore a casual girls outfit, but that’s not important) to relax and to read. No, not for class, but just for the enjoyment of curiosity.

And as it turned out, I spent nearly the entire day there. I didn’t get the chance to finish any entire books, but I read snippets of all genres. I’ve been doing a lot of learning about myself lately, so why not learn about other things in the process?

My library trip served as a healthy reminder to seek new information and new experiences. It is so much better to pick up a book and not enjoy it than it is to never pick one up at all. Astronomy, History, Culture, Fashion, Psychology… There’s an abundance of interesting material out there to discover. All I have to do is try. All I have to do… is try.

========

I carried that open-mindedness into Monday. I woke up that morning reinvigorated and ready to take on the day that would lead into the dress rehearsal. I put on makeup before leaving for class and chose a cute but simple white skirt and black top look, with cute black sneakers. I kept my hair simple, straight, and down.

I got no particular looks from students for how I was dressed. Within just around a week, they were accepting that I’d be dressing as a girl. Interesting…

But none of that compared to the anticipation and excitement for our first dress rehearsal. Finally, after all this work we put in and the weeks and weeks of practicing songs, choreography, blocking, and the works, we’d have a weaved-together product.

…or at least that’s the goal. We had three dress rehearsals to get it right before opening night.

The kickoff to rehearsal was completely unlike the prior days. Just like tech week, the crew pretty much ran the show — meaning mostly the stage managers and everyone who trickled down from there.

So many people who view theater but don’t partake fail to realize the hectic, controlled chaos that goes on backstage with costumes, set changes, mics, music… everything! It’s an absolute blast to be a part of, though a stressful one for sure.

There was no full cast and crew meeting to start. Rather, I went straight to the dressing rooms where I’d be changing into my first Christine costume, as well as applying the makeup and putting on the wig. Tara and Grace were there, along with several other girls and guys helping out the actors transform into their characters.

There was a men’s and a women’s dressing room, and before I could enter the men’s, I was stopped by Grace.

“Hey hey hey, nope. Did any of the stage managers tell you?”

I sort of assumed what was up. “Jeez… am I not in the men’s?”

“No. And it’s partially my fault. When we were setting up everyone’s stations, without thinking, I put the Christine character spot in the women’s room. I mean, can you blame me?”

I suppose I wasn’t surprised by the error. And I have been acting as a girl around these people for several weeks now.

“I just want it to be okay with all the other girls… ya know, because of nudity?”

“Oh, please. Nobody really gets naked naked in dressing rooms.” Grace was especially cavalier. “So much of this damn show is petticoats and thick dresses. It’s rare if you even see some ankle. Trust me, they’ll be fine.”

So with Grace’s “blessing”, I went into the ladies room. Surprisingly, I was warmly welcomed by the other girls already inside. They must have seen my station and mentally accepted it already. And as it turns out, I was seated right next to Jocelyn Price, mid-transformation into her Carlotta makeup and costume.

What had been a tumultuous start to the show (to say the least) had slowly morphed into a reluctant acceptance that I was cast as Christine and not her. But to my shock, she was the one to initiate conversation.

“Are you set for the dress rehearsals, Jesse? Because I’m a little nervous, to be honest.”

She was nervous? Jocelyn Price? She’d always been one of the most confident (sometimes over-confident) people I knew.

“You’re telling me,” I commiserated. “But we have three solid cracks at the show before showing it to any of our friends.”

She scoffed. “Pfft. Friends? I couldn’t give a crap what my friends thought. I’m just afraid of the critics and scouts that’ll be in the audience. I really want to impress ‘em. I think I can, but, ya know, who knows?”

I had tried my absolute best to clear from my head that talent scouts, agents, and critics could be at our shows. So much of my focus had been on other things.

A couple girls from the hair and makeup crew introduced themselves and quickly got started on my hair and opening scene wardrobe, which for me was the chorus girl look.

None of the Christine looks were easy to pull off, but the girls were doing a great job — much quicker and better than I could ever do on my own.

I also had the pleasure of fully attaching my Christine wig for the first time. Much like the wig I’d worn casually over the last several weeks, this one was also brunette but way different. Christine’s hair was a beautiful mess of curls that cascaded nearly halfway down my back. Often styled into a pretty updo, depending on the time of show. Because of its size and fanciness, it was relatively easy to hide the lace front and cap.

The girls also quickly finished up my makeup, which was much more extravagant and flashy than anything I’d done so far. Stage makeup is its own beast, though. Even the guys need it since much of it is required for stage visibility. I was lucky that my makeup wouldn’t need to be continuously tweaked throughout the show, however.

When all was said and done, the wardrobe ladies had me stand up and take in the beauty that was myself. Dress, wig, makeup—everything was immaculately feminine. I felt lovely and confident.

One of the Stage Managers called the cast and crew out to the stage for a quick, full company meeting before the kickoff to our first dress rehearsal.

I walked out with a few other girls and we hung out on stage as everyone trickled in. It was so odd seeing everyone in costume for the first time. God, this was incredible and exciting. Each actor genuinely looked like they were pulled from the 19th century.

Galen, who was sitting across the stage, admittedly looked handsome in his Raoul garb. I wonder if me actually being dressed as Christine would make him less hesitant to perform the stage kiss. Though he knew I could do it, thanks to my practice.

“Listen up, listen up,” Horace finally called to the cast as it appeared everyone was present. “Congrats to everyone on making it to dress week! You’ve all worked incredibly hard and it’s a genuine delight seeing you all in costume. Actors and musicians, as you know, the crew is equally prepared and excited to mesh their hard work with yours and put on a phenomenal production.”

Horace further explained the rules of a dress rehearsal, like how he’d let things run as if it were an actual show, only stopping things if he felt strongly about a change or error.

And with that, we were off…

========

The performance went just as planned! I’d performed the individual scenes and songs so many times at this point, it was second nature.

One of the notable moments was absolutely nailing my first main solo, ‘Think of Me’. Wearing the dress, wig, and makeup, and truly being Christine allowed me to be more confident, graceful, and feminine than I had ever been up to that point. And I think others noticed. After performing that song so well, I think I motivated others in the cast to be the best version of their characters too. If I, a boy, could lean even harder into my Christine character, why couldn’t Noah Hackett do the same with the Phantom? Or Allie with Meg. Or any other young freshman playing even a small role.

The only trouble in the entire night was my kiss scene with Galen. It went…okay, I guess. He’s such a good actor that he can hide his negative feelings and discomfort towards me. But I still sensed his suppressed vitriol, and even though there was no escaping that we’d be sharing a kiss every night over the next two weeks, he never seemed to just man up and accept it. And it objectively made me a worse kisser.

I think that dampening hurt my effectiveness in the kiss with Noah too. I just wasn’t as into these kisses the way Christine should be. Not that Noah said anything about it.

Frankly, nobody said anything negative at all. All I received after the performance was the utmost praise. Cast mates, crew members, musicians — even Justin and Horace said they had no notes for me. But I felt like I could do better.

I managed to find Sarah and Nora after the show to catch up on how things went. Sarah watched from the audience and Nora, obviously, was participating in the pit orchestra on the keyboards. They were both genuinely astounded by how smooth the show already was.

“Do you think there’s any way I could improve?” I asked. “In, I dunno, one specific way?”

Sarah looked me dead straight in the eyes. “Jesse, I think you’re the perfect Christine.”

Nora echoed her sentiments. “You were incredible. Simply incredible.” she said. “But listen, I’m not in the business of telling an artist that they can never improve. So much of art is ‘feel’, so if you feel like something’s off, then work on it. Tweak it. Whatever makes you a more confident performer.”

The girls and I didn’t hang out after that rehearsal. I had homework to do and other things to focus on that weren’t social.

I was obviously impressing everyone, which is great, but I so badly wanted to crack Galen. He was my white whale. Why could I get everyone else to buy into my Christine-ness, but not him?

But then it hit me. Galen and I hadn’t been talking much over the past few months. Barely at all, in fact. But the one thing he did actually ask of me was to dress as much like a girl as possible, right before we were to have that stage kiss.

Was that the key? Sure, back during our first stage kiss, I really knocked everyone’s socks off by wearing my most feminine outfit to date. But there’s more to being a girl than just clothes. There’s a ‘je ne sais quoi’ with a woman’s sexual energy that is able to attract men. Sure, looks get ‘em in the door… but there’s a whole other angle to that: physical intimacy.

But as a straight man, I had no interest in trying anything like that with Galen! Sure, I’d made out with random bar boys before, — and I guess I dolled myself up for a date with Andrew —  but all of that was for experimental, role research purposes.

I couldn’t go to Sarah or Nora for this kind of question. This was a question for another man. So I texted Jimmy.

It wasn’t too late on Monday night, so he said he was more than happy to talk things over. Due to the sensitive and somewhat awkward nature of this question, I told him it’d be best for us to meet in person. So I changed out of my sweatpants, put on a dress, and ventured over to his apartment.

Jimmy was home alone, like last time.

When he walked me inside, he looked me up and down. “I’m impressed. I usually find it hard to wear real clothes after a long show day. But seriously, you always look so great.”

I blushed. Jimmy didn’t normally compliment me like that, but maybe he just felt self-conscious about wearing sweatpants compared to my nice dress.

“So what’s up? I hope it’s not about the show, because you were killer today.”

“Well, thanks… but yeah, it is about the show. I feel like there’s something I just can’t crack.”

He tilted his head. “How so?”

I explained to him my dilemma about Galen not reciprocating the kiss properly, and how I felt like it was all my fault. If he wasn’t able to believe in me as a girl on stage, how would the kiss ever be genuine?

“I just… ya know. I’m stuck. I know it’s nitpicky, and I know everyone thinks I’m doing a good enough job. But something deep inside me is saying I should finish strong. To truly complete the role.”

Jimmy pondered for a second. He started to chuckle a bit, then looked right back at me. “You’re really something else, Jesse. I think it’s super cool how into your craft you get.  It’s admirable. And you’re like, super pretty too.”

“Thanks.” I was blushing again. “But I didn’t come here to be flattered, mister!”

Jimmy continued, but his tone changed. “Look, I want to help you. Do you think… for acting’s sake… maybe we need to just… try a few things?”

“Hmm. What things?”

His voice started sputtering, just the tiniest bit. “Uh, well, you need to get a guy to really buy into you, right?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Well… I’m a guy. We could — and just for, like, acting purposes — you try to make a move on me.”

“You think that’d help?” I replied. For whatever reason our voices were half-hushed, as if we were keeping this moment secret from the rest of the empty apartment.

“We could try.”

I looked around his apartment. Then back at Jimmy. I smirked. This could be amusing. Sure.

Without answering him, I got up off the couch and turned on a lamp in the corner. Then another on the opposite side of his living room. I turned off the ceiling lights, leaving only softer lighting in our space.

I sat back down on the couch, but this time much closer to him. And I looked at him in his eyes, deeply.

His soft blue eyes were wide open, and he released a soft little gulp in response to my forwardness.

“This… this is good. I think.” he stammered.

I then leaned in and said softly into his left ear with the delicate girl voice I’d gotten down so perfectly. “How about you grab us some wine.”

He stood up swiftly and went to the kitchen on my command. I waited on the couch, with my good, ladylike posture for him to return with the two glasses of red wine.

We clinked glasses and took a sip. For him, taking a sip seemed to put him in a fresh, ready-to-play mindset. The timid Jimmy of a few minutes ago had left, and now it seemed to be him driving the bus.

“So, Jessie — with an ‘I-E’, I might add…”

I laughed at his comment. He was totally playing along.

“What is it about wine that makes things more romantic?” he finished his thought.

“Maybe it’s the quiet sipping? The head rush? Who knows. Sometimes girls even leave lipstick on their glass after sipping.”

“Oh yeah? Prove it.”

Lucky for me, I had a red lipstick in my purse to apply. With my tiny makeup mirror, I paused drinking to slowly apply the red color to my lips, looking at Jimmy and giving him an air kiss. I then sipped my wine and proved to him the red stain it left on the glass.

He gave a coy little golf clap to my performance.

“It leaves marks elsewhere too.” I told him, looking him in the eyes. And then I took the jump that only hours ago I thought I wouldn’t have the courage to try: I kissed Jimmy. But just on the cheek.

I pulled back and he was red as a beet — and the lipstick mark only made him redder.

I could tell that he liked what I was doing.

“How’s that for ‘making a move on you’?” I asked sweetly.

Jimmy just smiled and shook his head in amazement. “You… Hmhmhm… you’re really good at this acting stuff, huh.”

“I really am, aren’t I?” I leaned in to kiss him again, but this time on the lips. One quick little kiss to start and test the waters, but immediately after that, I could tell both him and I wanted to try more.

I repositioned my body to kiss Jimmy and run my hands through his short brown hair. He usually kept it styled up just a bit, so I could feel a little bit of the product run beside my fingers.

But it wasn’t just me. Jimmy was getting very into our kissing practice too. He knew I didn’t have boobs, but put his hands on top of where my bra was anyway, with this other hand on my lower back.

I was really grateful to Jimmy for helping me out and get in the mindset for better stage kissing. Other boys had done that too, but not knowing that I was actually a boy. Jimmy knew full well though! And yet, here he was, kissing a dolled up version of his male friend.

I pulled back for a second and laughed a little as I saw my lipstick make his way to his lips. He knew it was funny looking too.

“For a couple straight guys, we’re pretty good at this kissing thing,” I said to Jimmy.

He looked back at me, and with perhaps a little insincerity, “Totally. This is just for practice. I’m just helping you practice for the show.”

And just as he said that, I could tell he immediately regretted wearing sweatpants. He had gotten hard from making out.

Jimmy turned red again, but I put my finger over his lips. “It’s okay. It’s natural.” Then removing my finger and replacing it with another deep kiss.

He sat back on the couch, I think still not believing what was going on.

“You don’t think… and only if you want to… it could help…” he insinuated, looking down at the erection underneath his sweatpants.

“I mean… I could try something…” I didn’t know exactly what he meant. But I guess ‘in for a penny’…

I leaned in to kiss Jimmy again, but this time simultaneously placing my delicate hand with my freshly painted nails on his cock, on top of his pants.

Now, to say kissing a guy felt good before… Wow, it was completely different doing so while touching his boner. Our tongues were already dancing, but the way his lips gripped mine and the intensity he added just from slightly rubbing his cock? It was a whole new sensation.

Strangely, I preferred it this way. Arousing a man while feeling his erection and kissing him deeply made it a more feminine experience. Sure, Raoul and Christine don’t do anything this intense on stage, but off stage in the story they certainly would.

Jimmy was really enjoying the way I was making him feel, but soon enough I pulled back. I didn’t need to lead him on too deeply.

We thought it best to call it a night with kissing and touching, and decided to finish the bottle of wine and just watch a movie together. Much like last time, I really enjoyed his company. And yes, we cuddled.

I didn’t look at him much throughout the movie, but I could feel his heart beating fast, like adrenaline was still rushing through him. I know this was supposed to be a little practice kiss, but he was super into the whole thing. And honestly, I didn’t hate it either.

We quickly lost track of time and noticed how late it was. I got up to leave, but Jimmy stopped me.

“Hey, I hope this isn’t too forward, but… if you wanna sleep over again you can.”

“Oh, haha, thanks. I was kind of hoping you’d offer the couch again.”

“No, uh, no,” he corrected. “I was thinking you sleep in my room. In my bed. With me.”

“I looked at Jimmy and his puppy dog eyes, but also appreciated the forwardness of his request. What would a hypothetical girl  who was hypothetically into a guy do?”

“Sure,” I said, smiling. “Let me get changed, though. I’m super tired.”

And that marked the first night I’d spent with a boy. I did sleep with my wig off, which sort of took me out of the ‘girl-mode’ mindset, but it didn’t seem to affect Jimmy. His room was cold, so we spooned in his bed. He in a t-shirt and pajama pants, and I, in a borrowed t-shirt of his and the panties I was wearing under the dress.

This was nice. It felt nice to be held by a man. Was I growing to appreciate and fully understand the Christine character, or was this something entirely new?


CHAPTER TWENTY

I slipped out of Jimmy’s in the morning as I had an early class and had to get home to change first. I didn’t want to trouble him too much, so I just whispered a thank you and kissed his forehead as I left.

Yes, I’d just spent the night with a boy after making out with him and rubbing his erection. What of it? The big thing I really was itching to find out was if my practice with Jimmy would rub off on stage tonight.

When I arrived at the stage later that day, I felt like a completely different person. In fact, it made me look at the other girls in the dressing room in a completely different way. Women had an amazing power and sexual energy that I experienced firsthand last night. I’d discussed trivial things with other women in my journey to portray Christine, but talking about sexual acts was never really on the table until now.

However, I needed to keep it absolutely locked up that I slept over at Jimmy’s last night and that we hooked up. I’ve been in dozens of plays where two cast members hook up and it’s all anyone talks about. Feelings get involved, friendships can get broken up, and needless drama consumes the entire production. No thank you.

The hair, makeup, and wardrobe process was even quicker today than for yesterday’s first dress rehearsal since we had one under our belt. I was dressed in the Christine choir girl dress, and off we went with the rehearsal.

When the end of the first act came to a close and “All I Ask of You” was ready to be performed, I was far more eager than I’d ever been for the scene.

In fact, the level of seductive drive I felt last night with Jimmy was clearly having its impact with Galen.

After singing the duet, I kissed Galen with a passion not seen in any of the previous rehearsals. Normally, we’d press our lips together and do a very simple but effective kiss. But not this time. I intertwined my tongue with Galen’s and led the romantic energy of the kiss.

But it unfortunately didn’t get quite there. I tried for a slightly more intense and sensual french kiss, but Galen was so caught off guard that he was only able to let me in his mouth just a bit at the end before the lights went out and the number was over.

But I did sense one thing: he wasn’t opposed. He even partially played along. Hmm. Was he starting to believe me as a girl?

At the end of the dress rehearsal I was once again complimented by anyone I spoke with. The entire cast and crew was feeling good about where we were at, now one dress rehearsal away from opening night.

Sarah was the first one to point out my newly passionate kiss with Galen.

“That was… different,” she noted, subtly. “Did you guys, like, talk about using tongue?”

“No, we didn’t. I kinda just tried it.”

Her facial expression read ‘impressed but confused’. It obviously worked better on stage, since we were trying hard to sell the romance.

It was then that I saw Jimmy across the room, and he came up to both of us.

“Jesse, that was so great. I’m… very impressed,” he said.

“Well, so much of it thanks to you,” I replied, giving a coy smile, but then immediately catching myself. I couldn’t let Sarah find out about this. At least not yet.

“…and you too, Sarah! Both of you guys played such a big part in me becoming Christine. Both of you. Equally.”

I managed to escape the awkward conversation and return to the dressing room to get out of my wardrobe. I was riding high.

When I got back to my apartment, I was surprised to see Galen waiting out in the living room for once. He looked like he was about to leave.

“We need to talk about something,” he immediately said. Not angry, not confrontational, but very serious.

“Excuse me?” I didn’t even have a chance to take off my shoes.

“Look, I know I’ve been a mess to deal with over the last few months. And admittedly, I’m having a lot of trouble with my male roommate is playing my female love interest.”

“Okay…” So far this sounded just like every other rude thing he’d said so far.

But he was incredibly serious. “And I know this is a massive inconvenience, but for my own mental health, and based on where the trend of everything is going… I’m planning on moving out at the end of the month.”

This news wasn’t surprising considering it had become abundantly clear he didn’t want to be my friend. But to drop this on me just two days before opening night?

“And you’re doing this right before the show starts? How thoughtful. That’ll be great for my headspace…”

“It’s the best thing for both of us. I promise I’ll handle the subletter myself and make it as seamless as possible for you,” he then paused. “But look, I do have some good news.”

No longer was I in the mood for whatever he considered ‘good news’. “Oh yeah? Any more disruptions you wanna throw on my life?”

“Well, I heard from Horace the other day that his theater producer friend is coming to one of our shows. He’s apparently really interested in one of the leads.”

“Oh yeah?” I was still upset. “What, so you’re gonna get a Broadway gig too now?”

“No, Jesus, Jesse! He’s interested in you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“What? Like, he’s coming specifically for me?”

“Yeah, he is. Apparently he’s heard about your little cross-gender stunt and is intrigued.”

I couldn’t help but question Galen’s motives. “Why are you telling me this? And why didn’t Horace mention anything to me?”

Galen shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he thinks it’ll psych you out. You probably don’t believe me when I say this, but I genuinely hope that producer likes you. You get the dream Broadway career you want, and we can put this whole roommate thing behind us.”

I appreciated Galen’s wish for me to succeed, but did he have to be so blunt?

And with that, Galen got up to leave the apartment, likely going to hang out with his friends.

I was left with so much to consider. I’d completely lost a friend, but strangely gained his respect. I’d be losing a roommate, but gaining a major career opportunity.

There was one thing left I needed, and it was to completely, utterly nail each and every performance that remained. My girly preparation activities were making Galen uncomfortable? Too bad. They strengthened the show and made me a better candidate for the producer.

========

And so I decided to double down on enhancing my sexual prowess  in the form of going straight over to Jimmy’s. I hadn’t planned to keep ‘practicing’ with him, but I wanted to impress this producer more than ever.

I think Jimmy was happy to oblige, because as soon as I arrived, the scene was already set. The mood lighting was on, he’d poured two glasses of wine, and he even lit a candle this time. We sat closely on the couch.

We tried to make smalltalk, but things quickly devolved into kissing. And soon enough we were making out.

We got a little physical last time, but I thought we’d take things even further this time around. I find it really enjoyable to tease a guy who’s already aroused by you.

Jimmy could be confident at times, but he had a softer, more timid side when hooking up. It was clear he was hard under his jeans, so I placed my hand over his jeans while I kissed his neck. It made him squirm in the best kind of way.

He reciprocated by shifting his hands further and further up my little black skirt. I liked the way his hands felt on my hairless legs, and encouraged him to keep touching me. I suggested Jimmy take off his pants, which he gladly did, stripping down to his underwear.

“Can we go to the bedroom?” he asked.

I nodded and we continued kissing and touching each other on his bed. Jimmy was rock hard, and his tiny moans got less and less tiny each time I rubbed his cock through his underwear. What had felt like only a lump through his jeans, now felt even better through one thin layer of fabric. He was well endowed to say the least, and I liked being able to shuffle my focus, rubbing the head, the shaft and even play with his balls a little bit.

Jimmy quickly hopped back. “Jesse, this is driving me crazy,” he said, nearly out of breath. “I think I’m having a serious identity crisis about my sexuality, if you can’t tell.”

“Why can’t we just be two straight guys practicing?” I asked, kissing his neck further.

“Because we’re clearly not! You’re playing with my cock, we’re making out, and we’re both clearly enjoying it. Whatever this is, it’s not straight.”

What Jimmy said was what I’d been having trouble dealing with for so long. But maybe it was time we addressed it.

“Can’t we just look at it as fluid and experimental? Sure I’m practicing for a role, but if another thing comes of it, then so be it.”

He was still clearly wrestling with my justification, but admitted it may not be the worst thing to consider it experimental and accept it as that.

But I knew he needed a little more convincing, so I got back on top of Jimmy. “If it makes you feel better, just think of me as Christine. Not Jesse, Christine. You’re making out with Christine and letting Christine touch your cock.”

I kissed him deeper, and grabbed his cock for the first time under his underwear. It was a strange, unique sensation touching his bare skin in such a sensitive area, but it was working wonders.

“Jesse… Jesse…” he moaned as I continued stroking his cock beneath his underwear.

“Let me get you there…” I whispered in his ear, nibbling it.

Jimmy couldn’t stand it anymore. With my hand wrapped around his warm, throbbing cock, Jimmy blew a load into his underwear. He fell back on the bed like a noodle, barely believing what just happened. I laid down next to him with my hand on his chest as he recovered.

“Let’s clean you up, watch a show, and get to bed.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Never had I felt more like a woman than sleeping over at Jimmy’s that night. I felt like I could do whatever I wanted to him. Snuggled up in panties and a nightie, spooned by his warm, naked body, I could at will turn him on by pressing my perky butt against him and getting him hard. I relished that influence I had over his libido.

And so I carried that momentum into the final dress rehearsal where my level of sexual energy was the highest it’s ever been.

I was the epitome of femininity that day attending classes, alongside my cast mates backstage, and most importantly on stage, performing.

Galen knew I’d be giving him my all in our scene and accepted my french kiss a bit better this time around. It felt like we were taking our quarrel as estranged roommates and fighting it out on stage with our tongues.

After the show, Horace gathered the cast, crew, and musicians together for one last meeting. He reiterated how proud he was of us and that, yes, scouts, agents, managers, and the like may be in the audience of the upcoming plays, so make sure to bring your A-game.

But I knew the real prize would be Horace’s producer friend. He only knew big-shots and was certain to appreciate all the work and transformation I put into my role.

I knew the only missing piece in my performance was the female sexual energy that would be necessary to perfectly portray Christine. And so I chose to not fix what ain’t broke.

That night I went to Jimmy’s again to hook up. We’d kiss, we’d cuddle, and I’d make him cum. It was becoming a routine.

========

Opening night felt big for everyone, but I was too focused to care about the fanfare. I stayed entirely in character as Christine while backstage, desperately avoiding any situation where someone might refer to me as Jesse or reference that I was male.

And it worked! The Thursday opening night was a dream! A massive crowd showed and adored the near-perfect performance. I reveled watching the people in the first few rows shed a tear when I sang, and shudder in fear when our chandelier dropped or the Phantom suddenly appeared. It was exactly as planned.

But still, that evening, I made my way to Jimmy’s to keep expanding my sexual skills.

Friday night’s show passed. Then Saturday. Then Sunday. Each night my Christine was more and more realistic. The kisses got better and more romantic and passionate each time I practiced with Jimmy.

Between Monday’s classes, I had the chance to get lunch with Sarah and Nora. Obviously we chatted about the musical and how well everything was going, but Sarah looked like she had a piece of juicy gossip to share.

“Have you guys not noticed how different he’s been acting? It’s unreal!” Sarah said.

“Thank God. I thought nobody was gonna bring it up. It’s unreal!” Nora managed to spit out between bites of her salad.

“Wait, what? Who are you talking about?” I asked.

They looked at me in unison. “Jimmy!”

I turned red. What were they going to say…

“I managed to get out of him yesterday that he’s been dating someone — and apparently it’s someone in the cast. Isn’t that crazy?” Sarah clearly couldn’t wait to talk this over with the girls.

“That jerk! Why won’t he say who?” Nora demanded.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Ugh. It’s obnoxious. He says it ‘doesn’t matter as long as he’s happy, right?’”

I was beside myself! How could he let this leak!? And to assume that we were ‘dating’ nonetheless! I guess the girls don’t know who the mystery person is, but still. I thought our hook up situation was purely for practice purposes.

Okay, maybe not entirely. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy some of it. But Jimmy was clearly thinking of it more seriously, or else he wouldn’t be blabbing to Sarah.

“That’s crazy…” I said, quite measured. “Maybe I can talk to him after the show this evening and he’ll tell me.”

And so I did. After Monday’s great performance, instead of going home and then going to Jimmy’s, I confronted him backstage.

“Hey, Jimmy, I gotta ask you something,” I said.

His eyes lit up when he saw me.

“Oh, yeah, anything. What’s up?” he then lowered his voice. “Is it about later?”

I shuffled him to a different part of backstage so nobody would hear.

“Yes, but not how you’d like it,” I said firmly. “Have you been telling people about… our practicing?”

“What? No! I mean, I guess Sarah…”

I put my hand on my face in disappointment. “She thinks you’re dating someone in the cast. Now why would she think that?”

“I…I dunno. Look, I’m really having fun with you and, I dunno…maybe thought we could take this another step?”

I was dumbfounded. “A-Another step? Jimmy what the hell are you talking about? This can’t come out. You’re a wonderful friend and – in some ways, I’ll admit it – I’ve enjoyed what we’ve been doing. But this can’t be a relationship.”

Jimmy hung his head. He was a little embarrassed by getting caught blabbing to Sarah, yes, but mostly disappointed that I didn’t feel the same way about things.

“Look… I just can’t have all these distractions leading up to the show, okay? I need to be focused so I can be Christine. And I need to be Christine so I can impress the agents and producers in the audience. One of which, as you know, is coming to see me one of these nights.”

He continued looking at me with his sorrowful baby blue eyes. Whatever I’d done to him, whatever spell I’d put him under, was clearly quite strong.

“If that’s what you want, then fine. I’ll leave you be. I respect you too much to not let you do your thing.” He said.

I felt awful telling him this, but he must understand that my motivations were to put on the best performance possible, regardless of his feelings.

========

Galen hadn’t started the move out process yet, but the dynamic was undeniably changed. We mostly ignored each other and didn’t chat outside of tiny discussions regarding the play. I couldn’t help but wonder what our relationship would be like after our final performance this upcoming Sunday.

Tuesday’s show went well like the others, though I felt my sexual energy in the scenes dipped a bit. Could it be the stress of Galen? Could it be the absence of Jimmy?

I was exhausted after the show, so I didn’t really miss going to Jimmy’s. But as I laid in my bed, I couldn’t help but feel like I was missing something. Hmm…

Wednesday felt the same to me. I put a little bit more effort into my appearance for classes that day, hoping that would solve it. Instead of yoga pants, sneakers, and a casual top, I forced myself to be especially girly that day.

In the morning I put on more makeup than usual, including a deep red lipstick that I usually didn’t choose. My wardrobe wasn’t full of lingerie, but I chose the frilliest black bra and panties set that was available and wore that under a short, revealing red skirt. I matched the skirt with a very low cut blouse, and finished off the look with some black heels. I know, I know, heels. But I needed that feminine kick I was missing.

I even curled my brunette wig and applied a spritz of a super feminine, super sexy perfume to my dainty gold necklace-clad neck.

Since this was a lot sexier than I usually dressed, I actually got attention from more boys in class than I normally would. A few of them even came up to me to chat and ask about the play — especially in my non-theater classes. They flirted with me and I flirted back. It felt good.

I took time to get lunch with Sarah and Nora again, but we didn’t discuss Jimmy once. Maybe he shared with Sarah that whoever he was ‘dating’ broke things off and wanted to remain private. But no Jimmy talk didn’t mean our lunch was exempt from romance gossip.

After going over Nora’s plans to text this guy she liked, the discussion eventually flipped to my own romantic escapades.

“Let me ask you something, Jesse,” Nora began. “I know you made out with a few guys for practice… and you went on that date… and it looks like you’re super into kissing Galen on stage — in character, I know… — so are you at all interested in, ya know, dating any further?”

“Like, in general?”

She shrugged. “Sure. Or like, with guys.”

This didn’t feel like a trap question, and I knew they knew nothing of Jimmy. She was just genuinely curious.

“Well, if I’m being honest… I’m still sort of figuring myself out. I guess I’ll just see where the wind blows me.”

My answer was mostly true. Obviously I mentioned nothing about secretly making out with Jimmy and the rush of femininity I felt while stroking him until he came.

“Would you guys care?” I asked.

Sarah looked at me. “Care if what?”

I sighed. “Care if… well, if I were into guys.”

They both laughed at my question. “Of course not!” Nora answered first. “Jesse, I’d never tell you to do one thing or another, but if you did decide to hook up with a guy for real? Wow, we’d have a lot to share and talk about.”

Sarah agreed. “If you ever felt the urge to pursue a guy, you’d have our full support.”

“And listen,” Nora said, “I can promise you that we wouldn’t question your motives or try to deny you any joy in that pursuit. I know we both came across that way a little bit earlier.”

I really appreciated her saying that. But we were all good. I knew those two girls were here to look out for me and would support me in whatever I did. But that didn’t mean I wanted the Jimmy thing to be revealed. At least not now.

Later, before the show, I ran into Jimmy backstage. He was busy with his producing duties, but managed to catch a glimpse of me in my outfit before going into the dressing room to change. It was pretty cute how he locked in on my legs and short skirt as I walked by. Ugh, boys!

Wednesday’s performance was pretty good, and I ended my night with a solo relaxation in my room.

Thursday and Friday were the same. Relaxation, but alone.

========

The onset of the weekend meant there were only three shows remaining: Saturday matinee, Saturday evening, and Sunday Evening to finish out the run.

It was unreal to think how far we’ve come as a casting the last few months. Myself personally, too. Just a couple of months ago I was normal, male actor Jesse. But taking on the role of Christine Daaé brought out something else. It introduced a softer, more feminine exterior. That part was understandable. But it was the deeper, female sex drive interior that was the shocker.

I hadn’t spoken extensively with Jimmy this week. I needed some space from him to ensure I could perform Christine as crisply as possible. It felt like my efforts hadn’t deteriorated much, but that entire perception changed when I ran into Galen in the morning before Saturday’s matinee.

He was lounging in the living room having his breakfast when I came in, having just put on my bare minimum wig and makeup for the day.

“Hey, so remember that producer I mentioned?” he said, without looking up from his cereal.

I lit up immediately. “Was he at last night’s show?? What did he say??”

“No, no. But he’s coming tonight. I talked with Horace on the phone this morning.”

“You talked with Horace on the phone?” That was strange. I had no idea those two were so close. I guess Galen was his little ‘star’.

“Yeah. He’s still not interested in me, which is bullshit, but Horace told me there were two top agents coming tonight for me, and that producer would be coming for you.”

This was great news! I got to know in advance when I’d have to be in tip top shape.

“Which reminds me, Jesse. You’ve seriously been lacking the last few days.”

“…Excuse me?”

Galen got up nonchalantly to wash his dishes, as if he hadn’t just insulted my work. “Yeah, you’ve been majorly dipping in quality this week. A had a few friends who came to shows this week and they totally thought you read as a dude onstage.”

“I…I hadn’t heard that was an issue…”

“Well, it is, okay? Just pick up the slack for the shows today so we can both separately sail off into the sunset with our careers, okay?”

I didn’t even know how to respond to that. I thought I’d been doing fine! And now he drops on me that this entire week of shows was ‘dipping’?

I only managed to mumble out an ‘uhhhh’ before he returned to his room to get ready.

========

The energy in the girls dressing room was electric. Even though we’d been performing nightly for over a week now, it was wonderful to see everyone so buzzed about performing a Saturday matinee. That’s what makes theater so special.

But as I got my makeup and dresses ready for the show, I couldn’t help but think about Galen’s comments. How could I go on for the second show today knowing my performance was lacking?

And it’s not like he’d be lying either. Because Raoul and Christine’s performances are so interlinked, it’s always better for one person when the other brings their A-game. It makes us both look good. So what was missing?

I tried to talk to Sarah before the show, but she was swamped dealing with a lighting issue. I’d have to fly blind this time around.

‘Think of Me’ went okay, and so did the first act of the show. I think. But when ‘All I Ask of You’ and the kiss scene came… my god… it was like I froze.

I tried to be romantic. I really did! But Galen’s earlier comments got in my head. I was figuratively choking on stage in real time.

We managed to get to the kiss, but it was beyond awkward. Almost as bad as the first one we did. When the song wrapped, we got a round of applause but sometimes as an actor, you can just feel the pity of the crowd.

The rest of the show didn’t go much better. Our chemistry was off, my voice was shaky, and my final kiss with Noah — the one where I’m empathetic toward him so it’s not even supposed to be romantic — was worse than it's ever been. I barely got through it.

After the show, Galen was pissed.

“What was that!?” he came up to me when he saw me alone.

“Hey, it takes two to tango,” I tried defending myself.

“No. Nuh-uh. This is on you. What, are you trying to botch my chance with an agent, huh? Just because I’m moving out?”

He was being ridiculous. “Why would I purposely mess up? Maybe you shouldn’t have talked shit about my acting, and I wouldn’t be getting in my own head, huh?”

Galen was fuming, and others in the cast and crew were starting to notice. He didn’t want to lose his cool too much in front of the others.

So he glared at me, simmering, but measured. “Pick it up for tonight. Or else I’m gonna LOSE it.”

He stormed off and I was left there standing in my dress, wig, and makeup wondering how everything felt apart so quickly.

Horace eventually found me backstage and essentially echoed the same things, but without any of the rage.

“Are you doing okay? Was there something traumatic that happened earlier?” he inquired. Clearly, he was concerned about the big Saturday night show as well.

“I just… I have a lot on my mind, okay?”

Horace let out a huge sigh, not quick sure how to crack this nut. “Okay, I understand that things in your personal life can get in the way. But as you know, there are a bunch of very important people coming tonight…”

“…yeah, your producer friend. Galen told me.”

Horace nodded. “Matthew Nakama, yes. He produces shows on Broadway and tons of touring companies. And he’s fascinated by ‘the male Christine’ as he puts it. If he falls in love with you like the previous audiences have, you’ll be set up very well for your career.”

I hung my head in disappointment, but he wasn’t finished.

“But remember, it’s not just about you. There are tons of talented performers in this show that rely on every cast mate to be at the top of their game each night. Like Galen, like Noah, like Jocelyn. All of these students want agents, managers, and producers chasing their names too.”

None of what he was saying was news, but to hear it directly from him emphasized its importance. Was I seriously going to trip and fall right before the finish line?

Horace put his hand on my shoulder. “If I were you, I’d wipe this show completely from your memory. Picture yourself in the headspace you were at last weekend. And do exactly that. Remember, this role requires intensely-focused feminine energy. Whatever you need to achieve that, do it.”

And with that, Horace walked away. “Back here at 5 o’clock for the evening show everyone!” he shouted to anyone in earshot.

I was in a total bind. Horace’s speech, while rousing, didn’t exactly settle my nerves. In fact, I was more nervous now knowing there was so much riding on tonight’s performance for every performer, not just me.

Since there were still a few hours before the evening show’s call time, I took a walk around campus, hoping to clear my head. But that didn’t help. All I did was feel more isolated and more in trouble.

I was screwed. Royally screwed. Unless…Unless I bring Jimmy back into the mix.

That’s it! That’s the solution to my problem! It was obviously a mistake to stop hooking up with him. The moment I lost my edge as Christine was when I stopped the pursuit of sexual activities.

So the only option was to make that happen. I shot him a text and got to work.

Hey, I want you to come over to mine. Be there in an hour. I think you’ll like what you see ;)

I rushed home to get ready for him. By then he’d responded confirming he would come. Perfect.

I knew Galen was out with his friends between the shows and wouldn’t be home. So I had the apartment to myself.

The first thing I did was change into the other sexy set of lingerie I was gifted for these couple of weeks. The lacy pink set.

I disrobed and slipped the pink panties up my legs and tucked back my freshly shaved boy parts. I wouldn’t be needing those. The pink bra was so soft, and I put that on too.

My nails weren't to be painted for the show, so nothing I could do there, but I made sure to apply the sexiest makeup look to my face. Long fake eyelashes, pink shadow, dark liner, plenty of mascara, and an adorable pink lip color that I knew Jimmy loved. I put lotion all over my body to be as smooth as possible for him.

I was now 10 minutes out from his arrival. I told him the apartment front door and my door would be open, so ‘just walk in for a surprise’.

To set the mood, I closed the blinds, lit some scented candles, and even put a cheesy fireplace video on the TV. Jimmy tended to like that stuff, so I knew it would work.

The only thing left was to lounge back in a sexy pose on the couch and wait. I closed my eyes, putting myself mentally in the body of a woman. Channeling feminine energy I’d need for the rest of the night.

And soon enough the door creaked open…

“Woah! What!?” a male voice shouted, startled. But it wasn’t Jimmy.

It was Galen.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Galen stumbled a bit, not expecting the lights to be dimmed, or much less his male roommate posing seductively in lingerie.

“AH! What are you doing here??” I shrieked.

“I came home! I live here, remember!”

“I...I…I…” I was stuttering through my words, completely embarrassed.

But Galen quickly relaxed, and looked at me earnestly.

“Fine. Explain...”

“I’ll spare you the details, but clearly I was waiting for someone to come. Someone I’ve been practicing hooking up with, okay? You of all people should be happy about that. Don’t you want tonight to go perfectly?”

Galen didn’t know what to say, but then my phone rang. It was Jimmy.

I shushed Galen and picked up the phone.

“Hey!” Jimmy said over the phone. “I’m super super sorry, but I can’t come over. I totally forgot I told one of my buddies for class that I’d chill with him between shows and now I’m late to his place.”

“You…you’re not coming?” I muttered.

“No… but that’s okay right? Whatever you were gonna show me you can show me later, right? I don’t want to miss it.”

“I…I…well, I’d really like to see you here. Now. If possible.”

“Crap, I’m so sorry Jesse. Another time. I promise.” I heard another friend shout something in the background on his side of the line. “Listen, I gotta go okay? See you at the show.”

And then he hung up.

Galen looked at me as I stood there silently. “Can I speak now?”

I was defeated. He could say whatever he wanted. Nothing was getting me out of this bind.

He’d normally say something rude, but I think Galen recognized that I was really hurting. “Look, I’m sorry about what I said backstage.”

“Oh, please. You’re apologizing now? I’m screwed and so are you. I’m in my own head and I’m never getting out.”

I sat down on the couch, and Galen joined me.

He let out a big sigh. “Maybe I’ve been too hard on you, okay?” He paused. “You know what? I take it all back. You’ll do great! You’re a great actor, Jesse!”

His tone was a little too insincere to have any real effect now.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think there’s anything you can say that can turn things around.”

Galen looked at me, and then up at the ceiling. “Nothing?”

I shook my head.

He gulped then firmly said. “How about that ‘I think that you’re actually really charming and cute.’”

I paused. What did he say…

“How about that ‘the reason I’ve been so uncomfortable with this whole thing is that I actually find you attractive as a woman, and I can’t mentally accept it.’”

I looked up at him. “What the hell are you doing. Stop fucking with me.”

“I’m not. Okay?” He was flustered, but sounded serious. “Jesus… Do you know how fucking disorienting it is to have your roommate suddenly become someone you think about sexually? It’s weird!”

Gradually, I realized he wasn’t kidding. Everything he was saying was earnest. Galen was actually...attracted to me.

He continued. “That’s why I’ve been so fucking distant all the time. I can’t be around you without thinking about…this!” He gestured to my lacy lingerie.

“And now that you’re going on dates? Part of me thought it was good because it meant you’d be out of my face more often… but no. It just made me jealous. Knowing there’s some guy out there that’s getting you.”

I was in complete disbelief. Who was I even talking to? “Galen, why did you never tell me this?”

“Why? Are you serious? How do you think that looks for me?” He held up his hand as if illustrating a newspaper headline. “Local Male Theater Lead Falls for Crossdressing Castmember Roommate. It’s absurd.”

He hung his head. “I know you’re stressed. I know that. And I’m sorry I took all this out on you. It’s just… so disorienting to me. Jesse gets to show off to the world and explore a whole new identity. Galen, meanwhile, has to sit back in his room wishing he could fuck his roommate.”

Wait… did he just say that?

This was unbelievable. This was clearly a guy who was going through a lot. And for as mad as I was at him over the last few months, I actually understood his pain. If there’s one thing that I could empathize with – one thing at all – it’s that sexuality can be a mucked-up, confusing, nightmarish mess.

I hugged Galen for a minute, rubbing his back a little bit just to console him.

“You’re not making this any easier, Jesse.” he managed to spit out.

Despite everything that went down today – the stress, the yelling, the reveals, the disappointments, the pressure – I might have just thought of a solution to the whole bunch.

…and maybe it was simpler than either of us imagined.

I put my finger under Galen’s chin to lift it up. Our faces were inches apart. I kissed him.

Just a few seconds, then I released. He looked me in the eyes and fully on his own volition, leaned in to kiss me back. Deeply. Like how we did on stage, but this time with it was Galen, not Raoul.

Part of me couldn’t believe what was happening. I was wearing nothing but lingerie, fully made up, and kissing my soon to be ex-roommate and former friend.

Galen, as if he’d been wanting this for a while, started taking his jacket off. I happily helped him. Jeez… he was really going through with it.

With Galen’s jacket and shirt off, I put my smooth, delicate hands on his chest, running my fingers over and clutching his pecs. He matched my physicality by gently rubbing my nipples through the lacy pink bra. Nobody had ever done that to me before, and it was driving me wild.

I nudged Galen onto his back so I could lean on him and kiss him even deeper. Though his shirt was off, he still hadn’t joined me with bare bottoms, so I started to unbuckle his belt for him, freeing up his hands to rub me any and everywhere on my smooth, lotioned body. He moaned as my hand inadvertently brushed his hardness.

Galen was down to his underwear, like myself, and hard as a rock. I had the deeply feminine urge to start rubbing and caressing the pitched tent beneath that thin layer of fabric. I could tell from his eye contact that he wanted it too. Galen was feral and wanted me. This is the kind of energy I needed from my partner to pull me into full sexual femininity.

Though with Jimmy, I’d only only gone as far as rubbing his cock to make him cum, Galen was having a stronger gravitational pull on me. I badly needed to taste him.

So with him standing in front of me, I approached and kissed his bare chest while wrapping my thin, feminine fingers around his cock. He shuddered and let me do as I pleased.

Jimmy wasn’t a particularly tall boy, but Galen was quite the opposite. I loved the feeling of being the small girl to this big, strong man. With his likeness still growing in my hand, I pulled his underwear down to reveal his massive, 9-inch cock. I made my way down his body by offering little kisses starting at his neck and all the way down his chest.

But Galen needed to be teased just a bit. On my knees in front of him, I gave him little butterfly kisses everywhere in that region except for his throbbing member. The nearness of my lips and tongue to his cock was driving him insane, and I could tell.

After a minute of this, I started ever-so-slightly licking and kissing his balls and at the base of his shaft. His shivers told me he wanted me to make my way up to the head. So like a yummy, wet popsicle, I licked the entirety of his rock hard shaft all the way to the tip, finishing it off with a kiss from my red-painted lips.

“Please… I need you…” Galen moaned, legs spread and hands on my head. But I wasn’t done with him yet.

I proceeded to give my former friend a sloppy, wet blowjob, making full use of my hands by squeezing his butt and fingering his balls, eventually getting all nine inches of him into my mouth. My gag reflex kicked in, but I didn’t care. Any pain and discomfort was worth the privilege to slurp and suck his manhood.

Galen was losing it. I was tasting his salty precum, which proved to me how madly I had made him fall for me. But I was here to get the fullest, deepest female sexual experience. And he was here to give it to me.

Finally, I slipped my mouth away from his cock and up to his lips, where I gave him a deep, sensual kiss.

“You can fuck me now if you’d like.” I whispered in his ear.

He didn’t say anything back, but ecstatically nodded.

I grabbed his hand to lead him to my bedroom, but Galen wanted to take me right here, right now.

He nudged me onto the couch and I waited for a few moments with my ass up in the air, eagerly anticipating him having his way with me.

Galen left for his room for a moment but soon returned with a bottle of lube. He was fully ready to fuck his lingerie-clad male roommate.

With my head facing the couch cushion, Galen slid down my panties as he kissed my butt and legs and licked my taint.

My own penis was getting hard, but Galen knew the situation. He’d be ignoring that part of me and purely focusing on my tight boy pussy.

Galen squeezed the warm lube into his hands and slowly started to finger my asshole, going deeper with each stroke. I couldn’t see what he was doing with my head burrowed into the couch, but each stroke of his finger was pure heaven and made me yearn to feel his entire cock in me.

After a few minutes my incessant moaning indicated I was ready for him. I blindly held my hand behind my back to help rub lube all over his massive cock. Just feeling it in my hand was too much to handle, knowing he’d be entering me so soon.

And only a few moments later, Galen slid his fully erect cock inside me. Slowly and gently at first, knowing I needed some time to adjust to his size.

We simultaneously let out moans not of pain, but of pleasure. It was difficult for Galen’s giant cock to fit entirely in my tight asshole, though slowly but surely, he found his way to slide deeper and deeper inside of me.

One inch in. Two inches in. Then four. Then at least six, sliding in and out of me. Galen grabbed my wide, girly hips, while I ferociously dug my head into the couch, fiercely searching for the will not to scream out for him to fuck me harder.

But Galen had had enough. He could only last so long fucking his former friend without the maddening need to cum inside him.

Between breaths, he told me he was going to cum, and I begged him to stay inside of me while he did. Finally, in a forceful sequence of thrusts, Galen pumped his hot cum into my asshole. I couldn’t help it, I screamed his name into the couch cushion where my face had been buried for these heavenly minutes.

“Baby… baby…” I said after a few moments of silence. “That was incredible.”

But I didn’t hear anything said back. He was intentionally being silent. And that was because the door was creaking open. Was someone there?

My head still buried in the cushion, I heard Galen say only one thing.

“Oh… hey, Jimmy….”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Galen slipped himself out of my asshole. I shot up and flipped around. Indeed, Jimmy was standing there.

“Wha-what the fuck?” he stammered.

“Jimmy! Wait!”

I couldn’t tell if he was angry, disturbed, or just straight up shocked, but he backed out of the apartment and retreated down the hall.

Galen put his hands on his face. “I just messed up this entire show, didn’t I?”

I stared at the shut apartment door. There I was, panties down, my ass filled with Galen’s cum, and having just been walked in on mid-sex.

I didn’t have time to process everything, since the call time for the show was fast approaching. As badly as I wanted to call Jimmy to explain, or gossip with Sarah and Nora to share the absolutely absurd last hour of my life, I had to focus on the show.

Galen and I cleaned up to the best of our abilities and got moving for the theater. We walked to campus together, but the moments that just occurred were either too awkward or too raw to discuss. We both had the biggest performing night of our lives on the line.

Thankfully, I didn’t run into Jimmy backstage before the show or before entering the ladies dressing room. Nor did I dare share any of these private details. Honestly, I don’t think Galen was ready to admit to anyone what he’d done with me either.

But standing at the stage wings ready to walk on something was different — and no, it wasn’t just the remnants of Galen’s cum leaking from me — No. I felt more like a woman than I had all week.

In many ways, I’d been caught up in a dastardly love triangle. Choosing between two men, each of a different flavor. Both men lusting for me, not unlike what Christine was going through.

Maybe it wasn’t just the dressing up, or the makeup, or even the sexual exploits. I went through the very human experience of trying out different partners and different styles of romantic passion.

And because of that, I felt ready.

========

The show went as expected — phenomenally! My voice, my movement, my acting, and my energy were all at the top of their game. And unsurprisingly my romantic chemistry with Galen was better than it had ever been. Christine and Raoul were the power couple the audience couldn’t get enough of.

I had a newfound confidence walking off stage after the curtain call. Because of the exploration in my personal life, I was a new performer. I felt like a force to be reckoned with. But still, there remained an emptiness inside me.

Galen came up to me and gave me a big hug. “We did it! HELL yes!” he said, high-fiving me, which was very bro-ey behavior. Was he back to normal? “I’m going out with some guys, but I’ll see you back at the apartment tonight.”

Galen clearly had places to be, but before he left for good, added, “Oh, and let’s not share ANY of what happened, promise?”

I nodded my head. I don’t think anyone would believe me anyway.

But then I turned my head and saw the true source of the pain in my gut: Jimmy. He was standing across the room and had no interest in coming my way. Was he betrayed? Upset? I had no idea. I tried to approach him, but he just held up his hand from afar and walked away. Clearly, he wanted nothing to do with me.

The mix of emotions that I felt was overwhelming, so I sought out Sarah.

She started by congratulating me, which I appreciated, but was so overwhelmed by the situation at hand that I couldn’t reminisce on the show. Not yet.

Thankfully, she noticed something was up with me. “Whew! You look a little sick. Do you need to sit down?”

“Yeah… maybe.” I muttered. “Can I … crash at yours tonight?”

“Oh, no… more trouble with Galen?”

She had no idea. “You could say that…”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I didn’t sleep well that night on Sarah’s couch. The guilt of Jimmy walking in on me with Galen, the absurdity of what Galen and I did (paired with his strangely nonchalant greeting after the show), and the reluctant exuberance I felt from having an A+ performance all combined into a mix of weird dreams and endless tossing and turning.

When she finally emerged from her room, she offered to make us omelets for breakfast.

“Feeling any better? Less sick?” she inquired.

“I’m… not sure. But maybe,” I was still a little out of it.

“Crazy, it's the last show tonight, huh? Everything’s gonna go right back to normal.”

For her, sure. But for me, I’d made so many deep life changes and decisions that I don’t think I could ever go back to being the Jesse I was a few months ago, even if I wanted to.

I’d pissed off Jimmy beyond belief. Galen would forever want that sex to be a secret. After tonight’s show, I’d have no reason to dress in these clothes, talk and walk like a girl, or have anything to do with Phantom ever again. Despite the stress that this show gave me, the loss of it was a deeply depressing thought.

“Hey… can I ask you something?” I cautiously began. “How do you go about apologizing to a friend that you may have irrevocably hurt?”

Sarah looked at me strangely, but before she could answer, my phone rang.

“Sorry, one sec. Gather your thoughts.” I told her as I picked up. “Hello?”

“Hi, is this Jesse?” a man said on the other line.

“Yes, who is speaking?”

“This is Matthew Nakama. I was at your show last night. I’m a friend of Horace’s.”

Oh. My. God. The producer. I kept my cool.

“Oh that’s right! How are you?”

“I’m well, thank you. Listen, I’ve been hearing about you from Horace for weeks, so I had to come see the spectacle of a male playing the role of Christine Daaé. And Jesse, you blew the roof off the place.”

“Oh my goodness, thank you!”

“You deserve all the praise you get. Believe me. So anyway, the reason I’m calling is to discuss something a little… unorthodox. As you may know, I produce shows all over the country.”

“I’ve heard. You do fantastic work.”

“Well, not only do I produce them in the country, but also abroad. Cruise ships specifically. I can’t set anything in stone over the phone — and we’ll have to have a few meetings about this in the coming weeks — but I’d like to discuss you taking a year-long contract role on one of Royal Caribbean’s ships that sails in the Mediterranean and throughout Europe.

“Really? Oh my goodness. I’m…I’m honored.”

“And as you probably guessed, it’d be another female role. You’d be playing the lead role of Belle in Beauty and the Beast.”

“Oh my God, I’m obsessed with that show!”

“Well I’d certainly hope so! The only catch is the cruise takes off in January, so you’d finish your semester at DePaul and delay the rest of your junior year. But it’s the opportunity of a lifetime. You’d be spending another 12 months performing full-time as a woman and traveling everywhere in Europe. The sights, the cultures, the history… it’s magnificent.”

“It certainly sounds so.”

“Look, I know it’s a big decision so take a couple days to think it over. But we’ll need to know soon to get you prepped and ready for rehearsals before sailing. Give me a call this week, and I hope you really consider the offer!”

Matthew hung up. I broke down into tears.

Sarah couldn’t hear everything, but knew it was good news.

“Was that an offer?? Are you gonna accept it??”

I didn’t know what to do. Everything I’d worked so hard for was paying off. The giant gamble of performing a female role had landed me an incredible offer to perform overseas. But at the cost of abandoning everything I’d built here.

For 12 months that’d mean no more DePaul theater program. No more Sarah and Nora. No more Jimmy, and no real time to mend our broken relationship.

It’d mean no more Galen, and no more exploring what that strange new dynamic would be.

It also meant no more manhood. Or at least a year long pause. Each day for an entire year I’d be performing in skirts, dresses, wigs, and makeup. It’d be a year of kissing men on stage for a rotating crop of tourists.

But it’d also be a fantastic way to figure myself out. It’s a fresh start, free from the concerns of preconceived notions. I could be whatever I wanted to be.

Maybe that’s exactly what I need. Am I really the straight, cisgender man that I think I am? Or am I perhaps… something else?

I didn’t answer Sarah’s question. I was staring off in my own world. Buti  snapped out of it to grab my phone. I dialed Matthew right back, and he picked up.

“Hello? Jesse?”

“Hi Matthew. I have a few loose ends to tie up in the next few weeks... but I’m in. Consider me your new Belle.”

THE END
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