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		One of The London Times’ Best Memoirs of 2018, 
Autostraddle’s Best LGBT Books of 2018, 
Book Riot’s Best Queer Books of 2018, 
BuzzFeed’s Best Nonfiction of 2018, 
Out’s Best Queer Books of 2018, 
and The Saturday Paper’s Best Books of 2018

			“In an age when identity feels so splintered and fractional, McBee’s empathy with men feels refreshing, but it’s his determination to be accountable that is radical. He resolves his own masculinity crisis by doing the things men often think they’re doing, but so often are not: listening, asking questions, seeking help, being vulnerable.”

			—The Guardian

			“This book relays a subtle, profound personal investigation into masculinity and personhood. . . . McBee’s great twist is to treat masculinity itself as an anthropological phenomenon, represented by this bloody, extreme sport. Inside the fight, McBee finds reconciliation.”

			—The New Republic

			“A no-holds-barred examination of masculinity. McBee describes the journey as a way of grappling with his newish place in the world of toxic (and privileged) masculinity. . . . A compassionate look at what it means to be a man and the circumstances that have engendered our expectations. It is in many ways a happy dismantling of these expectations, an opening of masculinity to make room for love, support, and tenderness—something McBee is pleasantly surprised to find along the way.”

			—BuzzFeed

			“Thomas Page McBee’s new memoir, Amateur, is a powerful exploration of the costs of toxic masculinity and the joys of an authentic life. It is also a classic fight story. Superbly written and keenly observed, Amateur manages to juggle all of these elements with grace and wit.”

			—The Rumpus

			“McBee is consistently vulnerable—both physically and in how he shares his experience. Yet at the end of Amateur, after all the punches, interviews, and introspection, the author does not arrive at any simple answers. Instead, that initial question about men and fighting multiplies into larger ones. . . . While he gets closer and closer to that eventual fight night in New York, his investigation of men is made more powerful by this lack of certainty—ultimately asking whether anyone, including those who flaunt their political strength in Washington, DC, truly comprehends the meaning of masculinity.”

			—Bitch magazine

			“It is no coincidence that the terms ‘masculinity crisis’ and ‘toxic masculinity’ have become current at a time when leaders such as presidents Putin and Trump strut the world stage like parodies of the archetypal alpha male. Who better to explore this crisis than someone who has had to interrogate, with every cell of their body, what it means to become a man? . . . With exhilarating clarity and tenderness, Amateur exposes patriarchy for the construct that it is.”

			—The Sydney Morning Herald

			“[McBee’s] writing asks questions about gender that he believes are relevant to all people, trans or not. . . . [Amateur] probes the culture (or cult) of masculinity through, among other things, his experience as the first trans man to enter the boxing ring at Madison Square Garden, where he competed in a 2015 charity event when he was thirty-four.”

			—Newsday

			“Elegantly demonstrate[s] how men can fight for a better definition of manhood—one that includes vulnerability, empathy, and self-expression—simply by fighting to be themselves . . . [McBee] finds the answer not in knocking out another man’s mouthguard, but rather in moments of vulnerability and the nurturing gestures of other men.”

			—Quartz

			“Using as a springboard his experiences training to fight in a charity boxing match, McBee untangles the troublesome relationship between masculinity and violence. From his perspective as a trans man, he tackles the limitations of conventional masculinity, and maps a path forward to a new kind of masculinity.”

			—Autostraddle

			“The hot center of this book, the new work that it does, is McBee’s search to identify and adopt ways to be a ‘better’ man. He wants to know, as a man, how to fight gender inequity. . . . At a time when equity of all kinds is being suppressed, Amateur is a reminder that the individual can still come forward and fight.”

			—The A.V. Club

			“Amateur is Thomas Page McBee’s poetic exploration of (sometimes toxic) masculinity as he trained to become the first trans man to box in Madison Square Garden. Author of the award-winning memoir Man Alive, McBee expected men drawn to boxing were motivated by bloodlust. Instead, he discovers mentorship among men overcoming weaknesses. In finding the vulnerability guys hope to hide, McBee finds hope for all men.”

			—The Advocate

			“McBee ruminates on his own insecurity about his masculinity, on the masculinity crisis in the US, and has conversations with his siblings about the own experiences with masculinity. I loved how self-reflective McBee is, such as when he realized, after the fact, that he and his brother had cut out their sister’s voice. He immediately apologized, and won a place in my heart as a genuinely kind man who just wanted to learn to punch people in the face. This is a book I’ll definitely return to again.”

			—Book Riot

			“McBee takes a hard look at masculinity and its effects on him as a trans man, as he prepares for a charity boxing match, having had no previous ring training. The result is a short but powerful glimpse into a man who, despite his muscles and beard, fears that his hard-won masculinity is leading him down a rougher path than he anticipated. . . . Gritty and lyrical . . . Using copious research as well as his own experiences, McBee delivers a knockout punch of gender and societal rumination, paralleled with his own journey as a boxer. . . . Amateur is a unique and self-aware take on masculinity, its problems, and its potential. McBee’s voice is as strong as his presence in the ring, and his willingness to pick apart his newfound privilege is a positive example for all men. Amateur is a deft peek into the inner life of one who has already transitioned to his true gender, and is now coming to terms with what that means.”

			—Windy City Times

			“Candid and conversational . . . a memoir of trans identity that’s also a complicated exploration of modern day masculinity and the gender roles that all of us play . . . it’s compelling as hell to read.”

			—Salon

			“McBee has honed his writing to the meet the task of taking readers deep inside his experience, fearful only of stereotypes, superficialities, and clichés. It asks as much of the reader’s integrity—reading without presumptions, without reading in—as it does of the author’s. . . . Even with the author’s interjecting questions about his development and changing character, his story of getting to Madison Square Garden—both within and on the ropes—for a charity match moves right along. But it’s his constantly shifting, occasionally feinting, always deepening reflections on the porous boundaries between aggression and violence, the fighter and the fought, masculinity as taught and susceptible of being relearned, that sometimes make you forget he’s on his way to win or lose or both or neither in the glare and roar of the Garden. . . . The experience he reveals is at once unwaveringly personal and enlivened by the insights he, as a trained journalist-writer, has gained by interviewing the experts on gender, sexuality, and masculinity.”

			—Bay Area Reporter

			“Thomas Page McBee is a trans man who opts to train as a boxer in order to fight in a charity match. The training sends him into uncomfortable territory as he works to unpack whether violence is a necessary component of the maleness to which he has transitioned. He provides readers with a fascinating, poignant account of his desire to push at the constructions of what it means to be a man in order to better understand himself.”

			—Signature Reads

			“This is an extraordinary, humane, and compassionate book about aggression, selfhood, and love. Nothing short of superb.”

			—Attitude 

			“When men fight, they are fighting the parts of themselves they hate, as McBee, himself a victim of abuse, discovers . . . [the account] is interspersed with insights from a wide range of commentators and experts on issues relating to masculinity, race, gender, and violence. It all adds up to a gripping and fascinating journey.”

			—Press Association

			“In this memoir from Scribner, [McBee] grapples with masculinity, gender, and violence as he recounts his training to become a boxer.”

			—The Writer 

			“Reading Amateur is watching someone try to simultaneously figure out who they are, who the world wants them to be, and why. It’s deeply personal and politically vital, a calm and contemplative antidote to male toxicity.”

			—The Skinny

			“Sharp and precise, open and honest . . . It’s hard to overstate how important and profound it feels to read a personal account of a man actively examining his own masculinity and privilege in such an honest way.”

			—Women’s Review of Books

			“[McBee’s] writing is marvelous, pinning ideas that could so easily be abstract to the visceral, physical poetry of boxing. . . . McBee displays tenacity on the page and in the gym, sizing up formidable concepts and engaging them with savvy and sensitivity. Amateur is more than a boxing story, just as it’s more than a trans narrative. It’s a highly recommended case study in manhood.”

			—Shelf Awareness

			“This powerful book chronicles McBee’s training and his attempts at understanding why violence is accepted as an aspect of American masculinity. . . . McBee’s lyrical, achingly honest exploration of loss and maturation offers a hopeful antidote to more toxic forms of masculinity.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Riveting. [McBee] is a compelling narrator. A heartfelt glimpse of a trans person’s life, with a very dramatic boxing match bringing into focus the gender binary . . . Readers will be able to relate and gain new perspectives.”

			—Library Journal

			“This timely memoir explores male-female power dynamics in an uplifting story of someone who becomes a new man in ways even he couldn’t anticipate.”

			—Booklist

			“In this lyrical, courageous book, the author eloquently probes his inner life as he searches for the meaning of gender identity in a world limited by binary thinking. Provocative and illuminating—a winning follow-up to McBee’s acclaimed debut.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Until I read this book, I didn’t realize how tired I was of reading about masculinity as cold, hard, and fixed. Amateur is a warm hug. It’s also an invitation to everyone who’s ever struggled to accept failure, searched for a sense of belonging, or said ‘Ugh, men’ in an exasperated tone to think harder and be kinder. I want the world to read it.”

			—Ann Friedman, New York magazine columnist and cohost of Call Your Girlfriend

			“Amateur is a brutally honest look at the problems with masculinity, laced through with hope and joy and possibility. Thomas McBee confronts fears and realities with grace, toughness, and poetry. A beautiful book.”

			—Michelle Tea, author of Black Wave and How to Grow Up

			“Thomas Page McBee’s Amateur takes a classic, well-worn subject—a man whose fight with other men is ultimately a confrontation with the self—and completely revitalizes, renews, and enriches it. McBee grapples with enormous issues such as masculinity, identity, transformation, and loss with great depth and intelligence, and in doing so, explores so many of the tough questions we should all be asking ourselves. Though slim and sharply concise, Amateur enlarges the world by opening up greater, more hopeful realms of possibility. I am a better man for having read this book.”

			—Isaac Fitzgerald, founding editor of BuzzFeed Books, cohost of #AMtoDM, and coauthor of Pen & Ink and Knives & Ink

			“Thomas Page McBee is a fighter—and not only in a ring in Madison Square Garden. Amateur shows us a warrior of the human spirit, courageously investigating masculinity itself. His prose—both fierce and delicate—reveals a struggle to become a better man, and to create a better self. Amateur is urgent, generous, and fearless.”

			—Jennifer Finney Boylan, author of Long Black Veil and She’s Not There

			“With Thomas as your gloved guide, you’ll peer into locker rooms, through ropes, and at douchebags challenging strangers to sidewalk beatdowns. Watch Thomas spar with masculinity as he takes on his, your, and America’s manhood. While tracing his journey from uninitiated fighter to Madison Square Garden boxer, McBee explores why men so frequently confuse violence with power and why being a man ought to rely on a willingness to spar, first and foremost, with one’s own shadow.”

			—Myriam Gurba, author of Mean

			“A blazingly wise and beautiful book.”

			—A. L. Kennedy, author of All the Rage and Serious Sweet

			“Amateur provocatively describes the ways in which an increasingly fragile patriarchal culture needs to keep men in their place. A quest for self-liberation, this loving and deeply intelligent exploration of contemporary masculinities is essential reading.”

			—Deborah Levy, author of Swimming Home and Hot Milk
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For my mom, Carol Lee McBee, who taught me how to fight


In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s there are few.

—Shunryu Suzuki,

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind

Me: “I wish you could experience how differently people react to me now that I’m a man.”

My brother: “I can’t imagine, but I can imagine.”


November 2015



According to the laws of physics and USA Boxing, this wasn’t a fair fight. But there we were, two guys past our primes, circling each other in front of seventeen hundred drunk onlookers in Madison Square Garden, that hallowed hall of American boxing.

Since July, I’d bled at the gums and screamed into pillows and almost quit. I’d failed. I’d temporarily, and to varying degrees, lost my mind, my hearing, and my friends. All so that a guy with seventeen pounds on me could beat bruises across my face, both of us a messy mosaic of blurred senses, damp armpits, hot lights, tangy throat, rubber-mouthguard bite marks, squeaky pivots, spangles of stars.

All so that my fists could connect with his stomach, and his mine. It would hurt, the stinging price of knowing my body’s upper limits, but for now my muscles harmonized out their combinations as a meditative quiet sucked the cheers out of the stadium. I understood that we were both just sinew, and blood, and bone, and follicles, and decay.

The truth was, I loved him even as I danced around him with my hands in the air. I was a new man, the first transgender man to fight in the most storied boxing venue on earth, there to close the gap between us like the fiction that it is.


Why Am I Doing This?



Why do men fight? What makes some of us want to get hit in the face? What makes others show up to watch?

What makes a man?

When I first began injecting testosterone, I was thirty years old and needed to become beautiful to myself. I clocked my becoming primarily in aesthetic terms: the T-shirt that now fit me, the graceful curl of a biceps, the glorious sprinkle of a beard. I loved the way men looked, and smelled, and held themselves. I loved their lank and bulk and ease, their straight-razor barbershop shaves, their chest-first centers of balance. I loved the quiet efficiency of the men’s restroom, the ineffable physical joy of running alongside my brother, the shadows we cut against the buildings we passed.

I loved being a man in that I loved having a body. I had surgery to reconstruct my chest; I stuck a long needle into the meat of my thigh each week; I changed my name and my place in the world—all so I could quit hiding behind pulled-low baseball hats and rash guards, free to pull off my shirt and jump right into the waves.

The joys I found at first were daily, simple, and rooted in the warm physicality of a new freedom—toweling off after a shower and catching a glimpse of my flat chest in a foggy mirror; the way clothes suddenly fit my squarer shoulders and slimmer hips. The extra muscle mass that squared my walk, broadened my hands, my calves, my throat. I touched the dip of my abs, half-naked in the bathroom, and the muscle and skin synced in the mirror. I turned, and he turned. I smiled, and he smiled. I expanded, and so did he.

Stories about trans people, when we hear them at all, often end with such shining symbolism, meant to indicate that the man or woman in question has succeeded, in the transition, in the grand task of finally being themselves. Though that’s lovely, and even a little true, in the same way a pregnancy or a near-death experience can act on the body like gravity, reshaping our days and memories and even time around its impact—it isn’t where my story ends. Not even close.

I am a beginner, a man born at thirty, with a body that reveals a reality about being human that is rarely examined. Most of us experience gender conditioning so young—research shows it begins in infancy—that we misunderstand the relationship between nature and nurture, culture and biology, fitting in and being oneself.

This book is an attempt to pull apart those strands. It also became, as I wrote it, a kind of personal insurance, a way to track and shape my own becoming in a culture where so many men are poisonous.

I too come from a long line of poisonous men.

•  •  •

As the testosterone took hold and reshaped my body, its impact as an object in space grew increasingly bewildering: the expectation that I not be afraid juxtaposed against the fear I inspired in a woman, alone on a dark street; the silencing effect of my voice in a meeting; the unearned presumption of my competence; my power; my potential.

I could feel myself forming in response to conference calls and tollbooth workers and first dates. I was like a plant in the sun, moving toward whatever was rewarded in me: aggression, ambition, fearlessness.

So I shrugged into men’s T-shirts, which suddenly and beautifully fit, trying to pretend that I wasn’t stuck between stations, the static giving way to errant pieces of concerning advice I picked up along the way, a mounting dissonance I pushed aside until an otherwise ordinary spring day when the troubling gap between my past life and my new body could no longer be ignored.

•  •  •

To the strangers nearby on Orchard Street, the scene must have seemed innocuous. I looked like any other Lower East Side white guy in his thirties: tattooed, skinny, in sneakers and sunglasses. But I was just four years on testosterone. My beard, complete with errant gray hairs, telegraphed a life I hadn’t yet fully lived.

Plus, my guard was down. I’d just left Jess, my new girlfriend, upstairs in my apartment, the promise of an empty evening spread out before us, and I was on my way to the bodega for ice cream when I clocked that the new restaurant with the beautiful front window had finally opened up next door. With a learned confidence I texted, “I’m taking you here tonight,” alongside a photo I snapped of the “modern British” spot, capturing—in the glarey bounce of my accidental flash—its impossibly cool new denizens, framed by that window in a soft and romantic light.

“Hey!” I looked up, catching the gooey spring light through the trees like a breath before going under, knowing, in the way of animals, that I’d surrendered my night to the big-bicepsed guy in a white T-shirt coming my way. “Are you taking a picture of my fucking car, man?” he shouted, his voice strangely hoarse.

I studied his approach, the moment expanding already into something bigger, people dumbly moving out of the way, gawking but not interfering. This was the third near scuffle I’d found myself in, in as many months. It was otherworldly the way an otherwise-idyllic moment could suddenly tip toward violence. As he came into focus, I locked up with dread.

A queasy fear wavered through me.

The Before me wanted to run, as I had run from my stepfather as a child, this stranger and the man who’d raised me sharing, momentarily, the same scary, bald menace.

“Hey!” the stranger said. He had dark, wavy hair and a blurry mass of tattoos on his forearm, and the unkempt look of the newly divorced. He seemed drunk.

I intuited that he wanted attention, that he hoped to not only cause a scene, but to leave the exchange with black-eyed proof of it.

Men don’t run. The unwanted thought appeared in my brain, through the static.

And so I heaved a great sigh and turned toward him because that’s what men do. I asked him in the lowest tone I could rumble “What in the fuck” he wanted. He pointed at a bright red Mercedes parked in front of the restaurant—the kind of car that looked like a dick. Sweat clung to his face, too much for the chilly afternoon. I took in the wildness in his eyes and was surprised to feel both scared of and sorry for him. What would Mom say? Keep it in perspective. The voice was so precisely hers, it was as if she were really next to me. Thomas, she warned me, when I balled my fists.

He looked haunted, I thought, relaxing my hands.

“I was taking a photo of the restaurant in front of your car,” I tried, softening my tone a bit, breaking the rules of the scene. “I want to take my girlfriend on a date there.” I remembered, at the last moment, not to add an upward lilt to the end of my thought.

“I saw the flash!” he growled, beyond logic, a man committed to his part.

That was the worst of it, I realized. He couldn’t even see me.

I could be anyone.

•  •  •

“Men don’t hug,” my uncle told me, extending his hand on a
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“Read Amateur, it’s brilliant.”
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