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      Content Warning: This novel depicts transphobia, homophobia,
        misgendering, deadnaming, and suicidal ideation. If you feel that any of these
        subjects may trigger an adverse reaction, we advise that you consider not
        reading this book. If you do read the book and some part of it is beginning to
        distress you, please stop reading immediately. If you are experiencing suicidal
        thoughts, feeling hopeless, and need a safe place to talk, many resources are
        available to you, including the trained counselors at the TrevorLifeline at
        866-488-7386 or www.thetrevorproject.org. If you are in immediate crisis,
        dial 911. As someone who has been there, I want you to know you’re not alone,
        you’re important, and the world needs you in it. Never ever give up.

    
  

Dedication

To my best friend, Bob McSmith.
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Act One: New York




One

Sunday, September 8, 2019

12:00 P.M.

If you saw me now, you’d say my dreams are coming true. I’m about to audition for a spot at the most prestigious art high school in the country. That’d be any actor’s dream. But last night, I dreamed I was naked in a classroom full of people. Will that be coming true? What about the one where I’m onstage and can’t remember my lines? I’ll pass on both. But this dream, I wouldn’t mind if it came true.

I smooth out my shirt, run my hand through my hair, and walk into the classroom. Unlike in my dream, I’m wearing clothes. It’s a regular classroom except for the fact that there’s a stage and a Steinway piano. Back home, we’d push desks out of the way and roll in the slightly out-of-tune piano from the band room. Other than that, it’s a normal classroom that could possibly change my life forever. No big deal.

The man I assume is Mr. Daniels looks up from his tattered paperback. He’s got messy gray hair and a slightly less messy gray beard. Glasses sitting low on his nose—all smart people wear glasses—and slumped posture. Beside him sits a girl—a cute girl—possibly the same age as me. I notice her eyes first, big and brown. She has black hair and high cheekbones, reminding me of a young Idina Menzel. She smiles at me. They both make me nervous for different reasons.

“I’m here for the audition,” I announce in the deepest voice possible.

“Ah, you must be the infamous August Greene.”

“Yes, sir,” I say, wondering what’s so infamous about me.

“I’m Mr. Daniels and this is Anna, my assistant.”

“Very nice to meet you. Thank you for taking the time—”

“Let’s get started, shall we?” he asks, cutting off my hashtag-blessed speech. I drop my backpack on a desk and find center stage. “Did you bring us a headshot and résumé?”

“No, sir,” I admit. “But I have played the lead in every musical at my school.”

“How charming. Did you at least prepare two monologues?”

“I did,” I nearly yell, relieved to have something. “First one is from Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. But—could I have a moment?” I ask. I need to ground myself.

“Whenever you’re ready, Mr. Greene. We will wait.”

“Thanks,” I say, ignoring his sharp tone. His words have bite, but his eyes are kind. I turn my back on my audience of two. A rush of nerves hits hard, causing my muscles to clench. I shut my eyes and take a deep breath. Right now, I’m not the “infamous” August Greene auditioning at the School of Performing Arts. Right now, I am Brick. It’s summertime in Mississippi. I’m sweaty, angry, and tired. Also, drunk—very drunk—and secretly gay. I direct my anger and confusion toward my wife, Maggie.

I face my audience. Mr. Daniels flips a page in his book, almost challenging me to keep his attention. His assistant gives me a big smile, making me feel things. Holding myself up with a stool—Brick has a broken leg—I step into character. “All right. You’re asking for it . . .”

I put everything into the next two minutes, ending the monologue feeling spent. Last night, I read audition tips online—one suggested watching the “signs” from the people across the table. Anna snaps to show her support. Good sign. And from what I could tell, Mr. Daniels kept his eyes on me and not the book. Another good sign.

“August, nicely done. I see why your aunt speaks so highly of you.”

He’s not a fan of nepotism. Bad sign.

He continues, “Do you know how often a spot opens up in the drama department at SPA?”

“Not often?” I guess.

“Never,” he says, then pulls an orange out of his desk drawer and starts peeling. “A student relocated to London last minute to join the cast of Pippin in the West End. This has only happened a handful of times in my tenure here. . . .” He stops himself. “So please know how rare an opportunity like this really is, son.”

I stand up straight to show my readiness to accept the great weight of this opportunity. “Thank you,” I say, having no idea how to respond.

He eats an orange slice. “Not saying it’s your spot. I’m merely confirming the existence of a spot.”

That’s a bad sign. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, uncomfortable in this moment. This audition means everything to me. Based on this man’s decision, my life could completely change for the better, or get much worse. I’m freaking out and he’s having a snack. I need to connect with him. “I love oranges,” I offer.

“This is a tangerine,” he says, then Anna laughs. “Now that I think about it, August, I wonder if your aunt sent the student to London herself.”

He appears to be half-kidding, half-serious. “Honestly, I wouldn’t put it past her,” I joke, earning a smile from Mr. Daniels. That’s a good sign—one small step closer to becoming a student here.

“I’m late for a chess game in Central Park. What’s your next monologue?”

I unzip my backpack and dig around. “Another one from Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.”

He shakes his head, disappointed. “Brick again?”

“No,” I say. That would be a mistake. I did some research about the audition process at SPA after my aunt called two days ago. Everything I could find online said two diverse monologues that show range. I’ve got the range but had no time to prepare, so I went with two monologues from the play we did for sophomore showcase at West Grove High.

“Big Daddy?” Anna guesses.

I pull out a blonde wig from my backpack and put it on my head. “Maggie.”

They laugh—not at me, at the surprise. (I hope.) For the second time, I turn my back to my adoring audience. I am Maggie. Born poor, married rich. A fighter. I love my husband, but he’s not interested. I loosen up my body and slowly turn back around. Here goes nothing. “Oh, Brick. I get so lonely. . . .”

After the final words leave my mouth, I crumple to the ground and hold there, the blonde hairs falling over my face. Maggie leaves me feeling frustrated. I stand up, remove the wig, and dust my shirt off.

Mr. Daniels takes his glasses off and rubs his eyes. “Tell me, why did you leave Pennsylvania?”

“I had to,” I say without hesitation.

He nods, hopefully understanding everything I don’t say. “One more question. Why do you deserve this spot at SPA?”

“I don’t,” I say, pausing to watch his expression—he cracks a little. I guess this is my third monologue. I am August, desperate to go to this school. “Like you, Mr. Daniels, I’m not a fan of getting something because I know somebody. But my situation back home isn’t great. And there’s no way to study at this level in West Grove, Pennsylvania. Just give me a chance, sir.”

He smiles. “August, you’ll hear from someone soon. If accepted, you will be starting classes on Tuesday. Will that work for you?”

I’ll take that as a good sign. “Absolutely,” I say.

“But if you’re not accepted, I wish you the very best of luck.”

Dammit. Bad sign.

“Oh,” he continues, “please say hello to your aunt for me?”

“Will do,” I say, while stuffing the wig into my backpack. I say my thank-yous and goodbyes and walk out with no clear sign on how that went.

12:25 P.M.

Having nowhere to go, I sit on the cement benches in front of the school and process how I did. Before today, I’ve only auditioned in front of my teachers for school shows. Not really high-pressure situations. Also, I didn’t sleep much last night, my mind running lines from the monologues over and over to avoid thinking about other things.

I untangle my phone from the Maggie wig, ignore the five voicemails on it, and dial my aunt. I promised I’d call after the audition. She dropped me off on her way upstate to sell art. No clue what “upstate” is exactly, but it sounds fancy, bucolic, rich. Nothing like downstate. I picture Aunt Lillian driving her bright yellow vintage truck. After two rings she picks up. “Tell your favorite aunt some good news.”

I wish I had good news to deliver to my only aunt. “I’m still alive,” I announce.

“Hallelujah,” she sings. “And how was the audition, my love?”

“I truly don’t know, but I did my best.”

“Good,” she says. “That’s all we can do in life.”

“I don’t think Mr. Daniels warmed to me,” I admit.

She laughs. “Yeah, he can be a real sonofabitch, but there’s a heart somewhere in that chest of his.” The way she says “chest of his” makes me wonder if they once dated. I don’t know much about my aunt’s love life. “Now, how will you spend your first day in the city?”

I look around at the concrete buildings stacked up over me. “I’ll wander around. And try not to get kidnapped.”

“Wonderful. I’ll be home for dinner. Call if you need me. Bye, love.”

When I end the call, there’s another voicemail waiting for me. And twenty-one unread texts. All from Mom. Each one more urgent and angrier. The most recent text mentions the cops. I should call her before I end up on a missing-child commercial, but Aunt Lil and I made a plan to call her after we find out if I get into SPA.

This is my first attempt at running away from home. It’s too early to write my official review—I’m only twenty-four hours in—but so far, it’s been a roller coaster. For the most part, it’s one long adrenaline rush—I’m free! I can do anything!—and panic attack—I’m going to jail! Or worse!

When I look up from my phone, there’s a new friend at the end of the bench. “Hello, pigeon,” I say to the bird. He stares at me intensely with one eye while the other wanders. His feathers look like they were glued on by a child. The bird hops closer to me. Is this how I die?

“What are you doing?”

I look up, thrown by the interruption. Mr. Daniels’s assistant is standing over me, blocking the sun. “Just making new friends,” I say, nodding to the pigeon. She laughs, then claps twice—effectively frightening the dirty bird to the ground—and sits down beside me.

“I feel like we haven’t had a proper introduction. I’m Anna.”

“And I’m the infamous August Greene.”

“What was that about?” she asks.

“No clue.”

“August, your audition was something else. You killed it.”

“Did I?” I ask, unsure.

“Um, yes. I think you have a real shot.”

“I don’t think Mr. Daniels was impressed.”

She waves off my comment. “Oh, that’s just him. But he knows talent when he sees it.”

“Thanks,” I say, then take my first deep breath of the day.

Anna squints. Sizing me up. “Can I ask a personal question?”

“Yes,” I say hesitantly.

“You nailed both Brick and Maggie. I haven’t seen that before. Does being transgender make playing both boy and girl parts easier?”

How did she know I’m trans? Maybe my aunt told Mr. Daniels and he told her. Or could she tell by looking at me? I wonder if it’s obvious. “As an actor, I can step into both genders, if that makes sense. I can play any character on earth.”

“Bold statement, sir,” she says with a sweet smile.

I first heard the word transgender in my eighth-grade history class. I’d heard the word before (I don’t live under a rock), but never really heard it. It was end of the year—my last days in middle school. The teacher was giving a lesson on LGBTQ history for pride month. The teacher was talking about the L, and G, and B, and I was Z(oning) out as usual. But then he got to the T, talking about how transgender people feel uncomfortable in their assigned gender, and everything he said fit me to a T.

I went home after school—locked my door—and looked online. I took a quiz called “Are You Transgender?” and it said I was, in fact, transgender. I took three more, just to make sure, all with the same result.

Those “Are You Transgender?” quizzes suggested that I talk to someone. But in a conservative town like West Grove, who was I supposed to talk to? I didn’t know any transgender people. I couldn’t tell my folks. I knew what they would say. I decided not to tell anyone else—not even Hugo, and he’s my best friend. It was just this big secret that I carried while wearing Mom-mandated dresses.

Anna taps on my shoulder, bringing me back to earth. “So, August, you’ve got me curious. What’s your deal?”

Good question. My deal is complicated, and I don’t know how much I should tell the assistant of the man who has my future in his hands. I need to play this cool. For Anna, I’ll be the Chill Guy. Unfazed, unworried, aloof. I sit back, spread my legs. “My deal is that I moved here. Living with my aunt.”

She tilts her head. “You just moved?”

“Yeah,” I say, so very chill-like. “But I’ve been here tons. Most weekends,” I lie.

She gives me a look of major doubt. “How many Broadway shows have you seen?” she asks.

“Lost count,” I answer. Translation: I lost count of the bootleg recordings I’ve watched on my old scratched-up laptop.

“Vague,” she announces. “I’ve seen twelve. Where do you live?”

My aunt told me the neighborhood last night, but I can’t remember. “Somewhere in Brooklyn off the orange subway line,” I say.

“Orange subway line?” she repeats.

One thing is clear: Chill Guy isn’t working. I don’t know enough to act like I don’t care. Time to flip the script. For Anna, I’m Bright-Eyed New Guy. Naive to my new world and easy to excite.

“Actually,” I admit, “it’s my first day in New York.”

“I knew it.” Anna throws her hands up. “A real-life New York virgin!”

My face reddens up. “Go easy on me.”

“No promises,” she says, then pulls out sunglasses from her purse. The glasses are oversized—cartoonishly big—but stylish. I see my reflection in the lenses, almost unrecognizable from two days ago. Goodbye, flowery shirt and long skirt; hello, white tee and jeans. I run my hand through my short hair, still not used to it. Aunt Lil gave me a haircut last night. We printed out a picture of Shawn Mendes for inspiration and she did her best. The sides of my head are super short with a nice patch of curly hair on the top. Nothing like Shawn, but a lot more like me.

My phone starts vibrating in my lap. Anna peeks at the screen. “Answer it,” she says.

“It’s probably a robocall.”

“Dude, I can see it’s your mom. Maybe she wants to, I don’t know, hear how your audition went?”

Or maybe she wants to know where the hell I am. She’s worried, and she loves me, but she doesn’t approve of me being transgender. I send the call to voicemail. “I’ll tell her about it later,” I say, losing my cool a little.

“Someone’s hangry,” Anna says, then pulls a tinfoil ball from her purse. “Do you know what a bagel is, newbie?”

“Of course I know what a bagel is,” I say, but lean into my newbie status: “And of course I’ve never had one.”

She laughs and unwraps the bagel. “That’s cream cheese.”

“Wow,” I say, pretending like I’ve never seen cream cheese before. Anna hands me half and I take a big bite—too big a bite—letting the carbs and cream cheese wash over me.

She takes a picture of me. “Baby’s first bagel.”

After a few seconds on her phone, she looks up. “What’s your Insta? I’m trying to tag you in my Story.”

“Oh,” I say, swallowing. I haven’t had time to create a profile for August yet. “I’m not online.”

“What planet are you from?” she asks.

“Pennsylvania,” I joke, leaning into New Guy. “Do you think I should?”

She rolls her eyes. “Yes. Obviously. That’s how people get noticed. And every casting director and producer checks that stuff. They want to know you have built a following that will follow you to the theater and buy a ticket.”

“How do you know that?” I ask.

She waves off my question and continues, “At SPA, your social media is everything. It’s how you tell your story and control your narrative.”

I laugh a little. I don’t mean to—it just slips out.

“Laugh all you want, buster, but look at mine,” she says, and shows me her phone. There’s over three thousand people following her. Who are all those people? She scrolls through her page, stopping to show me photos and announcing how many likes or views they got.

My old profile had fifty-three followers, mostly people in Theater Club. I don’t know anything about brands or narratives. I nod and pretend to understand as she explains the algorithm.

“So, new friend,” Anna says. “I’m guessing you haven’t actually been to countless Broadway shows?”

“No,” I admit. “I’ve only watched them on my laptop and phone.”

Anna covers her mouth. “That’s so sad.”

“Tragic, really,” I confirm.

“Well, would you be interested in attending the matinee of the newest show in town?”

My heart jumps. I could be going to my first Broadway show. I know there’s some rule about stranger danger, but Anna doesn’t fit the profile of a serial killer. And to see a Broadway show, it’s worth the risk. “I’m interested,” I say.

“Would you still be interested if the musical probably sucks? And will most likely close before opening night?”

The worst Broadway show in person is better than watching the best one on my laptop. My phone vibrates in my pocket. And I could use a distraction. “I would say I’m still interested.”

She claps, excited. “The show is called Last Tango in Paris. My friend last-minute canceled on me. She probably looked up the reviews. Anyways, would you like to join me?”

“YES,” I nearly scream, then hug Anna, celebrating as only the Wide-Eyed New Kid could.

“Okay, wow,” she says, surprised by my excitement. “Be cool.”

1:40 P.M.

The taxi to the theater was disappointing. I wanted my first cab ride in New York to play out like in the movies, with the driver speeding recklessly, yelling out the window, and constantly honking. None of that happened. The ride was slow and hot, but the destination—Times Square—is heaven. We passed electronic billboards stacked on top of each other like apartments. Anna played tour guide, and I acted blown away by her knowledge of the city.

While she pays the guy, I step out of the taxi and take in the theater. I can’t believe this is happening. Flashing lightbulbs line the marquee, bright enough to compete with the sun. Posters of actors dancing in front of the Eiffel Tower are plastered to the walls of the theater. Maybe one day, my photo will be up there.

We walk to the end of the will-call line—almost a block away—and wait. “Okay, August, let’s play a game called quick fire. I ask you questions, you answer quick—without thinking. Ready?”

“Sure,” Wide-Eyed Guy says.

“Favorite musical?”

Without hesitation I say, “Rent.”

She looks at me like she doesn’t believe me. “Why?”

I shrug. “‘La Vie Bohème’!”

“Favorite musical movie?”

“Don’t laugh,” I say. “Hairspray.”

She laughs anyway. “Sorry, it’s good, I guess. But I don’t love John Travolta as Edna Turnblad.”

“’Cause of his acting?” I joke.

“Well, yes,” she jokes back. “Why couldn’t they cast a woman to play the mother? There’s plenty of hilarious women.”

I’ve read a couple of articles about the decisions to cast Harvey Fierstein in the Broadway run and then John Travolta in the movie. “I think it’s tradition,” I offer.

“Tradition?” she repeats with disgust. “What does that even mean? It’s the mom, it should be played by a woman.” Anna shakes her head. “Let’s not get into this. It’s a hot topic at school now.”

“John Travolta?” I kid.

“Representation.”

“I don’t follow,” I say.

“I’m talking proper representation in theater. The stage needs more women, people of color, people with disabilities, transgender and nonbinary people,” she says, and gives me a knowing look. “If a role is meant for a marginalized character, they better not cast some white dude who then gets awards and praise for his quote-unquote bravery.”

“Like how Harvey Fierstein won the Tony for Edna?” I ask.

“Exactly.”

“But acting is about being someone else?”

“When it comes to acting now, August, it’s about staying in your lane.”

But I’m transgender. Is that my lane? I’m good at playing girls and boys. Can’t I play both? There are very few trans characters in theater. I want to ask her but don’t want my fear confirmed.

After ten minutes of slowly inching ahead in line, we’re close enough to the doors to feel the air conditioners. My pocket vibrates again. I pull my phone out and send Mom’s call to voicemail, hoping Anna didn’t see.

“Out with it, August: Why won’t you pick up your mom’s calls?”

“I’ll talk to her later,” I say.

“Don’t be mad, but Mr. Daniels said they aren’t cool with you being transgender.”

My face burns hot. I didn’t think Aunt Lil would tell him. “Yeah,” I say, deciding how much to disclose. I need to keep the Wide-Eyed New Guy thing going and not veer into Trans Teen Runaway. “They are religious,” I offer.

“Oh,” she says.

“The evangelical kind.”

“Got it.”

My plan was to never tell my parents that I’m transgender. Maybe I’d send a letter when I was eighteen and out of their house, but not before. The problem with that plan was, once I knew I was trans, the urge to transition got louder every day. I couldn’t wait years. I needed to tell my parents. I needed them to know. And I needed to say it out loud.

It was a week before my fourteenth birthday. Dinner table. My mom asked what I wanted for my birthday and I said, “Actually . . . I want to transition. I was born in the wrong body. I’m a boy. God made a mistake.” My mom said, “God never makes mistakes.” My stepdad stayed quiet. For my birthday, I got a new dress—and was told not to talk about that boy stuff again. God made me a girl for a reason. End of conversation.

“You ready?” Anna asks, handing me my first Broadway ticket. We pass through the metal detectors into the lobby. The air conditioner is on high, chilling the sweat on the back of my shirt and sending a shiver up my spine. An usher scans my ticket. Someone puts a Playbill program in my hand as Anna holds the other, leading the way.

I can feel her watching my face. She wants to see my reaction to walking into my first Broadway theater. I need to overact, but that’s easy—this place is magical. I look around, mouth open. Endless rows of red seats. Red curtain three stories tall. Balcony with more red seats. The ceiling, far away, with swirls of fancy blue-and-white etchings mimicking clouds. Two of the biggest chandeliers I’ve ever seen. When I look at Anna, she snaps another picture. “Baby’s first Broadway,” she says.

Another usher (in a beret) leads us to our seats. The theater feels old and unchanged, and there’s a musty smell of moldy carpet and popcorn. We find our seats, and Anna calls aisle. The seat beside me is empty, and I hope it stays that way. The well-worn chairs are too close together and too small. There’s an outline of Paris projected on the curtain. “I’m suddenly in the mood for French fries,” I joke.

“Oui oui,” Anna says, then checks her phone. “Five minutes until curtain. Back to the quick-fire questions?”

“Bring it on,” I say.

“Why acting?”

I shake my head. “You want a short answer for why acting?”

“Just try,” she suggests, flipping a page of her Playbill.

Things got dark after coming out to my parents. I was lost. And uncomfortable in a body that continued to defy me with the beginning of boobs and hips. My freshman year started, and I walked around in a thick cloud of blah.

My friend Hugo knew something was up—we’ve been friends since fourth grade—but I couldn’t tell him. Too scared he’d push me away. Being the best best friend, he came to me with the solution to my sads (that’s what he called it: “my sads”). Hugo’s big idea was to sign up for Theater Club. Cassie was joining, and he was looking to land the role of her boyfriend. He said it would be fun to act like somebody else, and that didn’t sound bad. That’s all I wanted—to be someone else.

We showed up to the first meeting, and I tried to remain invisible (my typical MO at West Grove High). The teacher asked us to break into small groups and perform for the club. I don’t remember much of the performance, but it felt good. It felt right. When it was done, Hugo ran over and said, “Wow, you can really act.” I didn’t believe him. What did he know? But then the teacher came up and said the same thing.

After I joined Theater Club, things got better at home. Turns out, I was an actor all my life—playing the role of a girl. My anxiety calmed down when I figured out that I didn’t need to be a girl; I only needed to act like one. For my parents, I played the part of their daughter. The world, I heard, is a stage. And it was working.

“August?” Anna asks. “Why acting?”

I find her eyes and smile. “It saved my life,” I say simply.

The lights lower and the crowd goes quiet. My heart speeds up. I can’t believe I’m here. When I go to turn off my phone, I notice there are no new calls. That’s weird. Did my parents give up?

Music fills the house—heavy on the accordion—as the ensemble enters from the wings for a high-energy high-kick group number with fake cigarettes hanging from their mouths. The lights are bright, the dancing is tight and fun, and the singing is perfectly harmonized. We’re close enough to see the facial expressions on the actors. Without warning, my eyes fill with tears. I’m overcome with what my life is right now. Yesterday I was on a bus heading to New York, and today, I’m sitting inside a Broadway theater after auditioning at SPA. I’m exhausted, scared, and completely inspired. I wipe the tears away, and Anna sees. She leans over and whispers, “Come on, the show isn’t that bad.”

When the lights come up for intermission, Anna is on her feet and says, “Follow me.” I trail behind her as she heads up the aisle, speed-walking past everyone. We make it to the restrooms before anyone else. “I don’t do bathroom lines,” she says.

I head into the men’s and lock myself in the teeny tiny stall. Barely enough room to turn around. I pull my binder up, allowing air to hit my stomach and back. I’m wearing a chest compression binder under my shirt to flatten my chest. It looks like a tight undershirt and feels three sizes too small. It’s wet with sweat, and the fabric is beyond scratchy—but necessary. Lucky for me, I don’t have tons of chest to compress, but the binder gives me confidence.

I ordered the binder online and had it shipped to Hugo’s house. I wouldn’t tell him what the box was, and he didn’t seem to care. If the package had arrived at my house, Mom would have intercepted and inspected for sure. Late at night, when my parents slept, I’d wear the binder around the house, imagining how it would feel to live as a guy. Or at least dress like one.

“August,” Anna yells when I exit the bathroom. I’m glad we hustled—the restroom line now snakes down the stairs into the lobby. Most of the audience is standing, stretching their legs, chatting in small groups. We head back down to our seats. “I didn’t think there was a show more miserable than Les Misérables,” she says. “But here we are.”

I nod in agreement. “I’m not convinced the leads are in love,” I say.

“I’m not convinced the leads remember their lines.”

I laugh hard. She continues, “Did you see the juggler drop his balls? You had one job, buddy.”

“It’s not the worst show,” I say.

“Stop,” she says. “This is terrible.”

“It’s not great,” I admit, “but think of the people who worked hard to make this happen. How many hours the set designer worked to build that Eiffel Tower. How many rehearsals the choreographer spent getting the tango right. The poor accordion player was playing so hard, I’m sure his fingers are bleeding. Even a bad show takes a lot of work and heart.”

“Ugh,” she says. “Please don’t make me feel guilty about my shade.”

We both laugh. A little too loud. The man beside me looks up from his phone. “You girls enjoying the show?” he asks with a friendly grin.

Why does he think I’m a girl? Maybe it’s my voice—I haven’t focused on keeping it low. My posture? My clothes? I feel caught. Exposed. An impostor. And embarrassed to get misgendered in front of a cute girl.

Anna leans over me. “Excuse me, please don’t assume our genders.”

“It’s all right,” I whisper to Anna. “I don’t mind.”

She gives me a Really, August? look, and I nod. This is my first day presenting male—I’m bound to get misgendered. The man apologizes and goes back to his phone.

“Anna, let me ask you,” I say, changing the subject. “Why acting?”

She looks up and shrugs. “It’s all I know. I love being onstage. It’s addicting, like a high. And I keep chasing it.”

“Best drug ever,” I say. The nervous energy before, the endorphins during, the applause after. Once you get a hit, you want more. Bigger stages, bigger roles, bigger audiences.

“Should we start Acting Anonymous?” I kid.

She flashes side-eye. “There’s nothing anonymous about acting.”

About an hour later, the last tango is tangoed and the musical ends. The applause wakes up the man beside me. The actors take their bows during curtain call as the audience claps politely. I feel bad for them. They didn’t choose to do the dance with cardboard Ferris wheels, but they did a great job despite the cardboard Ferris wheels. I stand up and clap loudly. Anna gets up—after rolling her eyes so hard I swear I hear it—and does the same. Other audience members get on their feet. By the last bow, the entire crowd is up and cheering. The cast smiles bigger than before.

We walk slowly with the herd of people to the exit and play the quick-fire game.

“Favorite



















































































































Acknowledgments

When a musical is over, the lights come up, the audience cheers, and the cast takes a bow. Being on that stage is both gratifying and humbling, and exactly what everyone who helped create this book deserves. A moment in the spotlight. Loud applause. A big bow. Thank you for helping me, you have all my gratitude. Please take a bow while I clap loudly (which makes it difficult to type.).

First bow goes to Bob McSmith. My musical cowriter. My best friend. Your heart is true. You’re a pal and confidant. Life would have sucked without you. Together, we created eight parody musicals that have played around the world. And it’s been an honor and a pleasure to walk side by side with you on this incredible journey. I have no doubt we created things in a past life, and I’m certain we will create things in the next. Thank you for being a friend.

Second bow is for every human who worked on our musicals over the past fifteen years. The actors, directors, choreographers, composers, musical directors, musicians, stage managers, set designers, lighting designers, costume designers, sound designers (all the designers!), the crew, marketing and press agents, anyone I forgot, and the producers. I’m proud of what we created. You are all McSmiths. We are always family. I’ll never forget our time together creating something special. They were truly the best times of my life.

I was writing chapter two of this book when the world went into lockdown and theaters went dark. This book was my escape to a world where the show went on and the audience was full. The next bows go to the people who helped me survive the pandemic. Thank you to Ka-va Bar for keeping me connected (but still six feet away) to amazing people. Thanks to Rich, Michelle, Lee, Jennifer, David, Brian, Baily, Adie (my favorite!), Shane, Sam, Warren, Nazar, Taniyah, Jesse, Michael, Matt, Ming, Nikhil, Oleg, Anna, Ryan, Scott, Al, Emily, Glenn, Emma, and especially Alberto. Thanks to Vanessa and Misfits Ka-va Bar for inspiring me and raising a bunch of money for the Stay Gold Fund. I’m grateful to have a community of creative misfits and inspiring individuals.

Mom and Glenn, I love you. As you walk out on-stage, I hand you a freaking huge bouquet of flowers and give you a big hug. Thank you for all the love and support over the years. You are exceptional parents. And I will never be cooler than y’all!

Big bows for the people who helped educate and inform me about acting, directing, growing up trans, and performing arts schools. Thank you for your time, Donald Garverick and Caleb Cummings. Rachel Evans, thank you for sharing your knowledge and acting class at LaGuardia High School. Thank you to the trans community for your stories and experiences.

Two kitty bows for Bam-Bam and Bananas. You are very special cats who can’t read this and will never truly know how much I love you.

To my agents at ICM Partners, I am clapping and whistling and yelling for you. Enormous thanks to the best book agent in town, Tina Dubois. Your support and encouragement and honesty has made me a better writer and person. I’m forever indebted to Nichole Borrelli Hearn, thank you for always seeing my potential. And Alicia Gordon, wow, it’s been an honor to have you in my corner. You have all moved mountains so I could see my dreams come true and I am forever grateful.

The crowd goes wild for the strikingly beautiful cover designed by David DeWitt with amazing art by Little Corvus. It’s been an absolute honor to have David and Teo create all three of my covers, and they nail it every single time. Teo, you are an unbelievably talented artist. Allison Michael Orenstein, thank you for making me look so dang handsome in my author photos.

HarperCollins, take a bow! Thank you for employing me for sixteen years and publishing two of my books. You have made my life better every day. Thanks to the sales team (best in the world!), I will always be house proud. All my love and appreciation to every person and department working hard to bring beautiful and important books to the world. I always know I have the smartest and most wonderful people working on my books. I miss working beside you and have endless gratitude for what you have done for me.

I could not cheer loud enough for all the booksellers and librarians out there. I admire everything about you and what you do. You are the true heroes! Your support and friendships have been the unexpected surprise of being an author.

The crowd is on their feet for my editor, Andrew Eliopulos. Thank you for helping me navigate this story. You are a genius. I am rooting for you on your next chapter in life and am immensely lucky I got to work with you on two books. Thank you, Rosemary Brosnan, the coolest person at HarperCollins. Thank you, Bria Ragin, Laura Harshberger, and Jackie Hornberger and Jenny Moles. And to Alyssa Miele, my new editor, it’s already been a joy to team up. You are thoughtful and smart and I can’t wait for our time together.

Here comes the big finish. Everyone on stage locks hands and takes a bow together. The audience is on their feet and louder than ever. The stage is filled with so many people—everyone I mentioned and everyone I forgot. Thank you for making this book happen. I couldn’t have done it without you. After the final bow, we hug, maybe cry, then head backstage to hug and cry some more. We are sad because it’s over, but proud of what we created, and ready to do it all again tomorrow.




About the Author

[image: image]

Photo by Allison Michael Orenstein

TOBLY McSMITH is the co-creator/writer of eight somewhat successful musical parodies, including Friends! The Musical Parody (New York, North American Tour, Vegas Residence). Tobly is also the author of Stay Gold, his debut novel. This is his second. Tobly was born in Texas. He now lives in New York City with his two cats, Bam-Bam and Bananas McSmith. Tobly is proud to be transgender.

Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.




Books by Tobly McSmith

Stay Gold

Act Cool




Back Ad

[image: image]

DISCOVER

your next favorite read

MEET

new authors to love

WIN

free books

SHARE

infographics, playlists, quizzes, and more

WATCH

the latest videos

www.epicreads.com




Copyright

Quill Tree Books is an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.

ACT COOL. Copyright © 2021 by Tobly McSmith. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

www.epicreads.com

Cover art © 2021 by Little Corvus

Cover design by David DeWitt



Digital Edition SEPTEMBER 2021 ISBN: 978-0-06-303859-2

Print ISBN: 978-0-06-303856-1



2122232425PC/LSCH10987654321

[image: images]

FIRST EDITION




About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida

Uttar Pradesh 201 301

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OEBPS/imgbackad/f001.jpg
¥ J0IN THE

I COMMUNITY

THE ULTIMATE YA DESTINATION





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Act One: New York
		One


		Two


		Three


		Four


		Five


		Six


		Seven


		Eight


		Nine


		Ten


		Eleven






		Act Two: Grease
		Twelve


		Thirteen


		Fourteen


		Fifteen


		Sixteen


		Seventeen


		Eighteen






		Act Three: Conversion
		Nineteen


		Twenty


		Twenty-One


		Twenty-Two


		Twenty-Three


		Twenty-Four


		Twenty-Five






		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Books by Tobly McSmith


		Back Ad


		Copyright


		About the Publisher








Landmarks



		Cover


		Contents


		Act One: New York











		iii


		v


		vi


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		332


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		ii


		iv










OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063038592_Cover.jpg
FIND YOUR
LIGHT.

FIND YOUR

50 6 0000000000000 S

| o Nﬂ \

| I






OEBPS/images/ded.jpg
THARKDQX K XIOK o} osH XD

O erer& XX T @H SHQOOmaEr






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
ACT

'l Yal

TOBLY McSMITH

Quill Tree Books
“\n Imprint of Hary iblishers

arperCollinsPu





