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Praise for

CAN’T TAKE THAT AWAY

“A charming, inspiring story about being true to who you are, regardless of what others see. A perfect balance of queer joy and resistance, this power ballad of a story will leave you changed … for good.” —Phil Stamper, bestselling author of The Gravity of Us

[image: ] “This charming, joyful story—about self-love, fighting for what’s right, and the love to be found in chosen family—will make you want to put on a pair of red heels and blast Mariah Carey.” —Booklist, starred review

“Can’t Take That Away is an honest, joyful, sparkling story of love, friendship, and the unique pride that comes with being yourself in the face of adversity. Carey deserves a standing ovation!” —Jessica Verdi, author of Follow Your Arrow and And She Was

“A defiant love letter to queer youth; honest, brutal, and more important than ever.” —Kirkus Reviews

“This page turner is a perfect pick for music lovers, budding activists, and kids questioning their own gender identities.” —BCCB

“A fresh voice + a genderqueer teen + one Wicked musical + fighting against the establishment + first love = A page-turning YA debut. Recommended for all YA collections.” —School Library Journal

“Carey’s journey is refreshingly optimistic… Salvatore tackles hard topics such as anti-LGBTQ bullying, suicidal ideation, and grief, but also emphasizes the joy found in community and living one’s truth.” —Publishers Weekly

“Filled with big emotions… As empowering as it is entertaining, Salvatore’s debut novel hits all the right notes.” —BookPage
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I’M READY

CAREY PARKER, lyrics and vocals

CRIS KOSTAS, guitar

 

 

Spotlight on, am I ready?

The world a stage, waiting for me

But the darkness creeps in, slowly

Devouring the light until I

Stay inside the lines

And play the role assigned

I’ve been too

Scared to live

Scared to die

To forgive myself

I have to try

One day I’ll be stronger

Maybe I already am

I wonder if I’ll ever fly

The open air calls out to me

But I get tangled in branches

Too afraid to spread my wings and

Take that first leap

What if I fall?

No longer

Scared to live

I want to try to

Be true to me

It’s time to fly

One day I’ll soar higher

Maybe it’s time

You want me to believe

I’m not good enough

But you won’t

Ever get the best of me

Because my voice is

the one thing

You can never take from me

One day I’ll be louder

Maybe I’m ready

I’m ready

I’ll scream out loud

I’m done apologizing

For wanting to shine

For wanting to fly

For being myself

No day like today

I’m ready




 

TRACK 1

THEY/THEM/THEIR

I should probably pay attention to Mr. Kelly’s lecture right now, but I’m struggling to focus; I stare out over mountains blanketed in dead trees, his voice nothing but static as I follow a lone bird soaring above the Hudson River. I’m too far away to hear its melody, but I’m sure this bird has a song; every bird does. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and attempt to remember a time I felt that free. No matter how hard I try, I come up short. I’ve always felt trapped in a cage, with clipped wings.

“Carey?” Mr. Kelly is standing in front of the whiteboard, arms folded, lips pursed.

I blink. “What?” A few assholes snicker, as if they’ve never daydreamed in class. It’s nothing against Mr. Kelly—he’s pretty cool, for a teacher—but why do I need to know what a symbol or a motif is?

Mr. Kelly clears his throat and my face heats. “We were discussing the significance of Holden Caulfield’s red hunting hat, and Phoebe said that she thinks Holden uses it as a crutch to hide from the world.” Phoebe Wright’s tight curls bounce as she turns to look at me. “Do you agree?”

I first read The Catcher in the Rye last year on Mr. Kelly’s recommendation. He said it helped him when he was in high school and thought it might do the same for me. The thing is, Holden Caulfield whined so much and overthought everything. I ended up skimming the novel because I couldn’t stand his character. I never had the heart to tell Mr. Kelly. He lets me eat lunch in his classroom because my only two friends in the world, Monroe and Joey, are scheduled in different lunch periods, and he stays after school with me if I have a panic attack, talking to me while I wait for Mom to pick me up. I can’t tell him I hate his favorite book.

“I don’t know,” I start. “I don’t see why everyone makes such a big deal about his hunting hat. I get why people call it a security blanket or whatever, but it’s not like Holden isn’t out there, living, trying to figure out what the hell the world is all about. Pretty much everyone besides his sister is faker than a Kardashian. He knows that. He’s very aware. He just wants to feel safe, I think.” My mind drifts to the lone bird. Is it lonely, the other birds having migrated south for the winter? Is it vulnerable, by itself, looking for a safe place to land? “There’s nothing wrong with trying to protect yourself.”

“I can see that,” Phoebe concedes, a bit too quickly for my liking. “And that would be true if Holden actually, like, dealt with his problems. But he doesn’t. He hides.”

“Why shouldn’t he?” I say. “The world is harsh and cold, and the colder it gets, the less he can protect himself. Basically, the world sucks.” Most of the class laughs. Even Mr. Kelly cracks a smile.

“That’s for sure,” Phoebe says.

There’s an under-the-breath comment from behind me, loud enough to get Mr. Kelly’s attention. Max McKagan’s greasy fingers grab my earlobes and tug on my black diamond earrings. “Maybe it wouldn’t suck so much if you weren’t so … defective.” He beeps like a malfunctioning robot, and the stench of Cool Ranch Doritos on his breath lingers as he follows it up with a repulsive term I won’t repeat. I curl back into myself, shutting out the rest of the class.

But Mr. Kelly has to go and address it. “Do you have something you want to share with the class, Max?” I hate when teachers do this. Bringing everyone’s attention to a problem always makes the situation worse. This isn’t a wholesome family sitcom. We’re not all going to learn a valuable lesson about tolerance in fewer than twenty-five minutes. This is eighth-period English, and Mr. Kelly is lucky most of us stay awake.

Max, of course, doesn’t say anything.

My hands start to tremble. I shove them under the desk. “He called me a word I won’t repeat in an attempt to make me feel …” Broken. My breath catches in the back of my throat, which prevents me from launching into Max’s frequent and sustained microaggressions. I feel his stare on the back of my neck, but I don’t turn. “Give it up, Max.”

His desk skids forward, screeching against the floor, making Mr. Kelly jump. “At least I’m not you.”

I laugh, because it’s easier than crying in front of everyone. “At least I’ll get out of this town one day, unlike you, who’ll live in your mom’s basement until you Norman Bates her.”

A few students gasp; a few make “Ooo” sounds like guests on a gossipy talk show. Phoebe’s eyes widen as she covers her mouth to trap her laughter. The girl next to her, Blanca Rodriguez, elbows her in the ribs and they whisper to each other.

“Shove it, Mariah Carey,” Max hisses.

“Good one,” I say. “Very original.” It’s no secret that I love Mariah, and I’m no stranger to being called by the queen’s name. Mom set me up for that with a first name like Carey. I was sort of named after her. Mom was obsessed with her music in the nineties, and she indoctrinated me into her fandom before I sashayed out of the womb. Sometimes she claims I was named after an old Hollywood star named Cary Grant, but the spelling tells a different story. Besides, newsflash! It’s a total honor, Max!

“Mr. Kelly,” I say, “Holden Caulfield thinks the world is full of fake people, so it’s not a place he feels he belongs, right? What if he’s the fake one? Maybe it’s the plight of the straight cisgender bro that, instead of trying to make room for anyone who’s different, he’s going to claim everyone else is fake. Like Holden, Max is telling on himself, letting the world see exactly who he is. I don’t think this conversation will change his mind.”

“You don’t know shit. Are you gonna let he/she/it talk to me like that, Mr. Kelly?” Max is standing up now, hovering uncomfortably close.

Sweat trickles down my neck.

I try to breathe.

Steady myself.

I resist the urge to turn around and face him. I haven’t looked directly at Max since … well, for a long time.

“Max, Principal McCauley’s office, now!”

“Are you kidding me?” Anger tugs at the corners of Max’s mouth. “This is ridiculous!” Max goes out of his way to shove the back of my chair as he walks out. He hovers in the doorway, looks at me, and making a camera-clicking motion with his fingers, mouths, Click-click.

Max has no power over me.

The whispers from everyone around me grow as Max slams the door behind him.

Mr. Kelly walks over to me and places a hand on my shoulder.

I flinch. I don’t want any more attention.

Click-click.

“Carey, hang back after class,” Mr. Kelly says before walking back to the whiteboard and writing out the homework for tomorrow.

Click-click.

I can’t breathe.

Max does have power over me.

There are two coping tricks Dr. Potter taught me when my body shuts down from a panic attack: 1) Loudly say random Mariah Carey facts until the world stops buzzing, or 2) Sing a song in my head from start to finish. I can’t exactly spout that when Mariah was married to her emotionally abusive record executive husband in the nineties, she called their New York mansion “Sing Sing” because it felt like a prison where she was forced to sing. Instead, my mind presses play on Mariah’s “Close My Eyes,” the lullaby-like melody unable to drown out the sound of Max’s voice calling me “defective,” until the bell rings.

Mr. Kelly is still talking as the class funnels out the door. I close my notebook, which is covered in scribbles of music notes, song lyrics, and half-assed doodles of stick figure me in ball gowns. Phoebe waits by Mr. Kelly’s desk until we’re the only two people left. “How can I help you, Ms. Wright?” he asks, looking at me, not her, to make sure I know not to leave.

“Did you get the fliers printed yet? I wanna post them so we get a good turnout.” She bounces on her toes and adjusts her backpack.

Mr. Kelly hands her a thick stack. “Hot off the presses.”

“They’re perfect!” Her eyes widen. “I really appreciate you volunteering to direct the musical. When Mrs. Piper dropped out—”

“Had a heart attack?” Mr. Kelly interjects.

“Right,” she says. “I thought the spring musical would be cancelled.”

“Well, I’ve never directed a musical, but I’m bringing someone in to help out. Together, we’ll make sure it’s a great show.” He offers a tight-lipped smile, and his leg shakes restlessly.

Phoebe demonstrates a scale. Her voice is incredibly rich and powerful. “It will be.” She hugs the fliers to her chest. “See you tomorrow, Mr. K! Bye, Carey!” She smiles and waves to me as she bounds toward the door, which is totally weird because I’ve never actually spoken to her outside class.

Mr. Kelly leans back and rocks in his chair before taking a deep breath and turning to me. “How are you, Carey?”

What a stupid question. “Fabulous,” I deadpan.

“Mind if I shut the door?” Mr. Kelly asks, and I shake my head. As the door whooshes toward the jamb, his face drops all pretenses and I sigh, tears running down my hot cheeks. He leans against his desk at the front of the room. “People are afraid of what they don’t understand. It’s not an excuse, it’s a sad truth. I’ll have a talk with Principal McCauley about what happened.”

I quickly wipe the wetness off my face with the back of my hand. I don’t need people like Max to understand me. I want them to leave me alone.

“I got you something.” Mr. Kelly pulls out his desk drawer. “My husband and I were in the West Village last weekend and came across these.” He walks over and places a rainbow velvet pouch on my desk. “The shop owner is genderqueer too, and they explained how they made these for other genderqueer people to express their gender identity on any given day.”

I open the pouch and tap the contents onto the desk. There are four macramé bracelets, each one woven in a different pattern. The first is a zigzag of different blues, from baby blue to sapphire, like the ocean.

“On a day when you feel more male energy and want to be identified by he/him pronouns, you would wear the blue bracelet,” Mr. Kelly explains. I pick up the pink one, which is a Barbie DreamHouse of pastels. “The pink, is, well, you get the gist.”

I resist the urge to comment how binary the pink and blue bracelets are, and while I realize that colors aren’t gendered, most people associate the two with gender traits, and the whole point is to signal my pronouns without having to state them. So, it works.

Mr. Kelly continues. “And the green, white, and purple one is—”

“The genderqueer flag.” My eyes open a little wider, and I sit up a little straighter in my chair. “So, when I want everyone to use they/them pronouns, like most days …” I slip that one around my wrist. Immediately my body relaxes.

“The rainbow bracelet is just fun.” Mr. Kelly flashes his wrist to show a matching bracelet. “I had to get one. My husband did too.” His face softens into a smile. “I hope this is okay and I’m not overstepping. You shouldn’t have to explain yourself every day.”

My thumb strokes the bracelet on my wrist. Something inside me is suddenly visible on the outside. It’s a strange and beautiful feeling, though a bit uncomfortable. Like how I imagine the glass slipper felt on Cinderella’s foot—it was glass, after all. My lips tremble. “Every day is like coming out again. Having to tell my friends which pronouns to use, wanting to correct the teachers who call me ‘he’ when I’m ‘they,’ but being too afraid to do it in the middle of class, and feeling like it doesn’t matter once the bell rings. But it does matter.” Tears bubble up as I talk. “I want to feel like I matter. People pretend to see me, but nobody knows me.” I look up and Mr. Kelly’s eyes are wet. “I guess I’m trying to say thanks.”

He clears his throat. “You don’t have to thank me. Just promise me you won’t let”—he hesitates, then lowers his voice, as if someone is listening—“the bastards get you down. You’re going to take the world by storm, Carey Parker. Once you believe in yourself.” He hands back a poem I wrote for an extra-credit assignment.

It’s littered with little red marks correcting my punctuation and grammar, but my eyes are drawn to the bright red A- circled at the top. I read his comments:

Carey, your poem is exquisite. There’s a musicality here when I read this out loud. Except it seems as if you’re holding back. There’s a feeling of being trapped between the lines, as if you brought yourself to a certain point in the subject matter, then shied away. Continue to push this further. So much potential. Great job! ☺

“You really think it’s good?”

“It needs a bit of work, but yes.” Mr. Kelly points to the last stanza:

I’ve been too

Scared to die,

But afraid to live.

I have to try,

to forgive myself.

“Are you doing okay?”

“I’m fine.” I smile as big as I can without being too extra.

There’s still tension in Mr. Kelly’s upper body. “Do you write poetry a lot?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. They’re not so much poems as song lyrics.”

“I didn’t know you write music. What instrument do you play?”

“Uh, I don’t. But when I write, I hear music. Big ballads. You know, like Mariah, Lady Gaga, Sam Smith.”

“Is that where you go in class when you look like you’re somewhere else?”

I nod. “That was my dream. To be a diva. Sing. Write my own songs. But everyone sees a boy, and what they see holds me back.” I’ve never said that out loud to anyone but Monroe, but I can be honest with Mr. Kelly. “My old vocal coach used to tell me I had a gift.” It feels awkward praising myself, almost like telling a lie.

“Used to?” he asks. “Forgive the English teacher in me, but there was a lot of past tense in what you just said.”

“I, um, had to stop going.” I try to think of a way to get off this topic because I really don’t want to go there. Not now. But he asks why. “My, uh, mom couldn’t afford it anymore.” Which isn’t a total lie, because it was expensive, and Mom already worked too much to support our family. It just isn’t the whole truth.

He hums. “I’d love to hear you sing. You should try out for the musical.”

“I love going to musicals, but … put myself out there like that? No.”

“Why not?”

Shit. Now he’s prodding, like Dr. Potter.

“They’re not diva enough for me.” I laugh it off instead of explaining that though music is everything to me, lately I only sing when I’m alone; I’m too scared to sing in front of anyone else.

“Let’s reframe: Musicals are filled with divas; big, bold personalities, tours de force, with booming voices and songs in their souls. Like Mariah, they’re unapologetic and fierce and—”

There’s a knock on the classroom door.

Monroe Cooper is standing on her tippy toes, peering through the glass window, black liner highlighting her cat eyes. Mr. Kelly motions for her to come in, and Monroe pushes open the door. Her bubblegum-pink hair, choppy and layered, swishes against the collar of her cropped leather jacket, and her red, gator-skin heels clack against the tiles as she walks. She tugs on the bottom of her ripped The Clash crop top so it covers her stomach. The only reason she can wear a crop top to school is because last year, she single-handedly organized a student walkout to protest the sexist-as-fuck dress code for unfairly targeting girls because apparently boys “can’t concentrate” when girls show skin.

Everyone needs a best friend like Monroe.

“Ms. Cooper,” he says. “Sorry for keeping your friend after class.”

She plays with the hoop dangling from her nostril. “No worries, Mr. K. I heard about what happened in your class, and when Carey didn’t meet me in the parking lot, I figured I needed to come in.” Monroe doesn’t give him a chance to respond because she pivots to how she wishes she had him for English this year. Mr. Kelly struggles to keep up with her rapid-fire sentences when she says, “At least I don’t have Mr. Jackson.”

I shudder when she utters that name.

“I probably shouldn’t be listening to this,” Mr. Kelly says politely.

“Come on, he’s the worst.” Monroe turns to me, and I nod in confirmation. “Carey, we should go. I’m illegally parked out front.” She offers Mr. Kelly a polite wave and doesn’t wait for me to gather my things before she’s out the door.

Mr. Kelly looks exhausted from their exchange, and I stifle a laugh as I hoist my backpack over my shoulder to follow her.

“Carey.”

I turn. “Thanks for the bracelets, Mr. K.”

“Anytime. But one more thing. If you have to sing, sing. Don’t let anyone take that from you. Be the diva you wish to see in the world.”




 

TRACK 2

THEY/THEM/THEIR

Monroe’s rusty, dented Oldsmobile is double-parked in front of Sunnyside High’s main entrance. Monroe whips around the car and yanks at the driver’s side handle until her door pops open, nearly sending her flying on her ass. She crawls in on all fours and tosses a stack of colorful papers on the backseat with her backpack. The inside of her car is filled with empty Yoo-hoo bottles and half-eaten bags of zesty vegetable chips. Notebooks are scattered atop bolts of fabric on the backseat. I slide into the passenger side before the door can fling shut. Like everything else about this car, the suspension in the hinge is shot.

“Can we stop at Exile and get some tea before you drop me off?” I ask.

“That’s perfect because I needed to go there anyway. My fucking boss is withholding my paycheck because I said I couldn’t work this week with second-quarter exams and college applications due. He’s such an ass and …” Her words gush out so fast that the untrained ear would have trouble understanding her, but Monroe has been my best friend since we were zygotes. Our moms are best friends, and we were raised basically as siblings. I’m used to Monroe always talking like she’s in a panic.

“Where’s Joey?” I ask once she’s finished ranting.

“Ugh. Basketball practice. Then football.”

“Football? It’s December.” Monroe’s twin sister, Joey, is the school’s all-star athlete and has played every sport imaginable. They have cheerleader parents who build them up, make them think they can do absolutely everything, like sewing Met Gala–style gowns or joining an all-boys football team. When Joey petitioned the school to try out, she made the roster over some of our biggest jocks. She’s a natural athlete. For her, football is fun, a break between cross-country and her meal ticket, basketball.

“Some end-of-season dinner or something. I wasn’t listening.” She slams on the gas and the car jerks forward like an old amusement park ride. She banks a hard right out of the school parking lot and races at the speed of fucking light down High School Hill toward Main Street. She brakes hard at the bottom. “What’s that?” she asks, glancing at my new bracelet.

“Mr. Kelly gave it to me.” At the stoplight, I pull out the velvet bag and explain. Monroe is the only person besides Mom who asks which pronouns she should use each day. Monroe has been incredible since I came out last year, which isn’t all that surprising because when we were kids, I sneaked a pair of red, glittery slippers she had in her closet, and when she caught me modeling them in her bathroom, she made me do a runway walk. She knew more about me than I was ready or willing to confront. Joey, on the other hand, was blindsided and has avoided me at all costs since prom; tension pulls at my jaw as I think about it. I want to ask Monroe what happened between Joey and me, but I’m afraid. Joey is her sister. Monroe may call me her “sibling,” but we’re not actually related. If it came to picking sides, I know whose she’d choose—and it wouldn’t be mine.

Monroe pulls into the no-parking zone in front of Exile Records, the record shop–café where she works.

Exile is pretty much the coolest place in town. There’s nothing better than a good vinyl record; the earnest crackle, the rawness of the instrumentation. The vocals are more real, like whoever is singing is right in front of you. There’s nowhere to hide on a vinyl, not like so many of the muddled, robotic auto-tuned Top 40 songs that hide any hints of artistry or a lack thereof.

A lot of people come here after school to hang out and do homework in the café. Monroe, Joey, and I have spent the better part of our childhood perusing their racks of records and shelves of toys—vintage Star Wars, Marvel, and DC superhero figurines; Funko Pops—before purchasing overpriced artisanal coffees from the café like we were actual adults. Monroe always gets a triple shot of espresso and mixes it with brown cane sugar. Joey’s drink of choice is an iced latte with two shots of vanilla syrup and so much half-and-half it’s basically a cup of vanilla cream. I read a rumor once that Mariah Carey has an assistant whose job it is to prepare tea at the perfect temperature with a squeeze of honey and lemon before all her shows to soothe and preserve her voice, so that cemented it as my forever drink.

I pull on the tarnished brass handle, and we enter the busy shop. Golden rays stream through large picture windows at the front.

“So, what’s your plan?” I ask her.

“I’m not leaving without my paycheck. Or I’ll quit. And good luck finding someone as good as me. Whatever. Next year I’ll be at the Fashion Institute of Technology, not working here for the rest of my life,” she says without so much as a breath. “I don’t see him. He’s probably in the office. I’ll be back.”

While I wait for her, I browse the familiar stacks, not looking for anything in particular. I want everything and nothing. I run my fingertips across the records, some shrink-wrapped, some in hard plastic, some exposed to the elements. Small, handwritten cards let me know which artist or band I’m currently touching. Half the fun of being in a record store is finding an obscure artist or buying an album for its killer, quirky artwork. I have vinyls from every major diva from Freddie Mercury to Lady Gaga. I come across Sam Smith’s The Thrill of It All. I bought this record after they came out as genderqueer and wore it out. When I realized I could no longer hide anymore, I sat in Dr. Potter’s office with Mom and asked her to listen to the album’s coming out anthem “HIM,” because music has a way of saying what I can’t. By the end of the song, Mom had tears in her eyes and asked me if I was gay. It was a complicated question. At least, I thought it was, because it took me so long to put words to my identity. I told her I was genderqueer and androsexual.

“What does that mean?” Mom leaned in closer.

I looked to Dr. Potter, who nodded in support.

“Sometimes I feel very male, and sometimes more female, but most of the time I’m somewhere on a spectrum I can’t quite pinpoint or define.”

“I don’t understand.” Her voice, though shaky, was soft, curious, unafraid.

I sucked in a breath, bracing myself, nails digging into the leather, sweating. When I was ready, I exhaled. “I feel like, sometimes, my skin doesn’t always fit how I feel.” I tried to explain how growing facial hair made me feel icky and fraudulent, and how, though I didn’t believe in God, I would pray to Her, hoping I’d wake up with a smooth, hair-free face, or how my stomach would cave in on itself whenever someone would refer to me as a “man,” as if that were my defining characteristic. “I don’t feel like I’m part of the binary, just male or female. It’s hard to describe, but there are days when I wake up and my energy is female, but I have to dress like a boy and can’t express how I feel inside, so every step I take feels wrong, like I want to crawl out of my own skin. But it’s not about my body or even superficial stuff, like clothes.” Dr. Potter helped me practice saying this a million times. Still, I was breathless saying it out loud, and I braced for impact. “It’s like the entire world has had its collective hand over my mouth and I’ve been gasping for air.”

She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “And androsexual?”

“I’m attracted to masculinity.”

“So, you’re gay?” I could practically see her mind spinning, like the pinwheel on my laptop when it’s trying to process information.

“I guess. It’s not wrong, but it’s not the complete picture.”

“You’re not a boy, not a girl,” Mom whispered.

“I just am.”

Mom stared at me, as if she was finally seeing the real me. “I love you, my beautiful child.” That was all I needed.

I file the Sam Smith record, and I feel someone standing behind me.

“Sam Smith. Killer voice. But they’ve got nothing on you.”

I turn. Cris freaking Kostas is smiling at me. My mouth goes dry. He’s shorter than me by a good six or seven inches and breathtaking. His face pulls me in like dark magic—the honey brown of his irises gleaming behind black-rimmed glasses. He runs his fingers through his mop of messy dark brown hair, and the wrinkled, tight white V-neck undershirt he’s wearing rises, exposing the light brown skin of his stomach.

“Favorite Sam song. Go!”

“What?” Something catches at the back of my throat. “Um, hey …” I know his name, but my mind is a baked potato because he’s too damn beautiful. It’s not like we go to a big school or anything, but we don’t have any classes together, and I don’t make a habit of lingering in the hallways at school. I keep my head down and zip to class as quickly as possible. But we are in the same grade and used to go to the same vocal coach, so I have no excuse except that he caught me off guard. But I can’t tell him that.

“Cris.” His head dips, like he’s disappointed I didn’t remember his name. My mind reels in embarrassment, and I have a total out-of-body experience where I’m floating above us, binge-watching my awkwardness like a Netflix show. I want to start again, but, you know, you can’t rewind life.

“Yes. Right. Cris. Sorry. I have social amnesia.”

He laughs, but I can tell it’s a product of nerves, like he’s not quite sure what to say next but wants to keep talking. So, he fills the space. “No worries. Haven’t seen you around much. Not since summer. At the studio, I think.”

I know the exact day he’s referring to: when I told our vocal coach, Will Trevisani, I couldn’t attend lessons anymore. It was right after junior prom. Coach told me he was planning a winter showcase for his students. At Carnegie fucking Hall. He wanted to feature me as one of the last singers, to spotlight me for an audience of industry professionals and recruiters at prestigious schools like Juilliard. As he told me this, sweat trickled down my face, and I couldn’t tell if it was the heatwave or my nerves. Then the sweat became tears. The thought of putting my whole genderqueer-self, uncensored, onstage to be judged by what felt like the whole world paralyzed me. I told him I couldn’t participate and ran out of the room. Cris was waiting on the couch for his session. He stood as if he wanted to ask what was wrong, but I had to get out of there. I bolted.

“You looked so sad that day,” he says, his voice full of concern.

The thing about insanely cute people like Cris Kostas is that I never in a million years thought they’d ever notice me. Cris is the kind of guy who makes jokes at his own expense to make people laugh. He brings his guitar to school to play during lunch and runs from Mr. Jackson before it gets confiscated. Cris moves between friend groups, blending in with ease. I eat lunch with my English teacher. We couldn’t be more different.

“You remember?” I ask.

“Some things you don’t forget.” He notices my bracelet. “Can I?” I hold out my wrist. The calloused tips of his fingers lightly graze my bracelet. “I like that.”

I don’t realize I’ve stopped breathing until he retracts his hand and I exhale.

“I heard what happened in Kelly’s class today. Max is space junk.”

The world goes dark again; I hate the idea of Cris knowing even a fraction of the awful shit Max says about me. “Word travels fast.”

“You can count on Sunnyside for two things: gossip and how fast that shit travels,” he says, the way only a victim of the Sunnyside chatter can. “I love what you’re wearing, by the way.” He studies my short-sleeve white button-down with geometric-print skinny black overalls and pink floral-print jacket. This is the first time anyone from school has ever said anything nice about my clothes.

“A Monroe Cooper original. Couture.”

“Fierce, Carey.” He leans in and his voice gets lower, huskier. I can feel sweat beading at the back of my neck. “Seriously.” I try not to stare at his lips, so my gaze wanders to the chest hair poking out of his V-neck. “Stay for my set.”

“Your what?”

“I’m performing in the café in a few minutes. You should stay. It’s my first time playing here. I could use a friendly face in the crowd. Who’s your favorite artist? If I know something, maybe I’ll play it.”

What the hell is happening right now? This must be a daydream. I reach into the pocket of my overalls and pinch my leg. Fuck, that hurt. I guess this is real. I debate whether I should divulge my love of Mariah, since most people use her as a punching bag instead of treating her like the timeless legend she is. But Cris doesn’t seem the type to dunk on her.

“Mariah Carey.”

A smile spreads across his lips. “Interesting choice.”

“A legendary choice,” I correct.

“I like all music. Legends included.” There it is again. That smile. Fuck. “I don’t know much by her, but her Caution album is fire.”

“Agreed.” I check the time on my phone. “I can stay for a bit, but I have a … doctor’s appointment.”

“Oh.” He looks disappointed but shakes it off. “I’ll play you something at the beginning of my set, then. Hey, wanna hang tomorrow after school?”

I say yes, perhaps a bit too quickly, and he adds, “Meet me here,” before turning toward the café.

“ ‘How Do You Sleep?’ ” I shout breathlessly, answering his earlier question about my favorite Sam Smith song. I hate myself for the randomness of it all.

He turns and laughs. “That’s a good one.”

A good one!

Then the realization that Cris just asked me out slaps me across the face.

He did ask me out, right?

I look around for Monroe to see if maybe she caught any of that, but there’s no sign of her anywhere, so I make my way toward the café. Cris tunes his guitar and fiddles with the microphone stand as people sit with their coffees, waiting for chords to carry them somewhere, anywhere.

As Cris strums, I close my eyes, steadying myself against the wall. I know my feet are on the ground, but suddenly I’m flying on the backs of his melodies. The sweet smell of cinnamon makes me forget about everything else. His voice, like melting butter on fresh-baked banana bread, fills the space, and my entire body breaks out in goose bumps. I don’t know the song (it sounds like an original, his voice somewhere between Darren Criss and Harry Styles), but I want to sing alongside him, to harmonize and riff off his notes. I want to freeze time and stay in this moment for as long as I can.

Then a hand grabs my arm and yanks me back to reality. “Can we leave? I’m done with this place,” Monroe whispers.

“What happened?” I ask quietly, my body following her to the front of the store, though my soul is still watching Cris.

“They don’t appreciate me. I’m done.” Monroe slides behind the counter and grabs a piece of blank computer paper and a red pen. HELP WANTED! She sticks some double-sided tape to the front and slams it to the window by the door. “I quit.”

“Roe, you sure about this?”

“They’ll come to their senses. I can’t stand to be here anymore.” Her shaky voice betrays her.

Cris’s voice booms through the speakers. “This one is for Carey.”

Monroe shoots me a confused look as Cris plucks his guitar strings, and I immediately recognize the song. Troye Sivan’s “FOOLS.” The lyrics are about a crumbling relationship, how he saw a future with this person, calling himself a fool for both falling in love and for messing it up. Then, midway through, the chords change to a lesser-known Mariah song, “Caution,” about a love interest needing to proceed carefully because they’ve been hurt before. My breath catches.

I grab onto Monroe to steady myself.

“We have to go, Carey. You have therapy.” She shoves her phone in front of my face so I can see the time. “And we’re gonna talk about this the whole way there.”

“Wait,” I say, hoping Cris glances my way.

Monroe hooks her arm into mine, and though I know she’s impatient to leave, she stays with me until Cris’s song ends, and his eyes meet mine. I offer a small wave, and he smiles; my chest flutters.

His brilliant mash-up echoes in the back of my mind for the rest of the night.




 

TRACK 3

THEY/THEM/THEIR

“I met someone today.”

Dr. Potter lets a smile slip.

“He’s cute and perfect and I have zero chance with him. I heard he has a girlfriend. Or maybe a boyfriend? Or isn’t into nonbinary people? No way I’m good enough for him.”

She leans forward. “What makes you go to that place first, where you’re not good enough? You’re making up scenarios and trying to label him to build walls around yourself while beating yourself up. Remember what we said, Carey. Put away your stick.”

The stick. Apparently, I beat myself with an invisible stick. Dr. Potter instructs me to leave it in her office so I’m not tempted to tear myself down when I’m out in the world. But logically, when I’m in her office, shouldn’t I be allowed to pick it up?

I examine the fancy lettering on her diplomas on the wall behind her. An undergraduate degree from Hunter College. A masters from Baruch College. A PhD from NYU. When I’ve successfully memorized them, I move on to the picture of her and her wife in Barcelona, Spain.

“Do you think you’re not good enough?”

“Yes.” My voice is so small it lingers in the empty space between us like an echo.

She scrunches her freckled face. “How does that make you feel?”

I hate that question.

I stare at her messenger bag with the I’m Still with Her and #MeToo buttons pinned on either side of the zippered pouch.

“Did I lose you?” she asks, running her hand through her fiery orange hair, her big, controlled ringlets bouncing as she repositions her body.

I mimic her movements, twirling my own rusty hair. I like that she has red hair, like me, except mine is super short on the sides and long and wavy on top. When I can’t avoid her anymore, I whisper, “I hate that I think I’m not good enough.”

“What or who aren’t you good enough for?” she prods.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you afraid to say it out loud?”

Yes. I will myself not to think about all the reasons I believe I’m not good enough. I delete thoughts like files on a laptop.

“Do you think you’re not smart enough?”

“I’m pretty smart. I practically get all As and Bs. One C. That’s pretty good.”

“That’s pretty great,” she corrects. “So, if school isn’t the issue, who aren’t you good enough for?”

“I don’t know.” I pause. “Maybe the people in school. They don’t get me. They see the outward stuff: the nail polish, the pierced ears, the occasional makeup, what they consider ‘girl’ clothes.” I roll my eyes. “They don’t get that I have mild gender dysphoria. How can they? They’ll probably never experience that. So, they judge me by what they see. And if what they see doesn’t match whatever ideas they have about me, I’m somehow defective.” I wince, but it quickly turns to anger. “As it is, on days I feel more masculine energy, I think I’m not boy enough, and on days I feel more feminine energy, I think I’m not girl enough. Every day, I worry I’m not genderqueer enough.”

“So, it is a matter of who you think you’re not good enough for, then?” she asks. I nod, hoping she’ll give me the answer to that. “Stand up,” she instructs, and I do. She motions me to step forward. “Stop. Turn to the right. What do you see?”

I am face-to-face with a mirror. Fuck. She caught me.

She repeats, “Take a deep breath. What do you see?”

“I see me.”

“Do you like what you see?”

That’s a loaded question. “Today, yes.” My own answer catches me off guard.

“Okay, sit back down. I want you to think about what you just said, and how far you’ve come. A little more than a year ago, you told me you couldn’t look in the mirror because you hated what you saw. Now I want you to close your eyes and think about everything you want for yourself.”

I hear Pray Tell, the ballroom announcer from Pose, my favorite TV show, telling me that if the world refuses to see me, I better make them unable to deny my power. I imagine myself strutting across a stage about to open my first concert at Madison Square Garden, where I’ll sing a duet with special guest Mariah Carey.

“What do you see?” she asks me.

“I’m under a spotlight, in a black sequin tuxedo gown.”

Her voice is warm. “I love that confidence.” Though my eyes are still closed, I bet she’s smiling because I’m smiling. “Performing? Singing?”

I nod.

“Go ahead, sing,” she encourages.

I see what she’s doing. I wish it were that simple. I open my eyes. “That’s the whole problem … that confidence exists only in my head. I’m a hot fucking mess.” I look out the window. I’m a bird trapped in a cage of my own mind.

“How do you live that confidence out loud? I ask you every session if you’ve thought about resuming your private vocal lessons. Didn’t your mother say she would send you back whenever you were ready? Where are you on that?”

I don’t know what to say.

“Are you still avoiding it?”

I nod.

“Why do you think that is?”

I run through a list of excuses, like Mom not being able to afford it, but Dr. Potter knows it’s not the truth. “I’m afraid.”

“Of what?” she pushes.

“Everything.” I barely hear myself, but Dr. Potter hears. She sits back and cocks her head, and though she’s not supposed to show emotion, her eyes betray her. “I’ve lost so much since I came out,” I whisper.

Joey doesn’t pop to mind because she’s always there, hovering like a ghost who just won’t leave. And I don’t want her to leave. I’d just rather not be haunted by her anymore.

I’m waiting for Dr. Potter to launch into a “look how much you’ve gained” speech, but she asks, “Like what?”

“Joey.”

She nods like she’s been waiting for me to bring up Joey. “You’ve avoided talking about Joey for months.”

“What do you want me to say? She was my best friend and now we barely talk. She doesn’t look at me. She avoids me. It’s like she’s … disgusted by me.” My fist clenches and I mash it onto the leather arm of the chair.

“You know that because she’s said so, I presume,” Dr. Potter says gently.

“Well, no. But what else could it be? We were so close until I came out. It was always different with Joey than Monroe. Something between us I could never quite define, but more than a sister. She was a soul mate.”

She twists her body and tosses her pad on her desk. “Walk me through what happened the last time you hung out and everything felt ‘normal.’ ”

I do quick math in my head. “Like, seven months ago, the night of junior prom. We were going together—me and Joey. Everyone said how cute we looked, and all I kept thinking was that I hated those damn boy clothes, the monkey suit, you know? Joey looked incredible, though. She wore this emerald green form-fitting dress. She owned the whole damn night. And then—” My mind switches lanes. “Well, you know what happened. I don’t want to get into Max again.” I wince at his name. “I came out to Monroe that night. She was so supportive, and when I told her about my dreams of being a diva, she said she would make all my outfits. She’s my personal fashion designer-slash-stylist-slash-everything. I tell her what I like or want, she designs it. Couture!” I stand to flaunt the androgynous realness for Dr. Potter.

“There’s that confidence—it’s nice to hear you compliment yourself! But what happened with Joey?” She glances at the digital clock behind me. “We’re out of time.” She stands and offers me a warm smile. “Your homework is to talk to Joey. Maybe getting back on track with her, or getting closure and moving on from the friendship, will remove the mental block that prevents you from singing. Plus, you’re ignoring one vital part of this situation with Joey: she’s still around you all the time, she hasn’t completely cut you off. And in all of this, you haven’t asked Joey about her side of the story.”

“Do I have to?” I grind my teeth and it sounds like shoes skidding across a gym floor.

“You already know the answer to that.”

Well, that’s unhelpful.

[image: ]

Monroe’s car is waiting in the parking lot after my session. Joey’s in the front seat, flashing me a smile, the skin around her mouth pulled too tight to sell it.

Joey looks nothing like Monroe. She’s about a foot taller, with long, curly blond hair, and she almost always wears jeans and a shapeless T-shirt with a sports team logo. Borderline hopeless, bless her soul. Monroe has tried to make her over, but part of what makes Joey so incredible is that she doesn’t care what anybody thinks of her. She’s the most confident person I’ve ever met, and I admire that.

“Hey, friends,” I say as I climb into the back seat, weaseling my body uncomfortably between mounds of crap.

“Carey will appreciate this,” Monroe says.

“You’re gonna love this.” Joey doesn’t bother to look back at me.

What the hell did I just walk into?

“Can I tell my story?” Monroe hisses. “So, Car, I didn’t tell you or Jo because, whatever, I have a billion things going on. So, don’t get mad. But a few weeks ago, Phoebe—”

“Phoebe?” I cut her off. “As in—”

“Wright,” Joey finishes.

“Yes, Phoebe Wright. We all know her name, can I finish?” Monroe yells before taking a deep breath. “She asked me to be the costume designer for the spring musical.”

Joey tosses a stack of fliers onto my lap. “She has to post these around town.”

“That’s awesome!” Since the sun is already down, I take out my phone and tap the flashlight button. “Wicked is the musical this year? That’s a pretty big deal.” I remember Mom took Grams and me to see it on Broadway when I was in middle school, and I cried through the entire show. I was Elphaba, and it was the first musical I saw that sounded like pop music. Elphaba was the ultimate diva. I used to spend hours pretending to be onstage belting “The Wizard and I” for Grams, who watched wide-eyed with unwavering awe. That was a long time ago.

“It was announced last quarter in the Sunnyside Up! Report,” Monroe says.

“Who reads that?” The school’s digital newspaper sends blasts every Tuesday, which I immediately delete. “I hate reading the news. It’s depressing, and I already have enough triggers.”

“That’s no reason not to be informed,” Monroe states.

Then it hits me. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. You hate musicals. Like, with a passion. Remember when our parents took us to see Hamilton on Broadway, and you fell asleep! During Hamilton! Who does that?” Monroe and Joey’s parents always get free tickets to concerts and shows through work, and they’re always inviting Mom and me.

“I hate sung plots,” Monroe says. “But the costumes!”

Okay, that’s fair. “And Phoebe?” Monroe and Phoebe couldn’t be more different if they tried. Monroe is rough around the edges, where Phoebe is poised and polished. Monroe never studies and could be valedictorian if she spent less time in the art room sewing, while I’ve seen Phoebe pore over textbooks in the library and she is the kind of student who always raises her hand first, asks twenty questions, then requests extra assignments. When Phoebe ran for student body president, her slogans were, “Vote Phoebe, Vote (W)right!” and “Phoebe Is Always (W)right.” I mean, I totally voted for her because I love a good pun, but Monroe and I made fun of her for ages. Life generally seems so easy for Phoebe, who is super popular and has an actual social life, unlike us, who only spend time with each other.

It feels like a mini-betrayal that Monroe didn’t tell me she was hanging out with Phoebe. Or that she joined the musical.

“She’s weird like me. You’d like her, I think. She saw my portfolio in art class and was dying over my sketches—especially the ones I’ve been doing for you. She asked me to do the costumes for the show, and I figured my FIT application would benefit from an extracurricular boost, so why the hell not?” Monroe banks a hard right, and my body slams against the car door.

“Oh, relax, you’re gonna get in. How could you not?” Joey adds.

“Says the person scouted by colleges last year for basketball,” Monroe says. “Not all of us are so lucky, Jo.”

“It is nice having zero applications to turn in.” Joey puts her hands behind her head and kicks her feet up on the dashboard.

“I bet Phoebe has all her apps in.” I’m so Queen of All Things Petty right now, but it hurts to feel left out. Nobody knows the Cooper twins better than I do. From the way they eat cookies (submerging the entire thing until it’s soaked with milk, then shoving it in their mouths before it falls apart) to their career goals—Joey playing for the WNBA and Monroe wanting to be a platypus (like, the animal, which nobody told her was impossible until she was eight) before discovering fashion. But at some point, we all started to keep secrets from each other. I guess I’ve been doing the same thing by not talking to Joey. Is it possible for best friends to tell each other everything, and if not, is that bad? Soon we’ll be going our separate ways. Maybe we won’t be the ones who know each other best.

Maybe we already don’t.

Maybe the reason I’m afraid to sing is right in front of my face, or rather, she’s in the seat in front of me. How can I put myself out there, under a spotlight, in front of an audience, if my own best friend isn’t ready to see the real me? The way things are now, Joey and I coexist. It’s not perfect—it’s actually pretty unbearable, but at least she’s still within arm’s reach. If I confront her and our entire seventeen-year friendship dissolves, I don’t know if I can recover from that. The thought of losing her for good makes me feel like a balloon inflated within breaths of its elastic limits.

The car goes quiet.

As we roll to a stop at a red light, Monroe breaks the silence. “We need a pick-me-up.” The light from her phone beams through the darkness, and I know exactly what she’s going to play. “A little blast from our childhood!”

Lady Gaga’s monstrous voice booms through the speakers, and the three of us start singing the opening Ohs and roars of “Bad Romance.” For exactly four minutes and fifty seven seconds, we’re kids again, jumping on our beds and scream-singing the words: Joey leading the pack with the first verse, Monroe croaking the eerie Hitchcockian lyrics of the second verse, and me talk-singing the fashion show–inspired bridge, all of us coming together for the chorus.

Though I’m not really trying, I am singing out loud for the first time in forever, and it feels right. While this one song doesn’t mean that everything between Joey and me is good, it gives me hope that it can be, that despite all the tension and hurt between us, our friendship is still tethering us together.

Maybe that’s enough for now.
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