



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by Tyler Gaca


Interior and cover illustrations and photographs copyright © 2023 by Tyler Gaca


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Running Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.runningpress.com


@Running_Press


First Edition: October 2023


Published by Running Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Running Press name and logo are trademarks of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com. 


Running Press books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at Special.Markets@hbgusa.com. 


ISBNs: 978-0-7624-8204-7 (hardcover), 978-0-7624-8205-4 (ebook)


E3-20230812-JV-NF-ORI














FOR YOU.








[image: image]











This book is dedicated to those who never quite felt like they belong.


To my husband.


To all the women in my life.


To the kids who both loved and feared the spotlight, and were too busy making up their own games to play with others.


To those who create magic.


To family both blood related and chosen.


To those who were scared of everything as a child and now seek comfort in Halloween.
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THIS BOOK IS FOR ME,
 JUST AS MUCH AS IT IS FOR YOU.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.
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Greetings! Thank you so much for picking up this copy of Gentle Chaos. This little book is filled to the brim with the types of emotions and secrets that sometimes feel too big for our bodies to contain. It is full of quiet moments of reflection, of love, joy, and sorrow.


My hope is that with this book, you find a moment of respite from the world around you and you are able to discover a piece of yourself in one of these poems, tales, or slivers of magic. There is true beauty in vulnerability, and there is magic in pouring your heart out for both others and yourself. What a delicious treat it has been to take these fragments of my life that have shaped me so much and thread them together into a grandiose display for you all. 


I am so happy you are here.
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Part 1


IN THE OKLAHOMA SUN















TINY DANCER


I remember running around a wooden playground in Norman, Oklahoma, stopping occasionally to watch my grandmother, who was sitting on a bench nearby, carefully removing the lace trim from the sleeves of my dance recital costume. I was maybe five or six years old and the only boy in my combination ballet, tap, and jazz class. We had a recital coming up, and for one of the routines, for whatever reason, the school ordered me the same outfit as the girls: a yellow polyester top with frilly lace trim around the shoulders, a blue sequined overall dress with matching sequined patches, a gingham neckerchief, a straw hat, and a corncob pipe.


I don’t remember being upset about matching with the girls, but I do remember listening as adults talked about the mix-up and suggested solutions to make the outfit a little more “masculine.” Looking back now, it’s comical to think removing the lace trim from the equation would make a blue sequined overall dress any less “feminine” or more acceptable for a boy to wear.


If anything, I was used to wearing dresses. Growing up with two older sisters, I always wanted to take part in whatever they were doing. My options were often to play dolls and dress-up or not play at all, and that was never an issue for me. 


When the night of the show came, I stood in the doorway of the bathroom watching my mom apply blush and mascara on my older sister, who was also in the recital, and excitedly asked for the same treatment. My mom never tried to dissuade or argue with me, and I remember how happy I felt as she applied makeup to my cheeks, too. The excitement and nerves that came with performing were thrilling to me at that age. Sometimes the night before a performance I would dream I was on the stage basking in the hot lights, moving through my routine as butterflies danced in my stomach along with me. I was madly in love with performing, but dance was my first love, and I had three large ballet books I swooned over every day. They contained photos of dancers from Swan Lake and Coppelia, the illustrations for their costume designs, and descriptions of how the acts of each show broke down the story. I would marvel over every detail—and I wanted so badly to grow up to be one of those strong, elegant men in tights.


My personal favorite was The Nutcracker, a ballet that I loved so much I needed to have the real thing for myself. By seven years old, I already had quite the collection: I would get nutcrackers for every birthday and Christmas gift. When we got a new dog, Nutcracker was my name suggestion (luckily, they went with Switzer, after the Oklahoma Sooners football coach). My mom even allowed me to hang nutcracker wallpaper in my room. We owned countless VHS versions of the ballet, and watching the stage production live for the first time, the way the Christmas tree swells and grows on stage and you as an audience member seem to shrink alongside Clara was beyond enchanting for me. I was consumed with everything about that world: the magic, the stage production… even the Rat King, whom I feared, I also loved.


Yet I can pinpoint exactly when that love, born out of my passion for performing, turned into nerves and dread.


After I finished first grade, my family moved from Oklahoma to Virginia for my dad’s job. I remember my parents asking, “How would you feel about moving?” And I remember replying, “It’s fine with me!” I had no concept of the distance between Oklahoma and Virginia, or of the fact that moving means leaving your bedroom behind and saying goodbye to friends and family. I felt panicked the night before we left, sitting on the empty living room floor, eating a Subway ham-and-cheese sandwich because our kitchen was all packed up and crying to my mom because I finally understood that I wasn’t going to see my childhood friend who lived in the house behind ours anymore.


When we got settled in the new place, my mom asked me if I wanted to keep dancing, and naturally I did. But when I walked into my new ballet class on the first day and looked around, I realized I didn’t know these kids or these teachers. My former dance teacher was a kind older woman who lined us up at the end of every class and gave us each one stale gummy bear that she handed out with tweezers from a metal tin box she kept in the classroom. In this new place, I sat on the floor with the other students as we did our stretches and was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization not only that I did not know these people at all but also that I was the only boy once again.


This had never bothered me before—I loved being the only boy in my other dance troupe. It meant that I was almost always guaranteed a solo of some sort, like the part of Hansel in Hansel and Gretel, or a position center stage for symmetry purposes. But as I sat on this new, unfamiliar floor doing a butterfly stretch, surrounded only by girls, I began to cry. Hyperaware of myself and my new surroundings. Hyperaware that I was different and new and standing out in a way I didn’t like. In that moment I could feel myself shrinking and retreating from the other kids around me. There was no exterior force telling me I was wrong and stood out. I am not sure if in that moment it was just the new location that brought on those realizations or something I had internalized from old conversations about my recital outfit. But I wanted nothing more than to hide, to become invisible. I never returned to that dance class.


I wish I could say that I was bold and brave and danced anyway. But for years, I was, like so many other kids, just so scared of standing out. I always wondered how different my life would have been if I had stayed in Oklahoma and stuck with dance. Would I still have pursued painting and drawing? Would I have eventually given up dance anyway, like I did piano lessons? Or karate? Or fencing? I always loved the spotlight, and that love never faded, but as I got older, I started to fear it just as much. When I look back at my life, I see so many moments when fear paralyzed me, even at a young age.


In sixth grade, I got a small solo in my choir class’s winter show. I practiced my line over and over. “Glories stream from heaven above. Heavenly hosts sing Hallelujah.” This was middle school. The eighth graders seemed so much bigger and so much older than any kids I had known. The stakes felt so much higher. To stand out in this environment was even more of a detriment to your own safety and overall experience.


During the show, I delivered my lines and felt a rush of excitement and relief that my voice didn’t crack. That even though I was scared and shaking, I managed to remember the words. But when the next girl went up to sing her solo, the next line of “Silent Night,” she froze. Nothing came out. The rest of the choir came together in the moment and shakily sang the lines to fill in what must have been a chilling silence for her. In a way, it was sweet. But I remember standing next to her while we finished the last of our holiday songs as tears streamed down her face in my peripheral vision. We walked off stage, and when my parents found me in the hallway outside of the choir room, I burst into tears too. I’m not sure why. Maybe from a combination of nerves and empathy for that girl.


We performed the song once more, this time for the whole school during an assembly, and everything went well. Afterward, a girl passed me in the hall and said, “You were great! You didn’t even sound like a boy! You sounded like a girl!” and I thought, Great. I am never going to sing again. The comment wasn’t harsh and didn’t even come from a place of ill intent. But once again, in that moment, I felt that icy panic and need to retreat. I wanted nothing more than to shrink down inside myself and disappear. I didn’t want to stand out; I didn’t want to be different; I didn’t want to be seen at all anymore. I think I was so critically aware of my own internal differences that the safest idea at the time was to cast away any outward passion or interest that would set me apart. I was afraid that if I stood in the spotlight for too long, someone would be able to sniff out the secret feelings I was battling internally every day.


With dancing and singing now off the table, drawing and painting became the only constants in my life. Visual art was something I could do in isolation. And crucially, being good at art never made me feel shy or nervous. My passion for art had been there alongside every other fleeting fancy, and when my love for ballet and singing and piano fizzled out, the flame I held for art steadily grew alongside and within me.


At twenty-four, I decided to start posting comedic videos on the internet after fantasizing for years about the idea. Even though I was recording alone in my home, I found that I often felt like the seven-year-old version of myself in that new dance class for the first time, or the eleven-year-old version of myself singing in the middle school gym with my high-pitched voice. I would shake and have a hard time even talking into the camera. It took a few months for me to calm down and escape the residual fear of standing out, of being different, of being perceived at all.


It’s wild to think that only a few years later, although I’m not dancing, or singing, or on the stage, I am performing unapologetically again. One recent Christmas, my aunt asked me whether I remembered all the shows I used to perform for the family. How I would stand off stage, outside the living room, to gather myself, and then emerge from behind a sheet and force my family to watch a fully improvised show with multiple acts. It was one of those “a-ha” moments. I have no memories whatsoever of putting on those performances as a kid, but at twenty-seven years old I felt validated knowing that I was always who I am today.


These days, I am still standing off stage in my own living room and gathering myself before I make a little joke, this time for the audience that lives inside my phone. How surreal to have come full circle—to realize the passions I had for the performing arts never really burned out or faded at all, just ebbed and flowed and evolved with the years. Maybe they never even really ebbed. Maybe it was just that my nerves and fears were for a long time louder than my desires. Sometimes they still are.


It is so important to nurture your younger self and the young people that you love. To put blush on your excited son before his first recital and to comfort him when he is too scared to dance or sing anymore. For a nervous child, merely speaking aloud what you want can be as paralyzing as the fear you think you’ll experience if all your dreams come true. We only have to listen and support and encourage. Dreams may shift and change over time—mine feel like they do every day—but it is never too late for dreams, old and new, to come true. I hope I don’t jinx myself by saying I truly feel like I’m only at the beginning of finding myself and my path as an artist. And it feels so good to have put my tap shoes back on, so to speak.


Whatever it is that fills you with equal parts awe and nerves, fear and excitement, I hope you stare it down and go after it. Just as importantly, I hope you encourage your loved ones to do the same. In times when you feel too scared to continue or move forward, know that even if you can’t feel it, there are people just off stage wishing the best for you. [image: image]
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