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This novel was written for two kinds of readers:


Those who love control and those who love to lose control.


So, go ahead, read every page like a novel straight through if you want;


this was written with you in mind. 


However, if you really want the full experience, follow the interactive


brick road and honor your choices while reading.


You might just find following the rules is the fastest way to break them…


Either way, this story now belongs to you.


INCLUDED IN THE BACK OF THE NOVEL IS A READING GUIDE TO help keep track of your most important decisions. You can easily read without using this guide, but it’s there for you if you need it. 


Once your Reading Guide is complete, you can also use it to compile two Character Personality Profiles. These determine what kind of reader you are and your signature song.


I encourage you to write in this book, but if you can’t, a PDF copy of the Reading Guide can also be found online.
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CHAPTER ONE



EVERLY


THE STAGE LIGHTS HIT ME AND I TRY TO SHINE JUST AS BRIGHT, even though I’m not sure what I’m doing up here anymore.


At least, for this final group performance, we’re singing an original song I wrote. It might not be my best, but it’s maybe saying something real about this experience? I figured if the five of us left in this competition are forced to perform together, we should try to sing something that might matter to us. And hopefully to someone out there listening.


“All that glitters isn’t gold,


That’s the line we’re always sold.” 


It’s deeply surreal to hear another artist sing a verse I wrote, especially in this setting. I’m still way more used to performing for bedroom ring lights and muted coffee shops, not under the blinding lights of a studio soundstage. Everywhere I look there’s a different searing flash—white and green, red and purple. These lights currently bathe me in sapphire, same as the icy dress that wardrobe put me in. 


I told myself when I entered SO YOU WANNA BE A POP STAR? The Search for America’s Next Teen Sensation that I wouldn’t sell out or do anything that felt inauthentic. But here I am wearing too much stage makeup, playing a heightened version of myself: the deep blue singer-songwriter who freezes up onstage. I guess it’s all true, especially that last part. I still don’t know what to do with my hands, standing here swaying awkwardly without a guitar or piano. Everything just feels so forced, including having to pretend that I vibe with everyone else onstage.


“Diamonds are a girl’s best friend,” CeCe keeps singing across the stage.


“Molds we fit to not offend.”


At least I do genuinely adore CeCe. Hearing her sing the first verse, it feels almost worth giving away one of my songs to production. She inhabits the lyrics in a way I never could, breathing electric life into each phrase. She breaks forward in her ruby-lit track, her combat boots stomping and plaid shirt swinging. It’s CeCe’s personal mission to remind the world that Black women helped invent rock ’n’ roll, and she is succeeding. 


Watching CeCe, I’m heartened she feels so comfortable on a song of mine. She was actually the one to convince me I should even feature an original, after the producers asked me. We’ve been singing strictly covers, since we have to give up the rights to anything original performed on the show. This debut season of SYWBAPS hasn’t exactly been a ratings smash, so it hasn’t felt worth the sacrifice. But CeCe reminded me that I came here for exposure, no matter the size.


“You owe it to your fans,” she said. “Just come up with something new for the situation. Don’t overthink it.”


It took one very sleepless night, but that’s exactly what I did. Most of this other mainstream pop star stuff might not come easily to me, but I know I can always write a song. If I had more time with “Press Diamonds,” I’d break apart the even syllable counts and strict rhyming structure, but then again, something about this mathematical evenness works for the song. It’s way more bop-forward than my usual stuff. Blander, but somehow more flexible—which was the assignment.


“But these diamonds drip with blood,


Sweat and tears pooling to flood.”


Hearing Vinny belt the pre-chorus next, I experience a rolling body chill. I can sing, but not like Vinny. The way he interprets my melody with all those R&B runs and minor key shifts, it’s intimidating as hell. That said, Vinny does tend to swap diva power for nuanced feeling, so the lyrics take on an… unintended force. Vinny’s voice quakes through every inch of space, seemingly supercharged by the purple-sequined blazer the stylists chose for him. “Royal colors for a queen,” he joked earlier while we were waiting in the wings, his Italian New Yorker accent thick as ever.


“Your feed with shiny stories,” Vinny keeps belting.


“Sure signs we’ll edge your glories.”


I snap myself back to reality as Vinny finishes, because we’re all meant to sing the hopefully anthemic chorus together. As the driving beat builds, Vinny drops back to hit his mark, gleaming in deep amethyst. These different colors were the Executive Producers’ idea, jewel-toned personas to show our different reflections of pop. It’s a pretty literal interpretation of our genres and my song, but I have to admit, the effect does seem kind of dazzling from up here. I wonder if it translates to the audience at home.


“Put us in to pressure cook,


Forever pressed, unexpressed.


All the news that’s fit to print,


Marathon we’re forced to sprint.”


I sing the first lines of the chorus, my voice blending smoothly with the others. We final five come from such different worlds, you’d expect us to clash. And I guess some of us do, offstage. But right now it’s almost like we’ve been singing together for years.


“Live rent-free to mine our lonely islands,” I sing, winding into the last line of the hook.


“But won’t be turned into your press diamonds.”


We hit the last two words with exaggerated orchestral hits. I suppose it doesn’t take a genius to know what I wrote “Press Diamonds” about, but it did take a genius producer to make it sound so big. Usually my songs are much more intimate and acoustic. I’ve never heard one put through the pop-synthesizing machine before, so I’ve always been curious if it’d work. I’m happy to hear that it does, even if this song isn’t one of my best.


Stepping back in line, I suppress a smile. I don’t want to seem smug, especially given the lyrics I wrote specifically for the next contestant.


“Once before there lived pure coal,


Stripped it down with just one goal.”


Dea’s voice is the thinnest out of everyone left and, if we’re being honest, pitch isn’t always her best friend. But such mortal concerns are beneath Dea, who only ever drips with stage presence and star quality. Clad in a crystallized designer jumpsuit and sky-high boots, Dea is K-Pop perfection personified. Though I know she actually worships at the altar of brand-diversified solo artists like J.Lo and Dua Lipa. Watching Dea across the stage is like a master class in choreography, presence, and attitude. I refuse to admit that this sparks a pang of jealousy in my chest, so I instantly grind that emotion out. Months back in the semifinal rounds, Dea was the first genuine friend I made here.


But that was before.


“Upgrade, shift states ’til you break,” Dea sings, punctuating each word with a dance move.


“A glittery, reflective, beautiful fake.”


Dea steps back from her diamond-white light and turns to give me a megawatt smile. It projects pure charisma and gratitude, but I know Dea well enough to feel the invisible daggers she throws under the surface. Thanks for those lyrics, Everly.


I return the smile, radiating my own icy warmth. You deserve every word, babe.


“But these diamonds drip with blood,


Sweat and tears pooling to flood.”


The pre-chorus then builds back up and occupies my full attention. Partially because I wish I spent more time finessing those lyrics, but mostly because they’re sung by Stern Green. Stage-named for his ridiculously bright eyes, Stern is everything I thought I’d never want in a guy—a boy band F-boy supreme. I’m from the same LA valleys as HAIM and Billie Eilish; we’re not supposed to crush on the blond, corn-fed pretty boys. Especially not the ones who slick up in LA to make it big. But there’s something… different about Stern. An edge I can’t quite grasp, bathed in emerald light.


It doesn’t hurt to hear his liquid velvet voice wrap itself around my song. That also has a tightening effect on my chest that I’d rather not dwell on. Especially once Stern turns, projecting the full weight of his charms on Dea. Of course he’d flirt with her onstage.


I sing the second chorus on autopilot because right on cue, I start to feel lifted out of my body. My solo on the bridge is coming next. Even though I wrote this song, I already know my delivery will feel more wooden compared to the others, both for the studio audience and the cameras. I used to think I was a great performer in my bedroom, posting to social media, but that was before I landed on a stage with a million moving parts. I’ve made it this far in the competition twisting cover songs into interesting shapes and hiding behind an instrument, but I can tell the “will she conquer her stage fright” storyline lost its charm weeks ago. It’s a miracle I survived the last round of eliminations.


I just don’t understand how the others can make it look so effortless, living in the moment and shining the way they do. At least for this group performance I’ve been safe to hide in the background and reside in my thoughts. Because that’s where I always live onstage: fully in my own head.


Like now, as my solo approaches. I try to decide whether to look at the audience or the judges. Then I think maybe I should look into the cameras, since this is a live TV show. But I never seem able to track which little red light is actively streaming, if I can even zero in on one of the many cameras swooping around the stage like hawks. Then I feel my hands stiffen, unsure what to do without a chord to play. Nerves burst through my veins like a million stinging insects, and I feel defeated before I even begin. I don’t get it. I know I’m good at this whole music thing. I was born to do it.


So why is this part so impossible for me?


My chance to run offstage and vomit passes as the chorus recedes into the lullaby lilt I wrote for the bridge. My mouth instantly goes dry, but I lift the mic to my lips anyway, on autopilot. Now or never, Everly, I scream to myself. Better show them what you’re made of.


Except as I step forward to sing my solo, the microphone somehow slips out of my sweaty palm. I watch in surreal slow motion as it crashes to the stage…


And promptly rolls away.




❖ Turn this into an impromptu performance piece. Undo the bun in my hair and crawl to the mic to show I’m no shiny diamond.





TURN TO HERE




❖ Turn this into an impromptu duet. Cross the stage to share Stern’s microphone, hoping he’ll harmonize with me on the fly.





TURN TO HERE


Before I know it, I’m untying my tight bun and letting my frizzy brown hair fall around my face. Then I drop to my knees, looking into the nearest camera. I don’t really know what I’m doing, I just hope the fear in my eyes reads as something intentional.


Then I hear a voice riffing over my little show and realize CeCe is covering for me. As I begin to crawl forward toward the mic, I hear Vinny and Stern join in on the vocal cover. I have no idea if this looks as chaotic as it feels, but I just tell myself I’m trying to channel some unexpected Florence Welch energy.


I reach the mic just in time to start singing over the next section. This far down the stage and this close to the lights, I can’t see much. I’m only vaguely aware of another camera rolling on its track around me.


“Diamonds are really just stones,


Falling ruins and building homes.”


As I begin singing, I find my voice is less shaky than I expect. Wrapping itself around this melody I wrote, I can at least rely on my signature style. I keep passing my break, jumping between falsetto and my chest voice on the twisting progressions.


“Marking tombs and trapping rings,


Skipping lakes and breaking things.”


By now I’ve stalked back to my spot on the stage, probably looking like some faerie princess gone feral. Figuring I might as well go with it, I find the closest camera and stare it down. I try to channel all my fear and nerves forward. Miraculously, it feels something like a release.


“Throw your stones to my witch death,


’Til stone coal is all that’s left.”


The spotlight shifts away from me as the final chorus refrains begin. I exhale between phrases, because I can’t believe I just did that.


For once, I wasn’t completely in my head onstage.


For once, I just operated on instinct.


But why did it take such an embarrassing mistake to finally get me there?


TURN TO HERE


Operating on instinct, I cross the stage and stand beside Stern. He looks surprised, so I take one second to whisper in his ear as the next bar approaches.


“Harmonize.”


I then turn toward Stern’s microphone, forcing myself to ignore how he smells like the beach, all driftwood skin and ocean spray deodorant. I place my hand on his shoulder to steady myself, also ignoring the round curve of muscle there.


“Diamonds are really just stones,


Falling ruins and building homes.”


As I begin singing, I find my voice is less shaky than I expect. Normally I’d pass my break, jumping between falsetto and my chest voice on the twisting melody, but I try to even out so Stern can follow.


“Marking tombs and trapping rings,


Skipping lakes and breaking things.”


Stern manages to harmonize over the second line, hitting the fifth below my own high note. A ripple runs over my skin, and not from having my lips so close to Stern’s. I get a full-body chill, because we sound good together.


Really good.


“Throw your stones to my witch death,


’Til stone coal is all that’s left.”


As Stern and I finish the last line, we both turn to look into each other’s eyes. In the periphery, I can see an overhead camera swiveling on its track to capture the moment. I linger one second longer, feeling the electricity pass between us. For a moment, nothing has ever felt more real in my entire life.


Then the chorus refrain arrives. Stern turns back to hit his emerald mark and I see that someone from the crew has returned a microphone to my own sapphire mark. Hoping the cameras focus away from my scurrying, I return to my spot on the stage.


I start singing, immediately wondering where that surge of spontaneous confidence just came from. For that brief bridge, I was able to feel free onstage. But was that because of my mistake, or because I was singing with Stern? Was anything about what just happened real…


Or was it all just made for the cameras?


TURN TO HERE


The final chorus begins and the backing music drops out. We planned to sing this last chorus a capella with a half-time feel, harmonizing as best we could in our one sound check rehearsal. Standing here now in our bejeweled spotlights, against all odds we sound kind of… incredible? If the cameras effectively capture half the feeling of this lifting vocal moment, you might even think the five of us have been singing together forever. 


Then I remind myself what’s really happening here. We aren’t a unit. We’re five relative strangers competing for the same solo record deal. Last week there were nine of us on this stage, and tomorrow only one of us will win. Blending isn’t the point. So I push my voice up an octave, projecting louder to match the others on the last note. Only when the lights fade do I allow myself to breathe again. 


The moment we finish, the studio audience erupts into cheers and applause. Once my eyes adjust, I think I see the panel of judges on their feet for a standing ovation.


Before I can really process any of this, a producer already signals us to leave the stage. They need to roll a package of the host giving out our information so viewers can vote for a winner before tomorrow’s finale. Still, even after being ushered backstage and into a dressing room, we can hear the continued rumble of applause from the studio audience.


“Okay, did we just bring the house down?” Vinny asks first, vibrating.


“We were definitely good,” CeCe agrees. “Almost as good as that song Everly wrote.”


“I don’t know how you created something that works for each of our styles,” Stern then piles on, “but you’re a genius, Everly.” 


I feel my cheeks flush. They’re right; my song did kill it out there. But I’m just as surprised by the unexpected life it took on as everyone else. I’m not sure the credit really belongs with me, especially after my mic flub.


“You didn’t have to drop your mic, you know,” Dea cuts in, fanning herself. “We would have let you do that solo move if you asked first.”


My cheeks flush again, but now for a different reason. Of course Dea would poke at the first thing I feel insecure about. Of course she’d rain on the one authentic performance moment I stepped into, even if it was completely by accident.


Well, I certainly don’t need to explain myself to Dea Seo. Not anymore.


“When you write a song, you can take whatever artistic liberties you want,” I return, knowing full well Dea has never written anything beyond a curated social media post. I sound harsher than I intend, but whatever. After tonight I never have to see Dea’s perfect face again.


The room chills over for a moment, blistering from our cold snap.


“Well, I think we earned the right to celebrate tonight,” Stern says, smiling big underneath a devilish glint in his eye. “The finale party is going to be epic!”


Everyone smiles back, including me. After all, we did make it to this finale together. And despite our significant differences, we managed to make something special tonight. We’ve earned one last celebration before everything changes tomorrow. Before the five of us go our separate ways…


And one of us wins a life-changing record deal.
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CHAPTER TWO



EVERLY


THERE ARE TOO MANY SIGHTS TO TAKE IN AT THIS PARTY. IT’S ON a rooftop lounge in the heart of Hollywood and it’s an unusually clear night, so I can see for miles in every direction: the darkened coastline, the glittering hills, the semi-urban sprawl stretching east. Heat lamps and fire pits and string lights glow everywhere, flickering reflections that catch in the ice cubes of dozens of drinks. The people holding these drinks are all dressed up, which can mean a hundred different things in LA.


This is my hometown, so I’m used to all of that. What I’m not used to is seeing a promotional poster of myself stretched eight feet high. Production set up five of these prints, one for each of us, side by side. I stare at my own and have a hard time connecting to it. Not just because the version of me who posed for that photo months ago had zero idea what I was in for—I had just turned eighteen, graduated high school, and convinced my dad to let me defer Berklee to pursue a solo career.


Really, this poster should give me a thrill. I’ve dreamed of something like this my entire life. But maybe I just hoped I was good enough to get a record deal without having to go on one of these cheesy shows? Yet I jumped in anyway, the moment the opportunity arose. Now I’m probably not even good enough to get a record deal on one of these shows.


I stare at this glossy version of myself on the poster. I see someone who knows in her bones she’s a gifted songwriter, who promised herself she wouldn’t do anything that felt inauthentic on this show. But this lanky Jewish girl, trying hard to seem effortless in a sundress and leather jacket, doesn’t yet realize she’s a dud on live stages. She might not have sold out, but I’m not sure she broke out, either—until that unexpected performance moment earlier.


How can I feel free like that again?


Then again, will it even matter if I lose the show tomorrow?


“Two chamomile teas with honey,” CeCe announces, returning to our lounge corner.


I smile at CeCe. She looks awesome tonight in the clothes she got to pick for herself: a denim crop top, loose jeans, and an unbuttoned flannel. She also wears her hair natural in loose curls, letting it breathe from all the wigs and weaves the stylists have bombarded her with during filming.


I’ve taken tonight’s production-free moment to wear my own favorite oversized linen trousers and fitted cream blazer, two vintage shop finds. I even wear my thick hair down to my shoulders, letting it frizz and tangle in all its highlighted glory. I’ve been forced into getting blowouts every day—not that I’m complaining. It’s just nice to feel like myself for a few hours, instead of the most sharpened version of myself.


“It took the bartender ten minutes to figure out how to make tea at an event for underaged singers,” CeCe begins. “But only thirty seconds for Stern to talk his way into a whiskey and Coke.”


“That tracks,” I reply.


CeCe scans for Stern and finds him across the roof, laughing loudly and high-fiving an actor I vaguely recognize. She rolls her eyes.


“Our small-town charmer sure does seem to operate just fine here, doesn’t he?”


Looking over at Stern, I can tell what she means. His blond hair is gelled perfectly and he’s styled within an inch of his life, looking like a manufactured teenage dream. Still, I don’t see the same picture of Stern that CeCe does. Instead of a charming operator, I see someone working overtime to seem breezy. Instead of a slick artist wearing trendy accessories, I see someone sporting his father’s class ring and his grandmother’s rosary as a bracelet.


“That look,” CeCe says, slapping the table. “Why didn’t you tell me you have a thing for Stern?”


“Direct CeCe quote,” I sigh. “‘Stern represents everything wrong with America. And humanity.’”


CeCe shrugs. “Wrong is usually what makes people hot. I mean, I always go for the ‘I just broke up with my boyfriend and hate men tonight’ girls. Stern might glow with toxic patriarchal white privilege bullshit, but I would never judge anyone for who they love.”


“That’s generous,” I reply. “But let’s definitely refrain from calling it love?”


“Fine. But if you are going to hit on Stern, tonight is the perfect night.”


“And why is that?”


“Because after tomorrow, you never have to see him again if you don’t want to.”


I open my mouth to argue, but then pause. CeCe has a point. I don’t know if it makes me feel better or worse.


“I’m supposed to be the kind of girl who goes for artisanal paleo loafs, not buttered white bread,” I say instead. “How can I be into Stern Green?”


“Because white bread is delicious,” CeCe says. “Especially when you know it’s bad for you. Besides, there’s a reason the ‘bad boy next door’ thing usually works on you straight girls.”


“And if it does work for me, will you never want to see me again after tomorrow too?”


I can’t stand the thought of losing touch with CeCe. We didn’t really get to bond until the most recent weeks, and I feel like I’m only just getting the chance to really know her.


“Nah, you’re stuck with me,” CeCe answers. “Just don’t ignore my texts when I’m back in Atlanta and you’re basking in your big win.”


“Very funny,” is all I can muster. Because if anyone is a lock to win this thing, it’s Stern Green. Toxic patriarchal white privilege bullshit, indeed.


“Miss me?”


CeCe and I turn to find Vinny, a big grin on his face. Given the flushed color of his olive-tan cheeks, the tousled mess of his brown hair, and the rumple of his bomber jacket, we can tell exactly what he’s been up to.


“We’ve barely been here a half hour,” I begin. “How did you already find a guy to hook up with?”


“And where?” CeCe adds.


“A cater waiter from Grindr who watches the show, is into cubs, and has a van in the parking garage.”


Vinny smiles from ear to ear, dripping in pride. His confidence is practically infectious.


“I thought you were a bear?” CeCe deadpans.


“I’m too young to be a bear. Though I have had a hairy chest since I was thirteen.”


“Oh. Did you get his number?”


“Why would I do that?” Vinny returns, smiling wide as ever.


“I think you two just role-played a half century of male-female queer dating stereotypes in two questions flat,” I interject, grinning.


“Aw, babe, didn’t you hear? Binary is so last season,” Vinny replies, plopping his elbows down on the table. “Now, who’s taking bets on tomorrow’s finale? My money is on you, Everly.”


“Please,” I react, my skin flushing. “I haven’t even had the courage to open any of my socials since my literal mic drop.”


“Oh, girl, you’re fine,” Vinny says. “Besides, that performance was maybe the best thing we’ve done all season, mic drop and all.”


“Really?” CeCe jumps in. “Didn’t Adam Lambert tweet at you after you covered him?”


“Yes, but according to the ratings, he is maybe the only singer watching our little show,” Vinny sighs. “Still, that was a pretty stellar cover. Maybe I’ll bet on myself to win?”


“Betting on yourself is always the right call.”


The three of us turn to this new voice—and we all stiffen when we realize it belongs to one of the judges. Our first judge is a Disney star of the moment who never stays one second beyond filming. Our second judge is the iconic music manager Zahra Moon. But it’s our third judge, Kree Duski, who stands before us now. The Kree Duski, as in songwriter supreme in league with the Bonnies and Caroles and Jonis of her generation.


Being in her presence still makes my knees go wobbly. We’ve gotten to spend some time on camera with the judges, but never in a casual setting like this.


“Mrs. Duski, it’s an honor,” CeCe says first. 


“Please, I’m honored teenagers these days still know who I am,” Kree laughs.


“Are you kidding?” I sputter. “My dad gave me his vinyl of your first album for my eleventh birthday.”


“I’m also honored vinyl made a comeback,” Kree smiles. “I’m on my way out, but I wanted to grab Everly here for a moment, if that’s all right?”


“That is deeply all right,” I gush.


I’m about to scope for a spot where we can talk, but CeCe and Vinny have already made themselves scarce. With a sudden flutter, I realize I really am going to miss those two.


“I just wanted to congratulate you on ‘Press Diamonds,’” Kree begins once we’re alone. “Especially since I heard you wrote it in one night.”


“I did. But they handed it off to someone else for production, so I can’t take all the credit.”


“You absolutely can,” Kree replies. “Can I ask, why did you write the song?”


That question obviously has a… complicated answer. Still, I tell myself to go with the most authentic version.


“Well, before the show I used to write songs and perform them on my social pages. That kind of connection with followers… or fans? Honestly, I don’t love both of those words. The relationship feels much more like collaborators to me. I create something alone in my room, and then all these people breathe actual life into it. Anyway, it was a listener, one I hear from all the time, who encouraged me to try out for this show. I came on for listeners like her, and for the exposure—I only have a couple thousand followers. But any songs I release while I’m here belong to the show, so I haven’t posted any new material in the past few months.


“So, to answer your question, I guess I wrote the song to remind everyone what I can do. But mostly, I wrote it as a thank-you to those original listeners. Because they give me as much as they say my music gives them.”


I finish speaking, intimately aware of how long I just rambled to one of my idols. Who, come to think of it, has most likely experienced all of this herself a million times over.


“You know, I used to feel thankful social media wasn’t around when I was eighteen,” Kree begins. “But you’ve already learned a lot of lessons I wasn’t even close to by your age.”


“Coming from you, that means everything,” I say. “But, uh, can I ask you a question?”


“Shoot.”


“If I could just write songs and perform them in my bedroom, I think I’d be happiest. So how do you deal with all the other baggage of doing it as a career?”


Kree smiles. “If you figure that one out, be sure to let me know.”


I laugh. Because… duh. I probably just summarized the plight of half the introverted artists in history.


“I can tell you what makes all the baggage worth carrying, though you seem to already know,” Kree continues, leaning toward me like she’s about to share a secret. “We artists have a duty, one that’s easy to lose sight of in all the noise. If we’re good at what we do and we’re lucky, people out there start to depend on us to make sense of things for them. You might write to process your own emotions and experiences, but the art of translating that with gracefulness—it’s an act of service. So that when listeners out there experience something or feel alone, they have something to hold on to. Your job is to keep doing that, to keep giving away chunks of your heart, without expecting anything in return.”


Kree pauses, leaning in just a little closer. “But when you do get something back? That’s the magic that makes it all worth it.”


I listen to Kree’s words like gospel delivered by a prophet of songwriting. I wish I had a pen so I could transcribe each word and read it to myself every morning. I open my mouth, my mind racing to try to properly express the impact of her advice.


“Mrs. Duski, I’m such a fan. Can I get a selfie for my socials?”


I turn to glimpse the person who has interrupted this sacred, life-changing exchange…


For a selfie.


Why am I not surprised to find Dea standing there, smiling sweetly with air-brushed perfection? She wears a floor-length dress, looking annoyingly chic and red carpet ready. Isn’t there some other influencer she can go do a sponsored post with? Why in all nine rings of hell is Dea ruining a perfect moment with one of my idols?


“Of course,” Kree says, turning toward Dea.


If Dea asks me to take this photo for her, I will throw her phone off the roof. Thankfully, she opts for a literal selfie, working her angles and posing like a model. Emotion flushes my body. I only hope I can contain it until Kree leaves.


“Well, I have to get home,” Kree says next.


“Thank you so much for the photo. And the whole season,” Dea says, grasping her phone between her thankful hands.


I don’t speak. I know what will erupt when I do.


“And keep up the good work, Everly,” Kree then says, winking at me. “I’ll be watching.”


I muster a grateful smile, thank goddess. I wish it were more, but I’ve never been very good at hiding my emotions. Once Kree turns to go, I finally direct the full force of my frustration at Dea in one look.


“Whoa. What? Did I interrupt something?” Dea asks, hands up.


Classic. She purposefully interrupts an obviously intimate moment, then feigns ignorance. Like I’m somehow now the bitchy one for reacting.


“Yes, you did. And you know it.”


“Wow, Everly. Not everything is about you. But honestly, I did not intend to upset you.”


“Oh, that line again?”


I turn to go. If I stay, I will explode at Dea. And I don’t want to go there. Not here. Not tonight, when this is all so close to being over.


“What happened to us?” Dea then asks, calling after me.


I reel back around, hearing this absurd question. Keep it together, I shout somewhere in the recesses of my brain.


“It’s like this every time, Dea. You do something cruel and selfish, then make me feel crazy for having a reaction.”


Those awful, familiar emotions bubble back up—the exact ones I was hoping to avoid. Dea and I were inseparable when the show started. Until the top twenty, when she told a pop reporter she was “helping me learn to perform better because I didn’t know how to yet.” Then she showed a video the two of us made staying up late one night, with Dea trying to teach me some dance challenge.


It all seemed innocent enough, except for the fact that I asked Dea not to post that video. She came off looking like the polished pro while I looked like some gremlin rookie—literally, given the difference in our ideas of “pajamas.” Worst of all, Dea did this right after the judges had critiqued her latest performance as robotic, but mine as an improvement. Yet after the public vote, guess who was safe and who saw her first drop into the bottom?


It wasn’t even the impact on the competition that really hurt. What hurt was that Dea knew my lack of performance experience was my greatest insecurity; we had spent hours talking about it at our hotel sleepovers. Then, when she felt her own chances threatened, Dea weaponized that vulnerability against me. I didn’t just feel betrayed—I felt stupid for ever trusting her. I felt so small, so exposed…


When I tried to tell Dea this, she shrugged the whole thing off. She said that she meant no harm and I was overreacting. I was shocked back then. But now I see Dea for what she really is: ruthless.


“I told you a hundred times,” Dea responds. “If I hurt you, that wasn’t my intention. I was trying to show everyone how authentic you can be.”


I stare back at Dea, weighing her words.




❖ “I’m not spinning with you on this merry-go-round again,” I dismiss, truly hoping to get away. Because I’m still not sure where the truth lies with Dea.





TURN TO HERE




❖ “I don’t need your help,” I engage, not backing down. “I might suck at performing, but you do it so well to cover your lack of a voice. In every sense.”





TURN TO HERE


I turn away from Dea, hoping to finish this conversation that always ends the same. I truly don’t know if she made a mistake like she claims—or like she claimed just now with Kree—but Dea just seems too smart for these digs not to be intentional. She’s either purposefully attempting to be subtle while coming for me, or she’s oblivious and self-centered enough not to notice.


Both scenarios boil my blood. How dare she treat me this way? I should rip into her, the way I know I can, but she doesn’t even deserve my anger. Honestly, at this point, not even an earnest apology would make me trust her again. Now that she has proven her priorities, there’s not enough fake eyelash glue in all of LA for Dea to put our friendship back together again.


“Wow. You really do think you’re better than me.”


Hearing Dea’s words, spoken to my back, my mind flashes red. I spin to face her, my heartbeat now hammering in my chest. I open my mouth to react, because how dare she accuse me of being just as petty?


But what I see when I turn around catches me off guard. I don’t find Dea standing defiantly, one manicured hand on her hip. I don’t find her full of righteousness or narcissism. Instead, I see Dea with her eyes on the floor, looking a lot like a scared little girl.


The same exact way she made me feel.


It only sparks more fire. Dea’s immaturity is so flawless, it makes me look like some unfeeling monster. If I open my mouth to say anything now, I will rip her to shreds. I will only validate the words she just threw at me. I refuse to give her the satisfaction.


But then another voice chimes in my head, like a pale-yellow light cutting through the crimson. You don’t speak because you’re afraid of what the truth looks like. I’m afraid of how genuine, how consuming this anger feels—of what it’ll do if unleashed. I’m afraid I know where the roots of this rage really reach. I’m afraid of giving Dea any power in this situation because I’m afraid she’ll only hurt me again. And I’m afraid that what Dea just said about me is probably fairly accurate.


So I don’t say anything at all.


TURN TO HERE


“Wow.” Dea steps backward, like my blow hit her with actual force. “That was mean.”


“At least I wear my mean on my sleeve,” I keep on. “You hide yours under all that. But your filters don’t fool me.”


“Everly, always so clever.” Dea looks away, folding her arms and tapping her foot.


And that’s when I realize that she is… fighting back tears.


Shit.


I feel bad for one second, but then my anger returns with a flood. It’s just like Dea to pick a fight she can’t finish. It’s just like her to poke at every one of my soft spots, then play the victim. This girl does nothing but expose my flaws, and she gets away with it flawlessly.


So I calm myself all the way down, trying to hide my hurt behind a cool, collected mask.


“You can deal with your jealousy on your own time, Dea,” I say, slowly and deliberately. “But I’m done letting you waste my time with it.”


TURN TO HERE


Dea stares back at me, but it’s hard to tell exactly what’s going on behind her blue-colored contacts. Against my will, I flash back to the first night of the semifinals, when I first glimpsed her wearing the thickest glasses I’d ever seen. We were assigned hotel rooms next to each other, which was the start of our open-door sleepovers. I couldn’t believe how many creams and serums Dea had packed. She offered to apply a special brew to my face, her eyes magnified behind those glass-bottle-thick lenses—the same ones she didn’t happen to be wearing in that video of us she chose to share.


“Your natural eyes are way prettier than those fake contacts, you know,” I said.


“Says the girl with perfect blue eyes,” Dea replied. “Now don’t talk or you’ll crack this beauty mask.”


I made up a stupid song then, “Beauty Mask,” with the hook “Don’t talk, you’ll crack.” Remembering this, I feel like that was the real Dea. The one with her beauty mask removed, being generous. So maybe—just maybe—I should cut her a break?


“Ah, did you two finally kiss and make up?” Stern’s voice cuts in as he appears beside Dea. He smiles that beaming glow of his, looking between us. I can tell he knows we’re definitely not made up, but he still tries to lighten the mood.


Stern then smiles directly at me, and it’s almost enough to crack my own exterior.


“Let’s just go, babe,” Dea says, turning to Stern. “This will all be over tomorrow.”


Dea then does the last thing I expect.


She leans forward and kisses Stern on the lips.


Dea holds there for a second, then she stops and turns back to look at me. Her eyes find mine just long enough to catch my unfiltered reaction. 


Then Dea spins to leave, holding Stern’s hand.


My blood feels like it vibrates out of my body, taking my draining heart with it.


♦ ♦ ♦


Through my daze, I somehow manage to find a solitary corner of the roof. From the cigarette butts lying on the ground, I’d guess this is some employee break space. I hope they don’t mind me using it because a break is exactly what I need.


This corner of the roof faces west. Los Angeles stretches out beneath me, all twinkling lights and stopped cars and palm trees swaying in the wind. Behind all of it lies the midnight expanse of the Pacific Ocean, looming like some ominous cloud. What is it about staring at the ocean at night that makes it so terrifying? Is it the size, or the darkness, or the unknown? Is it how small that silent, churning water can make us feel?


Well, I certainly feel small and churning in this moment. I feel like someone has ripped a hole right in the center of my body and filled it with green acid. Stern and Dea. Of course. No one is supposed to know I have this annoying crush on Stern. But if CeCe could guess tonight, what are the chances Dea remains as clueless as she claims?


I try to breathe and let the view replace my thoughts. I try to freeze my insides into a crystal ball. I knew I should have stuffed a notebook in my purse tonight—I could really use it right now. Honestly, the only thing that makes everything bearable some days is knowing I can get a song out of it. The Notes app on my phone is a poor substitute, but it will have to do.


Ocean so dark, didn’t see the wave ’til it crashed


Water so deep, can’t tell swimming up from down


I feel a bit better, typing this out. It makes me wonder: Do other people feel their emotions this intensely, or is that part of what makes me an artist? If not, how does anyone survive anything when they’re not an artist?


Then, suddenly, Kree’s words smash into me way harder than anything Dea has done tonight. You might write to process your own emotions and experiences, but the art of translating that with gracefulness—it’s an act of service. So that when listeners out there experience something or feel alone, they have something to hold on to.


That’s how anyone survives.


With help.


“I thought you could use one of these.”


I smell Stern before I register his presence: driftwood, whiskey, and laundry. I look down to see he holds out a tall ice-filled glass, bubbling and wedged with lemon.


“I took you for a gin and tonic kind of girl.”


I turn to face Stern, finding that dopey grin on his full lips.


“Why’s that?”


“Classic Hollywood,” Stern tries. “Am I right?”


I can’t help but break into a laugh. Stern does too.


“That’s beyond cheesy.”


“You’d think living in LA a while would’ve shaken all the small town out of me…”


I take the glass from Stern. I shouldn’t drink tonight, but one sip won’t hurt.


“For the record, I’m a Negroni kind of girl. But thank you anyway.”


“Of course you are,” Stern says, leaning up against the ledge to take in the view, his own whiskey and Coke in hand. “I can’t believe you grew up here. It explains so much.”


“Like what?”


“Like why you seem so cool, even though you’re not trying to be.”


Stern turns to face me and my breath catches in my throat. Despite making it this far on the show together, we haven’t really gotten that much time to talk one-on-one. Most of our impressions have been from semi-afar, in passing. From this close, I can see the creases around Stern’s eyes and the freckles across his exposed collarbone.


“All you LA people have that… thing. Self-possessed? I don’t know. I’m not great with words.”


“And how many LA natives do you know, mister small town?”


I regret the question the moment it leaves my lips, because Dea is from Glendora. More Inland Empire than LA proper, but still. Stern tenses up for a second too.


“So, when did you and Dea happen?” I ask.


“Very recently,” he answers. “Wanna hear classic Hollywood? One of the producers said Dea had a crush on me, so I asked her out. She’s way out of my league, though, if you ask me. They were actually gonna film our first date, but Dea insisted they didn’t.”


I try to absorb this information, but it’s feeling difficult.


“How very Justin and Britney of you,” I crack instead.


“Okay, I’m down with the millennial reference,” Stern laughs. “But I like to think we’re more like Shawn and Camila.”


“I’m sure the fans will eat it up. Though that doesn’t really leave the rest of us much of a fighting chance for tomorrow, does it?”


“Yeah, right,” Stern laughs. Until he realizes I’m being serious. “Everly, you do realize you’re going to win, right?”


Stern’s words take me by surprise, yet again.


“Funny. I’d say the same exact thing to you.”


“Well, you’d be wrong,” Stern sighs. “Listen, I actually do like Dea. She’s gorgeous and talented and we both want the same things. That’s why we also agree being a couple is a good backup if we both lose. We decided to wait to announce the relationship until after the finale.”


I can’t help it. My eyes roll so hard that my nose crinkles up.


“Hey, I’m older than the rest of you,” Stern says. “Not by much, but I’ve been in LA since graduating. And I’ve gotten nothing but doors slammed in my face for two years. This is my shot, finally. I’m not throwing it away.”


Stern looks out at the ocean, like I just was. Feeling small, no doubt. But churning, still.


“Not all of us can play two instruments. Or nail our very first audition. Or write songs like casting spells by heart,” Stern adds, slightly sullen.


I can literally hear it in his voice—the respect. And adoration. The jealousy and the vulnerability. Stern, Mr. Boy Band, Mr. Shoe-In, Mr. Easy Breezy…


He is convinced he doesn’t live up to the hype.


So I remind him he’s not alone.




❖ Earlier, I did that crawl to cover my mic drop.





TURN TO HERE




❖ Earlier, I made us harmonize to cover my mic drop.





TURN TO HERE


“At least you didn’t drop your mic live on national television and crawl to pick it up,” I offer.


“Are you kidding? That was just more magic, Everly.”


“You do realize I am nowhere near as comfortable onstage as you. Or Vinny, or CeCe, or Dea. I’m the weakest link left for sure.”


“Maybe. But you just started at that part, and you can learn how to perform. The other talents you have? Those can’t be learned as easily.”


Stern’s words make my ears turn hot.


“Have you ever tried writing a song?” I ask.


“Me?” Stern laughs. “No.”


“Why do you say that like it’s a preposterous thought?”


“Because I’m the front man, the show man, the album cover,” Stern answers. “I know what everyone expects from me.”


“Except that sounds kind of like a chorus to me,” I say, grinning.


“That’s because you always hear songs in your head. Don’t ever take that for granted,” Stern says, serious as I’ve ever heard him. “I wish I could just stand onstage and sing an earnest song with a guitar.”


“What’s stopping you?”


“What’s stopping you from performing like the pop star you are?” Stern returns.


“Please, I’m way more folklore than Reputation,” I sigh. “My pop influences tend to perform at indie festivals, not stadiums.”


“We all have our safe boxes, I guess,” Stern sighs back. “Except we all also want to be seen differently, don’t we?”


Stern goes soft once more, but this time I can tell he’s not just talking about himself. He’s talking about her.


Again.


“You know, you and Dea have a lot more in common than you think,” Stern says next.


Yeah. I used to think that too.


“So do you and me, it turns out,” I reply instead.


TURN TO HERE


“Well, not all of us drop our mics on live national TV and need to be bailed out by the resident heartthrob.”


Stern grins. “We did sound pretty good together, though, didn’t we?”


“Seriously,” I say. “You saved my butt today.”


“And you wrote my favorite song I’ve gotten to sing all season. There’s only so much one-man-boy-band a guy can take.”


“I thought you loved singing that stuff?” I ask, surprised.


“Because I’m good at my job,” Stern answers. “And I know what people want from me.”


“And what’s that?”


“‘The resident heartthrob,’” Stern quotes, grinning wider.


“Touché,” I reply.


“Don’t get me wrong; my voice does sound best on that stuff. I just wish I knew what my first album should sound like, the way you already do.”


Stern’s words make my ears turn hot.


“Well, if you could sing anything, what would it be?” I ask.


“Whatever charts at number one,” Stern answers, flashing that charming smile of his—the one that must usually get him off the hook.


“Fine. But what are your three favorite albums?” I push. “No thinking; just answer.”


“Traveller, Chris Stapleton. Divide, Ed Sheeran. Sweet Baby James, James Taylor.”


“Damn, that was fast,” I react. “And those are really good answers, Stern.”


“We’re on a reality singing competition. Of course I have an answer to that question. You got asked in one of your interview packages. Hotel Paper, Michelle Branch; Rumours, Fleetwood Mac; and folklore, Taylor Swift.”


“I can’t believe you remember that,” I say, trying not to blush.


“Of course I remember.” Stern leans in close. “Especially because I get asked what my type of girl is and what my workout routine looks like—those kinds of things. But not one person has asked me that album question until you did just now.”


Stern looks away again.


“No one has asked Dea either, for the record.”


Suddenly, Stern’s clarity takes on a sharpness. But I’ve had far more than enough of diamond edges for one night.


“She’s the one who keeps antagonizing me, you know,” I try.


“Maybe,” Stern says, turning back to me with the full force of his green eyes. “But you’re intimidating, Everly. And it’s wild how little you seem to know it.” 


TURN TO HERE


Stern leans closer to me, both of us staring at each other. Here, out on this ledge, the lights reflect in his bright eyes. I’d say it was from stars in the sky, but LA only has those on the ground.


For a moment, I consider kissing Stern. For a moment, every instinct in my body screams at me to jump in with him. For a moment, I convince myself that Stern sees me as clearly as I see him. For a moment, I can almost taste his whiskey on my lips.


But then another moment arrives, one that reminds me I barely know Stern. That if we kiss now, he might think it’s about Dea, about revenge. And that kissing tonight would make cheaters out of both of us.


Then in the next moment, feeling Stern’s full focus still on me, I decide if we ever do kiss, it will be real. It will be because there’s a foundation under our feet, not a rooftop ledge.


“Good luck tomorrow,” I say, forcing myself to pull away.


I walk toward the door that leads back to the party. Back toward the reality that this will be my last night on this show, and that soon I will return to my life and Stern will return to his. Sure, we might both stay in LA. But if this conversation has proven anything, it’s that there are still whole worlds between us.


“Hey, can I ask a favor?” Stern calls out, catching me before I’m gone.


Despite my better judgment, I turn again.


“Whoever wins, can you write a song for my first album someday?” Stern asks.


I smile, nodding my head before I really walk away.


“Sure. But only if we write it together.”
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CHAPTER THREE



VINNY


FREEZING-COLD ICED COFFEE AND A SPLASH OF HALF-AND-HALF. It’s how I start every morning, but especially these production mornings with 6 a.m. wake-up calls. Like most teenage boys, I’m not an early riser. But for the stage, I’ll do just about anything. That includes enduring the side-eye from our waiter after ordering my coffee with full-fat creamer and waffles with whipped cream. I used to think NYC and LA had a lot in common, but that was before the show flew me to this land where gluten and dairy are considered cardinal sins.


“The first thing I’m going to do is hug my dog, Alanis, and take her for the longest canyon hike of her life,” Everly says, sipping her black coffee. “What about you, CeCe?”


“Eat a pound of my mom’s lasagna,” she replies. “If I have to eat one more kale salad I will scream.” 


“Can I get an amen?” I echo.


Everly, CeCe, and I have been playing a game of What Will You Do When…? ever since I started this little breakfast club. There used to be four of us in the club, but Owen got voted off and shipped back to Florida weeks ago. We also usually convene at a more reasonable hour, but for finale day we have a full schedule of sound checks, fittings, press, and filming. So today the breakfast club had to meet at the hotel restaurant before our pickup for a game of What Will You Do When Production Ends?


“First, I am going to sleep as late as possible as often as possible,” I begin. “Second, I’ll binge all the episodes of RuPaul’s Drag Race I’m behind on.”


“I miss reality TV so much,” CeCe adds. “Watching ten minutes on my phone before passing out doesn’t count.”


“Ha. The reality of reality. How meta,” I say. “Wait, have you watched our show yet?”


“Vinny. I’ve watched every episode of every singing competition ever,” CeCe answers. “Yes, I’ve watched our show. I also made my sisters promise to DVR it.”


“Well, I haven’t brought myself to watch most of it yet,” Everly shares.


“I’ve seen bits and bobs,” I say. “But hold up, CeCe, who still has a DVR?”


“Episodes disappear from streaming once there’s a new season! I take my singing competition scholar duties very seriously.”


“That’s optimistic of you, thinking SO YOU WANNA BE A POP STAR? will get a new season, given the lack of ratings. See? More proof teens today don’t use DVRs.”


“I know,” CeCe sighs. “But maybe our group performance last night helped? I haven’t seen chemistry like that since Fifth Harmony was put together to sing ‘Impossible.’”


“I know you love girl groups as much as these competition shows,” Everly groans, “but please don’t even put that idea out in the universe?”


“Look what it did for Normani and Camila Cabello,” CeCe tries.


“Well, if nothing else, at least you can spend time with us in DVR form after this is all over,” I offer, agreeing much more with Everly. Pop groups are a mess. I literally can’t think of one that hasn’t broken up, one way or another.


“It’ll be nice to relive the experience before I go to Howard,” CeCe says. “Making it this far has been surreal.”


“One, don’t talk like you’ve already lost,” Everly replies. “And two, you still didn’t defer your first year yet?”


“It’s great your dad let you defer to try for a record deal,” CeCe answers. “And this summer has been a real dream for me, but it has to end sometime.”


“Girl, I know you have, like, eight siblings,” I cut in, “but you’re really going to have to get over this middle-child imposter syndrome. It’s not cute. Especially because you’re a badass biotch, and many people out there must see that for you to have made it to the finale.”


“Don’t get me wrong, I love doing this,” CeCe says, fighting a rare blush. “But it doesn’t take a scholar to know that even the winners of the biggest shows have a hard time making it. Let alone the runners-up on a small show like ours.”


CeCe doesn’t mean to, but her sentiment drops a bomb of truth on our bleary party. At least it’s timed with the waiter arriving, giving us a minute to digest as he places down our respective waffle, omelet, and parfait plates.


“Sure, but there’s a Jennifer Hudson or Tori Kelly every once in a while, right?” I try. Because, really, I need this competition to launch my life—probably more than any of the others.


Deferred or not, CeCe and Everly both have college as a fallback. All that’s left for me back on the Lower East Side is my closet-sized room in Mom and Nona’s rent-controlled apartment, along with all my friends having already left for college. I didn’t really have a set plan for when I graduated, except to finally try getting a gig at a drag bar since I’d finally be old enough to perform. The dream was to make a name for myself and save enough coins to get on RuPaul’s Drag Race. But then this competition, designed specifically for eighteen- to twenty-year-old singers, came along. Production claimed they were aiming for that particular teen superstar sweet spot, but it’s probably more because they didn’t have the budget to cast minors, given all the protective filming laws.


Whatever the real reason, I think every recent high school grad with a voice ditched their caps and gowns to run straight to the SO YOU WANNA BE A POP STAR? auditions. And ever since I made the first cut, I’ve dreamed about performing under that final shower of confetti. 




❖ And if this were a straight-up singing competition about finding the best voice, I’d win for sure.





TURN TO HERE




❖ And if I’d been allowed to perform in drag like I wanted, I’d win for sure.





TURN TO HERE


I’ve always had the most powerful and acrobatic voice in the competition, serving the patron saints of Ariana, Christina, and Mariah. But we all know a blowout voice isn’t enough to win one of these things—it takes a lot more than that to connect with an audience. Kind of like how if this were just a songwriting competition, Everly would win. Or just an emotional-delivery competition, CeCe. Or a dancing influencer competition, Dea.


But since this is indeed a pop star competition, I’m pretty sure Stern is going to win.


What chance do I stand against him, even with my voice? Stern is the American Dreamboat, while I’m a thicc and flamboyant queer kid from the Lower East Side. I suppose the world is changing every day—stranger things have happened than someone like me beating the resident normie heartthrob. But I’d bet all my nonexistent money that history decides to repeat itself here.


Though really, deep down, I know the biggest hurdle standing in my way: I don’t quite know who I am as an artist yet. I’ve always loved performing, but I’ve never been able to narrow myself down to one lane. Drag felt like a good testing ground, but it requires time, money, and access I didn’t have in high school. Instead, I performed in every single theater production I could, so I got good at filling roles. My first love isn’t even musicals, I just enjoyed all the tests and challenges in stage productions, all the chances to explore and learn. It’s why I was aiming for Drag Race, but then the chance to try out for this teen singing competition emerged.


I thought we’d get to explore different themes and genres every week like the other shows, but this one wanted us more fully formed. My vocal ability has carried me through, but I don’t need to read the critics to know my song choices have been erratic at best and deeply derivative at worst. I’ve covered everyone from Justin to Kelly convincingly, but none of it adds up to a clear picture of who I am as a solo artist. 


Basically, my greatest strength is also my greatest weakness. I might be able to sing everything, which makes my options endless—but that doesn’t make finding my own point of view any easier. And every time I try, it just feels wrong. Too small, too specific. But maybe that’s just another lame cover, hiding the fact I don’t have an original artistic bone in my body?


TURN TO HERE


A career in drag, the industry now booming thanks to Mama RuPaul, has always been the plan. Really, I just needed to wait until I was old enough to enter this bar-and-club-centric world. The fact that I was born with a limitless voice was always just going to be an extra feather in my wig cap. Thanks to the wonders of the internet and an excellent high school drama program, I have taught myself how to sew, design, style hair, and do makeup. I applied all these skills to my many leading roles in our school productions, even though I don’t really adore musical theater. It was just the closest training grounds for drag I could find.


The only weapon I don’t have in my arsenal is money, so I told myself I was delaying the debut of my own drag persona until I felt fully funded. It also doesn’t help that I avoid social media like the plague, and half the job of any artist these days seems to be posting. Then I got cast on this show and kept advancing, round after round. Mostly I’ve sung big ballads from all my favorite divas and queer singers, but these covers have all been pretty paint-by-numbers. I’d like to think I could’ve turned this stage all the way out if I got to perform in drag, but that wasn’t allowed by the producers or the network. It, quote, “wasn’t the type of star they were looking for.” Part of me wishes I had just said screw it, but as the Todrick Halls and Adore Delanos of Idol past have shown, these machines are sometimes hard to rage against.


And if I’m being honest, I know the real reason I accepted this drag ban. I know I have every ounce of the skill, personality, and talent it takes to be anything—but I have no actual idea what sets me apart as a performing artist. I mean, I haven’t even been able to choose a drag name yet. What’s my brand? My voice? My look? My sound?
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