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For Cheri




The Fun’ll Come Out, Tomorrow



In musicals, characters break into song when their emotions get to be too big.

Whereas in life, of course, I break into song when my emotions get to be too big. Without getting paid for it, I mean.

“Nate, will you two keep it down up there? It’s almost midnight.”

That’s my dad, who has apparently forgotten how exciting my future is about to become. And that people sing and dance in their (incredibly small and poorly decorated) bedrooms when they’re excited. Loudly.

“Sorry, Dad!” I shout. But I do this thing where I mouth “I’m not” right before. Gets my best friend laughing, every single time.

“I ought to pack for tomorrow,” I say to Libby between huffs and puffs. We have a long-standing Sunday tradition where we belt the entire score of Godspell until either the neighbors call the cops or I lose my voice. It’s our version of church. “I guess I’ll need socks? I should pack socks.” But this Sunday is different.

“Refocus, Nate,” Libby says, dragging me to my own desk. “I’ve gotta get home soon. And we have your first Playbill bio to write.”

Cue: hopping, hollering, Dad cranking up “the game” downstairs.

Libby retrieves a stack of beat-up theater programs from her bookbag. “Let’s study bios.” She has a step-uncle in New York who sends her his Playbills. Can you imagine the luck? This is probably how most normal boys feel when they rip open a pack of baseball cards, suffer through that stick of “gum,” and then . . . I dunno. What do boys do with baseball cards? Fan themselves in the stadium heat?

“Flip to the ensemble bios,” I say. “We can bypass the stars.” We scan the little biographies that actors write about themselves, trying to settle on relevant information I might use to craft my own for E.T.: The Musical. “What the heck am I even going to write? I’m allowed fifty whole words to describe a life spent hiding from bullies in bathroom stalls.”

“That’s a good thing,” Libby says, chewing on her lip like she’s still hungry. Which you’d know is impossible, if you’d seen the way Libby ate even the crusts on our pizza tonight. “Fifty words,” she continues, grabbing a pencil sharpener from my Zorba mug, “means we get to use a ton of adjectives to tell the world where you got your training.”

I see where she’s going with this. Libby is, among other things, one of the great acting coaches of our time. She’s also the only one I know—but come on, I’m not even old enough to drive and I’m going to be on Broadway. Wowza. Even thinking about it again—

“Nate, you’re shaking.”

—makes me shake. “I’m just so . . . excited!”

Did you know that “excited” is Latin for “actually-kind-of-nervous-but-in-the-greatest-way-possible”?

“Well I, for one, am jealous,” Libby says, re-piggying a pigtail. “Not only are you making your Broadway debut—”

(Squealing, jumping, possibly a bedside lamp being broken.)

“—but you also get to do your homework online. Not that you participate in class, anyway.”

I take this as a compliment.

Knock knock knock, and I practically pee my pants. “Nathan.” You know when you didn’t even know you had to pee until your dad pounds on your door with the kind of strength that’s usually reserved for killing a burglar?

“Your mother and you are leaving early,” he says from the hallway, and then lopes away. That’s all he has to say. Everything is implied with Dad. . . . so tell that girl to go home is implied, as is . . . and stop squealing, because boys don’t squeal.

“You do know you look like him,” Libby says, “when you make that face—right?”

( . . . and don’t come back home until you’ve made us some money. That’s also implied. Though I’m not sure I ever want to come back. Not unless they name a local street after me. Nate Foster Way. Heck: Nate Foster Freeway.)

“How about this,” Libby says, slipping on a purple Converse. Oh God, she really is leaving me soon. “How about you just make it ultracool. The bio? Like, don’t even list your junior high theater credits. Just thank people. Important people who have shaped your career. Like . . . peer mentors. Or whatever.”

I grin. “Like . . . best friends?”

“Forever,” she says, fast.

She kind of wrinkles her nose the way you might see in a cartoon sneeze, fending back unexpected tears. But this is no cartoon. And I’d know, because I’ve been chased to the edges of cliffs several times after school.

“Who am I going to watch cartoons with in New York?”

“We’re almost in high school, Nate,” she says, switching tones. “We’ve got to pull it together and quit it with the cartoon business. I’ve been humoring you, but. Come on.” Brilliant move. Nothing averts sobs like insulting somebody.

“Well . . . I should clean out my closet, then, I guess.”

Which is technically true but probably won’t happen until the very last minute, once my alarm goes off. There’s too much to do tonight: get a rough draft of my bio down; brush my dog, Feather, one last time; vomit myself to sleep. While thanking the universe in between heaves.

“Yeah,” Libby says, opening her bookbag and heading for my bedroom door. “And I should get home. My mom’ll worry that I’m here so late.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah,” she says, smirking. “What if you put the moves on me or something?”

I’m about as dangerous to a girl as a tube of mascara, but maybe that’s the joke.

“Your bookbag’s open,” I say.

“Good eye.”

“Are you giving me a going-away present?”

Libby never lets me go on a journey without supplying all the basics that any idiot would remember to bring. Like donuts, primarily.

“No, Nate. I was sort of hoping you’d have something to give me.”

I scrunch my face.

“Something tangible with a hint of your essence, Nate. Like . . . a piece of clothing. Or an old Indian-head nickel. Or something.”

I laugh. “When did you get so, like, Eastern medicine?” Miss Saigon is one of my favorite shows, so I actually know quite a bit about the Far East.

“Since none of my mom’s chemo treatments took hold,” Libby says, skin turning a shade of white that could rival unused towels, “and she started looking into alternative therapies. Is when.”

Sting. “Oh. I’m sorry. Wow.”

“Yeah. I didn’t . . . I haven’t had the heart to, like, bring the mood down. Since you’ve been talking nonstop about E.T. for two months.”

“Oh God, Libster. I’m really—”

“Not that I wouldn’t. If I were—you know—you.”

God, I am such an awful person. An awful friend. And selfish. I look myself over. And fat.

“You are not fat,” Libby says, reading my mind and dropping her bookbag. “So just stop it. They hired you as you are, Natey. Show up the way they hired you.” She swigs from a two-liter of Mountain Dew that I hadn’t even realized was in her coat. “You think Meryl Streep would lose weight just to please some costume designer?”

I think Meryl Streep would kill herself if the person she were playing was dead. But I get Libby’s point.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“For comparing me to Meryl Streep, I mean.”

“Implied.”

And at the mere mention of her name, we both burst into Oscar-worthy tears. And sort of fall into each other.

This is it. Good-bye, Jankburg. Hello . . . everything.

I hear Dad trudge up the stairs again, but I hold Libby tighter. And before he can knock knock knock, I have the guts, boiling beneath seven slices of pizza and a lava of molten Coke, to shout at the top of my everything: “Leave us alone, Dad. This is a pivotal moment.”

Libby pulls away, her tears stopped quick like a clamped hose, and sniffs back a goob of snot. “Wow,” she says. “Where’d that come from?”

“Here,” I say, putting her hand on my rumbling stomach.

“Nah,” she says, wiping a crystal tear from her pudgy porcelain face and placing her hand on my heart. “Here.”

From outside my room, my father’s feet squeak in the carpet as he turns in his thousand-year-old slippers, stomping away to take it all out on my mom.

And I know exactly what to give Libby as a going-away present.

“What was that for?” she says.

“I don’t know. I’ve never . . . had one.”

“Well, you could at least have opened your mouth a little,” she says, holding her lips like they’re a wounded butterfly.

We both hiccup at the same time.

“If I’d known that was coming, I’d have skipped the last piece of pizza,” she says, letting her lips go like they might fly away.

We both can’t believe I did that. Kissed someone. Finally.

“I’m . . . I’m going to leave on that note,” she says for maybe the millionth time. “Your mom is gonna be pulling the Grand Caravan into the front yard in about five seconds.”

But Libby’s wrong. I’ve got longer than five seconds till the next chapter of my life starts—the first one worth singing about.

“Yeah.”

Heck, I’ve got five hours till my alarm goes off. Maybe I’ll even sneak Feather into bed, where he’s not allowed for all the obvious mom reasons. Five hours’ sleep is five more than Libby and I got on New Year’s, and that was only a couple nights ago. Look at us now! Barely yawning.

“I feel like I’m going to fall over,” Libby says, her eyes fluttering—like the butterfly forgot which body part it was playing.

“Let’s sit on my bed,” I say, “and listen to our favorite song.” And never say good-bye. “And I’ll see you on Skype tomorrow night, from Queens.” Assuming my aunt has high-speed Internet. She must. She’s under forty.

“You have the headphone splitter?” I say.

“Was Sweet Smell of Success robbed of a choreography nomination?”

Libby pulls out her iPod, but we’re practically asleep by the time the song even starts. And maybe it’s my murky brain fluid talking, but I get the perfect idea for a going-away gift.

“Gimme your bookbag,” I murmur, and Libby does, not even opening her eyes.

I drop it in—the green rabbit foot that hangs by my bed. Libby gave it to me as good luck, forever-and-a-half ago. And carrying it to the audition, that fateful New York day—with that flipping green bunny foot scratching a green bunny nail into my pale Natey thigh—look where all that luck landed me.

My heart speeds up again. This is actually happening. Tomorrow night at this time I’ll be avoiding muggers in Times Square.

“There’s a surprise in there for you,” I say, zipping up Libby’s bookbag.

“Good,” she says, pulling the earphone from my head, “I was hoping you’d settle on the rabbit foot.”

“You peeked?”

“Nah,” she says. “Didn’t have to.”

I guess we both know that the kid with the sick mom could use the rabbit foot more than the kid who’s escaping junior high torture.

A light pokes through the slats of my blinds. I sit up straight.

“It’s not a burglar, Nate,” Libby says, yawning so hard I can hear pepperoni digesting. “The sun’s just coming out.”

“ ‘Betcher bottom dollar,’ ” I say. God, I wish there were a boy role in Annie.

“Careful, Nate,” Libby says, turning a pillow over to find the cool side. “First you kiss me, then you talk about my bottom. People will say we’re in love.”

“There’d be worse things.”

(There’d be worse things than being born a boy who chases girls, believe you me.)

“Broadway’s gonna be a piece of cake after middle school,” Libby whispers. “You just have to carry our three rules around with you like a loaded water gun.”

“You bet.”

“One?” Libby says. She’s the only thirteen-year-old who gives pop quizzes.

“We text each other so often that our phones break.”

“Right. Two?”

“Sing as loud as possible, as often as possible, in as many rehearsals as possible.”

“—in order to get more solos. And possibly replace the lead. That’s right. And three?”

“I steer clear of Jordan Rylance—speaking of leads—at all costs.”

“The little Via Galactica.”

“Watch your mouth,” I say, chuckling at our always hilarious routine: substituting Broadway show flops for swearwords. (Via Galactica played for, like, four days in 1972, at the Uris Theater. It is only a quasi-flop because it’s the same theater where Wicked plays, now. So it’s automatically sacred, in a way.)

“I’m telling you, Nate, avoid Jordan Rylance. Pretend from day one that he’s contagious with something.”

Libby knows Jordan—the (luckiest) kid (ever) cast as Elliott in E.T.—from before, when she used to go to the fancy performing arts school with him across town. Before her mom got sick. Before Libby had to move to Jankburg, and meet me, and reroute my drifting destiny like a gust of glittery wind.

“What are the odds of two boys from the same hometown getting cast in the same Broadway production?” I say, and I really wonder it. I wonder it deep into my mattress, which I feel like I’m falling into, now.

“What are the odds we’ll even fall asleep tonight?” Libby says, or I think she does.

We’re too busy falling asleep. One last time.

Legs intertwined. Wicked on repeat. Bags not packed.

Before the second adventure of my only lifetime starts—with no lucky rabbit foot in sight.




Blurp



(Five weeks till first preview)

It’s a tough thing to know what to bring for your first rehearsal, you know? You probably don’t, actually.

“Are you sure I don’t need, like, a bunch of pens?”

I’m talking to Aunt Heidi, my guardian till Mom sorts out her job back home. A guardian is like a bodyguard who wears jeggings.

“I’m sure, Nate,” Aunt Heidi shouts. “You don’t need a pen.”

We’re dodging rush hour commuters.

“But pens are so fun.”

Basically the most fun part about the first day of anything is buying all the supplies. Plus, kids love it when you loan them pens. Easy way to make friends. New friends.

All new friends.

“You have to use a pencil to write stuff in your script,” Heidi calls over the tourists, “in case you have to erase everything because they, you know, change the blocking. Or cut your role entirely.” Spoken like a true former actress.

Aunt Heidi grabs me by my coat and pulls me out of a light pole’s path. I hadn’t even noticed it. In New York City, everything is like a 3-D movie—with the unfortunate detail that you haven’t read the script and don’t know if it’ll all end up happily ever after.

“I hate pencils,” I say. “Pencils and I have a dangerous relationship.” If you don’t know what a lead tattoo is, do not look at my thumb.

“We’re here!” Aunt Heidi always knows shortcuts. Feels like we left her place in Queens about ten minutes ago. “It’s your first rehearsal, buddy!” I make a mental map that we’re just across from a (gorgeous) Applebee’s, and right next door to the infamous Chevys where my audition adventure once got fueled on free salsa. But I don’t mention either of these restaurants, since Aunt Heidi knows her way around the upscale dining industry. I wouldn’t want to, you know, brag about how the competition offers free refills and stuff. And crayons.

Maybe I should have packed crayons.

“Nate!” She’s squatting, looking me over. “We’ve arrived, distractible nephew of mine. Gotta get you upstairs.”

From the second we get inside, it’s obvious this building is nothing like where I had my audition—a place that was a little broken-down. Here, it’s like . . . a museum. Gleaming and pumping with the promise of your whole future, just six stories up.

“There will be professional babysitters and everything up there,” Aunt Heidi says, pulling me toward the elevator bank in the lobby and fixing my collar. “So be on your best behavior. Make the Midwest proud.”

“You bet, Aunt Heidi.” Great. The reminder that I’m the Foster family’s only hope at glory. “I’m all set.”

“Just make sure to listen to what the director has to say today and record everything in the music rehearsal. And, you know. Have fun.”

She says the fun part so loudly, I realize I haven’t been smiling at all. That my lips are totally cracked over. And I haven’t even thought to put any peppermint lip balm on today, so you know I’m in a daze.

“Young man?”

We flip to the security guard. Always a security guard in this wonderful town.

“Are you with a show?”

Heidi gives me a smile and pushes me toward him. “He sure is.”

“Which one?”

“Which ones are rehearsing here?” I say. Might as well know whose elbows I’ll be looking up at and almost rubbing in the elevator.

He shows me his clipboard: Desperado, the Country Opera; Stroman: Just Call Me Stro; and—whee!!—E.T.: The Musical.

“That’s it!” I yelp. “E.T.’s the one.” I can feel myself beaming. I am the sun.

“Okay then,” he says, nudging a sign-in sheet across the desk. “Your name should be on here.”

And there it is. Nathan Foster. Unbelievable. This is really it. And if having my name on the party invite list wasn’t enough, the guy hands me a badge (a laminated badge!) with an awesome silver chain. A billion years ago, I used to wear a silver cross, but this is way cooler. And more like my true religion.

“Smile, Natey!” Aunt Heidi says, and when I turn around she’s snapping my picture with her camera phone.

“Lemme see, lemme see,” I say, following her back to the elevator.

“I’ll send this to your mom.”

“Mom checks her e-mail once a lifetime, Aunt Heidi.”

“That’s true,” she says, fiddling with the screen. Maybe she has an app that’ll make me look taller.

“Besides, Libby has to approve all my photos now,” I want to say—but we’re already whirring away, my thoughts barely keeping up with the elevator. And when the doors part on floor six, we’ve certainly gotten off at the wrong level: Hordes of folks hug and kiss and whinny like at a family reunion you might see on a TV show. If this is E.T., how could they all know each other already?

“Sign-in is by the main set of doors!” hollers a guy wearing all black. Maybe today is a national day of mourning in New York. Everyone is in all black. Or maybe it’s traditional to do that in honor of all the folks who didn’t get hired for your show.

“This is E.T., right?” Aunt Heidi says to the crowd.

But she didn’t even need to, because that’s when I see him. The him.

Jordan Rylance stands across a shiny corridor, shimmering like a mirage, surrounded by a hazy team of tight-faced, deliriously grinning adults. His Mommy is with him, and I’d recognize her a mile away—wearing that faux-leopard coat, those real-killer eyes. A fancy photographer is kneeling in front of their tableau, docu­menting the whole clump. “Smile, Jordan!”

That’s a true snapshot of Jordan for you. Rich part of town. Rich parents. Rich life.

(Back home, legend has it that his family’s even got a koi pond in their backyard. And a carousel. I’m not even kidding. A koi pond.)

“Let’s get all the children signed in!” the nervous man in all black shouts again. “And we’ll start the Meet and Greet inside in two minutes.”

More screams erupt. At the level of building-on-fire, at this point.

“I guess I should get running, Natey.” Heidi and I exchange an awkward squeeze by the elevator. Jordan’s got a camera crew and I’ve got an aunt who never made it to Broadway herself, even though she wanted it so bad. I feel awful for even thinking that, but there’s barely time for guilt, because as I’m placing a check mark next to my name on a bulletin board, a voice squeaks from behind me.

“Do you go to P.P.A.S.?”

I turn to find a doll playing the part of a girl: a purple paisley dress over black tights; shoes so shiny I dare not look at them, for fear I’ll get a preview of her underwear hovering above.

“Were you talking to me?” I say.

“Do you go to P.P.A.S.? The Professional Performing Arts School for kids. For professional kids.”

Her cheeks are so pink, I actually wonder if she’s been seen by a doctor. Then I realize she’s in about a foot of makeup. And eyelashes. Fake ones.

“No. No, I don’t go to P.A.S.”

“P.P.A.S,” she says, grabbing a bagel from a table I didn’t even realize I was being pushed into. Everything is packed tight in this hallway, especially the noise and energy and intimidating doll girls. “Yeah, I didn’t think you went to my school.” She swipes two cream cheese containers and stuffs them into a skirt pocket.

“Let’s get going!” the shouty guy says, opening a pair of double doors and shoveling the clanking group of actors into a rehearsal room.

No. Into a magical rehearsal room.

It’s hundred-foot ceilings with hundred-foot mirrors, stretching clear across every wall that isn’t covered by a panoramic window. Allegedly there are families in Pittsburgh whose houses on Mount Washington stare out over our entire little city—but this is even better.

“Hey.”

I flip around from the view, like I was caught being . . . myself.

“You can take your jacket off,” says a lady around Aunt Heidi’s age. “And your bag. And come on over here with the other kiddos.”

She leads me over to a throng of youth. My heart goes from sixty to zero, which it always does when I’m forced upon a group of kids in a circle. Though, that said, usually I’m in the circle. Getting taunted.

“Introduce yourself,” the lady says, taking my coat and breaking up the group. I wish she wouldn’t do that. The only thing cool kids hate worse than their party being broken up is their party being broken up by me. But wait. Aren’t I . . . one of the cool kids now?

“Oh, hi,” I say, facing down a lineup of the most beautiful children you’ve ever seen. Seriously, everyone back home can just give up. The genetic gene pool seems to have found its deep end. “I’m Nate, and—”

“He doesn’t go to P.P.A.S.”

She’s so short, I hadn’t even clocked her. But there she is again, smacking away at that bagel.

“Oh,” goes a different girl with blonde hair. She, too, is in a fancy skirt and black tights, like it’s the uniform. All the kids but me have got a little bit of black on, in fact. I’m the only one in navy blue and red, which I thought would be a nice nod toward America. Broadway is America’s greatest gift, according to Libby and anyone with a brain. “Where do you go?” the blonde girl says.

“To a school outside of the city,” I say. Smart. Nonspecific.

“You mean like New Jersey?” a boy says.

“No.”

“You mean like Staten Island?” This, from the blonde.

“I love the Staten Island Ferry!” the bagel-chomper squeals.

“Yeah!” I say. “It’s where ‘Don’t Rain on My Parade’ was filmed for the movie Funny Girl.” Finally, an in!

“Oh,” they all say. They must be reserving expression and enthusiasm for the show, because they’re not giving me any.

“Suuure,” the bagel eater says, “Funny Girl. Uh-huh. No, I love the ferry because I had my headshots taken on it, at sunset. They’ve gotten me a lot of work. I mean . . . you know backlighting!” They all giggle. “Makes you look younger,” doll girl says. “Helps for print work.”

The girl looks younger than my average pair of Hanes. “Backlighting” must make her look like an infant.

“So . . . what’s your name?” I say.

“Genna with a G, but it’s pronounced like it’s with a J.”

“Excellent,” I say.

“Did you turn your bio in?” Genna says. But fake–sugar sweetly. Genna is like Diet Pepsi. I prefer real Coke.

“Oh, no, were we supposed to?”

“I just see you holding it,” she says—and I guess I am. I worked on it with Aunt Heidi last night and actually feel pretty okay about what I came up with. “If your agent didn’t already send in your bio, you should probably hand it in now. Just a thought.”

“My agent was being such a dip about sending it in for me,” the tall blonde girl says, cutting in. “And I’m like: I’m not a writer, Monty; I’m an actress.” The children nod, and one touches her back very softly. “Just list my credits. You know what I’ve done, even if I got half the work myself through my own connections.”

“I hear you,” Genna says, swallowing the last hunk of bagel. “I had to produce my own Web series before my team would send me in for TV.”

“That’s awful,” the blonde girl says. “Just awful,” she goes, but actually that part she just mouths.

“And after that?” Genna says. “It was callback-this and booking-that. And now I can barely get a smoothie in, I’m so overcommitted.”

“What shows have you done?” the boy says. All the kids face me, the blonde girl tilting her head slightly like I’m an Algebra equation she can’t quite crack.

“Oh. I was in a show back home, like a community show that was geared for important social causes.”

I don’t dare tell them that other than basement performances, I’ve only understudied the legumes and played the broccoli in Vegetables: Just Do It. And that it wasn’t even a community show; it was at school. The last thing my school has is a sense of community.

“That’s special,” Genna says, flipping her head away and leaving a fine dusting of aerosol in her wake.

“Let’s see,” the boy says, whisking the bio from my hands and grinning at it. “Let’s check the credits.” It’s a million-dollar grin, by the way.

“Keith,” Genna says, “be nice to the out-of-towner.” But she’s up on her tiptoes, trying to read over his shoulder.

“Nate Foster,” Keith reads, “Ensemble, understudy E.T. You’re understudying E.T.?”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s what they said when they called.”

“Wow, that’s mad cool.”

“Mad cool,” the blonde girl says like it’s the first time she’s ever spoken, slurring the words together.

Wait. This is good. These kids aren’t understudies, like me. They’ve got credits but they’re just in the chorus!

“I’m understudying Elliott,” Keith says.

Okay, forget my theory. Still. We’re all in the chorus together. Not every star can be the biggest star, or else everything would, like, light on fire.

“Yoo-hoo!” a woman, suddenly clapping, calls out. “Yoo-hoo, everyone!” She’s tiny and British but you can tell she’s a real boss of a gal. That’s how dangerously high her heels are. And she’s not young, either.

I rip the bio out of Keith’s hands, moments before he discovers my greatest legacy is as a singing vegetable.

“Welcome,” the British lady says, “to the first day of rehearsals for E.T.: The Musical.”

Mayhem and laughter and shouting: All of it bounces around the room like an inside joke exploded in a microwave.

“Now, listen here,” the lady continues. “My name is Nora Von Escrow and I am one of the lead producers.”

Panic, whooping, howling.

“Okay, okay, save it. You’ve got only five weeks until a paying audience, and we can’t waste any time.”

No laughter or shouting here, but the fright meter creeps up.

“I want to introduce your very important, very young director, Dewey Sampson.”

A guy who looks about three days older than my brother, Anthony, steps forward. He’s got artfully arranged messy hair, and bright blue Vans, and glasses so thick, you could melt down the frames and make a pretty nice set of chairs out of them. “Howdy,” he says, which, for some reason, gets applause and hollers. I barely even remember him from my final audition.

“What else has he directed?” I say to Genna. (Libby and I couldn’t find his credits on playbill.com.)

“Shh,” Genna says through a smile that’s pasted on so hard, my own jaw is aching.

“And,” Ms. Von Escrow continues, “I might as well introduce you to my old pal from way back in England—”

“Watch it now,” the old pal says.

“—Mr. Garret Charles.”

He parts the sea of people—which makes sense, since he’s basically as old as Moses. Garret, the clever and cruel choreographer from the audition, wears a zippered jumpsuit from toe to neck. His female assistant stands by with a cup of tea.

“Get ready,” Garret Charles says, his English accent so stiff-lipped he may have just had a stroke. Or Botox? “I hope everyone brought their tap shoes.”

“I don’t tap!” a woman screams.

“You will,” Garret’s assistant says.

“Yes, they will, Monica,” Garret says. “They will indeed.” All he’s missing is a white cat and a chair that can spin around. And my head on a platter; I don’t tap either. Oh God.

The producer Nora shoves them over and keeps barking. “Traditionally at a Meet and Greet we go around and everyone says their name and birthplace and dreams and all of that nonsense. But I’m from the old school: We get to work. That’s what we’re paying you for. You can trade names on Facebook.”

Hip, this lady. And this is good: The sooner we get to rehearsal, the better our show’ll be on opening night. The better our show is? The longer we run—and the more checks I can send home. That’s kind of the only reason Mom and Dad let me take the show, anyway.

“So let’s hop to it,” Garret says, bellowing, “Stage management!” just after.

On cue, a team of helpers begins flipping and setting up tables. (It’s official, by the way: They’re wearing all black too.)

“So, can we just sit anywhere?” I say to the lady who ruined the cool kid clump by introducing me.

“I’m not sure, let’s see what the director says.”

But the director doesn’t say anything. The director is cowering behind Garret Charles, who whispers into his ear and pushes him toward a chair at the center of the longest table. Stage management passes out stacks of folders at warp speed, and I take a seat next to Genna.

“Okay,” Dewey says, swallowing. “Now. So.” He’s barely audible above the cast’s chitchat.

“Listen up!” Garret Charles says, leaning onto his elbows and smacking a hand on the tabletop. A child’s folder falls to the floor and Garret Charles sneers at it. Or the child. Hard to tell through the smog of his dialect.

“So yes. Thank you, Garret,” Dewey says, adjusting a necktie that isn’t even there. “So the plan here, then. The plan.”

“The plan,” Garret Charles says, playing with his jumpsuit zipper. “The plan is that we’re going to read the text. And let’s put some real verve behind it. We don’t want to start out by cutting scenes that were simply the victims of an underenergized reading.”

I can’t figure out why the dance person is giving all the—you know—direction. But Dewey seems completely relieved, nodding like I do when Libby offers to take the soprano line in “Hard Knock Life.” Tougher time hitting those notes recently.

“You’ll pardon us, Nora,” Garret says. The producer perks up in her seat. “But we are indeed going to do a few introductions, so the chorus actors know which small parts to read.”

“Maybe get out your pencils, then?” Dewey offers.

“Good, Dewey,” Garret says, barely turning to him.

We all grab for our supplies, and there’s enough distraction that Genna whispers to me: “Video games.”

“Not right now, for God’s sake,” I say. “We’re in rehearsal.”

“No. Dewey. The director? You were asking. He directs video games. This is his first, like, stage thing.”

“Oh, wow. Is that unusual?”

“Well, he directed Final Sludgequest 4: Monsoon’s Death Mask for Wii,” she says, chipper as a prize ribbon pig, “and it made forty million dollars the first week it was released, so—”

“Forty-five million,” Keith says, drumming the tabletop with his fingers, since it looks like he forgot to bring a pencil. Not that I’d tell on him, ever.

“They figured Dewey would get our show a lot of press,” Genna says. “Because of the alien thing.”

“Aaaand, we’re back,” Monica, Garret’s assistant, calls out.

“So, like, there are bit parts throughout the show,” Dewey says. “Little parts where you’re not officially a lead but you have to say the lines.”

Garret grimaces. “They understand the concept, Dewey.”

“Yeah, right. Of course. Sorry. So, will the following people read the following parts.” Dewey tries to make sense of a blank page in front of him. Then, from behind: a rugged, wide-in-a-strong-way guy drops a list in front of Dewey and retreats to the corner.

“Thanks, Calvin. Oh, everyone?” Dewey stands. “This is Calvin, the assistant director. And he’s basically an amazing guy. We went to college together and while I was playing ultimate Frisbee, Calvin was breaking swimming records and directing the student underground shows.”

Man, Dewey’s really come to life now. Like he worships the guy.

“So, anything I say that doesn’t make sense, go to Calvin. Calvin literally once rescued me from a burning car. Long story. That scene is in Final Sludgequest 5, I’ll tell you that.”

All the kids let out a roar. I’ve never even heard of the game before today, but I follow suit and attempt a whoop that’s timed to start exactly when everyone else has shut up. A stage manager chooses me to shush.

“Hi, gang,” Calvin says, waving at everyone—but, I swear to God, pointing right at me.

Of course Dewey loves the guy. Calvin’s unreal, the adult at the audition who gave me important deodorant advice (“Wear deodorant”). He’s my hero.

“Now,” Dewey says, “let me list off a bunch of little parts. April, raise your hand.”

She does: a beautiful, seventeen-foot-tall woman, with bangs cut so low, she may have been born without eyes.

“April, you’re going to be reading the part of the school teacher, in the frog sequence.”

“Ribbit ribbit,” is the best she comes up with, but it earns some nice murmurs.

Dewey continues down his list of names, but my mind keeps looping back to the words tap and dancing. This is an issue. I don’t have tap shoes and barely possess rhythm. Usually my “thing” is just to memorize a song and then sing it the same way every time.

“Jake? Where’s Jake?”

Everyone’s gotten so quiet that something must be horribly wrong.

“Well, I have a Jake here, who should be reading the part of Alien Number Seven.”

“Nate,” Calvin says, approaching Dewey from the corner. Running up to him, actually, like he’s in a relay and my name is the torch.

“Oh, right. Sorry. Nate, not Jake.”
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