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This book is (very) dedicated to David Gale



Prologue


a.k.a.

What It’s Like to Be on Broadway

When You Are Only Fourteen

You know how everyone is required to be nice to you when it’s your birthday?

Performing on Broadway when you are only fourteen is a little bit like that—except every day is your birthday, with a hint of Christmas. Not kidding.

See, when you’re from Pennsylvania, the act of bursting into song in the middle of a drugstore is not exactly celebrated. And, in fact, it occasionally got me chased out into the parking lot. In the old days.

But on Broadway, they pay you (money!) to burst into song. And if anyone’s chasing after you, it’s only for your autograph.

(Technically, nobody has ever “chased” me for my “autograph,” but I’m talking theoretically, here.)

All the other kids in my cast of E.T.: The Musical share the same autobiography, or their own version of it. They were the weirdos too, back in their hometowns. But if you gather enough weirdos, you become a club, and once you’re a club, you’re the normal kids. It’s the most amazing thing.

Here’s how it breaks down: One weirdo is just a weirdo, two weirdos is a duet, and three weirdos is suddenly a rapidly expanding girl group. One that generally features one boy (me) who’s still got relatively convincing high notes, despite his voice getting lower by the minute.

Anyway, you’re not me, of course. (Congrats.) But maybe you understand what I’m getting at. That sometimes all you need to do is change your zip code and ~boom~ your life is good. That sometimes, you have to leave your hometown to finally feel at home.

Maybe this is something you can relate to.

Because maybe, just maybe, on your last birthday, the jerk in your homeroom who usually ignores you (or worse) instead became a temporary version of nice. Maybe he mumbled, “Happy birthday, or whatever,” when the teacher made everyone sing you the birthday song. And this version of fake, temporary kindness, at the very least, gave you a daylong pass: a cone of safety. Nobody was going to push you into a locker or spit on your shirt—they basically legally can’t, because it’s your birthday. Who does that on your birthday?

Yeah, these things actually happened to me. Pushing and spitting. Back in Jankburg, PA. On the daily.

But, also—yeah: These things are in the past. You know the whole “forgive and forget” principle? I’m happy to forgive—it’s easier when the jerks doing the pushing and the spitting are back home, 373 miles away from New York (yes, I’ve counted). Forgive ’em, sure. But I don’t want to forget. And I don’t need to.

I sleep better here. I am better here.

On Broadway, it’s like I’ve got this protective bubble around me, seven days a week. Every day, it’s like your birthday and Christmas morning had a baby. And you never even have to hang on to the gift receipts, because everything just fits.



Not Bitter!!


So . . . some breaking news.

The show didn’t get a single Tony Award nomination.

I suppose I should get that out now, in case you think the rest of this is gonna be the enlightened thoughts of a famous person. Just don’t want to disappoint you.

E.T.: The Musical did get an Outer Critics Circle Award nomination. For costumes. (Yay.) But, look, if you saw the way the rubber E.T. suit glistens in the spotlight, and how the audience oohs and aahs over the whole cast in alien garb for the curtain call (we tap dance!), you’d nominate us for costumes, too.

Correction. Unless you’re a Tony Awards nominator. In which case, you’d think we’d opened several seasons ago. Or never opened at all!

Not bitter.

“Well, this is awkward,” one of my dressing roommates says. We’re five floors up, backstage at the Shubert Theater, and nobody’s making eye contact. The nominations came out this morning. (Well, other shows’ nominations did. Not us!)

“Agreed,” I manage to kind of say. I’m actually surprised how emotionally it comes out—I thought I’d gotten all my tears out back at Aunt Heidi’s place, in Queens. She handed me a square of toilet paper (she says Kleenex is a waste) and murmured something about how “crying in Queens is redundant.” Adults like to talk in poetry, did you know that?

Knock-knock. The “nice” stage manager (Lori, not Ashlee, who hates kids) is at our dressing-room door. Stage managers are like teachers who wear all black, as if they’re at a funeral where you’re expected to carry a clipboard and hound people about not eating chocolate while in costume. “Hey guys,” Lori says, “just . . . checkin’ in.”

Hoo, boy. This particular stage manager never “just checks in,” unless something bad is in the air. (Sometimes literally—recently one of my dressing roommates heated up broccoli in the company microwave and didn’t put a lid on the Tupperware.)

“Are we in trouble?” I ask, and Lori makes one of those faces you make when you’re watching a YouTube of a very old dog trying to hop up on a sofa.

“Of course not,” she says.

Oh, boy. It really is bad. Any time an adult is checking in but doesn’t have punishment up their sleeve, you know something big is going down.

“I just figured you guys might be a little bummed out,” Lori says. “You know, because of the news.”

“We know,” we all say at once.

Really, though, it’s a lack of news. Is it news if you aren’t even noticed? I mean, I’m not trying to be self-pitying here—I’m still just a kid from the Midwest who managed to break his way into a Broadway show—but, c’mon. Did we really deserve this? The New York Times called us “surprising!” and the New York Post said: “See this show, if you dare, while it’s still running.”

In some circles, those are raves!

We dressing-room boys have been on a group-text chain all day. It started with us sending a bunch of GIFs of former Tony Award–winning actresses tripping while they were walking up to the podium. Classic, harmless boy stuff.

By the third nomination category, though—which we were all live-streaming from the comfort of our own studio apartments—when Elliott’s Mom didn’t get a Supporting Actress nomination (she literally sings better than anyone on the internet), our group text went quiet. And then it started filling up with all kinds of all-cap SWEAR WORDS that I will leave out here. But you can imagine.

“Okay, well,” Lori the stage manager says, trailing off before taking off. “Just doin’ my rounds . . .” There are just certain things you can’t wrap up with a cheery fortune-cookie response. Not that she doesn’t try: “Go out there and tell the story tonight,” she says, a moment after leaving us, popping back in and looking unconvinced by her own advice. “Oh, and by the way—this is your half-hour call.”

The room is quiet. We’ll have an audience in those seats in a half hour. No matter how we feel—and we all have a lot of feelings—we’ll have to plaster on some smiles and go put on a show.

I don’t think people realize how weird and hard it is to perform on Broadway. It’s eight shows a week, two of them matinees, and no matter what’s going on in your personal life—like, if you happen to regularly kiss the boy who’s playing the lead, and thus all you want to do is stare at him when you’re onstage together in the Act One classroom scene—you have to just “tell the story.”

That was our assistant director’s signature phrase, when he’d come back to check in on the show in the weeks leading up to the Tony nominations.

Correction: to our lack of Tony nominations.

“Just go out there,” the assistant director said to us guys, “and get in the mindset of your character. What does your character want? That’s your only responsibility. To show the audience what your characters want, and to bring your full, professional conviction to it.”

“My character wants to be a vital part of a Tony-nominated hit,” I wanted to say. But I’ve been trained to just nod and write down what adults say. This is a good overall life technique, I’ve come to learn: Just nod at adults, whether you agree or not. Apparently—this is a shock, but my Aunt Heidi told me—adults “just want to be heard.”

Try being fourteen!

Oh, the Tonys! The Tonys, for those who don’t know—and if you don’t, buckle up, because it’s gonna be a lot of this—are like the Oscars of theater. Or as I like to say: The Oscars are the Tonys of film.

“At this evening’s performance”—the stage manager announcements are now droning on from our overhead speakers, and they’re typically pretty epic—“the role of Elliott’s Mom will be played by Marci Carroll.”

All us boys sit up straight, shook by this news. Marci has only been on once, and only for half an act. It was a few months ago, when our regular Elliott’s Mom came down with something mysterious after eating a street hot dog on a “disastrous” (her word) first Tinder date with a handsome banker type who, in her retelling, kept calling E.T. a “play” instead of a musical. Which made me feel like I’d eaten a bad hot dog. Who are these people? Plays instead of musicals? What’s next: calling cast albums “soundtracks”?

I shudder at the memory and put gel in my hair.

Anyway, Marci’s on for Elliott’s Mom tonight.

“And now people start dropping like flies,” says Roberto, my dressing roommate who applies too much eyeliner to be playing a seventh-grade boy in mid-eighties California. “Down, down, down we go.”

This kid’s been in three other Broadway shows. Three! I heard a rumor his real name is Robert and his agent made him add the o to “stand out.” Who knows.

“Wait, why?” I see my lips saying in the dressing-room mirror. “Why are people gonna start dropping like flies?”

“Because,” Roberto-but-really-Robert says at me, like I’m eight, “our show didn’t get any nominations. So now everyone’s over it, and gonna find new jobs.”

I’m not over it.

Roberto puts down his eyeliner pencil and clucks his lips at me as if I’m seven, like I’m aging in reverse.

I’m not over any of it.

My dressing room mirror is covered in opening-night cards that I wedged into its metal frame. There’s stuff up there from my parents, but not my older brother, Anthony—who doesn’t even call musicals “plays” because he doesn’t even acknowledge their existence as a concept. Anyway, I’m seeing the greetings like it’s opening night all over again: a card with a kitty who’s wearing, like, a Shakespeare hat, from Aunt Heidi. A note from Libby, my best friend from Jankburg, PA, who hand-decorated a Halloween card and drew a red arrow pointing at a skeleton, and signed it: “This is me when you’re away.” (Dead.)

And also my favorite opening night card of all, from Jordan, the boy I’ve had this . . . secret thing with, for the last couple months. I guess other boys play video games. Jordan just plays with my feelings. He’s got the all-time high score.

“Fifteen minutes,” comes the overhead announcement.

Jordan didn’t sign the card, by the way. He just wrote: “From, you know who!” Because I did, and I do. Or at least I thought I did. His dressing room is two floors away.

Can you ever really get to know a guy if his dressing room is two floors away?

I pull open my drawer and fish around, pushing past the lipstick and homework I ignore equally.

“Nate, let’s roll,” says one of the child guardians, standing in the doorway. If stage managers are teachers at a funeral, child guardians are babysitters on turbo blast. “Gotta get you to wigs.”

I wear a wig in the first scene, but it isn’t as fun as it sounds. They are hot, and they are expensive, and every adult in the building will remind you of this twenty-four-six. (We get one day off per week.) Damaging a wig is less forgivable than, like, accidentally breaking the arm of a fellow cast member. Cast members are replaceable. Wigs, no.

“Naaate. Seriously. Move it.”

I give the international “just one second” sign to the guardian, because I want to find my green rabbit foot. Jordan gave it to me on opening night, to replace the famous green rabbit foot that I carried with me on my E.T. audition, and then lost on my bus ride home.

“We gotta roll now, my dude,” says the guardian, who never calls me his dude.

I give up on finding the rabbit foot. I was gonna make a wish on it, an earnest wish.

Something about our show, about me and Jordan, about hoping a lack of Tony nominations doesn’t signal a lack of a meaningful future. My dad, a maintenance engineer (janitor), once said the most important thing a man can do is start off on the right foot. Is this the right foot? Moving to New York, and New York telling you, “You know what, we don’t want you here either, actually.”

“My dude,” the guardian says, “you’re standing on my foot.”

He’s right. I am. I guess I stood up to go downstairs to wigs, and checked my phone to see what people online were saying about our zero (that’s 0) Tony nominations, and apparently I stepped on the guardian.

My body’s kind of doing its own thing these days. Sue it!

I hope none of this sounds like I’m complaining, by the way.

Not bitter!!

It’s just . . . the tricky part about having your dream come true is that then you want to hold on to it. Make a wish on it. Put it on a keychain and check on it, thirty times a day, every time you can’t remember if your life is real and if the wish stays yours, or stays true, once it becomes real.

Anyway, if you see my green rabbit foot around, tell it I say hi. I’ve got a ton of wishes I’m trying to narrow down, and I could use a prop. I like to think of wishes as dreams that just majored in musical theater—but I’m weird. As I’m guessing you’ve already figured out.



The One Concept That Theater Should Borrow from Sports


There’s this moment in our show when the character Elliott has a ten-minute break, near the end of Act One. I know this moment like the back of my heart, because I play Elliott twice a week, at the matinees. I’m okay at it. Not sure I’m great.

“I think this audience hates me,” Jordan says, glowing and sweaty, as he and I duck into our secret meeting place, in the back stairwell by the fire exit that isn’t up to code—which we only know because we hang out on the fire escape and listen to the taxis honk. “Like, I literally think this audience is out to get me?”

Jordan always thinks the audience hates him. He counts his laughs. Or, lack of laughs, if I’m being honest. Nobody has a better voice than Jordan, but do not give the kid a comedy scene.

“The audience is just, like, subdued because of the lack of nominations,” I say, and he rolls his eyes and fans himself.

I should note here that I’m never sweating in this moment, the way he is. It’s a personal point of pride that almost nothing makes me break a sweat unless I walk past a cheap pizza place and don’t have dollar bills on me.

“Subdued,” Jordan says, bopping his eyebrows to make me giggle. “New vocab word?”

I don’t giggle. “Uh, you’d know if you did the homework.”

I give Jordan a tough time about homework, mostly because he flies through our tutoring assignments with total ease, while I struggle to stay focused on anything that isn’t perfecting my autograph. Or turning the homework page into a large origami figure of Patti LuPone. (Look her up. Very feisty actress, and though she’s won like thirty Tonys, I still consider her underrated.)

Jordan’s checking his phone, slurping on his water bottle, seeming his regular upbeat self. It’s eerie. He didn’t get a Tony nomination. Why isn’t he the basket case that I’d be if I were him, and had his perfect blonde hair-eyebrow combo?

“I mean, obviously not to be a jerk . . . ,” I say, and he goes, “Hmm?” but doesn’t look up from his phone. I push ahead as if he’s being a good scene partner. “Aren’t you, like, upset about not getting a nomination?”

He waves it off. “Nah. My manager forwarded me a whole list of famous stage performances that never got any award recognition. She says it’s a badge of honor to be respected but not fawned over.” I must be scrunching my face up in disbelief, because Jordan looks up and says, “Don’t, you’re gonna get wrinkles.”

And then we hear the cymbal crash from back inside the theater, which signals the moment the FBI agent characters are searching for E.T., in the painted wooden “woods” behind Elliott’s painted wooden “house.”

I actually do understand why the set didn’t get a nomination, to be honest.

“Oh,” I say. “Maybe this audience does suck.” Because usually at this point they burst into applause—there’s this whole moment where E.T. makes a bunch of forest creatures pop out and scare the FBI agents, and it’s quite thrilling and unexpected, and the music is pretty and kind of violent. But these people are snoozeroo-silent.

“Told you,” Jordan says, but not in the way he usually says it. Usually when he says “told you,” which happens a lot these days, he kind of boops my nose with his hand. And usually after that, he and I sneak in a quick peck. And then, on instinct, he wipes his mouth against the back of his hand and runs back inside for the end of the act, when Elliott appears in a spotlight and belts a high C.

And I’m left behind. I stay outside, and I don’t wipe my mouth on anything, and I try to make our moment last as long as it can before an adult inevitably comes to get me.

But today, when he says “Told you,” he says it like he’s annoyed. The way my older brother does, when he’s right about something stupid and irrelevant, like whether or not the Steelers are going to trade such and such football person for another football person.

You know what would be one amazing concept that Broadway could borrow from sports? Trading. Like, I would love Phantom to temporarily switch its leads with Hamilton. Give that chandelier something to fall for.

“I gotta run and sing a high C in a sec,” Jordan says before glancing away from me and at the sky, “and also, I think I feel sprinkles, so you should come in too.”

“What if rain is just God crying over how unfair theater is?” I say, in a kind of conspiratorial dream-voice.

Jordan snort-laughs and says, “Nate, even for a drama kid, you are truly dramatic.”

We push through the double doors and duck under the sign that says NO ENTRY EVER, STRICTLY ENFORCED, when I’ve had it up to here (picture me pointing at my shoulder right now) with how casual Jordan is being, and I blurt out: “Why are you in such a good mood? I need somebody to be sad with, and the Lord knows my parents don’t get what I’m going through!”

“That’s your second God reference in five minutes,” Jordan says. “Is this a new thing for you?”

Now, this is the part of the show when the female ensemble runs by us in the upstairs stairwell, as they race downstairs to momentarily sing offstage oohs and aahs as E.T.’s ship glows. It’s their tradition to ruffle my hair, like I’m a little kid and not a full teenager who likes to find dark corners to kiss in.

“I mean I was sort of using ‘the Lord’ figuratively, so.”

“Anyway,” Jordan says, when the female ensemble has passed and all that’s left is the scent of exertion and hairspray. “I’m trying to focus on the positive about all the good stuff happening for me—that’s why I’m in such an okay mood.”

Obscure. What’s he getting at? “Good stuff as in what?”

“I had a callback today for a TV show!” He holds out his arms like I’m supposed to hug him, but instead I attempt a high five that ends with me slapping the wall.

“For what?”

“Don’t seem too excited, Nate. Jeez.”

“No, I just mean—you usually tell me what you’re auditioning for.”

Constantly. And this kid books a lot of jobs.

Last month, during one of our ten-minute fire-escape breaks, I ran lines with him for a toothpaste commercial that he was up for.

The role was “Cute Boy.” So, ideal for him.

I coached him to focus not on the product but on the impact of the product. “Really savor the fact that, with teeth this white, the concept of shame will be a thing of the past,” I believe I said. And he booked it! Obviously, he booked it. (You should see his smile.) Jordan shot the commercial in Vancouver and had to take half a week off from the show. I did three performances in a row as Elliott, and though all the song keys are basically too high for me, I always get double the laughs as Jordan. Fact. Not bragging.

Anyway, you won’t see these slightly mismatched teeth selling any toothpaste, or gum, or mouth-vicinity products. Not anytime soon. My smile looks like a bookshelf after the kind of earthquake that’s bad enough to wake up a baby but doesn’t actually kill anyone.

“It’s for a really big part.”

“What is?”

“The TV show. That I auditioned for. Today.” Jordan gives me the exact Why aren’t you listening? face I always give to adults when I have a really good idea and they’re busy looking at their phones. “Like,” Jordan says, “I wouldn’t say it’s the lead, but it’s definitely a lead-like character.”

Sooo, a supporting character, I believe, is the phrase we use for that. Whatever. Perhaps—but not definitely—I’m just envious I don’t have an agent or a manager myself. I’m Nate, the boy who got to Broadway with absolutely no adult support except the general cheer of his actress aunt, who googles herself during The Bachelor commercials.

“Jordan!” one of the child wranglers whisper-screams up the stairwell. “Enough with the chitchat. You’re on in a minute.”

He bounces away. That’s the only way to describe it. He takes the stairs two at a time. And because I have the overall sensibility and worry level of a fifty-year-old woman, I say, “Don’t twist your ankle.”

“Oh, I almost forgot!” he says, both ignoring me and also stopping midway on the stairs. He reaches into his costume jean jacket and pulls out the green rabbit foot. My green rabbit foot, from my dressing room, for good luck. “I borrowed this for the TV audition. Guess it worked!”

He tosses it in an impossibly high arc and I catch it in an impossible display of athleticism. Move over, sports. I’m coming for you.

“You . . . know where I keep my rabbit foot?” I say, feeling both known and weirdly violated, and holding the rabbit foot tighter than I mean to. Feeling reunited with one thing that feels like New York to me, the way I associate Jankburg with fried food, and New Jersey with fear.

“Of course I know where you keep your rabbit foot,” Jordan says, the wrangler now pulling him away by the wrist. “You’re Nate. I know all things Nate.”

Another moment where, if we were alone, we’d probably spontaneously kiss, by the way. Not that I keep track of these things.

Jordan takes off, and I hear him hit that high C, and it’s perfect, as bright and as piercing and as pinpointed as the light on your phone when you’re supposed to be sleeping but can’t help checking to see if a cute boy texted you back.

I turn the rabbit foot over in my hand. Something feels off. When I examine it more closely, I see that the cheap gold chain that makes it a keychain has fallen off, somewhere. I don’t even use it as a keychain. But something about it broke under Jordan’s watch.

“It doesn’t even matter,” I say out loud, to myself—but then one of the adult female understudies ruffles my head from behind, and says, “What doesn’t matter?”

And when I turn around, her eyes are watering, and I say, out of nowhere, “Can you believe we got zero nominations?” and she says, “I know! Why is everyone not freaking out about this?!”

Because it’s her first Broadway show too, even though she’s in her twenties. We are Broadway babies together. Bawling Broadway babies. (I’m not actually bawling, but I’m obsessed with alliteration, e.g., English is my best subject.)

We boo-hoo a little, and I say “Finally” into her sweatshirt, because finally I’m allowed to be my emotional self with someone today, without them not kissing me or not stealing my keychain or not smiling when they say my name out loud. “Finally.”

“Totally,” she says. Score one for me. (I keep a tally of every time an adult agrees with me. Happens more and more these days.)

This is an adult chorus girl I’ve barely spoken to the whole run. Here we are, holding on to each other like two old people at a fiftieth anniversary of a tragedy of which they’re the sole survivors. I heard that when a cruise ship is sinking following an accident, strangers bond very quickly, and if they survive, they stay bonded for life. Maybe that’s this moment. Maybe my career is an iceberg and this lady and I are drinking Diet Cokes on the lido deck.

(I’ve seen Titanic seven hundred times. Can we talk about Leonardo DiCaprio’s hair?)

I pull away from her sweatshirt and comfort myself with the fact that Leonardo DiCaprio and I have the exact same number of Tony Award nominations.

“You’re a sweet kid, Nick,” this lady says. Like, she calls me Nick, that’s for real. “A real sweetie from day one.”

And I don’t even correct her. I just go, “Aww,” and ask her if she has any gum (she doesn’t), and then I go back to my dressing room, ’cause I guess we’ve got to do Act Two of this thing.



Hey, Adults: Not Everything Is a Lesson!


The next part happens so fast that it’s like when you’re trying to be good and not have sweets for a couple days, after the costume department informs you that your costumes are getting “a little snug” (literally, they said this). But then, you sneak in a cookie or three and ~bam~ the diet is over in like twelve seconds.

That’s how fast the next part is.

“Heidi! Hey! I thought I was meeting you back at home tonight?”

My aunt is at the stage door after tonight’s show, looking like a mom in a TV commercial where one of her kids is home from a war and so they celebrate by making instant coffee.

“Oh, Natey,” she says, all weird.

And I go, “What, what?!” like maybe my dog, Feather, died back home, and Heidi has to deliver the news. But it’s not that.

It’s somehow worse.

Aunt Heidi adjusts a strange “summer scarf” that a lot of ladies seem to be wearing these days. New York is so hot in August that it sometimes feels as if you are one of those molten chocolate desserts with a hard outside and an oozing core.

I’ll be honest, I’d kill for chocolate of any temperature right now.

“Stage management called and told me they were going to gather your company, right after the show,” Heidi says, confused and overheated, her makeup running the slowest race of all time.

“Wait, should I be inside the theater right now?” I say.

When I turn around to check the rest of the stage-door autographing line, I realize I’m the only actor outside, the only one of us tonight who took some selfies with some superfans. (One guy here has seen E.T. so many times, he literally calls me out if I screw up a dance step in the scene in the forest.)

“C’mon,” Heidi says, and leads me back around the metal barricades that separate the stage door from the pedestrians.

It’s been three whole months of E.T. and I still feel like I’m lining up for a rollercoaster every time I walk through the stage door and no adult stops me. I still can’t believe this is my life, and that I’m this talented to ride this ride.
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