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To my mother, Susan, who made me stand up straight and face my dreams head-on instead of up and to the left






FOREWORD

by Sacha Baron Cohen

I first heard that Josh was writing an autobiography in 2022. When he told me, I said, “Wow—so you must think that the actors’ strike is going to go on for ages.” He said, “No, I need to tell my story,” and I said, “What?” and he showed me the advance he was offered, and I said, “Can you ask them if they’d like to hear my story as well?” and he said, “No, they wouldn’t be interested.” I said, “Can you at least ask?” Two weeks later he claimed he did. I was suspicious and asked for email proof, which he did not provide. He ghosted me for another two years until yesterday. Imagine my surprise when Josh asked me to write the foreword to his autobiography. I said, “Do I have to read it?” And he said, “Read two chapters and you’ll get the idea.” I said, “Fine, two chapters, that’s nothing.” And if I had bothered to read those two chapters, I’m sure it would have reinforced what I already know about Josh: that he is in the top three Afghan Jewish Floridians in the business. I learned so much about myself through the simple act of not reading this book.

Josh is not only one of the three funniest people I have ever met in my life, he is one of the most brilliant, with the effortless ability to create legendary comedy characters out of pure imagination (and sometimes a bit of snow).

He is also undoubtedly one of the kindest people I have ever met, someone who fights for democracy, liberal values, and the well-being of others. I hope you do enjoy this lovely book whose cover I admire and cherish, and that you leave it a better person, because you should know that whoever you are, you pale in significance compared to Josh Gad. It is likely that most of you reading this will conclude the final chapter and feel that you are miserable in comparison. That’s how perfect he is. I love you, Josh. Very much.

—Sacha Baron Cohen
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GADISM

Dreams can become reality and reality can become dreams. When you envision something long enough and work hard enough, the sky is the limit…

Unless your dreams are about being bitten by a bat. That’s a sign of bad luck and/or rabies…

Then, please do not follow your dreams!






1 HOW I LEARNED TO STOP WORRYING AND LOVE TO CLOWN


I have very few vivid memories of my early childhood: being dragged to The Karate Kid Part II in a theater and screaming at my brother because I didn’t understand what sequels were and thought we were just seeing the movie I had already seen a thousand times and then being so confused by the montage of clips from the first film and then overwhelmed with joy that there were all-new adventures for Daniel and Mr. Miyagi; being introduced to a game called “Doctor” by my friend and wondering why she didn’t also have a pee-pee in between her legs; holding what I thought was a toy snake, only to have my mom pry it out of my hands as it started to slither and wrap around my arm; vomiting all over my mother and father on a plane after we landed in New York and saying “Oh God, I feel so much better” as they both violently gagged; but among the most vivid images I have is the day my mother threw my father out of our house.

My parents’ bedroom had two mirrored closets that faced each other, creating an illusion of infinite reflections of whatever was positioned in front of them. On this one particular day, my mother was hurling my dad’s luggage and clothes at him and he was laughing it off, with my brothers holding on to me as I bawled in a state of confusion and fear. I had never heard my mom scream like that and didn’t understand why my dad would have to leave. After all, infidelity isn’t usually a topic taught in kindergarten alongside hygiene and the alphabet. I didn’t realize it then, but that would be our last day together as a family.

It was also my radioactive-spider-bite-inception moment. Like Peter Parker turning into Spider-Man, this was the moment I would turn into my equivalent of a far less physically fit and lacking-all-superhuman-powers version of Spider-Man. The trauma of going from a full family unit to a broken household in a matter of minutes was fairly earth-shattering to me, but it would also set me on a course to become the entertainer I would one day be. But every origin story has a beginning, and mine began like those of many before me… in a hospital, followed by a strange bearded man cutting off a piece of my dick as strangers clinked glasses to celebrate.

I was born on February 23, 1981. Fort Apache, the Bronx was the number one film at the box office, the number one song was “I Love a Rainy Night” by Eddie Rabbitt, and there was a failed coup d’état staged against King Juan Carlos I of Spain. Back at Memorial Regional Hospital in Hollywood, Florida, I was staging my own coup on my mother’s uterus. On an unusually crisp winter night, I was born at twenty-one inches, six pounds, and ten ounces (the last time I had a reasonably healthy body mass index). In what is a perfect example of my parents’ relationship in my early childhood, my father was casually finishing his dinner as my mother went into labor and pleaded with him to “Hurry up.”

I was hardly an accident, but barely a victory. I think my parents, who already had two boys, Jason and Jeffrey, then ages ten and eight and a half, were desperately hoping for a little girl. They had even picked out a name… Jacqueline. Well, out I popped and my surprise penis made it slightly difficult to go with the pink layette they had confidently purchased for me. My older brothers were so annoyed that my mother and father were having a third child much younger than them that they insisted my parents at least give me a J name so that it complemented their first initials. My mother conceded, and that’s how Joshua was chosen. After two nights at the hospital, my parents brought me home to their North Park Road house in the residential community of Emerald Hills, a house they had moved to only six months prior, after spending the previous few years bouncing between Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and East Meadow, New York (the peanut butter and tuna of geographical crossovers). After lengthy research, they determined that the one place that could marry all things Brazilian with all things New York was South Florida… and, more specifically, Hollywood, Florida.

In the multiverse of Hollywoods, this is the villain one. Lacking the romantic hills and movie-star glitz, Hollywood, Florida, was the less exciting little sister of Miami and the more exciting big brother of Hallandale. What it lacked in marquee venues it made up for in 7-Elevens and run-down beachfronts. In all truth, I have very warm memories of my childhood in Hollywood. I loved my friends, I loved my community, I loved my neighborhood. And while Hollywood, Florida, is often a punchline, for me it was the perfect place to start my journey.

My parents had decided to settle in Florida because it was easier for my father’s business commutes. Whereas most of my friends’ fathers were in fairly pedestrian vocations (doctors, lawyers, business owners), my father was an emerald dealer based out of Colombia—not South Carolina’s, South America’s. My father and his brothers had a company called AmGad, which owned multiple emerald mines. They would mine the caves outside of Bogotá and then sell the refined jewels out of their offices in New York City. As you can imagine if you’ve seen Narcos, working out of Colombia in the early eighties was, shall we say… fraught. Bedtime stories were often a mix of which one of his friends had been recently assassinated and what new technology (my favorite being a night-vision goggle of sorts) his security was using to monitor his finca (a South American farm of sorts) and spot would-be snipers (a precision killer of sorts). Essentially, my father’s life was Disney’s Encanto by way of Scarface. My parents had as divergent upbringings as one could imagine. My father’s upbringing is an Onion headline: a Jew born in Afghanistan. He was the son of a rug salesman named Nisan and his second wife, Rivka, and one of fourteen children (seven siblings and seven half siblings from Nisan’s first marriage). According to my father, his family was nomads, escaping persecution from one part of the Middle East to the next. You can apparently trace my lineage back to the early tribes of Israel, where we were dislocated by the Assyrians (never a big fan) in 723 BC (tough year). Over the next two-thousand-plus years, we took up residence everywhere from Iran to India, ultimately settling in picturesque Afghanistan. Surprisingly, in the late forties when my father was born, there was a fairly sizable population of Jewish people in Afghanistan. He was born in a town called Herat, where life was anything but normal. Electricity was not an option. Instead of soccer, locals played a game called “goat pulling” that involved two teams essentially scoring points on each other, not with a ball, but by throwing a headless goat carcass into a goal post. (Imagine being that “soccer mom.”) Meanwhile, school, usually a safe refuge, was also fairly unorthodox.

My father has a history of embellishment, so please take everything that follows with a very large grain of salt. Having said that, one distinct memory my father has is that at the age of four, he was outed by his classmates to the teacher for bringing a balloon into class. The teacher took him outside, tied his feet together, and ripped a considerable branch from a large tree. The teacher then had the students take turns beating my father until he could barely walk or see. When my father stumbled home, his dad was outraged. He gathered a mob, returned to the school, and told the teacher that if she ever allowed an assault on my father to take place again, the group would take a larger branch and beat the teacher violently with it (again, just as a reminder—as much for you as for me—this was all over a CHILDREN’S BALLOON). But, such was life in Afghanistan. At nine years old, my father and his family moved to Kabul by bus. (I’m fairly certain it was not a Greyhound.) If life in Herat was hard, Kabul wouldn’t be much easier. My father recalls a story about him and a group of friends playing on a roof one day with a kite. A local boy begged my dad to borrow the kite and, having never flown one before, the boy lost control of the kite, chased it, flew it off the roof they were on, and plummeted to the ground along with the kite.

For the record, I tried several versions of that sentence, and yes, they were all equally insane sounding.

Growing up in a predominantly Islamic society as a Jew was, in many ways, culturally stimulating and rewarding for my father. He was able to learn about rituals and expand his knowledge beyond the traditions of his own Judaic background. Many of his friends were Muslim, and his father did business and shared friendships with many high-ranking Muslim officials and leaders in the community. That is not to say there wasn’t the occasional incident.

On one occasion, my father was surrounded by a group of bullies and a Koran was shoved in his face. He was told that if he did not renounce Judaism, they would violently beat him. My dad, still just a child, was terrified. His dad, a very religious man, had told him that if he was ever in danger, he should close his eyes and recite the holy Shema prayer. According to my father, he recited the prayer and in that moment his father, who never in his life had returned from work earlier than six p.m., suddenly walked toward the mob at three in the afternoon. His father took his walking cane and started whacking all of my father’s tormentors in the head (like something out of a Jewish Karate Kid). I myself am not religious and believe in my heart it was probably mere coincidence that my dad’s father showed up at precisely the right time to save him, but man, do I love the beauty of that narrative.

Shortly thereafter, my grandfather and his wife decided that while Afghanistan had been their home for many years, perhaps it was time for a change. By this time, they had many friends and family in Israel and thought it was time to return to their ancestral roots. Sadly, a few weeks before they were to depart, my grandfather Nisan died of a heart attack. It boggles my mind that I have a grandfather buried somewhere in Afghanistan.

My father and his family arrived in Israel when he was around twelve and a half. With nothing to their names, they lived in government housing, and they all found work to pay off their accruing bills. My father soon got a job in which he learned how to cut diamonds. As another source of income, he became a bodybuilder at age fifteen (you can’t make this shit up). He would also take classes when he could, in between his totally normal work obligations as teenage-child diamond cutter and would-be bodybuilder. Around this time, my father—who had never played the lottery—was convinced by a friend to buy some sort of lottery ticket where the prize was a car. Somehow, my father won the car!

Realizing he had no need for an automobile or, indeed, even a license to drive one, he sold it off and used the money to join his older brother Amnon, who was then living in Forest Hills, New York, in a studio apartment meant to house five men, including my father and his nephew, whom he traveled with.
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Now sixteen years of age and the only money in his pocket that from the sale of his car, my father immediately tried to join the US Army, but was denied because he was too young, flat-footed, and could speak less English than Beaker from the Muppets. Meanwhile, his brother and nephew also tried to sign up for the military, but they too were immediately turned down. When they had eagerly gone to the recruitment office and begged to join the service with their broken English and Borat attire, the officer looked both of them up and down and said, “You want to join the US military? Are you serious?” They were flabbergasted and responded: “No! We’re not Syrians. We’re Afghanis!” Suffice it to say, the Gads would not earn their living by serving Uncle Sam. Instead, they eventually ended up servicing one of the largest markets of growth in the 1970s: fine jewels.

As the Middle Eastern immigrant side of my DNA stew was breaking away from the hardships of their past to forge a new identity and pathway to prosperity, the Eastern European part of the Josh Gad equation was also coming into focus.

My mother’s story is less harrowing and more… well… traditional American Dream. My mother, initially born as Sara and later renamed Susan (to conform to more standard American monikers), was born in Germany at the end of the Second World War. Her parents, Joseph and Evelyn, had both recently and miraculously survived the Holocaust (something I’ll delve into more later). Having lost the prime of their youth, my grandparents, who had both escaped during a death march, were looking to jump-start their newly liberated lives. The two of them found themselves post-war in a small village in Germany called Weiden in der Oberpfalz, where they attended an event organized for Holocaust survivors one night and immediately fell in love. In 1948, they had their first child (my mom) and soon booked passage on a transatlantic ship headed to America called the SS Marine Jumper. The boat ride over was straight out of An American Tail, with my mom filling in as baby Fievel in a wooden crib that would slide from one side of the women’s quarters to the other during the two-week passage. When they arrived at the NYC Seaport (the now-decommissioned Pier 32), they were greeted by my grandfather’s relatives, who had thankfully fled to America before the war and agreed to sponsor my grandparents and my mother.

My grandfather soon got a job as a tailor for the high-end-fashion Zuckerman House, who would later gain renown for, among many things, producing dresses for everyone from Grace Kelly to Jacqueline Kennedy. After a few years of living in a small apartment in Jackson Heights, my grandparents moved to the booming Long Island.

My mom was not one to go on dates, but one summer evening in 1969, she was dragged by her two friends to a mixer in Forest Hills. The girls had gone on a trip to Montreal, Canada, for Expo 67 and while there had met a group of Israeli men from New York whom they promised to meet up with when they all got back to the US. My parents shared a dance and, luckily for me, but horribly for their own relationship fate, fell in love. In 1969, they married and shortly thereafter had my two brothers, Jason and Jeffrey. Eventually, they would move to Florida, which brings us back to my favorite subject… me!

Growing up, I never wanted for money. We lived in a beautiful house in a beautiful place. While I wasn’t born with a silver spoon, it would be fair to say I at least had half of a silver spork hanging out of my mouth. We would often travel as a family to exciting places including New York City, Las Vegas, and even Colombia, where, as a four-year-old, I sat in a helicopter with no doors above a massive mountain range and questioned my mortality before I knew what the word mortality was.
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Despite my father not being around for weeks and sometimes months at a time, everything felt fairly normal. My brothers and I were very close and they often used me as a prop in their eight-millimeter homemade films, pretending to be medics and pushing me (their dying patient) around in a mobile serving cart. We would watch The Smurfs religiously and eat cereal from a giant green bowl that my mother would confoundingly pour multiple cereal brands into, mixing things like raisin bran and Life for no good reason. We were also a fairly religious family, walking to temple every Saturday and attending Hebrew day school for our elementary education. My parents would also throw lavish parties, including one at our house that transformed our home into a working casino with blackjack and poker tables and saw our covered pool become a dance floor, with me as a five-year-old attempting and failing to breakdance. Suffice it to say, I was either too young or too oblivious, based on the seemingly blessed lifestyle we led, to see that there were any cracks in this family tale. That is, of course, until the aforementioned radioactive-spider-bite-inception moment of my world shattering in front of the dual mirrors. But, as the old adage goes, “Comedy equals tragedy plus time.” Well, at five, having your mom throw your dad out of your house in front of you while everyone is crying and screaming is a pretty good dose of tragedy for a quintessential “comedian origin stew” recipe.

Those first few weeks after the separation, my mother was in a depression-induced coma. She would essentially lock herself in her room and cry all day long, which was very understandable given the circumstances. I, however, felt helpless and scared. It is incredibly difficult to watch the person who exudes strength and confidence and protects you from the harsh realities of the world appear so raw and vulnerable and afraid. Nothing, it seemed, would break her from this spell. But, I knew I had to try.

From the early age of four, I could understand the power of laughter. At that very young age, we took my grandparents on a vacation to the Catskill Mountains to celebrate their anniversary. One night we went to a comedy club straight out of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel and watched some random Borscht Belt comedian with a name composed of mostly consonants perform his schticky routine. I was intoxicated. I couldn’t understand a single joke, but it didn’t matter. Every time the audience laughed, I would laugh harder, like the Star Trek android Data studying and trying to replicate human behavior. This powerful drug called laughter felt so good, and the idea that one could wield it like Zeus’s lightning bolt was invigorating. If there was one way to break my mother from her stupor, dammit, it would be laughter.

And so, every day, I would wake up and make it my duty to try to make my mom laugh, or at the very least smile. I would do everything, from using crazy voices or contorting my face to repeating a joke I might have heard from a movie or show. It didn’t matter. I was sharpening the blade of my skills and trying to use it to stab through the shell of trauma. Slowly, it began to work. She would crack a smile as I spoke to her in a strange hybrid Polish/Yiddish old-man voice as a character I called Professor Mahoney who would perform strange and useless experiments in his laboratory and be an expert on all things that weren’t useful. I would pull my underwear up to my nipples and run around the house like a grown baby, letting out a creaky wail that sounded like an ostrich being strangled. The smiles became guffaws. I was suddenly so drunk with power that my mother got a phone call one day from my elementary school teacher saying, “We have a bit of a problem. Your son walked into the class after the bell and screamed, ‘Lucy, I’m home!!!!’ ” I was not only suddenly waking my mother up from her slumber, but I was now trying to make everyone around me laugh at all times.
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At the time, I didn’t understand that the pain I was so desperate to overcome was not just my mother’s and others’, but my own. Despite my newfound addiction to laughter and comedy, I was spiraling. My father would visit sporadically from Colombia, treat me to a fun weekend here and there, and then take off again almost as quickly as he arrived. On one of these weekends, he took me to a Sheraton hotel in Fort Lauderdale and told me he had a surprise for me. While I had been hoping for and slightly expecting a dog or a toy, I instead got a half brother from Colombia and the mistress responsible for breaking up my family. I was so confused and enraged. Unlike my mother and my brothers (who at this point were both in college and luckily didn’t have to deal with his bullshit brigade), I was completely unaware of why my parents had separated. For starters, the idea that my father had an entire other family in South America was definitely not in the top two hundred reasons I would have suspected for their separation. And suddenly here I was at eight, with a little toddler and his Spanish-speaking mother whom my dad was thrusting on me, and I was completely lost. Not only had he left my mother and my family for his Colombian ménage, but he was now planning on buying them an apartment in North Miami Beach and apparently wanted me to chill with them on the few occasions he would actually come to visit me. Then, to add insult to injury, my dad told me I couldn’t tell anyone he had introduced them to me.

This one moment would truly have lasting consequences. My schoolwork suffered. I would lie about everything, small and big. And I would use food to compensate for my feelings. This was the beginning of my lifelong struggle with weight. It felt easier to use carbs instead of words to express my grief. My mother quickly realized that I needed an outlet to focus my energies on before I was derailed by the chaos my father had introduced into my life, so when she saw a clipping in the local paper for a children’s theater at the Hollywood Playhouse, she signed me up and I immediately became obsessed. While I was a goofy kid at school, formal acting wasn’t something I had any experience or relationship with. I had dabbled with the occasional elementary school show, and sure, I had stolen the 1985 production of the Beth Shalom musical Professor Green and the Simcha Machine (simcha meaning “joy” in Hebrew), where I played the title character robot, not to brag. For this breakout performance, I wore a large cardboard box with Magic Marker–drawn buttons and knobs on it and sang lyrics such as:


I’m the Simcha Machine, I run loose in the city

and no one can stop me, my songs are too witty.



Truly groundbreaking stuff. But, other than that, the idea of acting as an art form was very foreign to me in those early years.

The Hollywood Playhouse was run by three older individuals who were local favorites in the Hollywood community theater scene: Deloris Miller (a crackly, fiery woman who looked like Madam Mim from the Disney animated film The Sword in the Stone); Ron Hendricks, who was the choreography teacher and the gayest man to have the hottest daughter I’ve ever met; and James Michael (the short, bald, and brilliant head of acting who would be my first true mentor). The three of them ran a children’s theater, but you wouldn’t know it based on the way they spoke to us and taught us. These days, they would probably be canceled for being so forward and adult with us, but back then, it just felt refreshing and titillating, like we were equals and not some little children who needed a silly diversion to occupy our time. James in particular treated us as if we were in a Stella Adler class. It didn’t matter that we were doing a production of Peter Pan and I was playing Smee. He expected me to find that character’s truth and not be generic in my choices (so, for the record—Smee is overweight because he has daddy issues and looks up to Hook as his surrogate father).

I remember one day we were doing an exercise that required us to get emotional. Most of us were in the single-digit age bracket, ten at the oldest, and he wanted us to tap into our inner Julianne Moores. I finally got frustrated because I couldn’t bring myself to connect with my emotions. I asked him to do it, thinking I would get him to concede that it was too hard even for him to just burst into tears. Not five seconds later, the man full-on wept in front of a group of stunned children. When I asked him how he did it, he took a breath and said, “I asked myself, ‘Why?’ ”

I was baffled. “Why what?” I responded.

He smiled and said, “That’s for you to answer.”

I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what the hell he meant, but now, some thirty-plus years later, I ask “Why?” before every emotional scene I do and, like clockwork, the tears pour out. James had such an outsized influence on me because he could tell that I had something more than just funny in me—I had pathos, and he demanded that I tap into that well of vulnerability instead of just relying on being funny or goofy. He weaponized my talent in a way that would give me durability and sustainability as a performer and not make me a one-trick pony.

Among my colleagues at Hollywood Playhouse were two individuals who would also break out from the confines of the local Hollywood theater children’s scene: Randy Rainbow and Seth Gabel. Before Randy was an outspoken political satirist and musical aficionado, he was a somewhat shy and flushed young boy who came to life every time he opened his mouth to sing. His supremely high singing voice put all of us to shame. He could sing notes that would make some of the soprano girls in our class blush. Randy and I became quick friends. We were both somewhat chubby, came from households that were anything but standard, and had a common love of musical theater. Seth, on the other hand, was already one of my best friends. At the age of four, he and I had attended Beth Shalom together. Back then, Seth had the much more ethnically unambiguous last name of Kirshenbaum (a name he would later change to the more Italian Cosentino, then the more elegant Gabel, then finally to the more Hollywood-friendly and definitely-not-ethnic Howard-Gabel). We would constantly film ridiculous comedic spoofs of our favorite Spielberg movies, like E.T., with me on an exercise bike and him popping his head out of the basket, and Back to the Future, where we reenacted the entire “Earth Angel” scene, electric guitar and all.

One day, I brought him to the playhouse with me as a guest. The girls immediately fell in love with him and threw themselves at this debonair tween. Seth had zero interest in acting at that time, but I wanted him to come with me every week because nobody made me laugh more than him. During a break, he held up a bag of Cheetos and told me he had somehow stolen it from the vending machine by reaching his skinny little child hand in and grabbing it. (Thankfully, the statute of limitations has run its course, allowing me to disclaim this criminal anecdote.) I told him that if he didn’t sign up for classes, I would tell the teachers what he did. Therefore, I feel safe in saying I guilted Seth Gabel into becoming an actor. You’re welcome, America!

While I was excelling at acting, I was decelling at school. The stuff with my dad continued to really take up emotional bandwidth and as a result I was spiraling. My secret visits to be with his “other family” were eating me from the inside out. I would subsequently lie about doing my homework, I wouldn’t listen or care in class, and I would flunk every single test because I never bothered to study. The school would call my mom in on a monthly basis and tell her I essentially wasn’t going to amount to anything. This is also when my mother found out that they had put me in all basic classes without consulting with her. She rightly suspected part of the reason I wasn’t attempting to do anything was because they were treating me as less than I was capable of being. She told them that at the very least they had to place me in regular classes, which were slightly more challenging in that they didn’t treat me like a Neanderthal in need of daycare. A common throughline in this book is going to be the story of my mother advocating for me, even when I wouldn’t advocate for myself, and this was the beginning of that journey.

By third grade I was an absolute train wreck of a student and my mom thought it was perhaps time for a change of scenery. As fate would have it, the headmaster of the Jewish day school, Rabbi Malofsky, had embezzled thousands of dollars and bankrupted the entire institution (a real heroic assist to the centuries-old cliché of antisemitic stereotyping). Subsequently, I would be forced to find a new elementary school. During the exodus from the Beth Shalom Hebrew Day School, all of my best friends were relocating to a non-parochial private school in Davie, Florida, called the University School. You had to take an admission test to get in, and let’s just say I didn’t do what you would call “well.” In fact, I did so poorly that the head of the school, Mrs. Brennan, immediately denied my application. I was devastated. All of my friends would be there and I would be forced to go to a completely different school. My mother, however, was not going to let that happen. She booked an appointment with Mrs. Brennan and insisted that they give me a chance to attend, under the provision that they could remove me if I didn’t meet academic expectations. The principal, apparently moved by my mother’s passionate plea or unwillingness to accept no for an answer, reluctantly gave me a waiver and admitted me into the school, albeit on a short leash.

The first few years, I did fine enough that they couldn’t find the catalyst they sought to remove me, but by seventh grade, all bets were off. I was once again a disaster, only interested in acting and playing pretend with my G.I. Joes. After one tragic report card filled with enough Fs and Ds to give Adele a hit single, my mother told me she was pulling me out of the school and sending me to our local public school, which had metal detectors for decoration at every entrance because kids brought more knives than textbooks to school. As a single mother working day and night as a realtor and essentially using all of her hard-earned money to send me to private school, she was done throwing good money after bad. I begged her to reconsider. But, she went even further and told me she was not only sending me to this Dangerous Minds–themed school but also pulling me from the Hollywood Playhouse. I was devastated, I was furious, and I was determined to do everything in my power to prevent her from this miscarriage of justice.

I started by reaching out to all of my friends and telling them to get their parents to rally behind me and call my mother out. My mom was suddenly getting bombarded with phone calls from random mothers pressuring her to reconsider her rash decision. I then had the head of the Hollywood Playhouse get involved and tell her it would be a terrible decision to pull me from the program. Anyone I could unite around my cause, I got to intervene. My mom was livid, but also tired of having the entire neighborhood assail her for being a monster parent, a false narrative I had conveniently created to get her to reconsider. Exhausted from the barrage of calls but still furious at my academic performance, she gave me one last chance, and told me that if I didn’t turn everything around by the end of the next semester, there would be no desperate phone call in the world that could save me. She was done fucking around and I could tell there would be no more second chances, despite my seemingly expert manipulation. So, the next day I went to school and allowed myself to fall in love with learning.

Within a month, the teachers were baffled by my miraculous turnaround. Not only was I suddenly engaged, but everything was coming almost too easy. They had assumed that I was an idiot not worth investing in and were suddenly genuinely surprised that not only was I achieving the goals teachers set before me but practically begging for more challenges.

I soon told the teachers I no longer wanted to be in regular classes but wanted to be moved over to honors. The first one I negotiated with was my history teacher. He was reluctant and dubious to move me, but after I harassed him for two straight weeks, he finally allowed me the rope to hang myself. What he did not anticipate, however, is that I would quickly conquer everything thrown my way and excel at it. Soon, I was moved to honors English, science, and Spanish. Math was never going to be an option. I was and still am incapable of even the simplest arithmetic and am a sworn lifelong enemy of geometry. But in every other subject, a light bulb had gone off. Eventually honors became AP, and every time a teacher would doubt my abilities, I would shove it back in their face with my efforts and hard work. My mom’s gut had been right all along: it wasn’t that I was incapable; it was that I was uninspired. My mother was and is my fiercest champion and she fought everyone who doubted my abilities, including myself. At the end of seventh grade, the head of the school gave me an honorary award for the most improved student of the year. Among all of my accolades and successes, I think that one in particular is still the one my mother is proudest of.

While things were finally clicking into place at school, the absence of my father was still taking an enormous toll on me. Not only would I see him very sparingly, but when I did, it was always with this secret brother along for the ride, whom I was still sworn not to tell my mom I had been introduced to. The two things my father taught me very well were how to expertly lie and how to have a fun time. I would never not smile and enjoy his company. Every time I would see him, we would always do something exciting. One year, he took me to California to visit my uncles and cousins, and we went to Disneyland and Universal Studios. Another time, he took me to Vegas and I went to a burlesque show, which at eight was not quite something I had the proper adjectives to describe, although, let’s just say, much like the dancers that night, the inside of my pants also put on quite a show.

But perhaps the most seismic trip he took me on was a trip with my brothers Jason and Jeffrey. One year, when I was ten, he flew us out to New York City, where he had an apartment close to Times Square. Back then, this was not the ideal place to be staying in New York. The soundscape even at 2:00 a.m. was sirens and pimps and there was enough neon light breaking through the windows to create an indoor roller-skating rink. During the day, we would visit all of the big sites, including the Twin Towers, which to a ten-year-old was among the coolest and most impressive structures one could ever imagine.

And at night, he would take us to the theater. We saw two shows, an off-Broadway production of The Rothschilds, directed by renowned director Lonny Price, and the Broadway production of Fiddler on the Roof, starring the brilliant Chaim Topol reprising his role from the film. While I had been to other shows in Florida, this was the first time I had ever heard of or been to Broadway. Sitting in the cavernous and stunning Gershwin Theatre, future home to Wicked, I felt an urgency and a purpose. I would one day be on a stage like that. I didn’t know when, I didn’t know how, but I knew I would do it. I had to. Hollywood Playhouse was one thing, but professional theater was a whole different experience. From that day forward, I would ask my mom to take me to any and all shows coming through town. I saw Cathy Rigby in Peter Pan, Jerry Lewis in Damn Yankees, and Sally Struthers in Grease. The Phantom of the Opera, Miss Saigon, and Les Miz were all part of my theatrical education in the early nineties, and with each show, I would grow more and more in love with the form. But in order to forge my own path in entertainment, I was going to have to move beyond children’s theater and the pain of my early childhood and into a new phase of my life.






2 FORENSICS CAN BE SO MUCH MORE THAN CUTTING UP DEAD BODIES


Whether we admit to it or not, every school activity has an inherent connotation. The sports boys are jocks. The chess club kids are intellectuals. The Honors Club members are kiss-ups. The cheerleaders are the popular kids. And the Model UN students are insufferable. I was in none of these clubs. Never played sports, wouldn’t know what to do with a chess piece if I had the entire cast of The Queen’s Gambit using my hands for me. I was an honors student, but Honors Club was a distinction I only once qualified for but never joined, mostly out of laziness. The cheerleader outfits didn’t fit, and about the closest I wanted to be to Model UN was putting together a LEGO model set of the UN. So, for me, there was only one option left… the very last option… the loser’s club… Speech and Debate.

By the middle of seventh grade, I was way too old to continue the Hollywood Playhouse children’s theater and slightly too young to join our school productions, which were lavish musicals that frankly had no business being as good as they were. Having no obvious outlet therefore to feed my performance itch, I was desperate and hungry for any alternative that could satisfy my insecure craving for attention. One night, as I was sleeping over at the house of my friend Matt Swerdlow (who had two pet ferrets that would traumatize me every night by nipping my toes like two long-tailed sociopaths), his brother Danny told me about something called forensics. Danny was one of the stars of our school’s esteemed musical theater program. He had starred as the titular Charlie Brown in You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown and was gearing up to play the lead in the new school musical of A Chorus Line, which had fully kept the lyrics to “Dance: Ten; Looks: Three” (aka “Tits and Ass”) in the show, giving real weight to the now-common phrase “It was a different time.” Suffice it to say, Danny was one of my school heroes (the other being Scott Weinger, who was the speaking voice of Aladdin and graduated before I ever got there).

Danny knew I loved to act. He and I had shared the same singing teacher, Gene Putnam, a sweet older lady who desperately wanted me to be the next Pavarotti and forced me to sing Italian arias (a skill I would one day finally put to use as a fairy-tale snowman.)

Danny asked me if I had ever heard of forensics. I told him I had once, on TV. “Isn’t that when they cut up dead people to figure out who murdered them?” He said, “That’s a different forensics.” He then asked me if I had heard of the NFL. “Of course,” I said, “I watch football with my buddies Dave Lang and Brett Horgan every week.” Once again he shook his head: “No, different thing.” I had no earthly idea what he was talking about, but one thing was clear—whatever the hell this NFL forensics was, it needed some serious rebranding. This other NFL, it turns out, was the National Forensic League, and forensics, when not referring to dissecting the dead, was a form of speech and debate. Forensics included multiple categories including Original Oratory, where one writes a ten-minute speech about a particular subject matter, meant both to entertain and to compel an audience to agree with the clearly defined thesis statement at the top of the speech. There are categories like Extemp and Public Address, which include more traditional debate tactics.

Finally, there was the subsection that appealed most to me as a performer: Interpretation, or, as it’s commonly called, Interp. There are three main forms of Interp: Humorous Interp, or HI; Dramatic Interp, or DI; and Duo Interp, or Duo. Humorous Interp requires a performer to interpret ten minutes of written material into a comedic performance, playing all the characters by “popping” in place from one to another. Popping is a form of movement where you shift in place in quick pops, changing your posture and the position of your feet to bring a character to life (a skill that would later come in handy for my third Broadway show, Gutenberg! The Musical!, some twenty-five years later). DI takes the same approach but substitutes a dramatic piece of material in place of a humorous one. Finally, Duo is a two-person performance that calls for two performers standing side by side and never looking at each other to act out a dramatic or comedic piece of content. I was immediately intrigued. Danny told me he wanted to personally introduce me to our school’s head of forensics and theater, Brent Pesola, to get the ball rolling. Which is when my ass clenched like a Pacific Coast clam.

Pesola was a name that struck fear and intimidation into every would-be performer at my school. He had not only transformed our program into one of the elite performing arts departments in South Florida over a five-year span, but his drama students were superstars in and outside of our school walls. Pesola was also a frankly unapproachable mythical figure. He didn’t have the time or desire to learn how to talk to kids; he only had time for kids who understood how to talk to adults. You didn’t ask him if you could be a part of his orbit; he sought you out and knighted you, if and when he so chose (which was incredibly rare). Nevertheless, he always left an impression, for better or worse. To this day, my dear friend Craig, a successful lawyer and friend of thirty years, immediately says “Fuck that guy” when I mention Pesola’s name because of the way Craig and most students were mostly shunned and spoken down to by the larger-than-life giant of a man.

Pesola’s gruff voice, no-bullshit vibe, dry and highly inappropriate sense of humor, large, broad physique, and penchant for alcohol and hot sauce made him seem less like a teacher and more like a championship-winning SEC coach all out of fucks. He couldn’t be bothered with small talk unless you were one of his prized performers. Once you got into that rare circle, however, you had an ally and friend for life who would serve you your dreams on a silver platter. His wife, Kristin, a beautiful blonde bombshell that every single hetero male student at the school had a giant crush on, was his creative and business partner along with being the choreographer of the school musicals. They had recently created a forensics program at the school and were almost immediately successful (mostly in debate and oratorical categories), winning local and national tournaments, including Harvard and Emory invitationals. If I could somehow finagle my way into the highly selective program, I was certain I could do big things.

My first meeting with Brent was not dissimilar to my first time having sex: quick, awkward, and leaving the other person completely unsatisfied. Talking to him for the first time was like the scene in one of my childhood favorite films, The Goonies, when the boys ask Mama Fratelli for a water and she gives them a brown liquid and forces them to drink it before threatening to cut off one of their tongues. About thirty seconds into the one-sided conversation, he handed me over to one of his older students, Seth Yankowitz, and told him to teach me the basics. Seth, who was probably not very eager to spend his free time with a random tubby middle schooler desperate to impress, showed me the bare minimum. He taught me the basics of HI and Duo, the categories he thought would suit me best based solely on my appearance and about two and a half conversations. He then illustrated how to maximize cutting a script down to ten minutes in a way that satisfactorily tells a story with a clear arc and well-defined characterizations. My first piece was a Duo with my friend David Lang, adapted from the play Lone Star by James McLure, about Ray and Roy, two brothers living in the backcountry of Texas. I was excited but didn’t quite know what to expect at our first tournament, a weekend novice competition. Each round has six competitors and a judge. At the end of the tournament, the team with the lowest points (earning the most first places in each round) wins. At around 10:00 a.m., Dave and I took our seats at the school’s tiny desks and watched as the first team was called up to perform. Two girls took the stage and began performing. Within a minute, they stopped. I was completely confused. Was this normal? Why was the girl standing there staring at us? A second later, the young lady ran out of the room and started heaving so loudly into a garbage can, I could barely contain my laughter. This was forensics?

Pretty quickly, Dave and I were getting good enough scores that the Pesolas, while not overly impressed, were curious enough to let me audition for the school play they were directing next: Hair, a perfect musical for tweens and teens, covering such topics as Vietnam, sex, and drugs (again, it was a different time). I was genuinely stunned when I found out not only had I gotten a role, but I was set to have my own duet, something I (and everyone else) was frankly shocked Brent gave to an underclassman. Over the next year and a half, I continued to earn as much respect as an insignificant pubescent middle schooler could, performing Duos here and there and getting ensemble roles in shows like Dames at Sea. It wasn’t until the summer heading into my sophomore year, however, that everything would really begin to click.

The Pesolas had a summer program that was gaining national esteem called the Florida Forensics Institute, or FFI, where the most celebrated forensics coaches from around the country gathered in South Florida for a multi-week institute that helped students identify great material and shaped them into nationally competitive performers. My teacher the summer of 1996 was a man named Peter Pober, a renowned coach from the University of Texas at Austin, who primarily worked with collegiate forensics competitors. At the beginning of every summer session, the students would be asked to perform one minute of a piece in order to give the coaches a sense of what each individual could do. The previous year, I had performed a Humorous Interp from Laughter on the 23rd Floor by Neil Simon, so I decided to perform a snippet of that. It absolutely killed. Everyone in the room was dying. I was certain that Peter and I were going to find a next-level comedy piece that could build on what I had already accomplished as a freshman. My first day in the room with Peter, he looked at me and said, “You’re funny, kid, but you’re doing a DI.” I was completely baffled. “I’m a funny kid, so you’re putting me in a dramatic event?”

That’s basically like saying: “Hey, LeBron, you’re great at basketball, which is why we’d like you to be the shortstop for the New York Yankees.”

Not that I’m comparing myself to basketball/hypothetical baseball legend LeBron James (or any person who does exercise for a living, for that matter), but you get the point. It made absolutely no sense. The more I tried to push back on Peter, the more entrenched he became in his decision. Not only was he insisting that I do a DI, but he had also already chosen the piece for me: from the 1955 film Marty by Paddy Chayefsky. Marty is perhaps best known for winning numerous Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Actor for Ernest Borgnine, a fact I only know because Dustin Hoffman’s Rain Man literally says: “Yeah, Marty. Best Picture in 1955. Ernest Borgnine. He was in Marty. Best Actor too.” Beyond the one Rain Man reference, however, I knew nothing.

I was handed the script and told to go off into a quiet corner and read it. When I returned, I looked at Peter and said: “Did I do something to upset you?” He said, “No, why?” I paused, then said, “Then why have you insisted I do a dramatic piece about an overweight man who has no friends outside of his mother and can’t get a date because he is unnaturally ugly?” Peter looked at me and responded, “Because you’re going to do a great job with it.”

I had never done anything even remotely dramatic in my life. I was “the funny guy.” The class clown. Now, suddenly, I was being handed a piece so beyond my skill set and forced to get it up on its feet and in tip-top shape in two weeks. To get me started, Peter handed me a long list of questions to answer about the characters. The sheet read like a form you would get when applying to the CIA. I had to answer every possible biographical question about this character and, where there was no concrete information, make educated inferences.

How old was he? Where was he born? What are his likes and dislikes? How tall is he? What’s his favorite song? What does he like to eat?

I mean, all I wanted to do was a funny little ten-minute comedy and now I was prepping for an interview with fucking 60 Minutes about a fat, single butcher.

The more questions I answered, the more new questions Peter asked of me. After a few days of that, we started to cut the piece down to its essentials, creating a ten-minute dramatic arc that told the story of this overweight man who desperately wants to overcome his lot in life and fall in love. I was going to play the three main characters: Marty, his mother, and his date, Clara. Now, if you take a second to read that back, you will notice that two of the three characters I was being asked to play were women. At fifteen years old, I was supposed to inhabit an overbearing elderly Italian mother and a shy woman in her mid-to-late thirties who has never found love, but now may have found it in the form of a notoriously ugly man named Marty… Oh, and I was supposed to do all of this completely unironically and not at all for laughs.

After about a week of work, each of us in Peter’s group, about seven in all, were asked to perform for each other. I was terrified. Everyone else was doing something they were passionate about and confident in. I, on the other hand, was doing a drama about an obese meat dealer who can’t get laid. I got up, took a breath, and started popping back and forth between my three characters, telling the story of this sad man and his quest for love. When I finished, my colleagues gave me a healthy round of applause. I had somehow acquitted myself. Hell, I had even gotten a few laughs. It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought. Peter, however, was not impressed.

He told me that it was technically competent and that my character was well defined for the most part, but there was nothing more to it. “Where is the soul? Where is the pain? Where is the heart?”

Um, I don’t know, Peter, let me get back to you when I’m thirty and have any earthly idea what the fuck any of these people have been through. I was livid. How the hell was I supposed to channel complex feelings and emotions about things that were so unrelatable and beyond my years? What did he want from me? Peter calmly looked at me and said: “I find it hard to believe that even at your age, you’ve never experienced heartache, pain, and loss.”

I went back to the hotel and read the script again. I threw it down in disgust. I didn’t know what it felt like to be broken up because you have nobody who wants to date you in your thirties. How could I? I was just a fifteen-year-old kid with few life experiences.

And then, almost like a wave, I started crying… We’re talking rom-com ugly crying. It was like a dam burst open. It suddenly hit me. I may not have known the specific experience Marty was going through, but I knew the pain of being rejected; not by a woman on a date perhaps, but by a father who always promised so much and gave so little. I knew the desperation of a mother trying her best to shield her child from that pain and sometimes becoming overbearing in the process. Like Marty, I was overweight. And while I wasn’t a butcher, I was certainly a fat kid dealing with the stigma and pain that comes with everyone’s judgment and ridicule. I might not literally have been Marty, but boy, did he live in me.

I started working day and night, making every single moment of that piece count, doing more investigations to find the truth in each one of these characters. What were my own experiences that I could pull upon when playing a mother who cared so deeply for her son? What element of loneliness and despair had I experienced in my own life that could reflect the pain of a shy girl who just wanted to be loved? And when I needed to tap into the emotional well of these complex characters and, in particular, Marty, I would go back to that simple question that gets to the root of universal pain, the same question James Michael taught me to ask all those years ago at the Hollywood Playhouse: “Why?”
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