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One


Hudson Patel blew the hair out of his eyes as he carefully removed a nearly finished Baked Alaska from the freezer. He had started his creation the previous day, when he mixed scoops of chocolate and vanilla ice cream with raspberry sorbet and then froze them before adding more ice cream and layers of pound cake to freeze overnight. This recipe wasn’t necessarily the most difficult he had attempted, but it was one that required the most patience to make sure it was done just right.

Before the Baked Alaska, Hudson had already perfected other delicious treats: the Cronut (a doughnut-croissant), the famous Magnolia Bakery banana pudding, several pastries, and all kinds of cakes. But the Baked Alaska was a different level of delicious and daunting.

For the last three hours, as the meringue hardened in the freezer, Hudson had attempted to clean the kitchen. But despite his best efforts, it was still a mess, with splotches of chocolate and vanilla ice cream and raspberry sorbet stuck on every surface. The meringue he had whipped up in a mixer using egg whites and sugar was everywhere too. It was even in Hudson’s hair.

Hudson started playing the FoodTube video with the recipe again. “For the last, final, most crucial step: preheat your oven to five hundred degrees so you can brown the meringue,” the show’s host said perkily.

“I don’t have time for that!” Hudson yelled at the screen. “I’ve got to be at the theater soon!” Hudson had exactly an hour to get from his family’s home on Manhattan’s Upper West Side to the Ethel Merman Theater in Midtown, where he and his friends Monica, Relly, and April would perform in their hit Broadway show, Our Time. Hudson knew he couldn’t afford to be late.

The FoodTube show host chimed in again, almost as if she had heard Hudson’s shout of frustration. “You can also use a butane cooking torch for this last finishing touch.”

Hudson’s face lit up, and he rummaged through the kitchen drawer, letting the video continue playing.

“Voilà! My savior!” Hudson proclaimed as he pulled out a small butane torch specifically used for cooking. “This is what will make my viewers of Broadway Sizzlers really excited,” he said out loud. Broadway Sizzlers was his own FoodTube show, which often included famous guests. Lately he had seen more and more subscribers to his channel and views on his videos, which was really exciting.

Hudson leaned closely over the Baked Alaska and lit the torch, which he had recently bought but had not yet used. He knew his parents—especially his mom—would not approve of him trying to use it without an adult present. He started carefully, turning the plate with his left hand while he used the torch with his right. Slowly, the white meringue took on a brownish tinge where the blue flame hit it.

Hudson was so engrossed in his work that he did not notice the video with the Baked Alaska recipe had ended. But what he heard next immediately caught his attention.

“Hey there, young folks and fans of FoodTube, have I got some exciting news for you!” Hudson snapped his head toward the screen at the sound of Charlie Richards’s voice. Charlie was one of the most famous FoodTube stars, known for the signature cowboy hat and fringed jacket he wore. He made his name by visiting people in their home kitchens to learn about their family recipes and how to make various ethnic cuisines. “It’s that time of year again—time for Bake It Till You Make It! This year, though, the competition is only open to young bakers….”

Hudson was so distracted by the competition announcement that he didn’t notice he had kept the torch going—he burned a hole right through the meringue and set the towel in his left hand on fire! He yelled as he felt the twinge of pain from the flames singeing his fingertips. The smoke detector went off, piercing his ears.

Hudson’s mother came running from the other room, still tying a fluffy bathrobe at her waist. Her long dark hair started to fall out of the knot she had tied on top of her head (her “pineapple,” as Hudson’s father affectionately called it). “Hudson, what have you done this time?” she cried. The fire had interrupted her one indulgence—a late-Saturday-afternoon bath.

“Good job!” yelled his younger brother, Sudhir, who was doing his homework in the bedroom he and Hudson shared. Always focused on his science and math books, he hated to be interrupted by anything, but especially by Hudson. Hudson’s baby sister, Nisha, just shy of turning one, was wailing in the next room. Fortunately, Hudson’s grandmother, who had moved in with the family shortly after Hudson’s grandfather died, was not at home.

Hudson’s father, a quiet man who always had a twinkle of mischief in his eyes, peered around the corner from the living room where he had been reading a novel. He laughed at the sight of his wife pouring a glass of water onto the Baked Alaska and throwing the flaming towel into the sink.

“Hudson, you should be getting ready for the theater, not setting the house on fire!” his mother scolded. Just then she spotted the butane torch and picked it up. “Where did you get this?”

“I bought it,” Hudson said hesitantly, lowering his eyes to escape his mother’s piercing gaze.

“You can’t have something like this in the house,” she said, clearly more exasperated than before. “What if your brother or sister gets ahold of it?”

“But how is it any different from the stove or the oven?” Hudson protested.

“Hudson, just go to the theater!” his mother yelled this time. “You do want a successful theater career, don’t you?”

Hudson paused. His mother’s words struck him in a way he had not expected. Of course he liked performing, but he really loved creating in the kitchen. The difference between this “like” and “love” was something he had been thinking about more and more lately.

“Jao, beta,” Hudson’s father said to Hudson quietly. “You go to the theater and have fun with your friends. I’ll help your mother clean up the kitchen.” He squeezed Hudson’s shoulder and ushered him toward the front door.

Hudson smiled meekly at his father and then let out a long sigh. He hated losing the Baked Alaska, but he especially hated upsetting his mom. He could still hear her muttering as he tied his shoes: “We’re having a big feast soon for Diwali. He can’t make any more messes in here.”

Hudson realized that, in all the chaos, he had missed most of Charlie Richards’s announcement on FoodTube. He made a mental note to find it later. He put on his blue windbreaker and grabbed his backpack as his father clicked the kitchen TV to the local news.

As the door to the house closed behind him, Hudson heard another announcement: “There’s a new Broadway show opening soon, just down the street from the super-hit musical Our Time.…”

“What?” Hudson said aloud in the hallway to no one. He wanted to run back inside to hear the rest of the segment, but after glancing at his phone, he saw that he really had to hustle. “I need to get to the theater!”

He punched at the button on the elevator repeatedly, but it was as slow as ever. Instead, he ran down the ornate hallway, lined with fine antiques and burgundy carpet, to the stairs. He made it down four flights as quickly as he could.

Hudson burst onto the sidewalk but stopped short at the sight before him. The sun was setting, and the sky above Riverside Park was glowing strawberry red and eggplant purple. Many leaves on the trees were pumpkin orange and squash yellow, just in time for fall.

Hudson took a moment to admire the different hues. Then he ran as fast as he could toward the subway station on West Eighty-Sixth Street—to another Saturday night on Broadway.






Two


The subway ride on the 1 train was not long, but it was busy and crowded. At Seventy-Second Street, Hudson had jumped off and rushed across the platform in hopes that one of the express trains would get him to Midtown faster. But when he peered down the subway tracks, he did not see the light of an incoming train. He barely made it back onto the local before the doors closed; in the process, he jostled a middle-aged woman dressed finely in an olive-green gown, one fine enough for a night at the opera in Lincoln Center. She huffed at Hudson when she dropped her beaded clutch on the subway floor.

“So sorry, ma’am!” Hudson said. It seemed that his body was becoming more and more unwieldy these days, par for the course for a thirteen-year-old boy who was growing quickly.

The woman shot Hudson another angry look as she exited the subway car at her stop—Sixty-Sixth Street.

Why is she even on the train if she’s so fancy? Hudson thought. But he knew why—it was one of the reasons he loved the city so much. Anyone and everyone mixed together in the various neighborhoods and on the train, which ran all night. It was true that the city never slept.

At Fifty-Ninth Street, Columbus Circle, a family of four got on the train. One of the kids, a young girl, kept looking in Hudson’s direction until he smiled at her and waved. She giggled and hid her face behind her hands, then tugged at her father’s jacket until he leaned down to hear what she had to say. She whispered in his ear and then pointed in Hudson’s direction.

The father looked over at Hudson too and then walked over. “Excuse me,” he said quietly, “but are you Hudson Patel of Broadway Sizzlers?”

Hudson nodded and flashed a smile. He was getting recognized more and more often for his FoodTube show rather than his role in Our Time.

“My daughter is a huge fan,” the man continued. “Could she have your autograph and a picture?”

“Of course,” Hudson said. He posed with the shy girl and signed his name on a small notebook her mother found in her handbag.

“Thanks for watching Broadway Sizzlers,” Hudson said. “And if you haven’t already, check out my Broadway show, Our Time, at the Ethel Merman Theater. I play Crash!” He waved at the family as they settled into seats that opened up as the train made its way to the next stop.

Finally, the train arrived in Times Square, Forty-Second Street, the center of the world, particularly to Hudson, the Squad, and other Broadway stars. Millions of tourists flocked to this very spot in the Big Apple every year to see the magnificent city and experience its magic. It was practically a requirement to see at least one Broadway show as a visitor, and, as much as he despised the crowds when he was in a rush (like right now), Hudson appreciated that the people were there to support the arts and shows like his.

Hudson raced under the bright neon lights shining from the marquees (like Wicked, one of his all-time favorites) and dodged crowds as best he could to get to the Ethel Merman Theater.

“Good to see you,” said Jimmy Onions, the theater’s beloved stage-door doorman, tipping his hat as Hudson caught his breath.

“I made it!” Hudson was relieved.

“You’ve got time to spare,” said Jimmy, who had worked at the theater for nearly forty-five years. He used his security camera to keep track of the comings and goings around the theater, but he knew its rhythms so well that he could recite the call times and show times by heart.

“But you know I’ve been having trouble with my costume. I don’t want my pants to split again like they did on opening night.” Hudson cringed at the memory while he quickly signed the call-board.

Jimmy laughed and bit into a shiny green apple. “Have a good show!” He watched as Hudson nearly tripped on his way to the dressing rooms.

Just inside the door, Hudson ran into Monica Garcia and April DaSilva, his castmates. April was untangling hair from Monica’s wig from the buttons on the back of her dress. The two girls were singing scales to warm up their voices.

“You’re off-key,” Hudson joked as he rushed past his friends and disappeared into the dressing room he shared with Relly Morton.

“Are we?” Monica wondered aloud.

“No, silly,” said April. “He’s just messing with us. As usual.”

The four friends made up the Squad, which was the name the show’s director, Artie Hoffman, had given them. In addition to performing together, they sometimes found themselves on adventures. Monica, the only one in the group from outside the tristate area, had relocated to Brooklyn from California with her abuelita to follow her Broadway dreams. Nearly a year earlier, she had led the Squad in saving the Ethel Merman from a decades-long curse. It had nearly derailed the show, but now Our Time had become one of the biggest hits Broadway had ever seen.

More recently, the four friends had traveled back in time and discovered why Relly’s grandfather was hesitant to let Relly become a full-time performer and dancer. With a lot of determination and a little magic, they helped Grandpa Slyde improve his own life and convinced him to fully support Relly’s dreams. They also got to know Harlem’s rich history in the arts and even Ethel Merman’s story—really well, in fact.

Through it all, April—and increasingly, the rest of the Squad—documented everything for social media, complete with hashtags and behind-the-scenes videos, which her growing group of followers loved.

But right now—this moment—was no time for adventure. It was nearing the start of the show. Hudson only had a few minutes to change.

“What’s all this white stuff?” Relly asked as Hudson pulled on his costume. He reached over to pick white chunks out of the hair that was again falling into Hudson’s eyes. “Eww, it’s sticky!”

Hudson took a close look in the mirror. “Must be the meringue.”

“The what?”

“Meringue. It’s a mix of egg whites, cream of tartar, and sugar that was the final layer of the Baked Alaska.”

“The what?” Relly said again. Relly loved Hudson’s desserts, but he often had no idea what they were now that Hudson was experimenting more and more with advanced recipes. It wasn’t all just cookies anymore.

“It’s a dessert with different types of ice cream…,” Hudson began as he tried to get the bits of meringue out of his hair. But Relly wasn’t listening.

“What kind of cookies did you bring us today?” he asked, a huge grin on his face as he rubbed his hands together excitedly. He did a twirl and tapped his feet. The talented dancer could never sit still. He paused and leaned in closer to Hudson. “And why do your fingertips look burned?”

“Just a little accident in the kitchen. And, shoot, I forgot the treats!” Hudson groaned. “They were good ones, too—strawberry macarons. I think I finally figured out how to make them without breaking the delicate shells.”

“Ah, you forgot the treats!” Relly exclaimed, feigning anguish as he threw his head back and clutched at his stomach. “I have no idea what a macaron is, but you know strawberry is my favorite!”

Three loud knocks interrupted the boys. “Are you ready? It’s almost time to go on!” It was the stage manager, Claudia Middleton, who had impeccable timing and made sure that everything at the Ethel Merman, including the cast, ran like clockwork.

Relly flung the door open and stepped out. “Hi, Claudia,” he said.

“Hudson, what have you done to your hair?” Claudia said, stepping toward him and reaching out her hands. “It’s sticking out in every direction at the front!”

“It’s the meringue,” Relly said from the doorway as April and Monica peeked their heads in to see what the fuss was all about. Sure enough, pieces of Hudson’s hair were sticking straight out, just like the spikes on the Statue of Liberty’s crown.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Claudia said. She ushered the kids into the hallway. Hudson ran to the wig room, where Chris was waiting with Hudson’s wig cap in hand. He tried to smooth down Hudson’s hair.

“I’m not sure it will stay on,” Chris said to no one in particular. He fitted the curly wig on top of the cap. “We’ll just have to hope it doesn’t fall off. I don’t have time to do anything more.” He glanced at Claudia, but she had already lost interest in Hudson’s hair. She checked her watch and motioned for Hudson to join the rest of the Squad.

“You’ve all warmed up, I hope?” Claudia asked.

“Yes,” said April and Monica. Relly nodded.

“Hudson?” Claudia said. “Are you paying attention?”

“I’m ready,” Hudson said.

“But not warmed up.” It was a statement, not a question.

Hudson simply looked at his shoes.

But the show had to go on, as always.

“Hudson, what kind of cookies did you make for us today?” one of the stagehands asked as the Squad made its way toward the stage.

“Macarons,” Relly said in his best imitation of a French accent. “Strawberry macarons. But he forgot to bring them.”

The stagehand was upset. So was April.

“What will we snack on at intermission?” she asked desperately, snapping one last selfie before showtime. “Hashtag No Cookies,” she said as she uploaded the photo to Instagram. She added a “scream” emoji before Claudia snatched the phone away.

“My phone!” April exclaimed.

“You can have it back after the show,” Claudia said.

Moments later, the kids were onstage, under the bright lights. Hudson was clearly distracted. Going on cold was never a good idea. He tripped over his feet more than once and was slightly off-key in one group song. His wig started to slide just before intermission, but Chris was able to secure it before the second act.

Fortunately, the audience members didn’t notice any near mishaps. They were just happy to have the chance to see the hottest show in town.

At curtain call, the cast came out to bow and bask in the roaring applause. This was usually one of the Squad’s favorite parts of the show, but tonight Monica, Relly, and April could tell that Hudson was ready to be finished for the night.

“Hey, Hudson, what was that all about?” Relly said as they cleared the stage. The hum of the excited audience followed them to the back of the theater.

Hudson shook his head. “I don’t know. I just made a few mistakes,” he muttered. He knew he was not the show’s strongest dancer (that honor went to Relly), its strongest singer (that was Monica), or even its strongest actor (that was April). But he had charisma and charm that the audience loved. Lately, though, performing was more challenging than usual.

But baking didn’t let him down. Even when things got messy like they had earlier, he was usually able to pull off a perfect ending. And if he did mess up, he could always start over. His FoodTube fans even loved seeing his mishaps—they made the experience more real. On top of having a steady stream of new followers and views, Hudson was increasingly getting emails and messages about other sponsorships that had nothing to do with Our Time—they were about Broadway Sizzlers.

That was why he needed to know more about Bake It Till You Make It.

Finally, the Squad made it back to the dressing rooms on the second floor of the theater. Hudson rummaged through his navy backpack until he found his phone.

He tried typing “Bake It Till You Make It competition” into the search engine. But April, still bitter about Claudia taking her phone away before the show, snatched it from him. “Hudson, what’s going on with you?”

“Tell us what’s up,” said Monica, ever calm and patient. She walked to the wall and straightened a framed cover of People magazine that featured the Squad. UNDERDOGS OF BROADWAY, the headline read. That article, published a few months earlier, had boosted the Squad’s popularity. Now all four friends were quickly getting used to the fame and attention.

Hudson let out a big sigh. “I was making a Baked Alaska at home—” he began, but Relly cut him off.

“I still don’t know what that is, or what that stuff is in your hair,” Relly said.

“That’s beside the point,” Monica said, hushing him.

“The last step involves browning the meringue,” Hudson continued. “I didn’t have time to do it in the oven, so I used a butane torch—”

“A butane torch!” Relly interrupted again. He jumped to his feet and perfectly executed the slide his grandpa Gregory had taught him. “I didn’t know you got to use a torch in cooking! Maybe I should learn.”

“Relly, focus!” April scolded her friend.

Hudson continued. “I set off the fire alarm, waking my baby sister and interrupting my mom’s bath. She was really upset.” He paused. He hated upsetting his mom, especially knowing how much she enjoyed a good bath.

“You could buy her some bath bombs to make up for it,” April suggested. “Or you could give her bath salts.”

But Hudson wasn’t listening. He was staring at his shoes, clearly thinking about something else.

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Monica said. She stepped closer to her friend. “What’s going on?”

But before Hudson could tell his friends about Charlie Richards and the Bake It Till You Make It announcement, Jimmy appeared.

“It’s time to meet your fans!” he shouted cheerily.

The Squad eagerly followed him to the stage door.

“Ready?” Jimmy was grinning.

The four friends instinctively reached for each other’s hands and smiled, ready for one of their other favorite parts of the show: meeting their fans.

“Ready!”

Jimmy flung the door open, revealing a large crowd held back by metal barricades. Flashes from smartphone cameras blinded them.

“Hey, Hudson, did you hear the news about the Bake It Till You Make It competition?” Jimmy shouted over the roar of the crowd. “And did all of you hear about the new show down the street?”

Monica, Relly, April, and Hudson all turned to ask what he was talking about, but Jimmy was suddenly preoccupied with an overzealous fan who was trying to climb over a barricade.

Soon enough, the kids were absorbed by their work with the crowd too.






Three


The Squad spent a full thirty minutes signing autographs and posing for selfies. They got so caught up in the task at hand and in the excitement of the crowd that they nearly forgot what Jimmy Onions had said—all but Hudson, that is. Hudson was eager as ever to find out the details of the competition he had heard about on FoodTube. And he wanted to know if Jimmy was talking about that new show he had heard about on the news as he rushed out of his home and to the theater.

He tried to get closer to Jimmy to talk, but the crowd was particularly boisterous this evening; Jimmy was having a tough time keeping it under control. It was easy for Hudson to step away from the crowd: many fans were dressed up as Pax, Tony, and Froggie—Relly’s, Monica’s, and April’s characters—but fewer were dressed as Crash. So Hudson found a spot as far away from the crowd as possible and began searching his pockets.

“Shoot, April still has my phone!” he muttered to himself. He glanced in April’s direction and spotted the blue case sticking out of a pocket on her denim jacket. He quietly made his way over to her and gently slid the phone out of her pocket as she took a picture with yet another fan.

“Come here, Hudson. Join the picture!” April said, drawing him in close, oblivious to his surreptitious act.

Hudson flashed his biggest smile and signed a few more autographs before putting his pen away. The crowd was thinning. Jimmy and the stagehands were dispersing the remaining fans.

“These kids have to get home, you know,” one of the stagehands said. “If they kept signing and taking pictures, they’d be here all night.”

The last of the fans were hardly gone when Hudson whipped out his phone and again typed in, “Bake It Till You Make It competition.” Finally, he found the information he wanted.

At the top of the page was a banner featuring Charlie, again in his usual brown cowboy hat, fringed leather jacket, and coordinating cowboy boots.

“Oh my gosh!” Hudson exclaimed. “I can enter!”

“What’s up?” Monica asked, peering over Hudson’s shoulder at the glowing screen. “Enter what?”

“The Bake It Till You Make It competition! It’s open to kids only this year, and you have to be younger than fifteen to participate.”

“Wait. Tell me more,” April said as she hit record on her phone, sensing that something important was about to happen. “Ready, action!”

“Charlie Richards, who’s a huge star on FoodTube, is hosting the competition this year. It’s open to kids under the age of fifteen only. And we have to make”—Hudson paused as he kept scrolling down the page—“cupcakes?”

“Oh wow, Hudson, that’s so exciting!” Monica said. “You have to enter!”

“Yes, you do,” echoed Relly. “But only if I get to try everything you make—as usual.”

Hudson didn’t respond immediately. He was still reading the details of the competition on his phone. Then his eyes fell to the ground again.

“What’s wrong now?” April asked, frustrated. “You can’t look so sad in a video on social media, you know, Hudson.”

“I don’t know if my parents are going to like this,” Hudson said.

“Like what?” Relly asked.

“Me entering the competition. Not after what happened today. Setting off the fire alarm while baking and then asking if I can enter the biggest baking competition ever is probably not going to go over well.”

“But what does the winner get?” April wanted to know.

Hudson looked at the screen again. “Nothing my parents are going to want me to have, not with all the other stuff that keeps me so busy.”

“What is it, though?” Monica asked gently.

Hudson sighed for the third time that night. “A kiosk in the center of Times Square, where I can sell the cupcake next summer.”

“What!” Monica, Relly, and April roared at the same time. They were so loud that they startled several passersby on the street.

“Hudson, you have to at least submit an application,” Monica said. “See what happens. You’re such a talented baker. It would be terrible to see you let such a great opportunity slip by!”

His friends’ encouragement gave Hudson confidence; his posture straightened out under the weight of his backpack.

“Okay, you got me,” Hudson said. “But I’m hungry. Where shall we go to eat tonight?”

“Well, I know what I want,” Relly said. “Dessert for dinner. All this talk about cupcakes and baking has got my sweet tooth acting up, and I bet your little brother is eating the strawberry macarons that were meant for us.”

The Squad started walking away from the Ethel Merman.

“Just to be clear, where are we going?” Monica asked. “I should text my abuelita so she knows where we’ll be.”

“We’re going to Serendipity 3, of course!” Hudson said.

“Ooh, I want a Frrrozen Hot Chocolate,” said April, already plotting hashtags for her #DessertforDinner pictures and videos.

“ ‘It does all sorts of things to your mouth!’ ” the Squad said in unison, quoting a waiter they had met at the famed eatery shortly after the People article was published.

April, Hudson, and Relly were chatting away excitedly when they noticed that Monica had fallen behind. She had stopped on the sidewalk and was squinting at a poster under an unlit awning. It was the Broadhurst Theatre, which had been closed for a long time. The Squad regularly walked by it and hadn’t paid it any attention at all.

“What is it, Monica?” Relly asked as he, April, and Hudson walked back toward her.

Monica took a sharp breath. “What was it Jimmy said about a new show opening?”

“I heard about it on the news,” Hudson said, “but I didn’t get the full scoop.”

Now all four friends were looking closely at the poster.

Sure enough, the poster, freshly printed and not yet worn, was an announcement for an upcoming show.

“It’s a musical called Move It!, directed by world-renowned puppeteer Alexa Lopez!” April shouted. “I bet it’s going to be fabulous!” She stepped closer for a better look but then leapt back quickly. “Wait! ‘It stars a group of kids dressed as animals and features that will delight the entire audience,’ ” she read aloud from the poster. Her mood abruptly changed. “How is this possible?”
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