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			PLACES

			Harry S Truman High School, set on a slight incline, is a monument to utility, neither inviting nor forbidding. Buffered on three sides by athletic fields, the school rises to just one story. Its exterior is brick—not red brick but a dull yellowish hue, the color of putty. A framed black-and-white photograph of the nation’s thirty-third president occupies a wall just inside the front entrance. Several trophy cases commemorate the school’s mostly unsuccessful athletic teams, and a big bulletin board lists the colleges that current seniors have been admitted to, along with the dollar amounts of scholarships they were awarded.

			From there, the building unfolds into a grid of long hallways, lined with lockers, that come together to form lonely interior courtyards. An energetic janitorial staff buffs the floors each afternoon to a high gloss. The classroom clocks tell the right time.

			Lou Volpe’s classroom, far from the main entrance, is furnished with old couches and living room chairs, donated stuff that otherwise might have gone to Goodwill or landfills. The bookshelves, windowsills, radiators, and all other flat surfaces are piled high with anthologies of plays, copies of scripts, and videotapes and sound tracks of Broadway productions. Several mobiles hang from the ceiling, some low enough that a tall person has to duck around them. It is distinctly his room, even without the huge banner that says, in red block letters, LOU IS BACK. The sign appeared out of nowhere some years ago—tacked up to the rear wall when Volpe arrived one morning—and he knew not to ask too much about its provenance, though word did eventually filter down that some students had pilfered it from a local used car lot and that “Lou” was apparently one of the salesmen. “I really hope this other Lou doesn’t miss it too much,” Volpe says with a mischievous grin when I ask him about it one day.

			As we talk, he is walking a circular route around the classroom, straightening and fluffing the upholstery on the couches and chairs, a ritual he performs numerous times a day, always in a clockwise direction. It is September 2010, about a week into a new school year. The final afternoon bell has just sounded, and the room is beginning to fill up with students arriving to audition for the fall play.

			“Yo, Volp,” a boy says as he walks past. “Hey, Krause,” he adds with a nod to Tracey Krause, a former student of Volpe’s and now a teacher at the school and his indispensable assistant director.

			Another boy breezes in and comments on Volpe’s attire, a frequent topic of conversation, and what looks to him like peace signs on Volpe’s belt. “Yes,” he says, “I got this belt at Woodstock. I was there, you know.” The student laughs, knowing that Volpe would never have been anywhere near the mud and chaos of Woodstock.

			Most students walk in and silently take seats. They have already endured a seven-hour school day. They plop down on the furniture and enter that resting mode of teenagers in which they are neither fully asleep nor awake but are nonetheless utterly aware. The more crowded the room gets—meaning the more competition there will be for parts—the quieter it becomes.

			•   •   •

			The play being auditioned for on this day is called Good Boys and True. It is a daring choice for a high school, but a typical one for Volpe—a searingly intense drama in which a secretly recorded sex tape is discovered at a high school and a golden-boy athlete is implicated. In the play, the school’s football captain has picked up a girl who works at a food court in a shopping mall, and on that day, the first time he meets her, without her knowledge he films them having sex together. The videotape is found in a locker and then viewed by his teammates. The boy’s face is obscured, so his identity cannot be known for sure.

			The story moves forward in a series of painful unravelings—the school is scandalized; a family fractures; a gay relationship is revealed; a deep friendship between two boys rips apart. It is the kind of material that grips high school actors and audiences but terrifies school administrations. Volpe will be the first to put this drama on a high school stage.

			Some fifty students wait in the classroom to compete for just six parts—three female, three male. Volpe speaks for a moment before they begin. “I hate to use the word relevant, but this play is,” he says. “It feels very now. Like it’s something that could happen here, or just about anywhere.”

			The initial event in the play has the same effect as someone throwing a stone into a pond, he tells them. A calm is disturbed, even if it does not attract much notice at first. Ripples flow outward. It’s one of Volpe’s favorite analogies. Another is the concept of doors opening—one door opens, revealing a secret of some kind, then another and another. Once opened, the doors cannot be closed. It is how he sees theater and life, including his own.

			He makes clear what it will take to win a role. “We’re going to need to see how far you can go. We need to see the fire. If it’s anger, if it’s pain, you can’t be afraid to go to that place. I’m not talking about shouting. I mean something you find deep inside.”

			Everyone understands. Volpe plays are full emotional commitments. And they are competitive. Nobody gets a pass into a Truman production. You can be a lead in one play and get left out of the next. It happens all the time. “Volpe and Krause love the ‘new,’” is how one of the girls in the room that day puts it. “They love that new blood, that undiscovered talent, so you’ve always got to watch your back for what’s coming up behind you.”

			Just a week or so earlier, in New York, I had visited with Nicole Sabatini, a student of Volpe’s in the mid-1990s. We sat in a coffee shop in the basement of 30 Rockefeller Center. A slightly built former dancer, she worked upstairs as a vice president at Bravo. “A lot of us had an idea who Mr. Volpe was even before we got into high school,” she said. “You wanted to be part of what he created. You looked forward to it. My first year I auditioned for Little Shop of Horrors and didn’t get a part, but he told me it was going to be a good three years for me, that he was impressed by me.

			“I got leads in two musicals after that. Then in my senior year, I didn’t get a part in the drama, and then it got picked for the Main Stage at the national festival [the annual International Thespian Festival, a massive high school gathering each summer at the University of Nebraska]. I went to the festival as a stage manager. I had one job to do—press ‘Play’ on a cassette player to turn on some music. I’m not gonna lie—it hurt. But it was a big lesson for me. I had done my best at the auditions, but it wasn’t good enough. It happens sometimes when you’re around other people who are talented.”

			•   •   •

			The auditions are cold readings—Volpe or his assistant, Tracey Krause, calls out page numbers and students read the lines—but, in fact, nearly everyone has already gotten ahold of scripts and studied the story and parts. Some have read the play in their theater classes. “That was good, very good. Thank you,” Volpe says after a nervous tenth-grade girl finishes her reading.

			The auditions move quickly, except when Volpe slows the pace with observations about the material. “The setting here is a private school, very privileged,” he says. “I wanted you to see how the other half lives.”

			The dialogue includes talk of colleges, elite schools where a couple of the characters have applied. One of them is Dartmouth. Confronted with it on the page, the Truman students pronounce it DART-mouth. “It’s DART-myth,” Volpe points out a couple of times, but they keep making the same mistake. Oberlin College and Vassar are equally baffling.

			Volpe and Krause select ten students for callbacks the next day. Again, Volpe appeals to them to reach for intensity. “This is not a director’s play. I can only stage it so much. It’s an actor’s play. It’s up to you to elevate it.”

			Two boys step forward to read a scene. One is Zach Philippi, a six-foot-two, athletically built senior who has been in just one previous play. He is a baseball player, all-county, even a possible pro prospect. The other is senior Bobby Ryan, a little shorter and more slightly built, but also an athlete, a lacrosse player. He has been acting at Truman since his freshman year. Volpe gives them a scene from near the end of the play, with Philippi taking the role of the golden boy who has made the sex tape that caused the scandal. He accuses his best friend (Ryan) of informing on him to school authorities. The character played by Ryan is gay. The one played by Philippi ostensibly is not, though they have been sexually intimate.

			“If I kicked the shit out of you, would you answer me then?” Philippi asks as the scene builds.

			“Go ahead,” Ryan says, opening his arms wide and putting his face forward, as if he wants to be hit. “Do it. Beat me to a pulp. Do it! I know you’re not scared to. I know you get off on shit like that.”

			The scene is a denouement, ugly and raw. “Do you know what they call you behind your back?” Philippi shouts, and then rattles off a series of vulgar expressions.

			The boys have moved so close to each other that their noses almost touch. It is just an audition, but riveting nonetheless. “That’s good,” Volpe says. “That’s good.” There is some polite applause in the room, mostly from the girls, who will not have to compete for these two parts.

			Sitting in a corner of the room by herself is Mariela Castillo. Earlier in the day, she had gotten into a screaming argument in the school corridor with her boyfriend of two years, a varsity basketball player. She has her earbud in and her knees curled up under her. Volpe considers Mariela a triple threat—an accomplished singer, dancer, and actor. “And,” he adds, “it doesn’t hurt that she’s absolutely stunning-looking.” But even though Mariela has been one of his stalwarts, she seems disengaged and in no shape to rise to the occasion and win a part.

			Castillo does not volunteer to come forward—she just sits there, radiating bad energy—and Volpe has to finally call on her after most of the others have auditioned. He asks her to read lines from the mother of the golden boy, a difficult role for any high schooler because she will have to play the part of an adult. Castillo is wearing tight jeans and a snug-fitting T-shirt. Before she goes to the middle of the room, she pulls on a tailored blue blazer that she had set down beside her. She ties her hair back, puts on a sophisticated-looking pair of eyeglasses. She takes a breath and seems to collect herself.

			“The scene on pages twenty-nine and thirty,” Volpe instructs. The passage comes in the play after the football coach has shown the mother the sex tape and she confronts her son—a person she no longer recognizes. Castillo reads the lines with a cool, simmering anger: “I saw a boy, I saw you, lead that girl onto, what? Not even a bed, onto a mattress, on some floor . . . I saw you slap her . . . I saw you force her face onto the mattress . . . I swear, you were enjoying it.”

			Makeup and wardrobe would make Castillo even more convincing as a forty-five-year-old ER surgeon, which is what the mother is. But on this first reading, she calls forth distress, sadness, barely controlled rage. She seems to pull these layers from deep within, just as Volpe asked.

			•   •   •

			On a mid-November afternoon in 2001, a black stretch limousine set out from Manhattan, passed through the Lincoln Tunnel, and headed south for fifty miles on the New Jersey Turnpike before crossing over the Delaware River and into Pennsylvania. Among its passengers—and the person for whom the trip had been organized—was Sir Cameron Mackintosh, the West End and Broadway producer of Cats, The Phantom of the Opera, and Miss Saigon, blockbusters that grossed hundreds of millions of dollars and afforded the producer a lavish, jet-setting lifestyle. He split his time between his apartments in London and New York, farmhouse in Provence, seaside home in Malta, and fifteen-thousand-acre estate in the Scottish Highlands. Queen Elizabeth knighted him on New Year’s Day 1996 for “contributions to musical theatre.”

			Cameron Mackintosh was headed to Levittown, Pennsylvania, and Truman High for a Lou Volpe production. Mackintosh’s traveling companions—business associates who had arranged this excursion—had fervent hopes for its success, but were uneasy. It was once written of Mackintosh, “His gut is famous.” Meaning that he knows what he likes and what he doesn’t and how to make that known.

			By the measures that seem to matter most, Truman High is, at best, second-rate. Its students do not excel at standardized tests, and few of them ever go off to Ivy League colleges or other prestigious institutions, unless you put the U.S. military in that category—the school sends plenty of its graduates straight into the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. The neighborhoods it draws from are often called blue-collar, but that is an outdated notion, one based on steady union jobs at U.S. Steel and other nearby industrial giants that are two decades gone. Parents of Truman students work at warehouses and call centers, and some supplement their incomes with shifts at fast-food restaurants.

			When Truman makes news, it’s usually for the wrong reasons, like when the class president couldn’t give his graduation speech and an empty chair was put in his place because he was the target of a gang hit and no one wanted gunfire at commencement. In the local lexicon, Truman High, in otherwise prosperous Bucks County, is “on the wrong side of Route 1.” It’s where you do not want to be and where you’d leave if you hit the lottery.

			The high school has one principal mark of distinction: Volpe’s astoundingly successful drama program. Younger students know of him long before they reach Truman and hope to one day be in his shows. He is like the winning football coach in some down-on-its-luck Ohio or Texas town—a beacon, a sign that grand achievement is possible, albeit unlikely. Schools with vastly greater financial resources, boasting higher-achieving students born to wealthier parents, cannot match the quality and accomplishments of Truman Drama. No high school in American can.

			Volpe had joined Truman’s faculty at age twenty-one, and the night Cameron Mackintosh was to arrive was three decades into his career. He had said more than once, “I just want to be remembered.” He hoped that something that occurred in his classroom or at a rehearsal—maybe something he said, an interaction between students, some spark of learning—would be carried forward and help someone live a richer life. He wanted his students to come to some deeper understanding of themselves, for their lives to be more fulfilling, because they had once passed his way.

			And he was remembered. When Truman graduates stopped by the school to visit, it was always a good bet that they were looking for Volpe. He was a kind of local celebrity in the way that a longtime educator can be—always recognized by someone at the supermarket—but he never sought or expected any wider acclaim.

			As the limousine approached Truman, it passed by a factory complex, the old 3M plant—Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing. It is now called the Bristol Commerce Center, the sort of Orwellian name given to a place where commerce has ceased to exist. No cars were in the vast parking lot. No cars are ever in the lot. Out to the left side of the road was Bloomsdale, a ramshackle, all-black enclave that its residents, employing an advanced sense of irony, had long called “Hollywood.”

			Mackintosh and his entourage were now entering Levittown proper, the postwar suburban colossus. The town’s main intersection, called Five Points, is dotted with check-cashing agencies and pawnshops. Most of the 17,000 homes, mass-produced by developer William Levitt in the mid-1950s, are still standing—in defiance of predictions that the ticky-tacky structures would not last—but many are in need of a new roof and a coat of paint. Levittown has never been a pretty place, even in its best days. It is a suburban prairie, an expanse of flat terrain once farmed for potatoes before it was planted with house upon house and little else. If you visit in spring or summer, you might ask, Does anyone in this place ever plant a flower? As the town has aged and everything has become weathered and faded—the houses, the old cars and pickups in the driveways, even some of the people—it can seem like Levittown is receding back into the earth.

			At the intersection of Green Lane and Mill Creek Road, the limo turned into the Truman High parking lot and was directed into the spot closest to the front door, the principal’s space. A sort of pre-theater buffet, cold cuts and soft drinks, had been set out for Mackintosh and his traveling party in the guidance office. Volpe scurried in briefly to meet the famous producer, but he had a cast to ready for a show and, in any case, was far too nervous to eat. As he would recall, “I was delirious. I was hysterical. I thought, How am I going to make it through this night? I was running all around, trying to keep the kids calm, but they were fine. I was the one who was a mess.”

			Some of the other teachers gamely made conversation with Mackintosh, but the chasm was too vast. What were they going to say to him? How are things in Malta?

			•   •   •

			Levittown is not technically a city or any kind of municipality. The Levitt-built houses sprawl over three Pennsylvania townships—Bristol, Middletown, and Falls, as well as a tiny jurisdiction called Tullytown Borough—and the children who live in them go to one of three different public school districts. Truman is part of Bristol Township, referred to as the lower end of Levittown—a designation that applies both geographically and demographically.

			Mackintosh had come to Levittown on a quest: to see if Volpe and Truman could stage his musical Les Misérables at a high enough level to persuade him to make it available to other high schools. Plays that get into the bloodstream of high school theater are lucrative sources of revenue for their creators and heirs—annuities that throw off income for generations without end. Mackintosh, of course, hardly needed the money himself. And he was known to be fastidious about not granting permissions until he could be confident his shows would be produced to a certain standard.

			It was Steve Spiegel, then president of Music Theatre International, the leading licensing agent for Broadway productions, who made the decision on what high school would be asked to pilot the play. He needed someone who could collaborate with MTI to pare down the show, simplify some of the music and set, while still pulling off a production that would impress Mackintosh. Spiegel had seen some Truman High shows at festivals, and he had also traveled to Truman, which was not far from his home in Princeton, to see Volpe’s work. “I could have called any of twenty-five thousand high school drama directors,” he would recall. “That’s about how many there are.”

			The party from New York took up two rows, front and center, on the sixth and final night of Les Mis at Truman. Mackintosh had not made the trip just to bless the production. It didn’t work that way. It had to please him. The Truman stage was small and primitive, the fly space above it nonexistent. Generations of Volpe’s students had heard him say, “If all we had was a bare stage with one light bulb, we could still do theater.” They had more than that, but not much more.

			Michael Kammerer, a senior, played the reformed convict Jean Valjean, and he was among those in the cast who, at Volpe’s behest, had gone trash-picking for elements of the set. (“Any of you with a car, round up three people and go,” were Volpe’s instructions. “Get what you can, and we’ll sort it out when you get back.”) Kammerer had a rounded, soft look, but he managed to play Valjean with a degree of ferocity. He was typical of the students in Volpe’s productions in that his life had been composed of more struggle than ease, though his circumstances were more complicated than most. He had come out as gay in tenth grade. His parents were divorced. His father had remarried numerous times, so he had half siblings and stepsiblings in multiple states and one in the Philippines. His mother was also remarried—to a man who did not like to hear him sing show tunes—so he practiced his vocals in the garage or sometimes while cutting the grass, so the power mower would muffle his voice.

			From the stage, Kammerer could easily identify Mackintosh’s group, about twenty people in all. They didn’t look local. He thought to himself: Here is this famous guy from New York, and he’s sitting on these awful wooden seats in our crappy auditorium. I hope he and his friends don’t get splinters in their asses, because that would be really embarrassing.

			•   •   •

			When I drive into Levittown, I come in from the south, up I–95, and I navigate a cultural divide of my own. I was born in Levittown, spent my whole childhood there, and was Lou Volpe’s student near the beginning of his now four-decade-long career. He was my teacher, mentor, and friend, and he was central to what I would become.

			I live now in Bethesda, Maryland, among people whose levels of income, education, and importance are still a marvel to me. We’re less than a half mile from the National Institutes of Health, and my zip code has one of the highest concentrations of graduate degrees per capita in the United States. I’ve done well in my career, but within a couple of blocks of my home are two Pulitzer Prize winners. If I extended the radius another two dozen blocks or so, I’d take in numerous other Pulitzer recipients, as well as the chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. People on the Listserv of our public high school are always posting off-topic queries that seem to me like boasts: “Our family is going to Bali for spring break; can anyone recommend a good dive shop?”

			The Levittown of my youth, and of Volpe’s early years in teaching, was the great suburban dream before the invention of the dream’s antidotes—video games, cable TV, the Internet. Levittown had no Main Street or downtown, no culture, not a single thing of visual interest. Its poverty was of a particular kind—lack of imagination, color, zest.

			Rather than a childhood of wonder, I remember long stretches of boredom, that dull ache when you wish that it were already the next day, or that you could be someplace else, or that the boys you wanted to play baseball with had been home when you knocked on their doors. Some afternoons, I would just plant myself on my father’s big overstuffed chair, a serially reupholstered splendor, its indeterminate color faded by cigar smoke, and listen for the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin to land with its thump against the screen door. By age twelve, I was a devotee of the political columnist Mary McGrory and the muckraker Jack Anderson. I looked at the horse-racing results because I liked the names of the horses and at the ads for the burlesque clubs because I liked the names of the dancers (Cella Phane, Pearl Harbour, Bermuda Schwartz, and so on). My comprehension of the adult world came from reading Dear Abby.

			Several of the earliest memories I can summon make me think I was trying to carve out a rugged, Huck Finn–like existence in spite of the place. We explored in the one small wooded area within walking distance, looking for the hobos rumored to have made encampments. Where they would have been hiding was never clear. We climbed trees, sometimes first hammering two-by-fours into them to use as steps. We fished in an algae-choked lagoon known as the Black Ditch (its official name was the more stately Queen Anne Canal), and when the water froze over in the winter, we played ice hockey, using tree branches as sticks. One day, chasing an errant puck onto a patch of ice warmed by the sun, I fell through a crack into the frigid muck and had to be yanked by my elbows back to the surface.

			We seemed to get everything wrong. Our favorite tree for climbing was called the Big Oak, which I later found out was a maple. All the streets in Levittown began with the first letter of their sections. I lived in Violetwood on Vulcan Road, which was intersected by Verdant Road—VUR-dunt, as in green or lush, but I never heard anyone, even my parents, call it anything but ver-DANT.

			I had an older second cousin in the Navy, stationed in Europe, whom I met only once in my childhood. He came to stay with us and left behind a bottle of Old Spice cologne in the upstairs bathroom I shared with my brother and sister. It stayed there for years, second shelf of the medicine cabinet—milky-white bottle with the iconic line drawing of a sailing ship, a totem of our exotic visitor. As a teenager, I spent summer nights coasting around on my bicycle with friends, often well past midnight, miles in every direction. We told ourselves we were looking to meet girls, but I think we were trying to get somewhere that didn’t look like everywhere else. We were not coming back to this town, any of us, once we left.

			In the midst of this suburban void, my own flat Earth, I encountered Volpe. I was sixteen years old, and he was my eleventh-grade English teacher. Volpe was in his mid-twenties and just starting off in his career, but he wasn’t one of those hippie teachers who talked about the Vietnam War, whole grains, and yogurt. I don’t recall thinking of him as especially young, even in relation to the other teachers. He seemed fully an adult. He wore his jet-black hair stylishly long, but not too long, and you could tell he cared about how he looked and dressed.

			My education to that point had been adequate. Levittown was a factory town, and the schools proceeded along a factory model of efficiency. We put in our shifts, and all the necessary information was drilled into us. It was the tail end of the baby boom in a heavily Catholic community, back when Catholics still listened to Rome on matters of birth control. My family, with its three children, seemed abnormally small. A family on a neighboring block had twelve children. It was routine for families to have five or six kids. Our class sizes were large—mid-thirties, sometimes close to forty—and many of our teachers were stretched to their limits just trying to keep us all from teetering over into chaos.

			When I look back now on what first drew me to Volpe, I think it was just that I loved to hear him talk. He had a beautiful way of speaking—sentences and whole paragraphs just seemed to flow extemporaneously, organically. He seemed literary, to the extent we knew what that was, but not spellbound by his own voice. Just as naturally as his words poured forth, they stopped, and he asked what we thought. The class went back and forth like that day after day, and when the bell rang it was always a surprise and an intrusion.

			Volpe’s most pronounced quality was passion. He was so madly in love with the material he was teaching that I was swept up. I wanted to read the books he assigned to see if I could get the intense pleasure that he did from them. In his class that year, we read The Great Gatsby, The Scarlet Letter, Invisible Man, Catcher in the Rye, The Sun Also Rises. He gave us entry-level Bellow—Seize the Day—and Flannery O’Connor’s Everything That Rises Must Converge. We read Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and A Streetcar Named Desire. It was, at the time, the classic American canon, but also what Volpe felt like teaching and what he thought we would like.

			I still remember the simple question he asked me not long after I started in his class. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a good writer?” I had just turned in a paper on Herman Melville’s Billy Budd, a book I did not particularly like and definitely didn’t understand, but I had attempted to make some original point, God knows what, and Volpe applauded my boldness. And, in fact, no one ever had pointed out that I wrote well. I don’t think I had ever been expected to do much writing. I was an athlete, interested mainly (or solely) in whatever sport was in season. If I wrote well, I probably did so without any evident sense of pride or ownership.

			In the spring we studied King Lear and Hamlet. Then about ninety of us, our three sections of honors English students, spent a weekend with Volpe and a couple of other teachers at the American Shakespeare Festival Theater in Stratford, Connecticut. It felt like an incredible extravagance. Seeing two plays a day. All of us together at a roadside motel.

			Volpe was married then, and he and his wife, Marcy, had just had a son. The following year, as we moved toward graduation, he would invite some of us for dinners at his home, and Marcy would serve up big bowls of pasta with garlic bread. It was a different era. We talked about books. It felt grown-up and fun. It was a step out from our barren world and into a more enchanting one.

			My father, a lawyer with a small-town practice, was the only college-educated adult I was aware of among all the parents of my friends and classmates. He had a second-floor walk-up office in the neighboring town of Bristol. My mother was his secretary, and they ate lunch together every day at a local diner, each with a copy of the tabloid Philadelphia Daily News spread out in front of them. On Sunday nights, they bowled. They hovered—happily, I’d say—between the hardscrabble Philadelphia neighborhoods they came from and a more cosmopolitan life they aspired to. When their monthly book group met at our house, I sat at the top of the stairs in my pajamas and eavesdropped. They read some popular psychology—Eric Berne’s Games People Play sticks in my mind, because my father still quotes from it—and bestsellers like Leon Uris’s Topaz. At home, we would occasionally get a knock on the door from a neighbor, and my father would step outside to talk, then drive off to bail someone out of jail.

			Not long after I left for college, my father became a judge and my parents moved up-county, out of Levittown, across the Route 1 divide—and I didn’t have many occasions to go back. But I talked (and later e-mailed) with Volpe every couple of years, and I followed his growing list of accomplishments. His productions kept being selected for the Main Stage at the International Thespian Festival. Only a handful of high school productions each year are judged worthy of this honor, so Volpe’s drama troupe was like a college basketball team that keeps making it back to the Final Four—except that Truman was nothing like the big powerful teams that qualify for those repeat visits.

			As well-regarded as Volpe’s program had become, the Les Mis experience and the visit from Cameron Mackintosh catapulted it to a whole new level. When the show was over that night, Mackintosh was called up onto the stage, where he accepted a bouquet of flowers, took a bow, and said to the more than eight hundred people packed into the auditorium, “This is why I do what I do. It’s not for the blockbusters. It’s for this—to get theater into schools and into all levels of culture.”

			To everyone’s shock, he did not jump right back into his limo and hightail it back to New York. He stayed for the cast party in the school cafeteria. Michael Kammerer was talking to friends when Mackintosh approached. The famous producer told him he was good in the role, even if his voice did crack once or twice in the higher registers. The two of them laughed, as if they were professional colleagues. Kammerer thought to himself, How many real actors would want to be in this conversation?

			The whole cast felt as if they were in a dream. No one, in their experience, chose to come to Truman. And here they had put on a show, and Cameron Mackintosh, the most powerful man on Broadway, was celebrating with them, shaking their hands, telling everyone that they had been “brilliant, just brilliant!”

			After Les Misérables, Music Theatre International came calling again (not for the last time), and in 2007, Truman became the first high school to stage a production of Rent, a show most high schools still will not touch because of its subject matter: AIDS, addiction, homosexuality, and homophobia. Allan Larson, the father of the late playwright Jonathan Larson, made the trip to Levittown and sat in the same unimproved auditorium and on the same wood-plank seats as Mackintosh had.

			•   •   •

			Three years after Truman’s staging of Rent—and thirty-six years after my own high school graduation—I was asked to give the commencement speech at Truman High. The high school my own children attended held its graduation ceremonies at Constitution Hall, near the White House. Built in 1929 by the Daughters of the American Revolution, it is a grand, historic venue, but one that I never liked for that purpose because it was just a rented space; it wasn’t theirs. My own graduation had taken place on the high school football field.

			Having grown up in a place I was dying to escape, then landing in one where I sometimes feel like an imposter, hardly makes me unique. Mobility, reinvention, identity: These themes are central to the American story, and, in fact, were threaded through the literature I read in Lou Volpe’s classroom. (I had particularly liked Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, not generally considered a terrific book. But Carrie Meeber got out! Out of her prison of a hometown in rural Wisconsin, into the clamor of big-city Chicago and ultimately New York. That it all ended badly for her did not make much of an impression on me.)

			On the night of Truman’s 2010 commencement, I parked across the road in the open field we knew as Booz’s Farm, where my mother used to buy tomatoes, sweet corn, and melons from a stand at the intersection. Bloomsdale (Hollywood) was right down the hill, and the parents and siblings of its graduates walked by on the shoulder of the road on their way to the ceremony. I was led to a seat on a stage set down on about the ten-yard line, with the Blue Ridge section of Levittown—Butternut Road, Balsam Road, Bittersweet Drive—just behind me.

			My mother had died about eight months earlier, and my eighty-four-year-old father, in a natty seersucker suit, sat in a reserved section with the school board president, an old friend. It was a cloudless seventy-five degrees. The sun was still in the sky, the humidity blessedly low. I felt happy, and oddly at home.

			I had been told to speak for no more than five minutes, though three minutes would be better, which seemed perfect to me. At my son’s high school graduation a week earlier, I had listened as a self-important cable news commentator droned on for thirty minutes about the future of the media in a digital world. At Truman that night, I passed along some gentle guidance, advising the graduates not to let go of cherished possessions that might seem childish now that they were passing into the adult world—their baseball gloves, skateboards, stuffed animals, favorite books. Thinking of the many hours I spent coasting around Levittown, talking with my friends and plotting our futures, I said they should hang on to their bicycles—or if they didn’t already have one, buy one. I said something about how everyone should have a passport, which even as the words left my mouth seemed too exotic.

			Volpe was up onstage that night, among several teachers who took turns calling out the names of graduates. I tried to remember details of my own graduation night. Had he been the one to call out my name? Had I thanked him? Had I even said a proper good-bye?

			I know that he gave me a gift, a collection of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Inside the front cover, in a note dated June 3, 1974, he wrote, “As a prospective English major, I felt you couldn’t survive without the Sonnets.” He added, “Sure!” maybe just in case I was naive enough to believe the Sonnets were something I’d have to consult daily, like some kind of guide for living or dating. But I have kept the book, through many years and many moves, always on a prominent shelf, and have never once held it in my hands without thinking of Volpe and rereading his words.

			I am my lawyer father’s son, a journalist, rational. I don’t say that everything happens for some divinely inspired reason. But as I stood at the podium facing the Truman High Class of 2010—including several who were children of my own high school classmates—there was providence in the moment.

			I had considered writing about Volpe many times, but other projects always got in the way or I found some reason not to. But from the moment I received the out-of-the-blue invitation to return to Levittown and give this speech, I knew it had happened for a reason: to let me know that it was time to tell the story of Lou Volpe and the magical things he does at Truman High.
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					BOBBY RYAN (LEFT) AND ZACH PHILIPPI IN GOOD BOYS AND TRUE.

				

			

		

	
		
			GOOD BOYS AND TRUE

			Not everyone, of course, starts with an equal chance of being cast in a Volpe play. If a part calls for a handsome boy or a beautiful girl, Volpe doesn’t put someone ugly in the role. (Does the basketball coach, out of a sense of political correctness, play a five-foot-five kid at center?) Volpe is a compassionate person, but he casts on merit, not out of empathy. At one audition, a boy with a great voice and big stage presence tries for a part. He seems like a good prospect. But he is known to have a rap sheet that includes convictions for assault, including one with a deadly weapon. After his reading, Volpe says to Krause that he hopes the kid gets his life turned around, but there is no way he is giving him a role. “It’s more than I want to handle,” he explains.

			After everyone has read at the callbacks for Good Boys, Volpe tells the ten who are left, “It breaks my heart that some of you are not going to be in this play. That’s not bullshit. You were all astonishing. But there are only six roles.”

			The next morning, he posts the casting choices on the wall outside his classroom. Mariela Castillo, Zach Philippi, and Bobby Ryan have won parts, along with Wayne Miletto, a would-be anchor of Truman’s defensive line except that he quit football for theater; Britney Harron, a rarity among Volpe’s actors in that she has taken years of private lessons, in voice and dance; and Courtney Meyer, a dazzling actress and sometimes lost soul whom Volpe and Krause worry over when she is not under their watch. All six of them are seniors and closely bonded as friends. Volpe is thrilled they auditioned well and held their places, as it were, because he considers them one of the finest classes of actors he has ever directed, a special group that comes along no more than once a decade. (Miletto and Harron won parts in Rent as ninth-graders, when they were the “new.”) He chose this play, in part, to show off their strengths, but he could not just hand them the roles. He needed them to step up, and they did.

			“We’re gonna have a great time,” Bobby Ryan, the clown in the group, says to the others on the first day they gather as a cast. “We’ve got some chocolate flavor,” he says, referring to Miletto, who is black. “We’ve got some Latin flavor,” he continues, looking at Castillo. “Hey, Mariela, are you gonna bring in some of those great rice and beans your mom cooks?”

			Mariela was part of a salsa duo with her older sister and likes to say proudly that she is “one hundred percent Puerto Rican.” She shoots Bobby a wicked look. “I made those fucking rice and beans. What do you think, I can’t cook?”

			Volpe does not demand decorum in any traditional way, just excellence. As he begins to speak to the cast, Britney Harron, a diva since he first encountered her as a freshman, is stretched out on one of the couches, her feet up, her eyes half open. But she is attentive in her own way, and Volpe doesn’t care. He lays out the rehearsal schedule—basically, every day after school—and then tells them, “This is not a Nebraska play. It’s too much on the edge of the knife for Middle America,” by which he means that no matter how high the quality of performance they achieve, the adjudicators who make the selections for the International Thespian Festival will find the material too disquieting to honor with a Main Stage selection. “So I don’t even want you to let that enter your minds,” he continues. “We’re going to create this play, this piece of art, and take it as far as we can take it, and we’re going to be happy about that.”

			But he is just trying to tamp down expectations, and everyone knows it. Volpe wants to take Good Boys to Nebraska. That was the goal from the moment he chose it. He likes to shake things up. Likes to push the limits. If he could get Good Boys to Nebraska, it would create a stir. The kids in the audience would love it; some of the teachers would hate it. It would be a sensation.

			Three of the cast members had been on the Main Stage two years before, as sophomores, performing a quirky play called The Rimers of Eldritch in a massive theater packed with an audience of 2,800. They wanted to go back, and the rest of the cast wanted to get there for the first time. (Rimers is a Lanford Wilson play, “a dark, brooding contemplation of a small ghostly town frozen in time and place, the mid-century in the Middle West,” as The New York Times described it—so, in other words, a pretty good introduction to the level of work Volpe demanded.)

			The schools chosen for Main Stages in Nebraska tended to be from well-heeled communities that poured money into their theater programs, like Grosse Pointe, Michigan, or the Woodlands, outside Houston. A high school in Kenosha, Wisconsin, an outer suburb of Chicago, was another frequent Main Stage qualifier. When the Truman kids got to Nebraska, many of the other students they encountered just assumed that they came from one of these lucky kinds of places.

			“Who’s your diction coach?” a student from another school asked Bobby Ryan after the performance of Rimers.

			“What’s a diction coach?” he said.

			If Good Boys and True was judged worthy, the trip to Nebraska would occur after graduation, during “beach week,” when Truman’s seniors traditionally cram into houses in the tacky Jersey Shore town of Wildwood. “But none of us would care about missing that,” Bobby says as they get started with rehearsing. “Everybody in this cast—me and Wayne; Zach, Brit, Mariela, Court—we’re all, like, best friends. We’ve been through everything together. Good stuff, bad stuff, relationships that got started and didn’t end too good, you name it and we’ve survived it. We’re like a family. If we did go to Wildwood, we’d all be in a house together, but if we get a Main Stage, it’d be like the same except we’d be having our beach week in Nebraska.”

			Going to Nebraska would also mean extending their time with Volpe by one week, a prospect the cast relishes. Each of them feels close to him. He is their teacher and friend—and for some, a father figure—but they had started out feeling intimidated by him, which shocked me at first. Afraid of Volpe? I never knew anyone who felt that way and couldn’t imagine it. But he has an aura around him now and he controls something of value: parts in his productions. “It’s our Broadway. That’s how we think of it,” Tyler Kelch, a tenth-grader, says. Kelch is not in the Good Boys cast, but is hoping to go to Nebraska as part of the stage crew. “It would be, like, the coolest thing ever.” (I would learn that was a signature phrase of Tyler’s—“coolest thing ever.”)

			Antonio Addeo, a Truman student from 2004 to 2007, was one of Volpe’s most gifted actors in recent years. As a freshman, he won a lead role in Truman Drama’s rendition of Parade. He has found some success in New York—he has an agent, gets auditions, and has been cast in small productions, though not yet Broadway. He hooked on to a touring show of the musical Academy that went to Seoul and won South Korea’s version of a Tony for best play. “I’ve been auditioning in New York for two years now, and nothing was as stressful as my audition in ninth grade,” he says. “It loomed that large to me.”

			He remembers hearing about Truman’s drama director as far back as seventh grade, when he started performing in middle school shows. “People would say, ‘Do you think he’ll come to see our play?’ Somebody would say they saw him walk through the door and everybody would freak out about it. The way he was talked about, I thought, Who is this Volpe? I really want to meet him. To me, he was like a mythic figure.”

			Good Boys is Bobby Ryan’s fifth show at Truman. He auditioned for Rent as a freshman but didn’t get a part. He was too scared to do well in his audition, then “cried like a baby” when he wasn’t cast. The memory of once being kicked out of a Volpe rehearsal for being disruptive is still seared into him.

			“That’s it!” Volpe shouted at him one afternoon. “I’m tired of it. I don’t even want to see your face anymore. Get out of the auditorium!” He added, for emphasis, “I don’t know who this new Bobby Ryan is, but I don’t like him. If you find the old Bobby Ryan, tell him I miss him.”

			The rebuke went straight to Bobby’s gut. “The thing is, you can have fun and make jokes, but when it’s time to be on task, you have to be on task,” he says. “I realized I didn’t like who I was being. I was being a real dick, getting in the way of the work being done. I almost threw up when I walked out the door. When you disappoint Volpe, it’s like the worst thing in the world.”

			•   •   •

			The Lou Volpe I had known in my youth was self-effacing. I wasn’t even sure he would be comfortable with the idea of this book and the attention it would bring to him. But nearly four decades had passed, half a lifetime for both of us. The Volpe I have now come to know can be self-regarding, though it is a trait he tries his best to keep in check. He is accomplished, celebrated, still a good-looking guy. His cleverness, over time, has sharpened into a rapier wit. I have discovered, to my delight (and, yes, relief, since we have been spending a great deal of time together), that I still love to listen to him talk.

			At a rehearsal, as another opening night draws near, he tells his cast, “You have become so good that every mistake you make has a spotlight on it.” That seems to me such an economical yet elegant way of giving praise while making a demand.

			He can be amazingly unflappable in the face of the surprising and bizarre things that occur in schools, and sometimes deadpan in ways that make me laugh. A student on the way into class approaches him at his desk, glances up at some posters of Sesame Street characters, and asks, “Mr. Volpe, did you know Big Bird?” It doesn’t seem to be a joke, but it isn’t clear whether he is asking if Volpe knew the late Jim Henson—if he knew the person inside the Big Bird costume—or if this student perhaps thinks Big Bird is real.

			Volpe blinks twice, as if momentarily trying to decide. “No, I didn’t know Big Bird,” he finally answers. “But thank you for asking me that.” He tidies up a pile of papers on his desk, takes a seat, and starts class.

			In another class, he asks students to bring in an object of some personal meaning and say something about it. A girl comes in clutching an urn with her father’s ashes and gives her talk, a bittersweet story of loss and memories, then puts the urn in his classroom closet for safekeeping—where it stays for a week. And then another. “Rebecca, honey, you know I still have those ashes?” he finally reminds her one day. “Oh, okay, thanks, Mr. Volpe,” she says.

			There are a great many ways, and more all the time, to put numbers on what occurs inside a school. One is the so-called Challenge Index, a mathematical equation invented by respected education writer Jay Mathews that divides the number of Advanced Placement and other college-level tests given at a high school by the number of its graduating seniors. It’s very simple. The more tests given—and the more students enrolled in rigorous courses—the higher the ranking a school achieves. (This puts a lot of faith in the AP program, which is costly for students and revenue-generating for the College Board, the nonprofit that administers the tests.) At Truman High, close attention is paid to the PSSA (Pennsylvania System of School Assessment)—standardized tests mandated by the state. Truman’s scores rise and fall from year to year—along with the anxiety levels of the administrators and teachers who are held responsible—and usually land just a hair above or below the “acceptable” line.

			Volpe teaches according to no index or formula. He never expounds on education theory or education reform. His career and, in fact, his life, have followed no grand plan. When I return to Levittown in 2010, he is teaching theater, not English—a full day of theater classes, four levels of them. Some who take his classes are honors students; others won’t make it to college, either because
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