
[image: images]



Thank you for purchasing this Touchstone eBook.



Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Touchstone and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP



or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




[image: images]

    [image: images]


contents


chapter 01

Coming Home

chapter 02

What’s a Nynuk?

chapter 03

We’re the New Kids on the Block . . .

chapter 04

You Got It

chapter 05

Five Guys, One Bus

chapter 06

First Time Was a Great Time

chapter 07

Remember When We Traveled ’Round the World?

chapter 08

Hold On

chapter 09

Face the Music

chapter 10

The Thought of You Still Makes Me Crazy

chapter 11

Stronger Than Ever

chapter 12

Five Brothers and a Million Sisters

chapter 13

This Love Will Last Forever

acknowledgments

    photographs

index

    about nikki van noy


To Dad and Mom,

who taught me everything I needed to know about magic


chapter

01

Coming Home

There’s just no words to describe it. I guess the only thing similar is a Super Bowl quarterback winning it for his hometown.

—Danny

On June 11, 2011, under a dramatic gray sky that threatens to open up at any moment, one hometown band is getting ready to stage the concert of a lifetime. For the Boston-bred New Kids on the Block (NKOTB), this is the moment that defines success—eighty million records, multiple sold-out world tours, and American Music Awards notwithstanding. Band member Joe McIntyre explains, “You really feel the bricks and the mortar of Fenway Park. You really feel that presence of who you are. Growing up in Boston, it’s such a part of who we are and our story.”

Though Boston is home to residents of all faiths and creeds, there’s one church that everyone considers sacred in this town: Fenway Park, home of the Boston Red Sox. A deep loyalty for both the quirky, historic ballpark and the baseball team that calls it home is practically encoded into every resident’s DNA. “Listen,” band member Danny Wood says, “we don’t have any Grammy Awards. I couldn’t care less about any of that stuff. Nothing will ever top Fenway. Not playing any other stadium anywhere else around the world.”

Fenway inspires both comfort and awe in locals. It conjures up memories of sticky summer afternoons, hyped-up crowds, and eighth-inning sing-alongs to Neil Diamond’s “Sweet Caroline.” But even with this familiarity, a sort of reverence for both the park and the team is always there too—Fenway is where the magic happens. It makes sense that if anything were to serve as a pinnacle of success for a Bostonian, it would most likely somehow involve Fenway Park.

Though most of the New Kids grew up in the rough-and-tumble neighborhood of Dorchester, no more than four miles from Fenway (with the exception of Joe, who hails from the more middle-class Jamaica Plain), the journey to this ballpark has been a long and improbable one, comprised of one breakup, six albums, and twenty-seven years. For even the most successful music groups, the odds of playing Fenway are slim, since the park invites only one or two acts to play upon its painstakingly preserved field per summer. In fact, musical performances weren’t permitted at the stadium until 2003. By then, NKOTB were not only long past their early-1990s heyday but also had been disbanded for nearly a decade. Nonetheless, NKOTB are here tonight, gearing up to join the ranks of just a handful of artists who hold claim to rocking forty thousand fans under the Green Monster. This exclusive roster includes iconic acts such as Bruce Springsteen, the Rolling Stones, Paul McCartney, and Aerosmith.

As the minutes tick by on the afternoon of NKOTB’s sold-out show, park staff and the band’s road crew buzz about, frenetically preparing for the gates to open and fans to come flooding down Yawkey Way. The roar of leaf blowers echoes throughout Fenway as groundskeepers valiantly attempt to wash pooled water off the tops of the chairs set up on the field for tonight’s show. NKOTB management has alerted all personnel that the band will take the stage a bit earlier than planned in an effort to beat the brunt of the storm rolling toward Boston. A sense of focused determination permeates the venue as the staff sets its collective jaw in an attempt to batten down the hatches. There will be no rain delay in Fenway tonight.

Backstage, NKOTB bandmates Jon and Jordan Knight, Joe McIntyre, Donnie Wahlberg, and Danny Wood would expect nothing less than a dramatic downpour for their Fenway show. Waking up to a rainy Boston that morning, Donnie says, “Everyone was freaking out about the rain. It’s rained every time we’ve done something big outside. I was like, ‘Here we go again.’” However, even with the addition of weather-related hurdles to overcome, Jordan will be the first to tell you, “Our best things have happened in the rain.”

In the three years since their inaugural reunion performance in 2008, Mother Nature has contributed her own signature flair to NKOTB’s milestone moments. This streak began with the band’s live comeback performance on NBC’s Today show, where the New Kids performed for the first time in fourteen years before millions of viewers on a slippery stage soaked by sheeting rain. A definite theme has emerged since then, and it seems appropriate that it would continue on a night as monumental as this. It’s gotten to the point where, to some degree, NKOTB welcome such circumstances. While the impending storm is a main topic of conversation around the park, Danny says that most of the band members “didn’t even talk about the rain. We knew it would add some character to the night, and we thrive on improvising. We spent our whole life improvising and adapting.” Over the years, NKOTB’s members have become masters at going with the flow and relaxing into any situation, from spur-of-the-moment performances on street corners and in cramped dressing rooms during their early days, to creating a sense of connection with a vast audience in the humongous stadiums that came later on.

That doesn’t mean the rain isn’t causing some stress as the minutes tick by, especially for Donnie, who has been hard at work attending to even the most minute details of this gig for the past several months. Specifically, the dramatic entrance—which is set to feature the band running out from the home-team dugout in typical Red Sox fashion—is in danger because of the ominous clouds and the field’s already wet grass. According to Donnie, “Early the morning of the show, I had to come to grips with the fact that we may just lose the big, awesome opening, which every pop star really wants to have . . . For me, it was like, ‘Are they gonna let us run on the infield now?’ ‘Is the stage gonna be too slippery?’”

The rain today is only the latest in a series of challenges that NKOTB have overcome throughout their career. This much is clearly evidenced by the simple fact that the Fenway performance is happening in the first place. “Fenway is crazy for me—I think crazy for all of us—because it just seemed like we were this boy band that faded into the sunset,” Jon says. “I think this go-around, people respect us more. To do Fenway and sell it out was just amazing. It just made me feel like, ‘Wow, we really did have an impact.’”

Prior to NKOTB’s resurgence in 2008, never before had a pop band managed to leave the industry for an extended period of time only to reemerge stronger than ever, with its fan base still intact. Sure, other acts have reunited for one last taste of glory or to pick up a bit of extra cash, but what’s happening here is something entirely different. This is a bonus round—a second chance for band and fans alike. An opportunity to return to a touchstone from earlier days, only this time with the benefit of lessons learned, life lived, and an abundant sense of gratitude on both sides of the stage. The chances of this happening were improbable at best—which makes the fact that it has happened all the sweeter. Even band members seem incredulous at times. “It doesn’t happen,” Jordan says, shaking his head. “I always say that: this does not happen.”

The New Kids’ lifetime to date has been divided into two distinct phases. The first phase, from 1984 to 1994, saw these five “every-guys” come together and rise to dizzying levels of fame on the basis of hard work, personality, determination, good timing, and a certain intangible chemistry—both between the guys themselves and between the New Kids and their fans. Though NKOTB enjoyed more success over the course of that decade than the average band will in a lifetime, by the time they disbanded, NKOTB’s oldest member, Jon, was only twenty-five years old.

After years of paying their dues and some marketing misfires, when the New Kids finally hit the national music scene in 1988, their success took off at the speed of light. In just a matter of months, NKOTB became a bona fide phenomenon as ingrained in 1980s pop culture as The Cosby Show and Cabbage Patch Kids. Children and adolescents flocked to NKOTB, losing their minds at the mere mention of the band or one of its members. In less than three years, NKOTB were catapulted from near obscurity to the top of the charts, with earnings that pushed them to number one on the Forbes list of highest-paid entertainers for 1991.

The adulation was intense, and the spotlight was glaring. With so much success and such a young fan base, a certain amount of distance and inflexibility was inevitable. Though NKOTB’s fans loved the band members passionately, and the band was appreciative of and dedicated to its fans, before long, it was nearly impossible for the two groups to comingle in a truly authentic way. When NKOTB were in the vicinity, fans were quick on their feet, tracking them down. The band was in a constant run too. International tours stacked up one after another as NKOTB rocketed around the world, moving from one city to the next, day after day, month after month, for more than three years straight. Jon recalls, “Back in the day, I remember doing shows on Thanksgiving and only having Christmas day off. It was constantly go, go, go, go, go. We couldn’t breathe.”

By 1994 both the New Kids and their fans had grown up and were ready to move on. The music scene had changed drastically, making it more difficult for the band to find its place in the market. And the media had long since burned out on them. On April 14, 1994, Philadelphia Inquirer music critic Tom Moon wrote that the group’s hits were either “ballads of overweening sincerity or dance tracks dusted with a thin coat of prepubescent funk.” He continued, “Everything about the multiplatinum New Kids [feels] manufactured . . . Once kings of pop, NKOTB is now an underdog attraction back in the business of winning fans, if not fighting for its artistic life.” It was a common sentiment amongst the music media during the 1990s.

The band faced a one-two punch: first, the witch hunt that haunted all pop bands in the wake of the Milli Vanilli lip-syncing scandal of the early 1990s; and second, the heavy merchandising of NKOTB once they hit it big. Both these issues hung over their heads, often putting the band on the defensive. There was a pervasive lack of understanding in both the media and music industry about what NKOTB were really about. Moreover, after years of functioning in such a cloistered environment, it was important to the members of NKOTB that they try life on their own terms. Their fan base, which dwindled significantly as the 1990s wore on, was growing up too, shifting away from teen idols and on to personal endeavors such as advanced education, careers, and relationships. The tidal wave of frenzy that surrounded NKOTB receded, and life moved on.

The band members grew up too and established individual careers across a broad spectrum of fields, including everything from entertainment to real estate. Some fans stayed in the loop with NKOTB members’ more low-key solo careers, while others’ NKOTB memorabilia gathered dust in the deep recesses of their childhood closets.

Then in 2008, when even the most die-hard NKOTB fans had more or less given up on a reunion, the second chapter of the group’s career began with a small buzz online. Quickly it gathered speed. Rumors began to spread throughout other media outlets as well. All of a sudden it was official: NKOTB were back. No one—not even the band—saw it coming.

NKOTB reunited with no expectations. In the four years since then, the New Kids have responded to fan demand—a demand marked by an intensity and abundance far more powerful than anyone would have ever dreamed possible. The NKOTB scene is largely crowd driven, with the band following its fans’ lead rather than vice versa. For the most part, both band members and fans will tell you that the second time around is even sweeter than the first. It’s a bit looser, NKOTB and their fans can interact on a level that was never possible before, and with fifteen years’ distance between now and then, both parties can truly appreciate how much fun it all is. It’s simultaneously a chance to go back and relive happy, carefree memories and to build new ones. On some level, there’s a sense of victory to it all too—the fact that NKOTB staged such a resurgence proves once and for all that this band is far more than just an overmerchandised, manufactured teen act.

Though the chances of achieving such staggering levels of worldwide acclaim were minuscule the first time around, they were exponentially smaller nearly fifteen years later, when most of NKOTB’s members were approaching age forty. In the fickle, youth-driven pop music genre, perhaps even more surprising than NKOTB’s reappearance was the fact that their fans came back with such force. But, as NKOTB have proven time and time again, they revel in defying odds, expectations, and precedents. As is almost always the case with them, something else was going on here. Something more. Call it what you will, but as Jordan sees it, “There has to be a piece of magic in it. And that’s what we always look for. What makes your hair stand on end? What brings on the emotion? It’s not just about making a beat or playing music, it’s about the magic.”

Unexpected as this entire resurgence was, it could have been written off as a fluke, based on the initial flush of excitement of seeing all five New Kids together again. However, that doesn’t explain how three years after the band’s initial reunion—well after the novelty of NKOTB v. 2 has worn off—forty thousand people are gathered in Fenway tonight, anxiously awaiting the guys’ arrival onstage.

Spirited female voices dominate Fenway’s echoing hallway. Though the standard-issue Red Sox colors and patterns are emblazoned on many attendees’ shirts and jackets, tonight’s Sox-themed souvenirs have a special NKOTB slant. Tonight the Red Sox, Fenway, and hometown boys NKOTB have fused into one. The back of the event’s signature T-shirt perfectly and succinctly sums up the general feeling in the air: Once in a Lifetime.

Fans chatter excitedly as they fill the field and grandstand. The vast majority are aware that for all the milestones NKOTB have enjoyed over the years, this is the watershed moment. This is a night that will never be repeated, an event that only this audience will ever have the chance to experience. Despite Fenway’s size, there is also a certain intimacy to the whole affair—this loyal crowd understands exactly what the past twenty-seven years have entailed and why this moment is so magical. Fan Ali Lewis surmises, “This was more than a concert. It was an historic moment in the lives of the performers and the audience. It was a celebration of twenty-five years of togetherness, twenty-five years of believing in each other.”

Every band will tell you that each and every show is just as important as the next, whether it’s in Wichita, Kansas, or New York City. But, of course, that’s not exactly true. Some nights mean more than others. And—if you’re really lucky—one or two nights will stay with you forever. This is one of those rare, special, defining nights. Backstage, even these five guys who have seen it all are overcome at the surreal nature of playing this particular ballpark. For five men who have spent decades taking part in countless experiences that most of us can only dream of, this night is beyond even their wildest fantasies. Danny says, “I never even dreamed we would play Fenway—that was unobtainable. Our manager all along the way would joke, ‘It’s gonna go all the way to Fenway.’ I never believed it, nor did I take it seriously. So when it happened, I had to look at the email a few times, and I had to call him and be like, ‘Don’t mess with me. This better be for real.’”

This gig was nearly a year in the making. On August 14, 2010, Donnie sat in this very ballpark, watching as fellow Boston-based band Aerosmith took the stage. Donnie remembers, “I started taking videos, and I sent one to our manager, Jared Paul. I said, ‘We have to do this,’ and planted the Fenway seed with him.” Over the course of the next several months, that seed took root. In late 2010 Donnie received a call from Jared informing him that Fenway was up for offer.

Making those phone calls was a special experience for Jared. He says, “It was one of the greatest moments of my life. It wasn’t even one of the best moments of my business life—it was one of the best moments of my life. It was such a milestone we had set for ourselves. To be able to accomplish it? It’s the top of the mountain.” Then the real work began, as months of preparation and planning commenced. From the beginning, Donnie says, he knew, “We need to make it an event. Everything has to be crazy and special for the fans.”

The payoff comes tonight. The excitement sweeping through Fenway is electric. Like a kettle spouting steam to release built-up pressure, a roar tears through the crowd when Joe appears onstage shortly before showtime. The tone of the evening is officially set when he chokes up a bit while introducing the Neighborhood Children’s Theatre of Boston. It’s a very full-circle moment for Joe as a group of about forty boys and girls spread across the stage in red T-shirts, their little voices echoing throughout Fenway as they belt out a medley that includes “God Bless America” and “On a Wonderful Day Like Today.”

“I was six years old when I sang my first song with the Neighborhood Children’s Theatre,” Joe explains, “literally miles away in Jamaica Plain. To be at Fenway with them was just phenomenal. As if that day could be any more emotional, I got to do that. The four other guys were so supportive. It’s a simple thing, but to have their support is really special.”

Shortly after the children leave the stage, Boston mayor Thomas Menino kicks off the festivities by announcing that June 11, 2011, has officially been deemed NKOTBSB Day in Boston in honor of both the New Kids and Backstreet Boys (BSB), which have joined forces this summer to form one massive pop spectacle. This announcement is followed by the ceremonial unveiling of a giant banner on Fenway’s left field wall (affectionately dubbed “the Green Monster” by locals), which reads “NKOTBSB” in the traditional Red Sox font. Donnie says, “I went to Opening Day the year after the Red Sox won the World Series in 2004, and I remember they dropped the Red Sox banner down the Green Monster. I said, ‘I wanna do that with NKOTBSB.’”

Once the banner is unfurled, a final special guest is brought onstage to introduce the band: Mark Wahlberg. The crowd roars deafeningly when the former musician, Academy Award nominee, producer, and—most important for tonight’s purposes—younger brother of Donnie saunters onstage. Despite his inherent connection to NKOTB, Mark has rarely been overtly associated with the group since the earliest days of his own long-ago rap career. Tonight Mark is just a proud younger brother as he looks out over Fenway and his voice echoes through the stadium:

“I’m so glad that I got to be here to introduce these guys tonight because [twenty-seven] years ago I introduced them at their first show at the Lee School. It’s pretty damn incredible, them going from the Lee School to Fenway Park. I’m very proud, especially of my brother, who I don’t get to thank that often. But if it wasn’t for him, I’d probably still be incarcerated somewhere right now instead of doing what I do and having the beautiful family that I have.”

As Mark exits, the screens on either side of the massive stage stretched across Fenway’s outfield come to life. The image pans down through the galaxy to Earth, then narrows in on tonight’s epicenter of the universe, Boston, Massachusetts, and, finally, Fenway Park. A video montage follows, with pictures of the band’s and Fenway’s history alternately filling the screen. The video’s narration, built around a line penned by Donnie, encapsulates not only the sentiment of the evening but also NKOTB’s career: “Like most kids from humble beginnings, we all knew this: You push us, we push you back. You respect us, we respect you back. You doubt us, we will bleed to prove you wrong.”

For as spectacular as those moments leading up to the show are for fans, the band is also drinking them in. Donnie remembers, “The truth is, as is typically the case, it all happens as it is meant to. The sun sort of crept through the clouds—just a hint of it—during the opening intros. We were packed in the dugout, sort of watching in wonderment. There were a couple of fans just outside the dugout . . . just looking at us. I was like, ‘Are you excited?’”

The familiar voice of Fenway public-address announcer Carl Beane echoes throughout the park. For a second, one might almost expect to see the Red Sox take the field. But tonight’s starting lineup is a bit different. One by one, Beane calls out each member of NKOTBSB. As each member emerges onto the field fully outfitted in Red Sox regalia, a new burst erupts from the crowd until it’s almost ear splitting. As each band member takes the field, he moves down the line, slapping five with his “teammates.” The excitement isn’t just vibrating throughout the spectators—it’s also dripping off the musicians. The anticipation is all encompassing and almost tactile.

The pop supergroup takes a lap around first base on the roped-off baseball diamond before running to the stage. NKOTBSB have managed to beat the brunt of the storm to Fenway, but the energy in the stadium is thunderous during the opening mashup of “Single” (NKOTB) and “The One” (BSB), both of which have been looped around Coldplay’s “Viva La Vida.” It’s a surreal moment when, at the end of the opening number, NKOTB are lifted onto the riser at the foot of the stage ramp and hover over Fenway Park, Sox jerseys on, with the Green Monster serving as their backdrop. If there’s a more fitting visual image of victory for any kid from Boston than this, it’s difficult to imagine what it might be. Joe remembers, “The stage rises up, and both groups are going higher and higher, and we’re in center field in Fenway. That’s the first time I cried that night.”

The show continues in a sustained mad burst of energy that even teenagers would struggle to rival. “There’s just no words to describe it,” Danny says. “I guess the only thing similar is a Super Bowl quarterback winning it for his hometown.” A myriad of emotions are visible onstage as the night wears on. It’s difficult not to be touched when Joe moves to the end of the stage ramp and stretches out the end of NKOTB’s breakthrough hit, “Please Don’t Go Girl,” for what seems to be several moments as he soaks in the powerful sight of a packed Fenway spread out before him. Or as Danny takes a moment to tell the crowd how proud his deceased mother, Betty Wood, would be tonight.

Fans are emotional too. Longtime NKOTB fan and Dorchester native Jodi Mackie says, “The way the New Kids looked around Fenway, it was clear they were appreciating everything and taking it in. And that makes me love them even more because they appreciate where they came from. They appreciate the fans. Growing up in the Dorchester slums to becoming what they became, seeing them actually playing Fenway and being from the same place as I am made me feel great. The triumphs they’ve had and obstacles they’ve overcome are amazing to me.”

A very different kind of energy overtakes the New Kids as the rain clouds finally open up dramatically, drenching Fenway almost instantaneously as NKOTB begin singing “Tonight.” Though one might presume this would put a damper on the affair, strangely, it has the opposite effect. Donnie remembers it as a fortuitous case of impeccable timing. “It started to rain at the very moment where we have to walk down the catwalk—the moment when the New Kids are most connected to the audience. We walk down out into the teeth of the crowd, to the tip of the stage. I said, ‘It feels like Fenway, it sounds like Fenway, it smells like Fenway. Show us if it looks like Fenway!’ Right when those house lights went up, it started to rain. We walked down the catwalk, and I just could feel the guys all like, ‘Yes!’ Jordan started to take off his clothes, I already had my shirt off. And then we do ‘Tonight’ and go into the crowd.”

“We came alive as soon as it started raining. That’s where I felt like, ‘This is a moment,’” Jordan remembers. “For me, that was when the New Kids had a chance to come true to form. We played in front of basically all-black crowds in the beginning of our career, and we played in not the greatest places. We performed in executive offices—we would move a desk and perform right in people’s offices. So it was kind of like we went back to our old New Kids tricks in the middle of Fenway. I think that’s one of the great things about the group is that we play off each other, and we play off the moment. I think that’s what makes us fun, spontaneous, good entertainers.”

Entertain they do. Band members rip off shirts and jackets and gleefully strut out to the end of the stage to greet the rain, as though daring it to come down even harder. Joe adopts his thickest Boston accent for the occasion, dropping all of his Rs and bellowing, “Oh my gawd! I caught pneumonia at the New Kids con-caht at Fenway Pahk, and I don’t give a shit. It was fucking awesome, and I don’t ca-yah!” The stage’s long ramp is transformed into the world’s largest Slip ’n Slide, with New Kids joyfully skidding up and down it, driving the sodden crowd into more of a frenzy. “I think it was one of the funnest shows that we did,” Jon remembers, smiling. “We were just like, ‘You know what? It’s raining, let’s make the best of it!’ ”

As the rain comes down during “Tonight,” the band jumps off the stage and into the crowd. Joe decides to seize this moment as the opportunity to run a lap around the roped-off baseball diamond and get closer to fans sitting in the grandstand. “I mean, God bless the fans that were in the grandstand having just as much fun. I ran back there, and I did a lap and danced on home plate like an idiot. It was just another highlight,” he remembers. As is often the case at NKOTB shows, there’s a strong sense of youthful abandon, both on the stage and in the audience.

This is no warm, humid summertime rain. Icy pellets assault the crowd, but still no one runs for cover. Fans dance and scream and revel in the onstage antics as the show rolls on. “Our fans already came from all over the world—that already says they’re special. But did the world need to know they were that special to stand in the rain like that and not one person left? If this is a niche audience, this is the biggest, greatest, most awesome niche ever,” Joe marvels.

It is moments precisely like this that fans often cite as one of the primary reasons their love for this band is so deep and durable: no one is going to miss this, no matter what the weather serves up. Fan Amy Johnson tries to put the feeling in the air that night into words: “Something really wild happened during the ‘Tonight’ downpour. It was as if all the crazy high energy that the show already had suddenly lifted into a whole other dimension. . . . The crowd went—and believe me, this is saying something because it was already insane—but we went absolutely mental at this point. It became like one enormous party, and the energy was just astounding. From that point on, this concert became one for the ages. One of those ‘I was there’ moments. I’ve been to so many concerts in my life, but only a handful where I’ve actually had the experience that something miraculous is happening. This show achieved that sensation.”

As the show draws to a close nearly three hours and several inches of rain later, the familiar introductory beats of NKOTB’s closing number, “Hangin’ Tough,” blast throughout Fenway. Audience members look about in confusion as smoke pours onto an empty stage, with no New Kids in sight. After a few seconds, the crowd reorients itself slightly to stage right, realizing that NKOTB have abandoned the stage and invaded the Green Monster. More than twenty-five years after its release, “Hangin’ Tough” takes on new life and energy as the band sings it from atop the deck looking out over Fenway.

Fan Amy Johnson says, “By the time the New Kids appeared on top of the Green Monster to start off the finale, I’m pretty sure the park had turned itself inside out into a whole other world of its own. A world where we the fans could literally—literally—see these guys’ dreams coming true before our very eyes. I really cannot imagine what a thrill it must have been for all of them, not only to play this particular show but to do it in the most spectacular fashion, with rain pouring down in sheets and thousands of soaked-to-the-bones fans screaming as if they would never stop.”

As if the evening hasn’t been full circle enough, Joe brings his oldest son, three-year-old Griffin, with him up to the Green Monster. Joe’s father, Tom McIntyre, marvels, “Griffin’s great-great grandfather, Mr. Gleason, was the boss bricklayer on the Green Monster. Isn’t that something?” For Donnie, this moment is the culmination of the vision he had at that Aerosmith Fenway show nearly a year before. “I knew we were gonna sing ‘Hangin’ Tough’ from the Green Monster the day I saw Aerosmith. And we did it.”

As “Hangin’ Tough” draws to a close, NKOTB descend to the main stage as the crowd goes crazy and fireworks explode into the night sky above the park, bringing the exuberant, emotional show to a finish. Fan Christina St. Arnaud recounts, “Throughout my life, I have seen countless home runs fly across the Green Monster’s massive wall. On that night, it was no different. Our boys hit the greatest home run of all. It truly was a once-in-a-lifetime show, and the firecrackers that lit up the Boston sky were nothing in comparison to the light in the eyes of thousands of Blockheads.”

By the end of the night, NKOTB have taken an imperfect set of conditions, given it everything they’ve got, and allowed room for a little bit of magic to trickle in. As Donnie puts it, “There’s always a moment in hindsight when it’s like, I worked my ass off to get that Fenway show ready. But for as much work as I put in, I love that it started raining at that moment because it told me that we were being guided by the universe. I’m only doing my part, and it’s something so much bigger than us.” While the drenched, happy crowd shuffles out of Fenway, NKOTB gather in the home team locker room (which serves as the evening’s dressing room), celebrating its own victory by dousing one another with champagne in the Red Sox’s tradition. Joe sums up the entire evening simply: “It was just sublime. It really was.”

For Donnie, the biggest victory wasn’t in any of the more obvious elements of the show. “To play Fenway Park all those years later and to be one unit the way we were that night, that was the true magic,” he says. “There were no moments of tension. There were no moments of discomfort. It was all good. We could’ve played Fenway Park before, but we wouldn’t have been ready for it, and we couldn’t have played it the way we did it. The five of us were unified. That may be the unspoken part of it all. Everyone knows about the rain, and they know about the fans, and they know about our homecoming and all these other things. But we were one. We all knew how important it was and how special it was, and we were all friends. That’s real full circle.”
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What’s a Nynuk?

I found the golden ticket, except the contest hadn’t started yet.

—Donnie

In many ways, Boston is a town of contradictions. It’s rich with history and home to any number of pedigreed families that can trace their lineage back to the Mayflower. It’s an intellectual hub where some of the world’s best and brightest go to nourish their minds inside the imposing walls of Harvard and MIT. But that’s only part of the story.

Boston is also home to many blue-collar families whose living wages are dependent upon manual labor and union jobs. Kids born into neighborhoods like Dorchester, Roxbury, Mattapan, and Southie are often forced to rely on their street smarts to prosper. Despite this, or maybe because of it, residents tend to have a strong sense of pride and allegiance to their neighborhood roots. In Boston, where each area has such a distinct, entrenched personality, your neighborhood is a part of what defines you.

Racial and socioeconomic divides between one neighborhood and the next were a particularly polarizing issue between 1974 and 1988, when bussing was instituted in Boston’s public schools through the Racial Imbalance Law. Essentially, any school that had a student ratio consisting of more than 50 percent of one race was ordered to bus kids in from and out to other neighborhoods to diversify. Bussing had the greatest impact on low-income neighborhoods such as Dorchester, Roxbury, Southie, Roslindale, and Hyde Park.

For some parents, bussing was a controversial issue, since their children could potentially be forced to attend a lower-quality school farther away from home. It took kids out of their neighborhoods and flew in the face of that sense of community solidarity. For other parents, bussing was a whole lot of to-do over nothing. Donnie’s mom, Alma Wahlberg, remembers being confused by the racial tension at the root of it. Living in Dorchester with her nine children at the time that bussing commenced, Alma was part of a group of parents who took the inaugural bus ride for a television news segment in support of the integrated schools. She remembers, “The newscaster asked me a couple of questions, and I thought I sounded stupid because I was like, ‘I don’t understand this. What is the problem?’” In this polarized atmosphere, some schools became hotbeds for protests and, at times, outbreaks of violence.

Alma remembers witnessing an incident at Dorchester’s Woodrow Wilson Middle School, which two of her children were attending. “The black kids would be bussed in. When they were getting on the bus to leave, people were throwing rocks, and one kid got hit. One mother’s standing there, and she’s crying, and she said, ‘Do you realize we bleed red also? We cry. We have feelings. I am so worried about my child.’ You’re worried to send your child to school? I was so ashamed for anybody who took part in this whole thing. It was awful.”

Racial tensions weren’t limited to the school system. Jordan and Jon’s mom, Marlene Putman, remembers how the general climate of their integrated neighborhood disintegrated over time. She says, “Because of where we lived, when I first was there, I would go up to the square and be able to do grocery shopping and banking. But then it became a hostile environment in my own neighborhood. One day my son David and I were walking along the street. All of a sudden rocks and bottles and stuff came our way. I had my car robbed, my windshield broken. People were really, really angry.”

Despite the social and political turbulence of the time, for most kids—especially younger ones who weren’t pulled from schools and classmates to whom they were already accustomed—bussing was standard operating procedure. Because they weren’t privy to the politics behind it, most children didn’t give much thought to going to school outside of their neighborhood with classmates of other races and colors. They simply adapted to the people and the environment around them. It was what they knew.

It was in this late-1970s-and-early-1980s climate that Dorchester kids Jon and Jordan Knight (brothers separated by just eighteen months of age), Donnie Wahlberg, and Danny Wood were raised. According to Donnie, “I am—and I think we are as New Kids—the success story of bussing. The news clippings and the video of those people protesting and screaming at the busses, that was the trauma. But we were the by-product.”

According to Jordan, “I was the youngest of six, and then there was at least six foster kids that lived in the house too. The house was teeming with life. It was a bit scary at times; these were Boston kids that we lived with, and we lived in Dorchester, which wasn’t the greatest of areas.” Because of the size of the house and so many mouths to feed, conditions weren’t always perfect. Marlene Putman explains, “It was a six-thousand-square-foot, massive three-story Victorian house that wasn’t insulated. We were very careful about electricity, water, and heat bills. So a woodstove was put in one of the rooms on the first floor, and we called it ‘the Stove Room.’ In the morning the kids would get dressed in front of the stove because that was the only warm room.”

To pay all of those bills and feed the many mouths that occupied the Knight residence at any given time, Marlene, a licensed social worker, offered residential foster care services from within their home. She remembers, “I shadowed a mentally ill teenager for twenty-four hours out of the day, but what I made for that wasn’t sufficient to provide for us. So I became a specialized foster parent for the elderly through Mass General Hospital. We basically had three people living with us, on top of my six kids, and on top of my mentee. We had tons of kids come through, housed in our family structure.”

Despite the Knights’ parents’ efforts to maximize time with their kids by working at home, it was difficult to vie for attention in such a buzzing atmosphere. Jon muses, “I think it didn’t work, because they were so busy with all these other kids that we didn’t really get any more attention than we would have if they worked nine to five. It was cool because we were young, so a lot of these kids were like older brothers and sisters to us. A lot of them were nuts, too—my parents took in mentally ill kids, so that made it interesting. As kids we fought for our parents’ attention all the time.”

In the end, Jon thinks the environment was a good one to grow up in. “I’m actually glad that we grew up in Dorchester and in the inner city. I think my life would be a lot different if we didn’t. At a young age, we were surrounded by so many different cultures. Being around that sort of diversity as a kid shapes you for the rest of your life.” Jordan agrees that their upbringing made it easy to keep life and the success that would come later in perspective. “Even in childhood, if there’s any crew of guys hanging out in Dorchester or in Boston and you get too big for your britches, you get your balls busted.”

Growing up, Jon and Jordan shared almost everything. Jon remembers, “We didn’t have our own bed; me and Jordan slept in a double bed, and my other brothers slept in another bed. I remember me and my brother sharing three pairs of jeans between us. Me and Jordan would just switch the jeans back every other day, thinking nobody would notice.” Marlene describes the brothers as “very, very bonded. They understand each other, and they’re very, very loyal to each other. They understand each others’ anxieties, appreciate each other, and, certainly, accept each other with tremendous love.”

The family made the most of what they had, though it often involved scraping together limited resources. Marlene remembers, “When Jordan was really young, he really wanted a keyboard. I was dirt poor, and I thought, ‘Oh God, a keyboard.’ And yet I also thought, ‘He deserves this.’ So I borrowed some money, and found a used keyboard. Well, I got the used keyboard, and you would’ve thought I had given Jordan the world. He used to stay up really late playing the keyboard on mute.”

Jordan wasn’t the only Knight with musical inclinations. Jordan explains, “I don’t know if all my siblings went at it with such fervor as I did. But my brother David is musical, Jon’s musical, we were all in the church choir.” Amongst their siblings, Jordan and Jon showed a particular propensity for musical endeavors from a young age. Jordan remembers, “In my church choir, I was in this all-star kind of choir, and we went to a summer camp at Princeton University. I did that when I was six or seven—I was just tiny.” Jon too attended this special training camp at Princeton, organized by the Royal School of Church Music in London. In addition to the church choir, Jordan and Jon also participated in the chorus at their grammar school, Trotter Elementary.

Just a short distance away from the Knight home, Danny was growing up in a more traditional nuclear family as the fourth child of six and the eldest son. Though the Woods were certainly a working-class family, they lived a comfortable life in Dorchester and enjoyed a tight-knit, loving family bond. From day one, Danny had a particularly special relationship with his mom, Betty Wood. Of the influence she had on him, Danny says, “My mom always thought I was gonna be something special. She always thought that. She instilled a lot of good stuff in me. My confidence comes from her; she built that for me.”

Meanwhile, Donnie was living in a very full household as the eighth of nine children. Even amongst all of these children, Donnie’s mom immediately saw something in him that set him apart from the rest. He says, “My mother tells me to this day—and will tell anyone that will listen—that she looked in my eyes as a baby and said, ‘There’s something special about him. And something wonderful is gonna happen.’” Indeed, Alma says, “I don’t know what it was, but there was something about him. He was a people pleaser. He was the peacemaker of the family. He didn’t want anybody arguing. I just knew—I really did always know.”

Of his youth, Donnie remembers, “We were poor. My dad drove a truck, and my mom did all types of different jobs, usually working nights. I remember the water company coming to turn the water off a few times, and my dad would chase them away. We were up against it. It was a constant struggle.” For the first several years of his life, Donnie was blissfully unaware of his family’s financial standing. That is, until one day when Alma sent Donnie to the store to buy milk and soda for the family. Donnie remembers, “I was going to the store with my older brother and a friend from up the street. I said, ‘I gotta get a half gallon of milk, and I gotta get a liter of Pepsi. And I got a dollar and I got a f—’ And before the words food stamp came out of my mouth—because I didn’t know it was anything to be embarrassed about—my brother punched me straight in the face because he didn’t want our friend to know we were on food stamps. From that point on, I was totally ashamed of being on food stamps. They taught me how to be embarrassed, my older brothers. I was just a happy kid. I wish I could’ve been innocent about it a little longer.”

Despite the stress that came with financial struggles, Donnie was a dreamer. As a child, he says, “I just believed that something good was out there for me. I never lost hope that something was out there.”

The four Dorchester boys’ paths crossed at Roxbury’s Trotter Elementary School, although they were spread across different classes. Danny has fond memories of his time at Trotter. “Outside of school, it was a very controversial time because bussing started when Donnie and I went into first grade. We were surrounded by chaos, but in school it was amazing. We didn’t feel all that. Everyone was open to being around everyone else.” For Donnie, being bussed outside of Dorchester to Roxbury was actually a gift of sorts. “We lived in a racially diverse neighborhood, but on my street, it was mainly all white kids. In the white neighborhoods, we weren’t really allowed to dream. It wasn’t like, ‘I’m gonna be famous one day.’ That would get you punched in the face. But in school, it was okay to talk like that and think like that.” Marlene believes Trotter created the perfect environment for kids to explore and embrace creativity and the arts. She remembers, “Trotter emphasized the performing arts, so they had a choir, and they did a lot of concerts. It was a wonderful school; it really was.”

Donnie vividly recalls the first time he crossed paths with Jon at Trotter. “I met Jon when I was in first grade. Jon was in second grade, and him and my brother Bob were in the same class. I still remember where it was in the schoolyard that I met Jon—I can go there right now and show you. It was the first or second week of school, and Bob walked up to me and said, ‘This is my best friend, Jon.’ So, that was how I thought of Jon: he was Bob’s friend, he was a little older than me.” Looking back, the vibrancy of this memory is somewhat bizarre to Donnie, as are his childhood recollections of his other future bandmates. He says, “I don’t remember meeting any of my brothers’ other friends. Just Jon. I probably couldn’t pick another face out of the school chorus. Just Jordan. I remember that Danny played Slightly Soiled in Mr. Artis’s fifth-grade performance of Peter Pan. He was sitting in the front, and his shirt said ‘Slightly Soiled.’ I didn’t know what that meant, but I remembered it.”

Similarly, Jordan has distinctly fond memories of third-grade bus rides from Dorchester to Trotter that provide a peculiar sort of foreshadowing. “Donnie and I were on the same school bus route. He would always be in the back of the bus, and I would be one row ahead of him. On the way to school and on the way back, he would have songs that he would have the whole entire bus sing along with him. It’s the same exact thing now in concert and at after-parties. It’s the same person. It’s unbelievable.”

While on the one hand Donnie made a habit of getting everyone on the school bus riled up, Jordan remembers that he also made a point of ensuring that everyone was comfortable with the situation. “I’m a year younger than Donnie, but I was a lot smaller. He knew I was the vulnerable little kid, so he would always check on me. ‘Hey, Jordan, you all right?’ He would pat me and make sure I was good and stuff like that and then just go on and get everyone singing again. It’s really cool to have that memory of him then and see him be the same person now. He’s that sensitive guy.”

Danny agrees that all the characteristics Donnie would go on to be known for were firmly in place at a young age. “A lot of people talk about how Donnie’s such a character—about how he’s always flirting with girls and doing this or that. But he’s been like that since we were kids. He would do the same exact thing when we were kids. I tell people, ‘That’s just the way he’s always been.’ That’s what I love about him.”

Though he wasn’t close to the Knights during childhood, Danny has foretelling memories of Jordan, dating
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        Timothy White

        Back in the day.
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        Adrienne Foster

        NKOTB frenzy reached a fever pitch by 1989–90.
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        Flavia Lacombe

    

    
    Donnie

    “Back in the day, I couldn’t stand Donnie. We used to have fistfights. We loved each other, but we hated each other. . . . Now I would say I’m closest to him. We understand each other.” —Jon
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        Andy Barron

    

    
    Danny

    “Danny has a thing where he gets really excited. Like, when something fun happens, he gets overly excited, almost like a  comedian. He’s silly and fun like that.” —Joe
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        Brian Babineau

    

    
    Jordan

    “I laugh with Jordan more than anyone because he’s such a straight man. I usually steal what he says. Like, he’ll say stuff under his breath and then I’ll tell that joke for a week.” —Joe
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        Dove Shore

    

    
    Jon

    “We have a special relationship. I think I relate to him more than he probably ever thought I was capable of. There’s an innocence about him in this whole process that sort of still makes it fun to watch.” —Donnie
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    Joe

    “We’ll be in the dressing room and Joe will say something like, ‘Today is the anniversary of the first day we got on the bus and went on tour.’ He’s Rain Man. He’ll tell you dates and everything. He’s amazing.” —Jon
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        Brian Babineau

        The annual cruise has become a highlight of the year for the fans—and the band.
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        Dove Shore

        The energy at NKOTB’s live shows is explosive.
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        Chanda King

        The band loves their fans . . . and the fans give that love right back.
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        Kim Ellmyer

        Fan Michelle Ball blings out jerseys for the band—just in time for the NKOTBSB tour opener.
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        Meeno Peluce

        Since the reunion began in 2008, it’s been a wild, unpredictable ride full of special moments.
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        Dove Shore

        Fenway Park, June 11, 2011.
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        Melissa Kellogg

        Stronger Than Ever
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