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Caroline and Mark Seller










ACT ONE






Chapter One THE ACCIDENT

CARDBOARD VILLAGE. That’s what the kids at school call my neighborhood. I hate that name, coined by a child poet to describe the tar shingles that cover our small houses, built fast and cheap on concrete slabs with no basements to protect us from tornadoes in Oak Park, Michigan, the poor enclave in a rising Jewish suburb just north of Detroit. It’s the neighborhood where the parents have less: less money, less education, less stability. And the kids are deemed less: less smart, less cooperative, less likely to succeed.

On the first day of middle school, my new locker mate looks over at me and asks, “You live in The Village?”

I freeze. My heart speeds up. Blood pumps to my head and ears.

“What?”

“Cardboard Village,” he says.

Caught, as if I’m in trouble, I blurt out one syllable.

“Yep.”

“What’s it like?” he asks.

“What’s what like?” I act like I don’t know what he’s talking about.

“You know, tornadoes. Where do you hide? You’re kind of like the little pig in the house made of straw.”

I don’t have an answer. I don’t want to hide. I want to escape the neighborhood that makes me ashamed. I want to escape the poverty that entraps me and my dark, dour family. Mom frowns, Dad erupts, and my fourteen-year-old older sister, Laurie, hides in her bedroom smoking cigarettes. They all fit together. They are tall and heavy; I’m paper-thin. They have dark hair and eyes; I’m blond-haired and blue-eyed. I’m the adopted son who looks and acts different. While they watch Detroit Lions football games, I write plays and make paper cutouts of trees and leaves and sunbursts to tape to my wall. I’m the answer to the Sesame Street quiz, “One of these things is not like the other.”

And yet.

I’m also the favorite. The light of the family. The boy everyone wants to be with even when I don’t want to be with them.



JUMP BACK TO JUNE 1974. I’m nine years old.

“Wanna serve some papers?” asks my dad. We have just finished dinner with Mom and Laurie. It is still light outside on this late spring night.

I do not want to go with my dad to serve papers, but I’m afraid to hurt his feelings.

“Um, I think I need to get ready for school tomorrow.” It’s a lame excuse and doesn’t stop him.

“Come on, keep me company, it’s only two papers,” he says.

“Go with your father,” says Mom. “Keep him company.”

“Sure,” I say.

We walk to the side drive, cracked like a broken plate, with weeds invading, and open the doors to his Ford LTD station wagon, bought used a couple years ago. I get in the passenger seat, pushing aside dirty napkins and an empty quart of buttermilk from Guernsey Farms, his favorite roadside dairy stand. He can drink a quart of buttermilk a day.

“Just throw that stuff on the floor,” says Dad as he drops his weight onto the front seat, which bounces the car toward him like a rowboat about to tip. Dad is a giant next to my small nine-year-old body—he’s six-foot-three and 250 pounds. His sword-like eyebrows burn red and the curly crimson hair on his head is receding, but still forms its own burning bush. He’s an enormous man, whose size provides safety and entertainment. There is a picture in our small family collection of my sister and me on his shoulders, visiting the zebras at the Detroit Zoo. I love this photograph. Riding his shoulders is also the best vantage point for watching the annual Hudson’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. His height lets me soar over the other onlookers, and his expansive shoulders and hands warm my legs and feet. His enormity can also terrify because when this giant loses his temper, he is like another tornado from which we cannot hide.

He backs down the driveway, swerves around the small island in front of our house, and heads toward Detroit.

Driving in the car with Dad, I look straight ahead or out my window, and try not to wince or make funny sounds as he bounds through the streets as if they are his own personal highways. Making a left turn is a game of chicken. For the passenger sitting closest to the oncoming car, it is a terrifying death sport.

“So, what’s happening, son?”

“School’s out in two weeks,” I say.

“Looking forward to summer?”

“Sort of,” I say. I like school more than summer vacation. It’s more fun than being at home.

“Where we going tonight?” I ask.

“Let’s see here,” he says, looking down and taking out of his large brown folder a white summons that is attached to a legal complaint. I shouldn’t have asked. He pays more attention to the paper than the road.

“We need to get this guy. I’ve had no luck. He’s never home when I show up.”

“What’s the deal?” I ask.

“It says here he owes a year of child support. Here, take a look at the complaint.”

I like reading the complaints.

“It says this guy left town for a year and tried to pass for dead,” I say.

“A man who treats his children like that should be in jail,” he says.

“Well, I guess they found him,” I say.

“And now we’re gonna get him.”

We’re driving on Eight Mile Road, the dividing line between Detroit and the suburbs. The businesses change as we move east through the city. Dress shops and cleaners give way to boarded-up storefronts.

“So, what’s happening, son?” Dad asks.

He already asked that question. But he doesn’t remember. “School’s out in two weeks,” I say.

“What are you doing this summer?”

Same question he just asked. “Going to day camp with Bruce, and we’re playing T-ball,” I say.

“I loved going to B’nai B’rith camp when I was a kid,” he says.

A guy pulls into our lane, cutting off Dad.

“What the fuck?” He steps on the gas pedal and swerves into the lane next to the other car. “Roll down your window,” he says to me.

“What?” I can hear him, but I don’t want to roll down my window.

“Roll down your window,” he says. I do what I am told.

“Hey! Asshole! Learn how to drive,” shouts Dad.

“Kiss my ass,” says the other driver as he gives Dad the finger. He roars away. I can see Dad revving up, about to start chasing him, but then he changes his mind and slows down.

“Sorry about that,” he says.

Some silence.

The neighborhood changes again. It becomes middle class, but there are no bagel factories or kosher delicatessens, just lots of liquor stores and churches. This is the East Side, which is 100 percent gentile, while we are from the West Side, which is more Jewish. We arrive at a white brick ranch house with a bow window in the front. The grass is unmown and has a lot of dandelions coming up, kind of like our house. There are no bushes or flowers around the edges. All the windows are covered with bedsheets of different colors and patterns. Dad parks on the street in front, takes out the paper, and opens his door.

“Stay put, son, I’ll be right back.”

I watch him walk toward the front door, the summons in his back pocket. Some process servers carry handguns, but Dad doesn’t believe in guns. I’m not even allowed to play with toy guns. He doesn’t need one though. He walks fearlessly through life. He is a Jewish Paul Bunyan, in search of deadbeat dads, prospective divorcees, and delinquent mortgage holders—the kind of people who don’t want to see a giant walking up their driveway with a legal-size paper in his hand. He reaches the door and rings the bell. Stands there. No answer. He knocks on the door. Hard. No answer. He peers in the living room window. No luck. He returns to the door, banging his hand over and over. I start to worry. Why isn’t he giving up? He starts banging on the glass of the window, as if he might break it. Finally, the door opens a crack. He is talking to someone, a woman. She is wearing a long yellow T-shirt like a dress and looks like he woke her up. She is shaking her head no, but he won’t leave. A man comes around the side of the house—he is short and pudgy. He is wearing a black T-shirt and jeans. His belly hangs over his waistband. Dad sees him. The man starts running a little. Dad paces after him. Though Dad doesn’t run, his legs are very long, and he quickly catches up with the guy and puts his hand on his shoulder to stop him. He starts talking to the guy and I roll my window down a little so I can hear what they are saying.

“Sorry, that’s not me,” says the man.

“I think it is,” says Dad. “I have your photo.”

A man from the house next door opens his door and comes out to his porch.

“Hey, leave him alone,” says the neighbor.

“Is this your next-door neighbor, Bill McBride?” says Dad.

“None of your business,” says the neighbor.

The man tries to walk away. Dad grabs him by the arm.

“That’s assault,” says the man. He doesn’t put up a fight with this process server who stands many inches over his head.

Dad tucks the summons under the man’s shirt. “Mr. McBride, my name is Mark Seller. I’ve been appointed by the court to serve you this summons. Please read it carefully and show up on your appointed court date.”
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Mr. McBride drops the paper on the sidewalk and hustles down the street away from his house.

“Get the hell out of here,” says the neighbor from his porch. “You’re a fucking pig.”

“What did you call me?” Dad strides toward the neighbor on the porch as if he is going to demolish him. Or his house. The man jumps inside and slams the wooden door that has a glass window at the top in the shape of a half circle. Dad punches his fist through the window, breaking the glass.

“Don’t ever talk to me like that,” says Dad, who calmly turns around and walks to the car. His knuckles are bloody, but his mood is triumphant.

“Got ’em,” says Dad as he sits down in the driver’s seat. “Mission accomplished.”

“What about the summons he dropped?” I ask.

“He’ll go back and get it. Or he’ll go to jail.”

Shaking a little, heart beating fast, I’m relieved to get out of there. Dad has just earned twenty dollars. He explains that if he serves five papers a day, he’ll make a hundred bucks, which will keep us housed, fed, and clothed.

“Son, hand me the napkins on the floor.”

The napkins are soiled with ketchup and mustard, but they will do. He wraps them around his knuckles like a bandage.

As it begins to get dark, we start our drive home.

“Let’s try one more. It’s on the way.”

I nod, afraid to say I’d like to get the heck out of these scary situations.

“You OK?” he says.

“Fine,” I reply.

“It sure is nice to have your company,” he says. “So, what are you doing this summer?”

“The regular. Camp, T-ball.”

“Sounds great,” he says.

We drive a few miles and reach a dingy apartment complex that consists of multiple two-story brown brick buildings, each with a gray metal entrance door in the center. There is a bent gutter hanging off the roof. Kids are playing outside. People are sitting on lawn chairs in the small grassy area between the buildings and the parking lot. Dad takes one more paper and rises out of the car.

“Be right back.” He goes into the building with the hanging gutter.

I stay in the car with the windows rolled up; the people from the neighborhood glare at me from their lawn chairs, beer and cigarettes in hand. Being alone in the car while Dad is out of sight is almost scarier than watching him in action. But he returns quickly.

“Success?” I ask.

“You’re my good luck charm,” says Dad.

“No problem,” I say.

“Wanna get some ice cream?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say.

We stop at Baskin-Robbins on Nine Mile Road.

“Whatever you want, son.” I order two scoops of chocolate chip on a regular cone. I love ice cream—the cold temperature, the hard texture, the sweet vanilla, and the bittersweet chocolate chips. It erases the anxiety of being Dad’s junior process server—a job I do not like and a job I do not want. I’m always afraid he’ll be shot by angry subpoena recipients. I hate the dirty car that smells like spoiled buttermilk and burnt gas because of the broken heat ducts. Most of all, I hate answering the same questions that Dad asks every time we are together. At only thirty-seven years old, he can’t remember what I told him yesterday, a result of The Accident five years before.

When I was four, we lived at 26703 Northview, a friendly street in the middle-class section of Oak Park, where the trees made a canopy over the safe neighborhood. I never forgot the address, though we moved out before second grade. Our home was my playground, complete with a red jungle gym in the living room. I loved running in circles through the house with my cousins and passing through my sister’s bedroom, which connected the back hallway to the kitchen and family room. Her tiled floor had speckles that made the sound of sparklers crackling. My sister and I often played in the finished basement that had wood paneling and a long bar our parents never used—a family of eaters not drinkers—that we transformed into a stage for puppets. The family room behind the kitchen housed the big color television on which we watched Neil Armstrong walk on the moon. The kitchen had a walk-in pantry that was filled with fresh bread and chocolate chip cookies that the Awrey man delivered every week. If the front door was locked, I could climb into the house through the milk chute in the kitchen.

Dad owned Poucher Gage and Tool, an industrial tool business he inherited from his father. Mom played mah-jongg two days a week. We had a beloved housekeeper named Tina, who had taken care of Dad’s house when he was growing up. Every day a station wagon picked up my next-door neighbor and best friend, Pam, and me, and took us to Huntington Woods Nursery School. I loved the playground, which had a miniature log cabin we could hide in, and I loved playing with the other kids, one of whom taught me how to tie my shoes with two bunny ears.

In the fall of 1969, two weeks before my fifth birthday, Laurie and I were playing Candy Land on the floor of the den and watching The Brady Bunch, a new show on TV. We loved this big family with six fun kids who all shared one big bathroom with two sinks. It was getting dark outside, and the rain shrouded the house with the ominous sound of water pounding the roof and dripping down the gutters. Our board game was illuminated by the light shining from the kitchen, where Mom was making dinner. Dad was not home. The phone rang and, after a short, clipped conversation, Mom told us that she needed to go out. Something was wrong. Pam’s mother, Mrs. Myers, came over a few minutes later to babysit.

The next moment I remember was going to a hospital to visit Dad two months later. As Mom drove into the parking lot of St. Joseph’s Hospital in Ann Arbor, I spotted a white station wagon with lots of flashing red lights and a blaring siren. I asked what that was.

“An ambulance,” said my sister.

“I want to ride in an ‘alacadence,’ ” I said.

My new word, alacadence, became part of the story of The Accident. Mom explained that an “alacadence” had rescued my father.

We walked through the door of a cold hospital room, and lying in bed was a large man with white gauze bandages wrapped around his head. It was Dad. He couldn’t talk.

Dad had crashed while riding a motorcycle. Mom didn’t know he owned a motorcycle. She also didn’t know he was in a motorcycle gang. Barreling toward Kalamazoo on I-94 on a Friday night in October with his gang and his girlfriend, June, riding on the back of his bike—Mom didn’t know about June either—his front tire blew out and he slammed into the pavement headfirst. June escaped with cuts and bruises while Dad was rushed to the hospital. When Mom arrived, the doctor prepared her for his probable death. The doctors performed emergency brain surgery, drilling holes into the right and left sides of his temple to stop the bleeding and relieve the pressure.

Against the odds, he survived. Though his body would recover over many months of convalescence, he was permanently brain-damaged. He had a form of dementia and couldn’t use the left side of his body, a disability made more complicated because he was a lefty. His personality devolved. He lost his spark, his charisma, his verbal dexterity. He gained an explosive temper. At dinner one night, soon after coming home, he started eating meat loaf and mashed potatoes with his hands. Mom encouraged him to use his fork and knife, but he couldn’t hold them. Enraged, he flung his utensils down, threw his plate at the wall, and stumbled away to their bedroom. Laurie and I huddled in fear and silence while Mom tried to comfort us.

The Accident was the euphemism everyone used to describe the motorcycle crash that changed our family forever. An aunt said to me years later, “It was as if your dad died in that crash because, let me tell you, the man who came back was not the same man I knew before.”

He didn’t work for a year. Poucher Gage and Tool had gone bankrupt months before The Accident, a result of Dad’s overspending. Broke, we went on welfare. Friends and family brought groceries. The milkman continued bringing milk, eggs, and butter even though we couldn’t pay. Someone was secretly paying on our behalf. Mom, who had never worked before, got a job at McDonald’s. Grandma Louise, Dad’s mother, moved in to help pay the bills. She took my room, and I shared Laurie’s, which meant sleeping in the room with the floor that crinkled whenever anyone stepped on it. I liked that sound. Dad started working odd jobs. He took me with him once when he drove a potato chip delivery truck. A high school friend, who was a district court judge, gave him a part-time job serving court papers. That led to a full-time job serving papers for lawyers across southeastern Michigan.

Most of this I know from family members, because I don’t clearly remember all these events. In fact, the year following The Accident—my kindergarten year—is mostly a blank. My memory picks up in first grade, which I almost failed because of bronchial pneumonia. Visits to the doctor, chest X-rays, and painful penicillin shots became part of my existence. Week after week, I stayed home in my pajamas. Grandma Louise read to me, and every day when Mom came home from her job at McDonald’s, I asked when I could return to school.

Apart from being sick of feeling sick, I just wanted to go back to my favorite class with my animated teacher, Mrs. Foon, who called herself “The Purple People Eater.” I vividly remember how she lit up my days with her magical presence. She read books out loud, enacting all the characters, and drew colorful chalk sketches of every kid in the class and posted them above the blackboards.

After a full month, healing arrived. Mrs. Foon said I could advance to second grade despite missing so much school. Bouts of bronchitis would come for me every winter until I was twenty years old. The onset of a sore throat and pained chest always scared and angered me. It meant a full week out of school. Trying to determine why I became sick so often, the doctor sent me to an allergist who poked my arms many times and then gave my parents a three-page list of all the foods and outdoor things I was allergic to. I began weekly trips to receive allergy shots that I have no reason to believe were helpful.

That summer, our family went on a field trip with Shirley Cash, who was famous in Oak Park. Her red neon sign, “Shirley Cash Realty,” always lit up the front window of her office on Coolidge just south of Ten Mile. With a face decorated by heavy pancake makeup and a big blond hairdo, Shirley was always upbeat. She would have been equally at home selling houses in Dallas, Texas. She made house hunting fun, but I didn’t realize that we were shopping for a new house for us.

“Honey, the key is to stay in Oak Park,” Shirley told Dad, who was sitting in the front seat with her. “For the kids. For the schools.”

We drove to a neighborhood a short distance away. The houses were made of the same tar shingles that were on the roof. Shirley parked in front of a small house that was at the end of a cul-de-sac. I don’t know the pejorative of cul-de-sac, but the word is far too fancy for the geography of 33030 Redwood.

An English family lived there. The mother, a lady named Naomi Lippa, was sewing at a table in the living room when her husband welcomed us in. She had a very proper accent.

“Hello, young man, come here,” Naomi said to me.

I approached her. She was sewing a dress.

“What’s your name?” she said.

“Jeff,” I said.

“Jeffrey,” she said, “use your full name. It sounds better. I have a boy your age. Andrew?” A boy came out of a bedroom. “Show him to your room. See if he likes it.”

She told my parents that they were getting ready to move to their dream house. Andrew took me down a short hallway to his room, which was a lot smaller than my old room. He seemed fun. I wondered if he could be my friend.
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“Can you show me your basement?” I asked.

“There is no basement, honey,” shouted Shirley from the living room. “But come look at the backyard. You’ll love it.”

She was right. The backyard had two sections—the area directly behind the house and another area to its left—the portion created by the curve in the cul-de-sac. There was a maple tree in the center, dividing the two halves. As we walked through the yard, I focused on the tree. I wanted to climb it.

“This yard is so big we’ll build a pool,” said Dad.

I loved that idea, and I believed him. I walked away from that house happy about the tall tree I would climb, and the swimming pool Dad promised. As I pushed the driver’s seat forward so that I could get into the back seat of Shirley’s gold Tempest, I heard her tell my parents how great this house was and how perfect it would be for us. I believed her, too.

On moving day, Dad drove a U-Haul with only half the furniture of our old house. I had a long dresser that was temporarily parked in the middle of the tiny new living room. I danced around it all afternoon, filled with the optimism of a kid who believed all change is good. The dresser never made it into my new room. It didn’t fit.

We never built a pool, but our dog, Keelee, made the yard into her own racing track, carving a figure eight in the grass around the maple tree. I made friends with the tree. It was tall and robust and beautiful—the opposite of the house, and so much better than the neighborhood in which it grew. With two giant trunks for legs, strutting branches like arms, and thousands of hands made of green leaves each with five points like fingers, it danced in the sky. I would be Jack, the tree my beanstalk.




Chapter Two ADVENTURELAND

IN JANUARY OF FOURTH GRADE, my Sunday school teacher announces that auditions for the annual Purim play are the following Saturday afternoon in the temple banquet hall. I have always loved watching the Purim play, which tells the Old Testament story of Esther, the young Jewish queen who saves her people from the murderous hands of the villain, Haman. With songs, dances, and new characters borrowed from popular movies and musicals of the day, it delights and ignites my imagination. I wonder, How do the kids learn all these lines and songs? I ask Dad if he’ll drive me to the auditions.

“Get in the car,” he says. He is as happy to take me where I want to go as he is to take me to the places he wants to go—like serving papers or playing pool at the Cush’n Cue Pool Hall. Going to Temple Israel in Palmer Park, one of the few remaining fancy neighborhoods in Detroit, is special.

A large building shaped like a round birthday cake made of gray limestone, Temple Israel is the Mount Sinai of Manderson Road. Tall stained-glass windows with scenes from the Bible rise from the ground to the roof. A sidewalk with a huge lawn covered in snow on either side leads to six gigantic wooden entrance doors. Dad drops me off and I walk up to the imposing ten-foot-high doors. I think about the gatekeeper in The Wizard of Oz telling Dorothy, “the Wizard says ‘Go away!’ ” At the auditions, no one tells me to go back home, but no one welcomes me either. I sit by myself and fill out the contact form.

On one side of the banquet hall is a stage that has gold curtains and lights overhead. A teacher named Mrs. Glaser is in charge. She has black hair that’s like cotton candy swirled on top of her head, dark eyes, red lipstick, and glasses hanging from a black cord. She doesn’t tolerate noise. She talks about being “professional.” This isn’t just “fun,” it is serious. Her sense of focus, of mission, grabs me.

When my name is called, I bound up to the stage. I’ve never recited lines in a play, but I love reading out loud in class and I say my speeches clearly and loudly. Some of the kids read the lines differently—with feelings. They get the main parts. I am cast as a sailor in the chorus. We sing and learn dances in this musical that blends the story of Queen Esther with the songs from the musical South Pacific. Thus, Queen Esther, expressing her frustrations about the king, sings, “I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outa My Hair.” The sailors sing a song from the opera HMS Pinafore, “We Sail the Ocean Blue.” Thus, my first musical is a mash-up of Rodgers and Hammerstein, Gilbert and Sullivan, and the Old Testament.

Going to rehearsal every Saturday and Sunday afternoon gives me a way to get out of the house. It’s an introduction to a whole new world of creation. I learn stage directions—that upstage means the back of the stage, and downstage means the front of the stage, and right and left are from the perspective of the actor facing the audience. I love learning the sailor dance: “Step right, hop, hop. Step left, hop, hop.” I love the warmth and color that emanate from the footlights on the edge of the stage. And I love the single performance we present on a Sunday morning in early March. Being in a play for the first time makes me happy. Wait. That’s not good enough. Being in a play changes my life; I am filled with purpose for the first time.

The day after the triumphant performance, I decide to write a play. I think about the many times in which my best friends, Bruce and Jay (who is also my cousin and neighbor), and I have climbed on top of the shed in the backyard to play. It looks like a bombed-out dollhouse—with a center doorway but no door, octagonal window holes, but no glass, and a pitched roof of spotty gray shingles. The white paint is faded and peeling. It’s our castle. After boredom takes hold, Bruce tears off pieces of shingles and whips them like Frisbees into the sky. We have contests to see who can throw the farthest. Bruce always wins.

Sitting at my desk in English class, I write the first scene:


Act 1, Scene 1; Time: morning; Place: Jeff’s house; Characters: Jeff, Mom, Dad, Jay, Bruce

Mom:  Jeff, it’s time for breakfast.

Jeff:    Coming. Where’s Dad?

Mom:  He’s tearing down the shed.

Jeff:    I’m going outside (he crosses to the shed). Dad, how come you’re cutting the shed down?

Dad:   Because it’s no good to us anymore.

Jeff:    Well, don’t tear it down.

Dad:   Alright, but don’t go on top of it because with any weight you’ll fall right through. Now let’s go eat breakfast.

Act 1, Scene 2; Place: Kitchen

Jeff:    These are good pancakes, Mom.

Mom:  Thank you. Oh, Jeff, please be good today because I have to go away.

Jeff:    Ok, but Jay and Bruce are coming over.

Dad:   Well, I have to go to work now, bye honey, bye Jeff.

Mom:  Bye. Jeff, then please play outside.…

(There is a knock on the door)

Jeff:    Coming. Mom, Jay and Bruce are here. Come on you guys, let’s go play on the shed roof.

Jay and Bruce:  Ok.

(They go to the roof)

Bruce:  It feels funny up here. It feels as if we’re gonna fall through.

Jeff:    You’re right.

Jeff, Jay, Bruce:  Help we’re falling!!!!



We fall, not on the concrete floor of the shed, but through the sky, the stars, and the galaxies, landing on the moss-covered ground of a faraway land—Adventureland! There are giant redwood trees, open meadows, and shimmering lakes. It is beautiful but treacherous. Danger meets our every step. We encounter life-threatening villains: rabid lumberjacks with chain saws; murderous kidnappers with guns; and child-hating pirates like Captain Hook, who makes us walk the plank! Our saviors always come through in the clinch: Daniel Boone, Aquaman, and Peter Pan, who triumphantly flies us home in the last scene.

I start the play on Monday and finish on Friday. I call it Adventureland and share it with my teacher, Mrs. Novetsky, begging her to let me do it in school.

“I’m impressed,” she says. “You can use the empty classroom across the hall.”

I thank her. “Know what you are?” she says. “A theater kid.”

I like that name. I recruit my sister, Laurie, to type the play on mimeograph paper to make copies, and my friends to act. I am playwright, director, actor, and producer. In a room with all the desks pushed to one side, we recite the scenes with scripts in hand. Then, I encourage all kinds of crazy action: The kids yell, jump, fight, and have a blast. Though we never perform it in front of an audience, this is my first effort to produce a show.





Chapter Three CAMPING

AFTER WRITING AND WORKSHOPPING ADVENTURELAND, I’m home on the toilet after school trying to come up with my next play. It’s the place I do my best brainstorming. I’m thinking about the maple tree in the yard and a new play about “Jack and the Beanstalk.” I hear Dad’s station wagon pull into the side drive. I jump a little when I hear the loud slam of his car door. Kind of like the recipients of his subpoenas and summons. He takes three big steps and opens the screen door.

“Hello?” he bellows. “Son, you there?”

“In the bathroom,” I call out.

“I have a surprise for you, son.”

Another pet, I assume. Dad loves bringing home stray animals. Snakes, raccoons, and rabbits have emerged from brown cardboard boxes in the wagon’s rear, only to be returned by Mom’s orders “before the Health Department fines us for sheltering all the goddamn animals from the Detroit Zoo.” Once he came home with a large snapping turtle that almost bit off his thumb. And countless dogs, including Keelee, the Doberman pinscher we adopted three years before, when I was six.

Keelee is beautiful, small, and docile for her breed. She behaves more like a retriever than a guard dog. She is affectionate and eager to please, and her sweet gaze implies that she doesn’t belong in her Doberman skin. She clings to me, perhaps because Mom and Dad used my underpants as dog diapers during her periods. Mom apologized for this inconvenience but explained that mine were the only underpants that would fit her. It might also be because she feels out of place in her Doberman body, and I feel out of place in my family home.

I complete my business, put my plans for Jack & the Beanstalk on hold, wash my hands, and go to the living room.

“Hey, Dad,” I say.

“Come on out here, son,” Dad says. He leads me out the front door to the back of the wagon, which he opens to reveal a huge load of camping equipment. There are a couple of tents, a Coleman stove, and a giant inflatable yellow raft with two wooden paddles. There are tin pots, plates, cups, Swiss Army knives in a couple of different sizes, and a giant red cooler for food.

I know we can’t afford this stuff. “Where’d you get this?” I ask. I am a secret accountant for the family, constantly monitoring our financial health. Mom has recently taken a job as a clerk at a local drugstore chain. The pay is only four dollars per hour, but she receives health insurance for the whole family.

“A man was evicted from his house near Ten Mile and Greenfield,” he says. “I had to serve him the notice. He left all this stuff out on the front lawn and told me to take it.”

The equipment looks new. There are two sleeping bags, one big, one little. This stuff belonged to a man and his son before being passed on to this man and his son.

“We’re going to go on a camping trip. You and me. We’ll set up camp, we’ll cook out, we’ll take this raft down the Au Sable River.”

I don’t say anything. I am afraid to go camping with Dad. He hasn’t been camping since he was a kid and I have no reason to believe he can find a campsite, set up a tent, or negotiate the current of a river.

“We’ll bring Bruce and Larry along with us. Maybe Jay too. This is going to be great, son.”

Bruce will be into it. His father, Larry, is more coordinated than Dad. And it will give us something else to do this summer.

I’m relieved when Mom returns home from work. While Dad is unpredictable, Mom is consistent. She walks in the house still wearing her blue smock from Cunningham’s Drugs. Mom is tall, a little bit overweight, but not wide. She has short, threadlike brown hair, combed to the side, that exposes a little bit of her scalp. Her oily skin is weathered, and she doesn’t wear makeup. Her brown eyes reveal a tinge of woe, but her presence is still comforting.

After Laurie shows up, Dad tells the story again about the man who was evicted from his home. Laurie listens but doesn’t say much. A big girl, burdened by a bulbous nose, big bones, and dull brown hair and eyes, she has few interests. She is a poor student about to finish seventh grade, who disappears into herself and her few friends. I used to love playing on the jungle gym with Laurie, watching The Brady Bunch, sitting at the dinner table, and spitting out Mom’s liver. But we don’t have fun anymore.

Making dinner is one activity in which Mom and Dad work well together, exchanging jokes instead of sarcasm. She broils a cheap flank steak in the electric oven, and he makes a salad of iceberg lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, and peppers, with his own special salad dressing—olive oil and lemon. We all sit down at the orange Formica rectangular table in the living room. The light over our heads is a crooked white globe. Dad purchased it at Sears but couldn’t get the installation right, so it hangs from its white cord with a cockeyed head.

Everyone in the family excels at eating except me. But I like to talk and, once in a while, Laurie will join.

“So what are you going to do on a camping trip, Jeff?” asks Laurie. “I don’t see you ‘roughing it.’ ”

“I was in the Cub Scouts,” I say. Truth was, I hated the Cub Scouts and quit not long after the annual box car race, which was a sham because every boy’s father built his car for him and mine had no ability to do so.

“This is going to be fantastic,” says Dad. “I did this with the Scouts at Beth El.”

“Sounds great,” Laurie says, rolling her eyes.

“You don’t have to be sarcastic,” says Mom. “It’s a nice idea.”

A squeak emanates from Dad’s seat. The first one is little. The next one is bigger. Dad can’t control his gas; he’s a prisoner to his bowels. On the third, still louder fart, Dad jumps up from the table and runs to the bathroom as fast as he can.

“Excuse me, folks,” he says as he exits. “Sorry about that.”

“Where’s the spray?” asks Mom. Laurie gets up to find the Lysol to try to tamp down the sulfurous gas that just interrupted our dinner.

We pretend not to hear from down the hall as Dad, a giant squatter in a tiny bathroom, expels rivers of yellow and brown liquefied shit into a darkening white porcelain bowl. He shits as much as most guys pee, a result of his intestinal bypass operation. By removing a huge portion of his large intestine in 1966, doctors promised that he’d lose a hundred pounds from his then 350-pound frame, never gain another ounce, and eat whatever and whenever he liked. He was a pioneer, one of the first people to use surgery to lose weight. The only trade-off was that he would have diarrhea for the rest of his life.

And the only thing worse than the diarrhea? The farting. His days are filled with eating and farting and shitting. Eggs and toast in the morning. Buttermilk from Guernsey Farms, which he always finds time to visit even though it is fifteen miles away. He has no problem finishing off a half gallon straight out of the container. A Coney Island dog with “the works”—chili, onions, and mustard—for lunch. French fries to go along with it. Another helping of eggs for a midafternoon snack, this time in the form of his famous sandwich: toast with a layer of oozy scrambled eggs, smothered by a layer of blue cheese, topped by a generous sprinkle of hot red pepper flakes, and then all broiled in the toaster oven once more. The only thing smellier than the cooked sandwich is the fusillade of farts, as if from a cannon, that follow ingestion by about thirty minutes. There is nowhere to hide from the onslaught. Our only weapons to blunt the force of the stench are the cans of “spray” scattered throughout the house.



ON A FRIDAY IN JULY, with the station wagon filled with our new camping equipment, we head to the grocery store with our weekend campers: Bruce; his father, Larry; Jay; Dad; and me.

“We’re gonna do some good eating on this trip,” says Dad as we barrel into the local Farmer Jack to stock up for the weekend in the woods.

Five men tear up and down the aisles of a suburban grocery store, pulling food off the shelves like bears rummaging through a Boy Scout campsite. We buy steaks and potatoes, bacon and sausage, three dozen eggs, and a couple gallons of milk. We buy Ball Park franks and hamburger meat, ketchup and mustard, bread and buns. For dessert, marshmallows, Hershey bars, and graham crackers. Ham, turkey, salami, and bologna are also thrown into the cart, along with several packs of cheese, which fills me with dread. Dad’s copious consumption of cheese will be followed by furious farts.

Bruce and his dad, Larry, are excited to join the trip and have their own ideas of activities they want to do. Specifically, target practice. Bruce is obsessed with Larry’s pistol—the brand, the size, and where Larry stores it. Dad is so excited about this camping trip that he doesn’t even comment on Larry’s pistol, even though he’s anti-gun. He declares it will be the “trip of the century.”

Bruce and I became friends two years ago. He initiated our friendship when we were assigned seats next to each other in the last row of Mrs. Cook’s third grade math class. Maybe he didn’t remember that on my first day of school one year earlier, he said I looked like a girl because my hair was long. Maybe he knew that I was someone he could talk to. And he had a lot to talk about. After sports, there were cars—another topic in which I had no interest—and after cars, there were his plans to “go around” with pretty girls from the neighborhood. He had big dreams about the games he would win, the girls he would score, and the cars he would own. I was his sounding board, counselor, and confidant. He was my protector, my first friend who wasn’t a girl or a cousin. He made me feel like I was his brother. No one called me a “girl” when I was with Bruce. And we shared lots of fun activities: riding bikes around the neighborhood, swimming at the Oak Park Pool, and—our favorite adventure—climbing the six-foot cinderblock wall that separated Cardboard Village from the fancier apartment complex next door, walking atop it as if on a tightrope, and then playing Ding Dong Ditch at the apartments.

Bruce is a strong boy—fast, coordinated, and talented with balls: baseballs, basketballs, anything round. He is the best third baseman in Little League. Jay is unlike any of the other boys in our neighborhood: He doesn’t care what anyone thinks of him. He is a strong, athletic, good-looking kid who everyone loves—boys and girls. And yet, he is also a bit of a loner, as happy to hang out with the group as he is to be by himself. When he isn’t playing sports, he is practicing his drums in his bedroom. Though we’ve played together since we were babies, our friendship deepened when I moved around the block from his house and started attending the same school.

After the Coleman cooler is packed, we pile into the back seat to start our trek north. As Dad drives, Larry, a good-looking, wiry man of thirty-five, does most of the talking while smoking a cigarette. In a Brooklyn accent that sounds like something from the movies, he tells stories about growing up in Canarsie and all the hot girls he dated as a teenager. He is cool in a way that my dad is not. But he and Dad have a camaraderie based on their common teenage experiences—they were both Jewish guys who grew up driving fast cars, having fun, and paying no attention to books.

We drive four hours up I-75, an expressway that’s not as pretty as the photos of the beautiful Great Lake State that are featured in AAA magazine ads. Our destination: Oscoda, Michigan, a small town at the mouth of the Au Sable River along Lake Huron. It was the place Dad had gone camping with his Temple Beth El youth group when he was young. If Michigan is shaped like a mitten, then Oscoda is two-thirds up the first finger.

After exiting I-75, we travel east on a highway with scattered gas stations and fishing tackle stores. We pass John W. Putz Hardware in Bay City, Michigan. “Can you believe this?” says Larry. “Fuckin’ Putz’s Hardware. They wouldn’t believe me back in Brooklyn if I showed ’em a picture.”

“What’s a putz?” I ask.

“You don’t know what a putz is? Come on. A shmendrik, a dimwit?” says Larry.

“You mean, like an idiot?”

“You got it, kid. Don’t forget it. Or else people’ll be calling you a putz.”

The woods take over where the businesses end. On either side of the highway are tall spruce, oaks, and maples, with lots of underbrush. It’s a wall of green. “It don’t look like Brooklyn,” Larry continues. “I’ll tell you that much, Mark.”

“It looks exactly the same as when I came here when I was fourteen,” says Dad.

“Except for the Edison signs,” I say.

Every few hundred feet there are white signs attached to the trees with big black letters that say, “Private Property, Detroit Edison. NO TRESPASSING.” It concerns me.

“Don’t sweat it,” says Dad.

“It looks like we’re not allowed,” I say.

“No one’s gonna bother us here.”

“Don’t worry,” says Bruce, “Larry’s got his gun.” I flinch. “It’s a joke. Loosen up, Smeller, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Smeller. The nickname Bruce coined for me. Smeller Seller is a cute rhyme, unless your dad is the Abominable Fart Man. I try to ignore the signs and hope we won’t see any more.

Dad turns onto a dirt road. We travel through a flat forest bed with trees, scrub, and bushes on either side. There are a few forks in the road, and he always veers left. Will Dad be able to find his way out of this forest maze? Is anyone keeping track?

We discover a swell campsite—a sandy area that slopes down to a small beach on the river. It is large enough for two tents and a campfire. The dirt is dry. It will be great for swimming, sleeping, and cooking out.

As Dad and Larry set up the makeshift kitchen area, the boys and I go off in search of firewood. We spread out on a huge open field looking for deadwood that we can carry.

We make a huge bonfire the first night, cook delicious burgers, and then roast marshmallows. Our tent is comfortable. I’m cozy in my sleeping bag. Sleeping under the stars feels like a flight into infinity. Morning is cold and getting out of the sleeping bag is like losing a layer of skin. But the sun rises, making it warm in no time.

Lunch on this warm day is hot dogs and beans. The sun beats down; the bugs are out for blood. Not just mosquitoes, but the big flies that bite. The first layer on top of our skin is sweat. And then a layer of suntan lotion. And then a layer of OFF! bug spray. My skin is choking, but the sun and the bugs stay out. Jumping in the river is the only release. And jump we do, with the pots and pans from our last couple of meals. Though our job is to use the silt to clean the pots, Bruce is more interested in a mud fight. He lobs a big glob of mud that hits me in the behind.

“Looky, Smeller, you got doody dripping down your leg. Shit your pants?”

“You got it,” I say. “I’m cleaning the pot with it.” I scoop the mud off my leg, wipe it into the pot and then fling it like a javelin back toward Bruce. “Here, try some doody soap. It’s good for the skin.”

“Gross,” says Jay. Bruce sneaks up behind him with a pot of mud.

“Look out Herballs!” I shout. Jay’s nickname. The prepubescent iteration of his last name, Hurwitz. As mud descends on Jay’s head, he jumps on Bruce and dunks him. Water fights ensue and we all swim deeper into the river with the joy that accompanies freedom and escape.

Dad extinguishes the campfire with Larry. “I need to go into town, take care of some business,” he says.

He needs to go to the bathroom. He needs a toilet. Though he embraces the term “roughing it” for sleeping outside, taking a shit is the one activity in which he depends on civilization. His chronic diarrhea makes shitting in the woods too dirty. Perhaps he is preserving the woods. Larry knows what he is talking about.
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“Cheddar cheese and beans that fast?” he says.

“Big time,” says Dad. He yells toward me. “I’m takin’ a drive into town. Wanna join me, son?”

“What?” I say. I pretend not to hear the question.

“Come on into town with me, son. Keep me company.”

I look back at my two friends. “Don’t kill each other,” I say. “I’ll be back.” I walk over to Dad. “Where we going?”

“I gotta do my thing.”

“Oh.”

On this beautiful Saturday in the woods I get in the car with my father to accompany him on his bathroom break.

“Now we can finally spend some time together,” he says, climbing into the car.

“We’ve been together the whole trip,” I say.

“I mean alone. Without the other guys.”

“Oh.”

Driving over the lumpy dirt road, he reaches the first fork and blurts, “Which way do you think we go?”

“We did all lefts to get in, so maybe we do all rights to get out.”

“You’re a genius, son.”

I look out my window and wonder again about the signs that say “NO TRESPASSING.”

“That was a first-class lunch, son.”

“Thanks.”

“Lafayette Coney Island couldn’t compare with those dogs you grilled.”

“They were pretty good,” I say.

“You know, I can remember the great times me and my buddies had camping in these woods when we were Scouts,” he said. “In winter too.”

I nod. We come to the paved highway and turn south.

“You boys having a good time?” he asks.

“Sure.” A weird question, since he just pulled me out of the river where I was swimming and laughing with my friends.

“That’s it?”

“Oh, I mean, yeah, we’re having a great time.”

I keep my eyes peeled to the roadside until I spot a station. “There’s a Marathon over there on the left.”

We pull in.

“I’ll be back in a minute.” He gets out of the car, lets out a fart, and goes into the office where he gets a key from the attendant. Then he disappears behind the building and reappears an instant later.

“That was fast,” I say.

“No toilet paper.”

“Oh.”

The hunt continues. Dad shifts his weight around, trying to contain his growing discomfort. We drive in silence for about five minutes.

“Whatcha thinkin’ ’bout?” Dad asks.

I hate that question. “What?” I reply.

“You’re awfully quiet. I asked what you’re thinking about?” He enunciates the words thinking and about.

“Nothing.”

“You can’t be thinking about nothing. Something’s gotta be going through your mind.”

“Just resting,” I say.

“Can’t think of anything to share with your father?”

“Not right at this very moment, I guess.”

“You know, I sure wish I could figure out what goes on in that head of yours.”

“Why is it that anytime I don’t have something to say, you think there’s something going on inside my head?”

“What’s wrong with you?” he says.

“Nothing,” I reply, defensive.

“You know what I don’t get? I don’t get why, when you’re with your friends or your mother you never shut up, but when you’re with me, you can’t think of anything to say.”

“I don’t think that’s true.” I am hiding. What I am afraid to say is, It’s no fun talking to you. You won’t remember it tomorrow. You’ll just ask me the same question over and over.

Dad steps on the gas.

“You know, son, I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like your attitude.”

“Dad. I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“Don’t tell me what you are and what you aren’t. It’s written all over your face,” he says.

I don’t respond.

“I am so fucking sick of your attitude. Your tone of voice. I mean, you’re with your father, we finally have some time together, and you’ve got that bored, disgusted look on your face.”

He starts to seethe, while my face starts to burn with fear; I need to try to cool down his rising fury.

“Dad, I’m not bored or disgusted. I’m just looking for a gas station. What’s wrong with that?”

“You had better get rid of that tone of voice and wipe that look off your face.”

I look at the speedometer. The needle is moving past the sixties into the seventies.

“Look at me.” Dad is turning red; his eyes are watering. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“I said, do you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not going to ruin this trip for me and for everyone else on it.” He is crying.

“I don’t think I am.”

I am all the way up against the passenger side door when he raises his right arm and hits me across the face with the back of his hand. I freeze—scared, shocked, paralyzed. Then he clutches my shoulder, engulfing my tiny arm, and squeezes it as he shakes me.

Tears dripping down his reddened face, he is driving eighty miles an hour on the two-lane highway as he screams, “You’re not going to talk to me that way, do you hear me? You’re not going to talk to me this way and you’re not going to treat me this way. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” I say. Tears burst through my eyes. My heart races. The skin where he hit me burns.

“I am your father, do you hear me? You’re going to treat me better than that.”

He is riding a wave of anger over which he has no control. I am trapped in the moving station wagon, desperately hoping this tantrum, which I cannot escape, will pass. I want to slip into the space between the seat and the door. I’ve witnessed annoyance, hurt, and spontaneous verbal combustion. This is the first time he’s hit me.

A gas station turns up on the right. Dad pulls in. I am safe.

He is finally able to use the toilet. He returns with two wads of toilet paper in his hand.

“I’m sorry, son. Here, wipe your eyes.” He hands one to me. “I just want to have a good time. That’s what we came for, right? Now are we gonna have some good times?”

I try to smile. It’s how I ensure this storm has passed. I’m relieved but I’m also enraged—only I can’t show it. What’s really going through my mind is that I hate my fat, smelly, shit-infested, process-serving, brain-damaged father.

We return to the campsite to blow up a giant yellow raft and paddle down the Au Sable River. Gliding down the bends of the river under the hot sun brings quiet over our band of fathers and sons. Exhaling, I feel my jitters subside. After an hour, we take a break on the shore of a sandy beach.

“Who wants to cool off?” says Dad. Without waiting for a reply, he bounds into the river.

He swims outward, and strokes right left, right left, while holding his head above water.

As we splash around, Bruce looks up and yells, “Oh shit!”

I look out. Dad is in the middle of the river, caught by the current. He breathes in hoarse breaths and coughs up jugs of water.

“Dad, Mark is stuck,” Bruce calls out to Larry.

“Fuck,” says Larry. “Mark, don’t fight it. Don’t fight the current. Try to ease your body to the left.”

Dad chokes on water as the current carries him forward. His arm movements are sporadic. I freeze. Bruce yells, “Mark, veer left. It’ll be OK.”

“He’s drinking the whole fucking river,” says Larry.

I stand there, frozen. Blood is rushing to my head. I look up at the sky. I look down at the dirt. My heart beats fast. My ears burn.

An asphyxiating, choking sound emanates from the mouth of this human grizzly bear as his head bobs up and down. When he comes up, he spits. Huge rasps roar from his throat, and he inhales whatever air he can. No one is big enough or strong enough to help him.

Everyone yells but me. “Mark, move left! It’s gonna be alright. Mark, relax, you’ll get out.”

We stand on the bank of the river, helpless. Am I scared that my father is going to drown? Or do I hope that the Au Sable River swallows him up once and for all? Is it possible to feel both?

After another moment he yanks himself free and treads water back to the shore. He coughs violently.

“You OK, big guy?” asks Larry. “I was afraid that current was gonna take you away.”

“No sweat,” says Dad. Pink as a balloon, burned from head to toe, and unshaken by his near drowning, he says, “This is the best camping trip ever.”




Chapter Four MOM AND DAD

MOM’S FATHER, ARTHUR, who was over fifty when she was born, was a Wayne County court clerk—the person who asks you to raise your right hand and swear over a Bible. Though he was a secular Christian, his puritanical demeanor was frightful. Tall, thin, bald, and cold, Arthur married a short, heavy, warm Jewess, twenty years his junior. He wore a suit to work every day and sat down for dinner each night in the same shirt and tie. He looked like the farmer from American Gothic minus the pitchfork and overalls. He was intolerant of childish behavior and frequently slapped my mother across her face for the smallest infractions. Mom’s mother, Grandma Marian, was a full-time secretary for the Navy. Both parents earned steady government incomes and provided my mother a middle-class life. It was austere but stable and stayed that way after Arthur died of a heart attack when she was thirteen years old.

Dad’s father, Jacob, emigrated with his large family from Lithuania to Montreal when he was eleven years old. A young man with hustle, he packed his few belongings and hitchhiked to Detroit when he was fifteen years old. He never became a legal citizen and never went back to Montreal. His first group of friends was the Purple Gang, a band of Jewish immigrants who were small-time bootleggers and bookies. Their hangout was the Schvitz, where they would make deals in the steam room, jump in the pool filled with cold water from the Detroit River, and then head upstairs to the restaurant for a T-bone steak.

After many financial ups and downs, Jacob gained a foothold in the scrap metal business, a thriving industry in the auto capital of the world. He landed a contract with the Pontiac GM factory, which sold him all its scrap. By the time my father was a teenager—the middle child between an older sister and a younger brother—the family lived in a large two-story home with a housekeeper and multiple refrigerators and freezers for the huge amounts of food that everyone consumed. Jacob hated banks and didn’t trust the government. He saved his money in shoeboxes in the basement food pantry—the heart of the house. He gave my father his own car at age sixteen—an Oldsmobile 98 convertible in periwinkle blue. And he handed my father twenty-dollar bills (it was 1955!) any time he asked.

Dad was nicknamed Chip as in “chip off the old block.” Though he was accepted to Cass Tech, the premier public high school in Detroit, he failed out when his father forced him to study chemistry instead of his passion, drawing. He stumbled through Cooley High by doing the least amount of work possible. He was not on a college track. His dad worked all the time and his mother, Louise, usually stayed in her bedroom or asleep on the couch. She suffered from migraine headaches. She was also addicted to barbiturates and was often































[image: Logo: Simon & Schuster]

Simon & Schuster

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

For more than 100 years, Simon & Schuster has championed authors and the stories they create. By respecting the copyright of an author’s intellectual property, you enable Simon & Schuster and the author to continue publishing exceptional books for years to come. We thank you for supporting the author’s copyright by purchasing an authorized edition of this book.

No amount of this book may be reproduced or stored in any format, nor may it be uploaded to any website, database, language-learning model, or other repository, retrieval, or artificial intelligence system without express permission. All rights reserved. Inquiries may be directed to Simon & Schuster, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020 or permissions@simonandschuster.com.

Copyright © 2025 by Jeffrey Seller

Illustrations copyright © 2025 by Michael Byers, Levy Creative Management, NYC

LOUDER THAN WORDS,

Music and Lyrics by Jonathan Larson

© 1996 Finster & Lucy Ltd.

IF YOU WERE GAY (from Avenue Q)

Words and Music by Robert J. Lopez and Jeff Marx

© 2003 Seven Summits Music (BMI) and Fantasies Come True, Inc. (BMI)

IN THE HEIGHTS (from In The Heights)

Words and Music by LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA

© 2008 5000 BROADWAY MUSIC (ASCAP)

All Rights Administered by WC MUSIC CORP.

All Rights Reserved

Used by Permission of ALFRED MUSIC

PACIENCIA Y FE (from In The Heights)

Words and Music by LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA

© 2008 5000 BROADWAY MUSIC (ASCAP)

All Rights Administered by WC MUSIC CORP.

All Rights Reserved

Used by Permission of ALFRED MUSIC

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Simon & Schuster Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

This is a work of nonfiction. Some names and identifying details have been changed.

First Simon & Schuster hardcover edition May 2025

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, LLC

Simon & Schuster strongly believes in freedom of expression and stands against censorship in all its forms. For more information, visit BooksBelong.com.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Wendy Blum

Jacket design by Drew Hodges

Jacket illustration by Peter de Sève

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

ISBN 978-1-6680-6418-4

ISBN 978-1-6680-6420-7 (ebook)


e9781668064207/images/f0029-01.jpg





e9781668064207/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668064207/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668064207/images/f0008-01.jpg
\
m\\\mm !
m T \






e9781668064207/fonts/Montserrat-Bold.ttf


e9781668064207/images/logo.jpg





e9781668064207/fonts/Montserrat-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668064207/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668064207/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Act One

		Chapter One: The Accident


		Chapter Two: Adventureland


		Chapter Three: Camping


		Chapter Four: Mom and Dad


		Chapter Five: Miss Shively


		Chapter Six: Speaking of Murder


		Chapter Seven: A Baby and a Bar Mitzvah


		Chapter Eight: Plays, Musicals, and a Talk with Dad


		Chapter Nine: “Gower Champion Died Today”


		Chapter Ten: Old Men and Clowns


		Chapter Eleven: Go Blue!


		Chapter Twelve: “And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going”


		Chapter Thirteen: Freshman Fables


		Chapter Fourteen: Scenes from a Sophomore Year


		Chapter Fifteen: 628 Packard Street


		Chapter Sixteen: People Express: One-Way Ticket to NYC!







		Act Two

		Chapter Seventeen: “The One Place on Earth I Want to Be.”


		Chapter Eighteen: Fran and Barry and Susan


		Chapter Nineteen: Our First New Musical


		Chapter Twenty: Three Meetings That Change My Life


		Chapter Twenty-One: The Booking Office


		Chapter Twenty-Two: Booking Wars


		Chapter Twenty-Three: The Real Live Brady Bunch


		Chapter Twenty-Four: ‘Rent’ Part I: The Reading and Workshop


		Chapter Twenty-Five: ‘Rent’ Part II: Rehearsals


		Chapter Twenty-Six: ‘Rent’ Part III: Performances


		Chapter Twenty-Seven: ‘Rent’ Part IV: Broadway







		Act Three

		Chapter Twenty-Eight: Unlikely


		Chapter Twenty-Nine: “ ‘Avenue Q’ Tony Coup”


		Chapter Thirty: Can We Do Better?


		Chapter Thirty-One: Who Is Mark Belanger?


		Chapter Thirty-Two: The Hamilton Mixtape







		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		IV








e9781668064207/fonts/Montserrat-Regular.ttf


e9781668064207/images/f0015-01.jpg
[/ “g“

\\W‘\m?« 118






e9781668064207/images/9781668064207.jpg
i \ L\ 3 '\
a) P

BROADWAY MEMOIR






e9781668064207/images/title.jpg
THEATER
KID

A BROADWAY MEMOIR

JEFFREY SELLER

SIMON & SCHUSTER

NEW YORK AMSTERDAM/ANTWERP LONDON
TORONTO SYDNEY/MELBOURNE NEW DELHI





e9781668064207/fonts/Montserrat-Italic.ttf


e9781668064207/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


