

[image: background image]








[image: background image]




[image: background image]


An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC 




1745 Broadway, NewYork, NY10019 




penguinrandomhouse.com 




Copyright © 2025 by HKTheatrical LLC 




Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fu- 




els creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and 




creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition 




of this bookand for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, 




scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. 




You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to 




continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of 




this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of 




training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. 




PLUME and Pcolophon are registered trademarks 




of Penguin Random House LLC. 




Page 238–240 constitutes an extension of the copyright page. 




This book was produced by Melcher Media, Inc. 




melcher.com 




Founder and CEO: Charles Melcher 




Vice President and COO: Bonnie Eldon 




Editorial Director: Lauren Nathan 




Production Director: Susan Lynch 




Executive Editor: Christopher Steighner 




Senior Editor: Megan Worman 




Assistant Editor: Madison Brown 




Editorial Assistant: Sonia Menken 




Editorial Intern: Grace Luckett 




Book design by Morcos Key (Jon Key, Ana Valeria Castillos) 




Additional editorial contributions by Camille Kellogg 




Thanks also to Amélie Cherlin and Laura Wallis. 




LIBRARYOF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA 




has been applied for. 




Hardcover ISBN 9798217176809




Ebook ISBN 9798217176816




The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and com- 




pliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 




Nassau Street, Dublin D02YH68, Ireland. 




https://eu-contact.penguin.ie. 






[image: background image]




[image: background image]


TABLE OF CONTENTS 






[image: background image]



CHAPTER ONE, 7 







BEGINNINGS 






CHAPTER TWO, 29 







CHOSEN FAMILY 







CHAPTER THREE, 57 







REDISCOVERING A SONGBOOK 







85 







THE LIBRETTO 







CHAPTER FOUR, 175 







COSTUMES & DANCE 







CHAPTER FIVE, 197 







STAGING NEW YORK LIVES 







CHAPTER SIX, 213 







THE DREAM LIFTS OFF 







236 







AFTERWORD 








[image: background image]




[image: background image]


7 




1 




BEGINNINGS 






[image: background image]


This page: The theater district in 2005 




Previous page: Maleah Joi Moon as Ali in the opening scene of 

Hell’s Kitchen 






[image: background image]


9 




CHAPTER ONE 




BEGINNINGS 




THE spark 




Alicia Keys 




T 




he main spark for 

Hell’s Kitchen 
was frustration, 




because in the early 2000s, what I was see- 




ing on Broadway and television and film was 




quite distant from life as I knew it. It was an- 




noying. I kept wondering, 

Where are the stories of 



people that I know? 

To be clear, I’m not just talking 



about Black people, but I am talking about theater 




being more diverse. There should also be brown 




people, Asian people, differently colored people who 




have unique stories and voices that aren’t general- 




ized and stereotyped. Obviously, that was a while 




ago, it was pre-Hamilton, and I do truly feel that 




things have evolved from that spot. But coupled with 




the frustration I felt at that time, people were asking 




me, “Would you write a musical? Would you do a 




musical film?” I thought, 

I guess, but how, when, where? 



I didn’t know how that would start or what that would 




look like. 




One glimmer of a way forward came from 

Stick Fly, 



Lydia Diamond’s play about a Black family on Martha’s 




Vineyard, which debuted on Broadway in 2011. Alicia 




composed the incidental music for the play, which 




took on issues of class, race, and gender. 




Stick Fly 

was riveting. The way it communicated what 



the family was going through and feeling—I had never 




seen anything like that before. That was around the 




same time I founded my company, AKW Productions. 




The slogan of AKW is “the business of inspiration.” 




Through film, television, theater, and music, I wanted 




to create diverse stories, preferably stories you hav- 




en’t quite seen and haven’t quite heard. They’d give 




a different perspective, something that makes you 




realize, 

Wow, I never looked at it like that before. 



One day, it landed on me that Manhattan Plaza, 




where I grew up, was the richest soil for this kind of 




story. Thinking about Manhattan Plaza and my experi- 




ence there brought me to what a unique neighborhood 




Hell’s Kitchen is, which brought me to all the different 




people that I knew there. I was also thinking about 




what success is or feels like or should be. It took me a 




long time to have a healthy relationship with success. 




A lot of times I would find myself in rooms and feel 




like, 

I don’t even know why I’m here. How did I even 



get here? 




All of that together created the desire to tell 




this story of this girl, this building, this community. 




From day one, I was very clear that you would see 




the main character only in the seventeenth year of 




her life. It would not go beyond that. You had a sense, 




Man, something is brewing, 

but you had no idea what 



would come. I wanted to focus on the very everyday 




yet special experience of this girl with this unheard 




story, and that was the spark that started the dream. 




THE (REAL) ROOTS OF THAT UNHEARD STORY 




It makes sense that many theatergoers come to 

Hell’s 



Kitchen 

expecting a storyline that perfectly parallels 



Alicia Keys’s childhood. In fact, it’s only loosely based 




on her experiences growing up in NYC: In the show, 




as in Alicia’s life, a single mother and her daughter 




live on Manhattan’s West Side. The mother is white 




and the father is Black, and the mother does every- 




thing she can to protect her strong-willed child from 




harm. It’s the 1990s; the neighborhood is debilitated 




by drugs and prostitution, but it’s also a place where 




people watch out for each other and family can be 




built and chosen. 




Beyond these foundations, Alicia and seven- 




teen-year-old Ali, the protagonist of the show, have 




themes in common. In spite of countless diierences 




in the details of their lives, they share concerns for 




community, artistry, identity, love, and becoming. 




Alicia wasn’t interested in staging an autobiography 




but, at the same time, she recognized that she had a 




well of experiences the show could draw upon, start- 




ing with the story of her mother, Terria (Terri) Joseph. 
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HELL’S KITCHEN 




Alicia Keys 




My mom came to New York from Toledo, Ohio, at nine- 




teen. She came to attend New York University [NYU], 




and she was very excited. She had grown up in a super 




small town, and coming to New York to study theater 




and acting and dancing was a big dream. 




Terria graduated from NYU in 1971 and enmeshed 




herself in the city’s theater scene. As an emerging 




artist she struggled to make ends meet, so when an 




innovative aordable housing project opened up, she 




set her sights on living there—even though it was in 




a downtrodden neighborhood between the Midtown 




theater district and the Hudson River. Manhattan 




Plaza consisted of two residential towers that were 




designated specifically for artists, senior citizens, 




and people who already lived in the neighborhood. 




But mostly artists. 




Terria Joseph 




I had to work really hard to get in there. I did all the 




paperwork, and thought, 

Oh, I’m next. 
Everybody was 




getting apartments, but they must have lost my appli- 




cation. They didn’t know me from Adam’s tomcat. But 




in 1978, a year after it opened, they finally gave me the 




last studio on the top floor of the Tenth Avenue building. 




A few years later, Terria was in a casual relationship 




with a flight attendant named Craig Cook, and when 




their birth control failed, she became pregnant. Terria 




knew Craig wasn’t ready to be a father. She briefly 




considered terminating the pregnancy but decided 




that she could manage raising the child on her own. 




As she has said, “When people want to come through, 




they come through.” 




Terria Joseph 




Up until this point, I had been temping as a parale- 




gal. My good friend Alicia, who had all kinds of jobs, 




including being a Playboy Bunny, was doing the hiring 




for a law firm. She said, “We’ve got a big case com- 




ing up. You can get all the hours you want, all kinds 




of overtime.” I had just told her I was pregnant. She 




Manhattan Plaza in 2006 
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said, “You gotta save your money now.” We did a little 




behind-the-scenes mischief, and she got me a job. My 




Alicia was named after her. 




Terria raised her daughter on paralegal wages and 




made a home for her in Manhattan Plaza (eventually 




moving from the studio apartment to a one-bedroom), 




where Terria would live for a total of twenty-six years. 




Terria worked—a lot—and continued to pursue acting 




roles when she could, but she dedicated most of her 




time and resources to her daughter. 




Terria Joseph 




I used to take Alicia to classes to keep her busy. I was 




always taking her somewhere. She went to gymnas- 




tics, but I had to take her out because she was afraid 




to flip over. For quite a while, Alicia would get up at 




6:30 to swim with Manhattan Plaza’s swim team. At 




some point she said, “Mom, I want to sleep a little later 




before I go to school.” I said, “You got it.” It wasn’t 




about torturing her. 




Hell’s Kitchen abuts Times Square, which at the time 




was chockablock with porn theaters and peep shows 




and had no shortage of sketchy characters. Not the 




easiest place to raise a kid. 




Terria Joseph 




I went everywhere with her until she got savvy. When 




she was nine or ten, I asked her to take me to her dance 




class. She had to take me every step of the way. I acted 




like I didn’t know how much money it was, like I didn’t 




know what a red light was. I said, “Is this where it is?” 




She said, “Oh, you’re so stupid.” I said, “I just want to 




know that you really know. The only way I’ll know is 




if you take me and I act like a dumbbell.” Years later, I 




made Alicia’s boyfriend sit with me in our living room 




and have a conversation, and then I took a little picture 




of him. I said, “In case she never comes home, at least 




I can show the police what you look like.” 




You don’t know how things are going to turn out 




for your kids. She began piano at seven years old, but 




at one point, she wanted to stop lessons. I said, “Well, 




I’m paid up until a couple of months from now, so 




not until you work out that payment plan.” Of course, 




she’d forgotten about it by the time that came. I talked 




about it with her piano teacher, Margaret Pine, a really 




nice person who lived in the building and taught her 




everything in the beginning. Margaret said, “Please 




don’t let her stop. She has a talent and a musicality.” 




So I figured it was worth a try to keep her in that. I was 




trying to find out what her muse was, and I thought, 




That’s the best I can do. 

I didn’t know what else to do 



besides give her all the chances I could, keep her close 




to home, and keep her busy so she didn’t get involved 




Alicia Keys and her mother, Terria Joseph, at Alicia’s high school 




graduation in 1998 




in some crazy group or something. And it worked out 




pretty good. 




One way Terria kept Alicia close to home was to en- 




roll her in the Professional Performing Arts School 




(PPAS), which is only four blocks north of Manhattan 




Plaza. At PPAS, Alicia met a music teacher who 




would have an extraordinary impact on her life: the 




composer, pianist, and vocalist Aziza Miller. 




Alicia Keys 




I remember the first time I walked into the room and 




saw Miss Aziza. It was breathtaking. I felt like, 

Whoa. 



That’s me. 

I recognized something of myself in her. 



Aziza Miller, Alicia’s high school music teacher 




I heard Alicia sing at a school concert when she was 




probably thirteen. She had a solo, and I said, “Oh, wow.” 




It was more than someone with a good voice. I saw 




her soul. That’s the only way I can say it. I saw her 




soul. She showed me who she really was. She didn’t 




know it, but she did. 




A year or so later, Alicia came to PPAS and into 




my class. Alicia was always curious about learning. 




She was driven about wanting to go somewhere with 




music. It wasn’t just a phase for her. It was similar to 




what I felt from the time I was five years old. I rec- 




ognized the passion in her, because it was the same 




thing that I had. I wanted to nurture that talent and 




curiosity about chords and structure and notation and 




harmonization and conducting. 




I taught all my students music theory, and it was 




something that she flourished in. I must say that I was 
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A 




t the top of the first act, Ali introduces the au- 




dience to her world. “Me and my mother—yeah, 




that’s my mother—live on the forty-second floor 




of a forty-four-story building on Forty-Third 




Street between Ninth and Tenth Avenues, right in the 




heart of the neighborhood some people know as Hell’s 




Kitchen.” The location is real, as is the building, and it 




was Alicia Keys’s actual childhood home (although she 




and her mother, actress Terria Joseph, had less of a 




view from the eleventh floor). The mother and daughter 




lived in the famous Manhattan Plaza complex, which 




is known by some as “Broadway’s Bedroom,” both 




for its proximity to the city’s theater district and for 




the number of its residents who are involved in the 




creative and performing arts. 




The plaza’s two towers were originally intended 




to invigorate a down-and-out tenement neighborhood 




with market-rate housing apartments, but midway 




through construction, it fell into financial difficulties. 




The way out was through an innovative approach 




to federally subsidized affordable housing: Not only 




were rents adjusted according to tenant incomes, but 




70% of the apartments were earmarked for people in 




the arts, 15% to low-income neighborhood residents, 




and 15% to senior citizens. The result was—and still 




is—a vibrant creative community, where, as Ali says, 




“you never know what you’re going to hear when the 




elevator doors open up.” 




MANHATTAN 




PLAZA 
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Jane Alexander 




TimothÉe Chalamet 




Larry David 
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Colman Domingo 




Giancarlo Esposito 
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Angela Lansbury 




Al Pacino 




Tennessee Williams 




famous residents of 




manhattan plaza 
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blessed to have a student like her, because then it was 




not a job. It was fun. And when she started writing on 




her own, she opened up to me because I had opened 




up to her about songs that I’d written. I had a friend 




who had a recording studio, and after school I would 




take Alicia and another student there and record them. 




I still have those recordings on cassette. 




Alicia graduated early from PPAS, at sixteen, and 




within a year she had her first recording contract. 




Both are extraordinary accomplishments, but when 




it came time to craft 

Hell’s Kitchen, 
Alicia was de- 




termined to capture the magical moments of self- 




discovery that came before she achieved either one. 




FIRST STEPS: FINDING A COLLABORATOR 




Alicia is no stranger to exploring new artistic path- 




ways: Her creative practice has expanded over the 




years to include poetry, acting, and fashion design. 




For 

Hell’s Kitchen, 
she sought a collaborator with 




expertise in theater, someone who could help deliver 




not only the emotional beats of this girl’s world, but 




also the specificity of what it meant to grow up in 




1990s Hell’s Kitchen. 




Alicia Keys 




This show had to be built in increments, and I went 




for the book writer first. I interviewed writers before I 




interviewed directors, before I had any other thoughts. 




Alicia Keys and her piano teacher, Aziza Miller 
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Alicia teaching the music to the cast during a 2019 reading 
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There had to be a certain connection to the city. You 




can’t write about a place you don’t truly know. For 




example, I wanted bucket drummers in the show, and 




that’s 1000% a New York experience. Unless you grew 




up on the trains and on the streets, you are not going 




to understand the bucket drummers. You had to live 




it and breathe it and know it. I met a few different 




people, all great writers. I read a bunch of their work. 




In 2010, Kristoer Diaz’s play 

The Elaborate Entrance 



of Chad Deity 

was a Pulitzer Prize finalist and was 



about to be staged for a fourth time, in Los Angeles, 




at the Geen Playhouse. Reviewers praised the 




work for its wickedly intelligent humor as well as its 




critique of capitalism’s need to commodify everything, 




including identity. 




Kris Diaz, book writer 




I got an email from my agent in May of 2011. Normally, 




when they got requests, they would ask me, “Have you 




ever heard of this organization, and would you like to 




meet with them?” Instead, they said, “We’re setting 




up a meeting for you with Alicia Keys.” My response 




was, “Yes, yes, you are.” 




Our meeting was in the wine cellar of her apart- 




ment building, and it was super intimidating. But only 




for a minute, because then we started talking about 




hip-hop that we liked. Then she told me her idea. She 




wanted to do a project set in her childhood when she 




was at Manhattan Plaza. 




The meeting seemed to go well, but nothing 




was decided. A couple of weeks later, I got another 




message inviting me and my wife, Joanne, to see Alicia 




perform at the Beacon Theater. It was an intimate 




show, her and a piano. We were supposed to hang out 




and meet Alicia afterward, and even though Joanne 




wasn’t feeling well—we didn’t know it at the time, but 




she was pregnant—she said, “I think we should stay.” 




We met Alicia after the show, and we hugged, our 




families bonded, and that was the beginning of the 




next thirteen years. 




Alicia Keys 




When I met Kris, there was no question from the 




instant we sat down. It was magic, it was electric. I 




was squealing, I was yelling, I was screaming, “Yo, you 




remember this,” and “Yo, how about this?” We were 




talking about Mobb Deep and Wu-Tang and Dyckman 




Houses and Spanish Harlem. You either have traveled 




those streets or not. That time and place is an unspoken 




language. You can’t teach it, you can’t explain it, you 




can’t guide it. Kris was right there with me every step 




Kristoffer Diaz, who worked with Alicia to develop the script for 

Hell’s Kitchen 
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of the way. It was his experience. It was my experience. 




It was New York’s experience. It was our story. 




Kris Diaz 




It was a fairly conscious decision not to go into that 




first meeting and say, “This is how we’re going to 




make this musical.” The point was to get to know her 




and for her to know that I understood her language. 




I understood her musical references. I understood 




her New York City references. I knew what it was to 




be growing up in this time. I’m a little bit older than 




her, and I grew up outside the city, but my family is 




from the Bronx. I knew where she came from. Then 




our conversations turned to what we wanted to get 




across. We knew we needed a story. We needed a 




traditional beginning, middle, and end. Alicia always 




knew where she wanted to end. She said, “This can’t 




go any further than the character standing behind the 




curtain, waiting for her first public performance.” She 




said, “I’m not interested in doing 

How I Got Famous.” 



The next couple of years were me, Alicia, and 




Susan Lewis, who at that point was overseeing 




creative development and production for AKW. We 




would get in a room together and strategize. Some- 




times it would be at Alicia’s house, sometimes it would 




be in her studio—which was pretty relaxing, until 




you looked over and saw the trophy case with fifteen 




Grammys in it. I asked a ton of questions. A lot of the 




work we did was figuring out what the guts of the 




story were going to be, what the arc was going to 




look like. We knew it was a coming-of-age story, but 




what did that mean? 




Alicia Keys 




How does this girl feel? What is she looking for? Who 




are the main characters? Why should they be there, 




what is it about them, and how are they like people 




who exist in the world? It was 

really 
fun. I had never 




done therapy before, and it felt therapeutic to commu- 




nicate with somebody who had a similar experience to 




me, but not. Obviously, he’s a man, I’m a woman. He’s 




of Hispanic heritage, I’m of Black and white heritage. 




We had these different perspectives to pull from, but 




they all made up the diversity and uniqueness of the 




city. We knew so much about each other’s experiences 




that, in a way, we became best friends. There were 




phone calls: “What about this?” “I was thinking of…” 




“I remembered this.” We’d spend hours talking and 




thinking and imagining and dreaming. 




Kris Diaz 




The character of Miss Liza Jane, Ali’s mentor, started 




when we were talking about Alicia’s musical influences. 




I walked away from that conversation knowing that 




we had to get them into the show, and that we needed 




to build a teacher. Once we started to do that, it was 




easy to figure out who the archetypes were going to be. 




Alicia Keys 




When Ali meets Miss Liza Jane, it’s like when I met 




Miss Aziza, but it’s also what I felt when I first saw 




Nina Simone perform. That stopped me in my tracks 




and made me realize there was something inside of 




me that hadn’t awoken yet. Combining people was 




a fiction, but the barometer we were looking to was 




emotional truth. 




Kris Diaz 




After several years of talking and writing, we reached 




the limits of what we could do on our own. We had 




been up front with each other from the beginning 




that neither one of us had ever done this. I had never 




written a musical from beginning to end. I had worked 




on musicals, I’d written plays, but I had never had a 




play produced on Broadway. Now we had a first draft 




and a treatment and a good sense of what the show 




was going to be. We didn’t know how to take it any 




further, so we decided to meet with some directors. 




MICHAEL GREIF COMES ON BOARD 




In 2015, Alicia and Kris interviewed directors, includ- 




ing the widely lauded Michael Greif. Michael, another 




native New Yorker, has an extensive directorial 




portfolio, including such shows as 

RENT, Next to 



Normal, 

and 
Dear Evan Hansen, 

which earned him 




a reputation for genre-expanding projects and for 




rendering nuanced, complex family dynamics. 




Michael Greif, director 




I was invited to have a meeting with Kris and Alicia. I 




was already a fan of Kris’s work, and we knew each 




other a bit. Of course, I knew Alicia’s music. I was sent 




"We knew it was a coming-of-age 




story, but what did that mean?" 






[image: background image]


18 




HELL'S KITCHEN 




WHO 




IS 




T 




he demanding and deeply spiritual Miss Liza 




Jane character is inspired by multiple women 




who provided mentorship and guidance to Alicia 




along the way. Her paternal grandmother, Vergil 




DiSalvatore, lived in nearby Uniondale, Long Island, and 




was a regular presence in Alicia’s childhood, modeling 




compassion, elegance, and how to look people in the 




eye. Alicia’s first piano teacher, fellow Manhattan Plaza 




resident Margaret Pine, helped her establish a strong 




technical foundation. Singer-songwriter, pianist, and 




civil rights activist Nina Simone affected Alicia musi- 




cally and politically: Alicia wholeheartedly absorbed 




Simone’s belief that “an artist’s job is to reflect the 




times.” And Alicia’s high school music teacher, Aziza 




Miller, showed Alicia a living, breathing example of 




the musician she could become. 




Nina Simone 




MISS 




LIZA 




JANE? 
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Aziza Miller 




Vergil DiSalvatore 
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a treatment beforehand because, as I remember it, 




the meeting was a kind of interview to see how I felt 




about the material and how I might contribute to it. 




While all the relationships they’d introduced 




were of vital importance, I was really pleased to read 




that the work was an examination of the main char- 




acter’s early years, and not a piece about how Alicia 




became a recording artist. I do believe that musicals 




work best when they’re most universal. And while ev- 




eryone can 

admire 
someone’s ascent to pop stardom, 




the trials and mistakes that every kid makes seemed 




like a wonderful, universal story that everybody could 




hook into. Of course, you’re dealing with a rather re- 




markable kid here. There was also a wit, a cleverness, 




a bravery, and a courage—and also a delusionary 




aspect—to this kid that were really appealing. 




I imagine 

Dear Evan Hansen 
was in the air, be- 




cause it had opened on Broadway the previous year. I 




thought, 

Maybe I’m the new guy who you talk to about 



adolescent musicals. 

I later found out that Alicia saw 



RENT 

as a kid and really liked it, and Kris has always 



been an unabashed fan of that show. 




Kris Diaz 




I owe so much of what I do as an artist to Michael, even 




if it weren’t for this project. I saw 

RENT 
at New York 




Theater Workshop when I was seventeen or eighteen 




years old. I sat in the front row. Taye Diggs spat on 




me. Idina Menzel mooned me a foot away from my 




face. They sang “Seasons of Love” right on top of me. 




I wasn’t quite living the life of those people dancing 




on the table at the Life Cafe, but I was doing similar 




stuff. I understood community. I understood that in 




art, we get together to make a thing, and that’s all we 




can really do in the face of life. Michael was already 




one of the most influential artists in my life because of 




RENT. 

Yes, it’s Jonathan Larson’s show, but Michael 



crafted it. Michael carried it. 




Michael’s reaction to our treatment was, “You’ve 




done something really smart here. You’ve written a 




love story between a mother and a daughter.” He said, 




“That’s smart artistically, and that’s smart from a busi- 




ness perspective, because mothers and daughters 




come to the Broadway theater.” That was the moment 




when Alicia and I looked at each other and knew. We’d 




found the right person. 




The character of Ali’s mother, Jersey, had been 




a central component since we started. But we didn’t 




know that the weight of that mother-daughter story 




was so strong that it needed to be our main connec- 




tive tissue. Once Michael helped us figure that out, 




then everything that we had already been working 




on slotted into place. Start with the mom, end with 




the mom. Everything else fits inside that container. 




Michael left that first meeting feeling in sync with 




how Kris and Alicia thought about the piece, and ex- 




cited about the freshness of this love story between a 




girl and a single mom who sacrificed her own dreams 




to build dreams for her child. The trio got to work. 




Michael Greif 




There were still a lot of variables to decide in terms of 




which songs were in, which songs weren’t in. Every 




relationship would change and morph considerably, 




but what was already there was the remarkable 




bones of the story. Alicia’s book, 

More Myself, 
had 




not been published at the time, but during the COVID 




pandemic I got to read it, and I saw how much these 




formative years were on her mind. The book helped 




inform what aspects of the story we should elucidate 




most in the musical. 




Much of our work was balancing acts. From the 




beginning, we all agreed that the mother-daughter 




relationship would be the longest arc in the musical. 




It would be what everything else hung on. There 




was always a very important mentor figure in the 




apartment complex, but that character and her songs 




changed almost completely. There was always a dad 




who behaved similarly to the dad we now have. And 




there was always a love interest. We tried out a lot 




Michael Greif and Alicia at a rehearsal at the Public Theater 
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of different potential love songs; considering the size 




of Alicia’s catalog, you had your choice. The balance 




of where the love interest and the teacher fit in was 




evolving all the time. 




We were all committed to there being a great 




tragedy in Ali’s life, and there were different versions 




of what that tragedy was before we landed on making 




the teacher sick. She and Ali would have a very, very 




meaningful, but very, very short experience together. 




Alicia Keys 




The same way I felt about Kris was how we felt when 




we met Michael. It was instant. Kris and I were the 




dreamers, and we were extra creative and wanting 




to push all the boundaries and do things that hadn’t 




been done and bring fresh energy and not be the 




same old same old. Then Michael came in, and he had 




structure and wisdom. 




Kris and I had this no limit/no boundaries men- 




tality, and Michael would say, “Here is what musical 




theater is. This has to happen, and then this has to 




happen, and then we have to go here, and then we 




have to go there. And that’s how it works.” We for sure 




challenged that in a lot of ways. I didn’t care what was 




usually done; we were going to do it differently. But 




Michael’s understanding of how to tell the story in a 




way that was going to give you the necessary beats was 




exactly what we needed. It was a beautiful marriage of 




new perspective and experimentation with someone 




who was firmly planted in this space. We couldn’t have 




asked for anything better. 




Michael is known among colleagues for his candor, 




but also for his willingness to experiment and col- 




laborate on every aspect of a show, from character 




development to lighting design. 




Alicia Keys 




Michael is definitely straight, no chaser, and we love 




that. Catch Michael when he’s feeling kind of stressed, 




and he can be sharp. He’s not here to play around, and 




that’s what we needed. We needed to get it done. So 




that’s his energy, but really, he’s the sweetest, kind- 




est, smartest, wisest, most curious person. He’s not 




demanding, but his suggestions make you think, 

Oh, 



maybe I’m wrong. 

How many times I was wrong with 



him! I would say, “I’m not doing that. That’s not right.” 




He’d say, “Just try it. Let’s see.” I’d say, “Alright, I’ll try 




it, but I don’t like it.” And then we would try it, and I 




would look at him. “Damn, you’re right. It’s better.” 




According to Kris, one of Michael’s great gifts is time 




management: making the best use of everyone’s ener- 




gies and planning for what’s next. In 2017, Michael 




instigated the first small reading of the script-in- 




progress. With a skeleton troupe of performers in 




rented studio space at the edge of the theater dis- 




trict, they began to embody the words on the page. 




Alicia Keys 




We had to get a sense of what this was feeling like. 




What was it looking like? How does it work? We had 




"the weight of 




that mother- 




daughter story was 




so strong that it 




needed to be our 




main connective 




tissue." 




Alicia at an early reading of 

Hell’s Kitchen 
in 2019 
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