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About the Book



The eagerly awaited follow-up to the #1 New York Times bestseller Hamilton: The Revolution, Lin-Manuel Miranda’s new book gives readers an extraordinary inside look at In the Heights, his breakout Broadway debut, written with Quiara Alegría Hudes, soon to be a Hollywood blockbuster.


In 2008, In the Heights, a new musical from up-and-coming young artists, electrified Broadway. The show’s vibrant mix of Latin music and hip-hop captured life in Washington Heights, the Latino neighbourhood in upper Manhattan. It won four Tony Awards and became an international hit, delighting audiences around the world. For the film version, director Jon M. Chu (Crazy Rich Asians) brought the story home, filming its spectacular dance numbers on location in Washington Heights. That’s where Usnavi, Nina, and their neighbours chase their dreams and ask a universal question: Where do I belong?


In the Heights: Finding Home reunites Miranda with Jeremy McCarter, co-author of Hamilton: The Revolution, and Quiara Alegría Hudes, the Pulitzer Prize-winning librettist of the Broadway musical and screenwriter of the film. They do more than trace the making of an unlikely Broadway smash and a major motion picture: They give readers an intimate look at the decades-long creative life of In the Heights.


Like Hamilton: The Revolution, the book offers untold stories, perceptive essays, and the lyrics to Miranda’s songs – complete with his funny, heartfelt annotations. It also features newly commissioned portraits and never-before-seen photos from backstage, the movie set, and productions around the world.


This is the story of characters who search for a home – and the artists who created one.
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This book presents Lin-Manuel Miranda’s songs in the order of their appearance in the stage version of In the Heights.


To follow along with the songs as they appear in the movie—and to see some key changes that Lin made to his lyrics—read them in this order:


IN THE HEIGHTS


BENNY’S DISPATCH


BREATHE


NO ME DIGA


IT WON’T BE LONG NOW


96,000


PIRAGUA


WHEN YOU’RE HOME


THE CLUB


BLACKOUT


PACIENCIA Y FE


ALABANZA


CARNAVAL DEL BARRIO


WHEN THE SUN GOES DOWN


CHAMPAGNE


FINALE


HOME ALL SUMMER


PIRAGUA (REPRISE)
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THE ACTORS TOOK THEIR BOWS, the crowd finished cheering, and everybody headed for the doors. Spotting a friend, I cut across the lobby. I asked, Did you just see what I just saw?


Or words to that effect. It’s been fourteen years, so I can’t remember exactly what I said that night. But I do remember exactly how In the Heights made me feel.


I had gone to the show from a certain sense of obligation. Back then, I was reviewing plays for New York magazine. Since I had argued repeatedly that musical theater needed to embrace a wider range of sounds and styles, duty compelled me to see a show that (according to the press release) was trying to supply them. The track record of such evenings was not stellar, to put it gently. But that night at 37 Arts, the Off-Broadway complex where Heights had its world premiere, I found what you always dream of finding.


Here was something vibrant and original. Two new writers, the composer/lyricist Lin-Manuel Miranda and librettist Quiara Alegría Hudes, had used their hearts, brains, and imagination to evoke life in Washington Heights, a predominantly Latino neighborhood near the northern tip of Manhattan. They and their collaborators had created a show that was smart, moving, and skillfully staged.


In the next issue of the magazine, I heralded the show’s arrival, particularly the work of its implausibly gifted composer/lyricist. Heights had made more expansive, more sophisticated use of hip-hop than any musical that had gotten near Broadway. That would have been reason enough for a rave. But Lin also tapped into salsa and merengue—and he demonstrated an uncanny gift for writing evocative Broadway ballads. It didn’t make sense that a first-time songwriter could do so many disparate things so well. Plus he had enough charisma to play Usnavi, the bodega owner at the heart of the show.


Who was this guy?


I didn’t know. But I was happy to see his show transfer to Broadway, where it won four Tony Awards, including Best Musical. And I was glad, and not at all shocked, to see Lin’s star rise and rise (and rise and rise). After I left the magazine, Lin and I became friends, so I got to watch the ascent up close. (I saw the parabolic part, when he wrote and starred in Hamilton, from very close. We co-authored a book about the show: Hamilton: The Revolution.)


So imagine my surprise to discover, years after that night in 2007, that I hadn’t grasped the most extraordinary thing about the show after all.





ONE DAY IN 2019, Lin called with an idea: Let’s write a book about In the Heights.


The show had closed on Broadway eight years earlier, but the timing was right. Warner Bros. was turning it into a major motion picture, directed by Jon M. Chu. I liked the notion of tracing the musical’s many lives. Lin had gotten the idea for the show in college, when the prospect of it one day going to Broadway was the longest of long shots. But somehow Heights got there—and now, after many false starts and setbacks, it was making another leap to the big screen. I also liked the idea of revisiting themes and people we’d written about in our earlier book. It would be a kind of sequel, even though a lot of the action takes place before Hamilton. Like The Godfather Part II, but in a bodega.


It was only when I started doing interviews—more than fifty, by the end—that I came to see the extraordinary thing I hadn’t discerned in 2007. Again and again, people said that working on Heights felt different from other jobs. They described growing closer to colleagues on this show than on other projects—and keeping those bonds for years. It came to feel, they said, like a family.


Now, let’s be clear. I, like you, have read a celebrity profile. I have watched a morning talk show. I find people talking about “family” in show business to be just as corny and clichéd as you do. That’s why I didn’t take full account of what I heard about family in the first few interviews. But once I heard it a dozen times, then two dozen—once I heard it from people who had no connection to the original production, from actors and directors who staged the show all around the world; once I heard people who were making the movie say that the tight bond they’d forged with their colleagues was absolutely the most valuable part of the experience, even though the experience hadn’t yet ended—I started to think, Maybe there’s something here.


What’s the source of this strange adhesive power? People first felt it, and tried to explain it, twenty-two years ago. They are still trying. As this book traces the unlikely journey of In the Heights from Lin’s undergraduate brain to Broadway to Hollywood, it considers some of the ways that this musical has made people feel differently about themselves and the folks around them—how the depiction of a community can give rise to a community.
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Lin-Manuel Miranda and Jeremy McCarter at the book party for Hamilton: The Revolution


Like the Hamilton book, the story proceeds along parallel tracks. My chapters trace episodes in the development of In the Heights: first the stage version, then the film. (Though as you’ll see, the development of the stage version is a huge part of the development of the film. In order for Leslie Grace to sing “Breathe” onscreen, Mandy Gonzalez had to sing it onstage—and that could only happen after Lin had composed and rejected countless other songs that might have introduced Nina Rosario, a character that he and Quiara spent years fashioning out of their lives, dreams, and writerly imaginations. The pot is always bubbling.) Lin’s annotations to his lyrics reveal where his songs came from and what they mean to him. In many cases he is reflecting on work he did many years ago. So are his collaborators, when they’re quoted in the chapters. That long reach back through time is one of the reasons we wanted to do the book. It’s a chance to hear artists at the highest ranks of their professions contemplate what they did, and who they were, when they were still learning to fly.


One big difference between this book and the Hamilton book reflects a difference between the shows. Hamilton is sung through, so the song lyrics capture virtually every word of the script. But Heights has dialogue scenes, which Quiara wrote for the stage version, then rewrote significantly for the movie. Since it wasn’t possible to include two full scripts in the book, she wrote essays about a handful of key moments in the story. Each one traces her creative process from inspiration to stage version to screen. Think of these essays as the stitches that bind the lives of Heights together.


(The order of the songs, like the dialogue, changed between Broadway and the film version. We’ve kept the order from the stage version; the lyrics printed here follow the original Broadway cast album. But if you want to read Lin’s annotations as you watch the movie, look at the second table of contents, on page viii. It lists the songs in their movie order and will tell you where to turn next.)
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One last feature of the book takes its inspiration from the show. In “Everything I Know,” Nina, the neighborhood’s wayward Stanford student, looks through a scrapbook created by Abuela Claudia, the community matriarch. By revisiting images from her past, Nina gains a new understanding of who she is and what she ought to do. Scattered throughout this book, you’ll find recuerdos, reproductions of images and objects preserved by artists involved in Heights. The word “recuerdo” captures their character more fully than any word in English. It means “memento,” but it also means “I remember.” It implies not just recollection, but tribute. The recuerdos weren’t chosen on the basis of intrinsic historical significance. They’re here because they meant something special to a member of the Heights community. In the text that accompanies the images, the artists share that meaning in their own words.
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IN EARLY 2020, Lin, Quiara, and I had nearly finished our book. All that remained was a final chapter about the movie’s world premiere, which was set for June. But people began to fall ill: first far away, then painfully close to home. COVID-19, sweeping around the world, put American life on hold. It led Warner Bros. to delay the movie’s release until after our intended publication date that fall.


The fact that a virus could spread around the planet so rapidly underscores the final reason to tell this story. Our world is in motion. Social scientists say that in the twenty-first century, people will pick up their lives and—out of choice or necessity—start over in greater numbers than ever before. In this Age of Migration, they will need to learn how to live in new places and assert their dignity among new neighbors, far from the habits and customs they’ve known. All of them will try to turn unfamiliar places into home.


A vast capacity for helping people to feel that they belong—that’s the quality that most distinguishes In the Heights. This book is an account of gifted artists telling a story about home—and making one.
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“OKAY,” SAYS LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA. “I’m going to tell you the very painful origin story of In the Heights.”


He smiles as he says it. He’s not joking; it’s just that he’s telling a story that happened a long time ago and a long way away. His college, Wesleyan University, is a hundred miles from where he sits, in his dressing room at a Broadway theater. It seems a lot farther than that, when you consider what’s happened in the meantime.


The Lin who is telling the story, a few weeks shy of his fortieth birthday, is the winner of almost every award that an American artist can win, a movie star, and a MacArthur-certified genius. (In a few hours, he’ll step onstage in Freestyle Love Supreme to Beatlemania squeals.) The Lin who was living the story, a few weeks shy of his twentieth birthday, was a sophomore dreaming distantly of becoming a writer (or maybe an actor—or a director?) and nursing a serious talent crush.


The crush is what makes the story painful.


M. Graham Smith—who went by his legal first name, Matt, at the time—was one of Wesleyan’s star directors. “The senior god,” according to Lin. His work was more sophisticated than anything else on campus. When Lin learned that Matt had started a program called Playwrights Attic to develop new works by student writers, Lin asked if he could take part.


“Sure,” Matt said. Which was all the encouragement Lin needed.


Lin had written short musicals in high school, but now he wanted to do something more ambitious: a full-length show that would reflect his world. His head hadn’t stopped spinning from seeing Rent two years earlier. Jonathan Larson’s musical gave him permission to write a story about young people, in the present day, using popular music. Only Lin’s show wouldn’t lean on rock music the way Rent had. If he was going to capture the sound of Washington Heights, the world of his youth, he would need salsa and hip-hop.


No one had ever done a show like that before. Which was one of the reasons to do it.


As Lin generated material, he shared it with Matt. In 1999, that meant singing it into Matt’s answering machine.


“What do you think?” Lin would say.


Matt was unfailingly encouraging. “You make an audience feel so taken care of,” he told Lin.


“And I’ll never forget the compliment,” Lin says twenty years later, “because it’s something I still aspire to.”


A few weeks later, Matt assembled a trio of actors, led them through some rehearsals, and made arrangements for a late-night reading at the 92 Theater. In that converted library, a few dozen students gathered for the world’s first taste of what Lin had titled In the Heights.


Or a bit of it, anyway: It had only two songs—it ran only twenty minutes. But it excited the people who saw it.


Encouraged by the response, Lin went on writing and sharing with Matt. One night, they met up at the Wesleyan student center (which is like every student center—the microwave, the mail room). Lin said he wanted to apply to do the show in the spring semester—not a staged reading this time but a full-fledged musical, with sets and lights and choreography, and naturally with Matt directing.


Even now, twenty years later, Matt can see the expression on Lin’s face—the look of disappointment—when Matt said no.


It was the only answer he could give. He was about to graduate, he had to finish his thesis, he couldn’t direct a new musical, especially one about a world as foreign to him as Washington Heights.


“That’s awful,” Lin said. He asked if they could shift things around, find some wiggle room. But they couldn’t. It was “just the worst timing it could have been,” Matt says.


Lin hadn’t seen that coming. He was crushed, he says, “but understanding.”


Many things might have happened next. Lin could have given up. He could have waited. He could have looked for someone else to tell the story. Instead, he made what seems, in light of everything that has happened since then, like one of the most consequential decisions of his life.


Two hours later, by his recollection, he called his friend, the stage manager Anne Macri. He told her he still wanted to do the show.


And not only that: “I think I’m directing it.”


LIN MUST HAVE TAKEN CLASSES that spring, but he doesn’t remember them. What he remembers is writing a show and figuring out how to stage it.


“It was a stressful thing,” says Owen Panettieri, a friend who took part in the first short reading. “It was his creation and he was directing.”
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Lin-Manuel Miranda and M. Graham Smith
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He did even more than that. Because the musicians on campus were all tied up doing another event, the actors had to sing to prerecorded music. So a band needed to pre-cut all those demos. Lin joined the musicians in a Middletown, Connecticut, recording studio to play the piano. He also hand-wrote the sheet music.


He had enough time for this tedious task because he wasn’t spending it with his girlfriend. After four years together, she had left to spend a semester abroad. The separation and his general uncertainty about the relationship put him “in as dark a place as I’d ever been,” he says. That early-twenties anguish went a long way toward shaping the show.


In that first incarnation, In the Heights was a story of fraught, crisscrossing love affairs. Benny is in love with Nina, a Yale student who has returned to her old neighborhood, Washington Heights, for the summer. But Benny is the best friend of Nina’s brother, Lincoln, who disapproves of their relationship. He disapproves because—the big twist!—Lincoln is secretly gay and in love with Benny.


Their love triangle unfolds through nights at the club with their friend Usnavi, the bodega owner, and his unattainable dream girl, Vanessa. Even now, the score doesn’t sound like anything else. Benny, Lincoln, and Usnavi’s raps are dense, rhyme-packed, self-consciously lyrical—the offspring of ’90s hip-hop acts like the Pharcyde, Black Sheep, Big Pun, and Fat Joe. The salsa sounds like the theatrical extension of what the whole world (except for Broadway, anyway) seemed to be listening to at the time: the Latin boom of Marc Anthony, Jennifer Lopez, and Ricky Martin. Mixed in with the rest were lovely ballads that wouldn’t be out of place in a much more conventional show, such as “Never Give Your Heart Away”—the dubious advice that Benny gets from his mother, Alma.


To find a cast capable of playing these characters and delivering these songs, Lin needed to look far beyond the theater department regulars. He reached out to his fellow residents at La Casa, the Latino house on campus. But the show also acted as what Lin calls a “Bat signal” to people like him all across Wesleyan.


Matt had done all he could to help Lin secure one of the precious spots in the spring season. The playbill would list Matt as the show’s “consigliere.” But even he wondered if a mere sophomore would be able to draw enough of an audience for a full weekend of shows in a 150-seat theater. He didn’t need to worry. All of Lin’s outreach contributed to the place being packed.


“It just felt like—how did he do that?” Matt recalls.


YOU CAN SEE IN EMBRYO FORM a lot of what would come later for Lin: trying to put new sounds onstage, casting a wide net for actors, changing who’s in the room, treating a yellow light as an imperative to go faster. Some of his most important relationships date to those days. Sara Elisa Miller, who manages his philanthropy, choreographed the show.


By all accounts, the crowd liked what they saw. “I knew my audience,” Lin says. “My audience was college kids. So it played great.” But two decades later, he doesn’t get much joy from revisiting what he created. Pressed for an explanation, he laughs and says, “It’s just—the writing is bad!”


The show at Wesleyan might have been called In the Heights, but it wasn’t yet In the Heights. It would take time, change, and growth—also trial and error, false starts, wrong turns, inspired leaps forward. It would take collaborators, lots of them. In fact, it would take the loving effort of a whole community.


The problem is, Lin had never felt that he was at the center of one of those.
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In the Heights



1. Right from the top, we’re teaching the audience how to listen to our show, a hybrid of hip-hop and musical theater lyric traditions. We have the pure rhymes of lights/heights, break/wake, and day/away. But the very next lines have hip-hop slant rhymes, by which I mean they only rhyme with the correct pronunciation: awning/morning. (See the Notorious B.I.G.’s immortal opening lines to “Warning”: “Who the f—k is this, pagin’ me at five forty-six in the morning?/Crack of dawn and now I’m yawning.”) I’m telling the story, but I’m also trying to get musical theater purists and hip-hop heads on board.


2. Re: Spanglish. In our neighborhood, people go back and forth between English and Spanish all the time. Our goal was always to have the amount of Spanish ring true to any New Yorker. Almost anytime you hear Spanish in the show, a translation is around the corner (more on this in “Breathe”), but sometimes the context is enough to make the gist clear, as in this greeting.


USNAVI: Lights up on Washington Heights, up at the break of day


I wake up and I got this little punk I gotta chase away. [image: illustration]


Pop the grate at the crack of dawn, sing


While I wipe down the awning, hey y’all, good morning.


(USNAVI opens the bodega.)


PIRAGUA GUY (SCRAPING FROM HIS ICE BLOCK): Ice-cold piragua! Parcha. China. Cherry. Strawberry. Just for today, I got mamey!


USNAVI: ¿Oye, piragüero, cómo estás? [image: illustration]


PIRAGUA GUY: Como siempre, Señor Usnavi.


USNAVI: I am Usnavi and you prob’ly never heard my name.


Reports of my fame are greatly exaggerated


Exacerbated by the fact


That my syntax


Is highly complicated, cuz I immigrated from the single greatest


Little place in the Caribbean [image: illustration]


Dominican Republic.


I love it.


Jesus, I’m jealous of it.


And beyond that


Ever since my folks passed on, [image: illustration]


I haven’t gone back.


Goddamn, I gotta get on that.


(He sniffs the milk carton.)


Fo!


The milk has gone bad, hold up just a second


Why is everything in this fridge warm and tepid?


I better step it up and fight the heat


Cuz I’m not makin’ any profit


If the coffee isn’t light and sweet! [image: illustration]


(ABUELA CLAUDIA enters.)


ABUELA CLAUDIA: Ooo-oo!


USNAVI: Abuela, my fridge broke. I got café but no “con leche.”


ABUELA CLAUDIA: Try my mother’s old recipe: one can of condensed milk. [image: illustration]


USNAVI: Nice.


(ABUELA CLAUDIA kisses a pair of lottery tickets and holds them up to the sky.)


ABUELA CLAUDIA: Paciencia y fe . . .


(She exits.)


USNAVI: That was Abuela, she’s not really my “abuela,” [image: illustration]


But she practically raised me, this corner is her escuela!


Now you’re prob’ly thinkin’, “I’m up shit’s creek


I never been north of Ninety-sixth Street.”


Well, you must take the A train


Even farther than Harlem to northern Manhattan and maintain. [image: illustration]


Get off at 181st and take the escalator.


I hope you’re writing this down, I’m gonna test ya later. [image: illustration]


I’m getting tested, times are tough on this bodega.


Two months ago somebody bought Ortega’s.


(USNAVI points to the salon.)


Our neighbors started packin’ up and pickin’ up


And ever since the rents went up


It’s gotten mad expensive


But we live with just enough.


COMPANY (EXCEPT NINA): In the Heights


3. When I was growing up, my neighborhood was largely Dominican, thanks to a surge of Dominican immigration in the 1970s. But you could see the earlier waves of Latino immigrants as well—Cubans in the ’40s, Puerto Ricans in the ’50s. So we stratified the generations accordingly: Usnavi and Sonny, our youngest characters, are from D.R.; Kevin and Camila Rosario came from P.R.; and Abuela Claudia is from Cuba.


4. Usnavi’s parents used to be alive and living in D.R. I suppose I orphaned him when I realized he was a little too young to come here and start a store all by himself. By having his parents start the bodega and leave it to him, he’d come to both idealize the homeland he’d never really lived in and have more complex feelings about the store that has been his inheritance.


But, yeah, I’m aware I’m two for two when it comes to playing orphans onstage. Annie, here I come. . . .


5. We go to the New York haunts that make coffee the way we like it. The test is if you can say “light and sweet” and the person behind the counter knows instantly what that means.


6. My dad’s mom used to do this.


7. This line is probably the most autobiographical in the opening number. My father’s nanny when he was growing up in Puerto Rico was an incredible woman named Edmunda Claudio. When I was born, she moved from Puerto Rico to live with us in New York and help raise my sister and me. To me, she was always “Abuela,” more present in my life than my flesh-and-blood grandparents. So I said this sentence all the time as a child. So much of Abuela Claudia (beginning with the name, changed from Claudio) is my love letter to her: her gambling habits; her songs; above all, her unconditional love. She’s not really my “abuela,” but her legacy forms a huge part of who I am.


8. When I wrote this line, it was to give New Yorkers a frame of reference: I’ve spent my life annoyed at tourist maps that stop after 125th Street.


Now, as I reread it, I can’t help but think of my son Sebastian. Ella Fitzgerald’s recording of “Take the A Train” is his bedtime tune every night.


9. Always a fun moment to break the fourth wall for the actor playing Usnavi. Once, when an audience member pulled out an enormous camera to illegally film, I modified this lyric on the fly to “You better put that away, they might eject ya later.”
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CARLA, DANIELA, CAMILA, WOMAN, KEVIN, BENNY, SONNY, PIRAGUA GUY, MEN: I flip the lights and start my day.


COMPANY: There are fights


CARLA, DANIELA, WOMEN: And endless debts


KEVIN, BENNY, PIRAGUA GUY, MEN: And bills to pay.


COMPANY: In the Heights


WOMEN, BENNY, KEVIN, PIRAGUA GUY, GRAFFITI PETE, MEN: I can’t survive without café—


USNAVI: I serve café.


COMPANY: Cuz tonight seems like a million years away!


En Washington—


USNAVI: Next up to bat, the Rosarios. [image: illustration]


They run the cab company, they struggle in the barrio.


See, their daughter Nina’s off at college, tuition is mad steep


So they can’t sleep, and everything they get is mad cheap!


(KEVIN and CAMILA enter.)


KEVIN: Good morning, Usnavi!


USNAVI: ¡Pan caliente, café con leche!


KEVIN: Put twenty dollars on today’s lottery. [image: illustration]


CAMILA: One ticket, that’s it!


KEVIN: Hey! A man’s gotta dream.


CAMILA: Don’t mind him, he’s all excited


Cuz Nina flew in at three A.M. last night!


KEVIN: Don’t look at me, this one’s been cooking all week!


CAMILA: Usnavi, come over for dinner


KEVIN, CAMILA: There’s plenty to eat!


(They exit. DANIELA and CARLA enter.)


DANIELA: So then Yessenia walks in the room— [image: illustration]


CARLA: Aha . . .


DANIELA: She smells sex and cheap perfume!


CARLA: Uh oh . . .


DANIELA: It smells like one of those trees that you hang from the rearview!


CARLA: Ah, no!


DANIELA: It’s true! She screams, “Who’s in there with you, Julio?”


Grabs a bat and kicks in the door!


He’s in bed with José from the liquor store!


CARLA, USNAVI: ¡No me diga!


USNAVI: Daniela and Carla, from the salon.


(They grab their purchases and go.)


DANIELA, CARLA: Thanks, Usnavi!


(They exit. SONNY runs in.)


USNAVI: Sonny, you’re late.


SONNY: Chillax, you know you love me.


(SONNY exits.)


USNAVI: Me and my cousin runnin’ just another dime-a-dozen


Mom-and-pop stop and shop. [image: illustration]


And oh my God, it’s gotten


Too darn hot like my man Cole Porter said.


People come through for a few cold waters and


A lottery ticket, just a part of the routine.


Everybody’s got a job, everybody’s got a dream.


They gossip as I sip my coffee and smirk


The first stop as people hop to work.


Bust it—I’m like—


(People come through his store.)


USNAVI: One dollar, two dollars, one fifty, one sixty-nine,


I got it. You want a box of condoms, what kind? [image: illustration]


That’s two quarters.


Two quarter waters. The New York Times.


10. They’ve always been named Rosario . . . because it rhymes with “barrio.” And here I will remind you that the main character of Sondheim’s Company is Bobby because of the variations (Bobby/Robby/Robert/etc.), so I am not alone in naming characters for lyrical expediency!


11. My abuela played the numbers every day. My mom would play only when the Mega Millions got newsworthy-level big. I liked the idea of Kevin going big on tickets because he’s feeling happy and expansive.


12. Eagle-eared listeners will notice that this is the chord progression to “No Me Diga,” which comes a little later in the act. After I wrote that song, we came back to the opening number and used it as the salon ladies’ intro. We call it a “pre-prise”—a theme we hit you with before the actual tune lands—but I don’t know if we made that up or not.


13. Bodegas are the lifeblood of New York. Smaller than a supermarket, often family-run, they’re where you go not for your weekly groceries but your daily ones. As a child, you buy the cap guns and plastic toys. As a teenager, you buy the most caffeine-filled new sodas they stock (or if you’re a more adventurous teen than I was, the age-restricted items behind the counter). As an adult, you’re there for the morning coffee and conversation. You can see your whole life in every section of the bodega.


14. Flash forward to our first performance at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, and we are informed that we cannot say the word “condoms” in this family hour on TV. I change it to “You want a box of candy, what kind?” The performance is on YouTube: It never fails to make me laugh how embarrassed Javier Muñoz is to buy a simple box of candy!


15. The first appearance of Usnavi in the Wesleyan Heights was a hip-hop freestyle with Benny, wherein they trash-talked each other. I’ll never forget the audience sitting bolt-upright at that brash energy in a musical: It’s informed everything since, and its spirit survives into Benny’s introduction.


16. The right-hand piano tinkles are very Dr. Dre circa his album 2001.


17. I love introducing Vanessa mid-struggle. She’s a fighter. Also, the “Nooooooo . . .” section is every three-year-old’s favorite part of the show.


18. The thing about opening numbers is that everything you write forces you to rewrite your opening number. A great example: “Champagne” was one of the last songs written for the show, between Off-Broadway and Broadway. Which necessitated setting up this lyric. We make it Vanessa’s first line to Usnavi in the show, so it pays off in Act Two.


You need a bag for that? The tax is added.


Once you get some practice at it


You do rapid mathematics automatically


Sellin’ maxi pads and fuzzy dice for taxicabs and practically


Everybody’s stressed, yes, but they press through the mess


Bounce checks and wonder what’s next.


COMPANY: In the Heights


GROUP 1 (CAMILA, CARLA, DANIELA, ABUELA CLAUDIA, WOMAN, SONNY, USNAVI, MEN, KEVIN, BENNY, GRAFFITI PETE): I buy my coffee and I go.


GROUP 2 (WOMEN, PIRAGUA GUY, MEN): I buy my coffee and—


COMPANY: Set my sights


GROUP 1: On only what I need to know.


GROUP 2: What I need to know


COMPANY: In the Heights


Money is tight


GROUP 1: But even so


GROUP 2: But even so


COMPANY: When the lights go down I blast my radio!


(BENNY enters, dressed in a shirt and tie like KEVIN.)


BENNY: You ain’t got no skills! [image: illustration]


USNAVI: Benny!


BENNY: Lemme get a— [image: illustration]


USNAVI: Milky Way.


BENNY: Yeah, lemme also get a—


USNAVI: Daily News—


BENNY: And a—


USNAVI: Post—


BENNY: And most important, my—


USNAVI: Boss’s second coffee, one cream—


USNAVI, BENNY: Five sugars—


BENNY: I’m the number one earner—


USNAVI: What!


BENNY: The fastest learner—


USNAVI: Yup!


BENNY: My boss can’t keep me on the damn back burner!


USNAVI: Yes he can.


BENNY: I’m makin’ moves, I’m makin’ deals, but guess what?


USNAVI: What?


BENNY, SONNY: You still ain’t got no skills!


USNAVI: Hardee-har.


BENNY: Vanessa show up yet?


USNAVI: Shut up!


BENNY: Hey little homie, don’t get so upset.


USNAVI: Maaaaaan.


BENNY: Tell Vanessa how you feel, buy the girl a meal,


On the real, or you ain’t got no skills.


(VANESSA walks by on the phone.)


VANESSA: Nooo!


No no nooo!


No no nooo, no no no!


Nooo, no no no!


No no no no no no no no no no no no no!


Mr. Johnson, I got the security deposit [image: illustration]


It’s locked in a box in the bottom of my closet.


It’s not reflected in my bank statement


But I’ve been savin’ to make a down payment and pay rent.


No no, I won’t let you down.


BENNY: Yo, here’s your chance, ask her out right now!


VANESSA: I’ll see you later, we can look at that lease!


(She hangs up.)


BENNY: Do somethin’, make your move, don’t freeze—


USNAVI: Hey!


(VANESSA approaches USNAVI.)


VANESSA: You owe me a bottle of cold champagne. [image: illustration]


USNAVI: Are you moving?


[image: Illustration]


VANESSA: Just a little credit check and I’m on that downtown train!


USNAVI: Well, your coffee’s on the house.


VANESSA: Okay!


BENNY (UNDER HIS BREATH, TO SONNY): Usnavi, ask her out.


SONNY: No way!


VANESSA: I’ll see you later, so . . .


(VANESSA waits a moment before exiting. USNAVI misses the moment.)


BENNY: Smooth operator, aw damn, there she goes!


Yo, bro, take five, take a walk outside!


You look exhausted, lost, don’t let life slide!


The whole hood is struggling, times are tight,


And you’re stuck to the corner like a streetlight!


USNAVI: Yeah, I’m a streetlight, [image: illustration]


Choking on the heat.


The world spins around


While I’m frozen to my seat.


The people that I know


All keep on rolling down the street


But every day is different


So I’m switchin’ up the beat.


Cuz my parents came with nothing


They got a little more


And sure, we’re poor, but yo,


At least we got the store.


And it’s all about the legacy


They left with me, it’s destiny,


And one day I’ll be on a beach


With Sonny writing checks


To me.


19. The introduction of Usnavi’s central metaphor: when he first self-identifies as a streetlight, affixed to the block, firmly rooted. It’ll take the whole show for that metaphor to blossom.


20. The joy and challenge of these choruses is in finding group vocals, group sentiments that unite all these residents, no matter where they hail from.


21. Again, this speaks to one of the themes we stumbled upon in writing this show: There are a million stories to be told from the specifics and differences among any of the Latino cultures in our show. This one focuses on our common ground and what we share. Keep reading.


22. The line “En Washington Heights” is literally the only five notes and lyrics that survive from the Wesleyan version to the present.


ENSEMBLE (DANIELA, CARLA, WOMEN, PIRAGUA GUY, MEN): In the Heights


I hang my flag up on display. [image: illustration]


USNAVI: We came to work and to live, and we got a lot in common. [image: illustration]


ENSEMBLE +CAMILA, VANESSA, SONNY, KEVIN: It reminds me that I came from miles away.


USNAVI: D.R., P.R., we are not stoppin’.






	COMPANY:


	ABUELA CLAUDIA:







	In the Heights


	Every day, paciencia y fe.







	Ooh


	 







	Ooh


	 







	Ooh


	
USNAVI:


Until the day we go from


Poverty to stock options.








COMPANY: In the Heights


I’ve got today.


USNAVI: And today’s all we got, so we cannot stop,


This is our block.


COMPANY: In the Heights


I hang my flag up on display.


PIRAGUA GUY: Lo le lo le lo lai lai lo le!


COMPANY: It reminds me that I came from miles away.


USNAVI, PIRAGUA GUY, WOMAN, MAN: My family came from miles away—


ENSEMBLE: In the Heights


It gets more expensive every day.


WOMAN, USNAVI, MAN, PIRAGUA GUY: Every day


COMPANY: And tonight is so far away—


USNAVI: As for mañana, mi pana ya


Gotta just keep watchin’,


[image: Illustration]






	USNAVI:


	BENNY, GRAFFITI PETE, MEN:


	ALL OTHERS:







	You’ll see the Late nights,


	Late nights


	In the Heights







	You’ll taste Beans and rice,


	Beans and rice


	 







	The syrups and Shaved ice,


	Shaved ice


	In the Heights







	I ain’t gonna Say it twice.


	Say it twice


	In the Heights












	USNAVI:


	COMPANY:







	So turn


	 







	Up the


	Ah







	Stage lights,


	Ah







	We’re takin’ a flight


	Ah







	To a couple of days


	 







	In the life of what it’s like


	 








COMPANY: En Washington Heights! [image: illustration]
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ALL NEW YORK STORIES are real estate stories. Life here is governed by a pair of ineluctable facts: There isn’t enough room for all the people, and new people show up all the time. Even the simplest aspects of life are shaped by negotiations over space. Who controls a place? Who belongs? Very frequently, those questions lead to conflict. But now and then, when people find creative ways to share these tight quarters, astonishing things can happen.


Here is a New York story.


In 1866, a theater burned down, leaving a company of European dancers without a space to perform. Some innovation born of desperation gave the dancers a chance to go onstage at a different theater, as part of a spectacular melodrama. The resulting fusion of acting, singing, and dancing was messy, unlikely, and scandalous. It was also a huge hit. Aspects of that history have been disputed over the years. (All New York stories aren’t true real estate stories.) Still, The Black Crook is generally regarded as the birth of the Broadway musical.


For the next hundred years, the musical was disproportionately an art form by and for New Yorkers. (There’s a reason why we call them Broadway musicals.) It was also disproportionately shaped by immigrants and their children. Irving Berlin, Dorothy Fields, George Gershwin, Ira Gershwin, Lorenz Hart, Moss Hart, Jerome Kern, Frank Loesser: Their formative years in and around New York gave them crucial training for their peculiar trade. After all, the musical is actually five or six art forms in one. To make a musical that works, you need to reconcile old traditions and new forms, arranging unlike parts to fit together on one crowded stage, coaxing dozens of artists to dance in rhythm, to sing on key.


And since we all bear the marks of where we’re raised, is it any wonder that the musical shows traces of its hometown? The influence pops up even where you don’t expect it. Consider West Side Story, a masterpiece of the form. It’s a quintessential New York story, not just because of how it starts, with two gangs fighting over turf—a very serious kind of real estate dispute—but because of how it ends. When Tony and Maria let their imaginations run free, fantasizing about the future they want to share, what do they dream about? They’re New Yorkers—what else could they dream about?


There’s a place for us, somewhere a place for us . . .


HERE’S ANOTHER New York story.


In 2001, the owners of the Drama Book Shop received word from the landlord that it was time to go. This was not unprecedented. In the eighty-four years that the Book Shop had served as the go-to place for New York theater folks to buy books, look up scripts, and fraternize, it had been dislodged repeatedly by rent increases or by a builder’s desire to plant a high-rise on the spot. (The New York state motto, Excelsior, means “ever upward,” as if real estate developers needed the hint.)


The new location was less than picturesque: a dicey stretch of West Fortieth Street, just off Eighth Avenue. But it had its compensations. Unlike the previous spot, a cramped space on an office building’s second floor, the new store was tall and light-filled, with a mezzanine and plenty of corners where actors could deep-breathe before auditions. But the real action was out of sight. To find it, you had to walk down one flight of stairs, then turn right. There you could gaze upon that rarest of New York sights: open space.


Specifically, it was a rectangular room with low ceilings, bare walls, and infinite possibilities. Or so it seemed to Allen Hubby, who was then a co-owner of the store, when he set eyes on it.


“The Book Shop had always been a valuable resource to the theater community,” he says, “but we really thought the new space would allow us to be a member of the theater community—a real participant.”


To fulfill that potential, the space needed a theater company. Luckily, Allen knew of a theater company that needed a space. Four young friends—Tommy Kail, John Buffalo Mailer, Neil Stewart, and Anthony Veneziale—had begun producing plays and readings together as Back House Productions. They were scrappy and itinerant, working in different places around the city, which is the only thing a new company can do. But they were making good on the hopes they’d nurtured as Wesleyan undergrads, all those late nights they’d spent “sitting up and talking about our big theater dreams,” as Tommy puts it.


Thanks to Allen, Back House became the resident company of the bookstore’s basement space, which was now called the Arthur Seelen Theatre. It would be responsible for programming plays, readings, and other events there. Needing to paint the place seemed like a small price to pay, considering the bookstore was not charging them any rent.


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]


Even as they filled up the theater’s calendar, they kept thinking about a project that John and Neil had seen two years earlier: In the Heights. Tommy, who was beginning to piece together directing gigs, listened to the demo CD. He liked it, too. The four of them were so enthusiastic about the idea that they announced it on their website.


Lin still recalls how he felt when he saw it: “A little bit what the f---?”


He had talked with them about doing the show, but they hadn’t reached a formal agreement. So what was it doing on a website?


“It almost blew up,” says Tommy. “It was a whole thing.”


Lin was irritated, even after they took the announcement down. But what was he going to do—brush them off? These guys were the only ones showing the slightest interest in his work.


So, a week after graduation, in June 2002, he took his first walk down the bookstore stairs. He noticed that the walls were half black; he noticed an upright piano. He sat down with them at a folding table. They started to talk—and kept talking for hours.


That was the day, Lin says now, when “Tommy and I locked in.” The weird symbiosis of creative partnership—somebody who draws out your best even as you draw out theirs, who sees things the way you do (but not exactly the way you do), who goes where you’re going without needing a map, whose opinions you rely on because they’re right even when they’re wrong, who makes you work so hard because most of the time it doesn’t feel like work—why try to explain it? Just go try to find it. And if you do, hang on.


[image: Illustration]


LIN CAME BACK TO THE BOOKSTORE and kept coming. Whenever he wasn’t working at various jobs to pay rent, like substitute teaching at his alma mater, Hunter College High School, he’d bring songs, scenes, ideas. He’d also bring Bill.


The story (as Lin tells it) is that during his junior year at Wesleyan, he saw a student production of Once on This Island, and when it ended, he walked up to the music director, Bill Sherman, and said, “I don’t know you, you don’t know me, but we’re going to work together for a really long time.”


This struck Bill as presumptuous. Who is this guy? he thought. “But soothsayer Lin—that’s what turned out to happen,” he says, twenty years of near-constant collaboration later.


[image: Illustration]


Bill wasn’t a big musical-theater guy, being more of a hip-hop fan. And he didn’t hold himself an expert on Latin music, being a Jewish kid from Long Island. But he’d collected a degree in music, and he’d led a band of his own, so he understood how to work with musicians. And by the time he started taking four-hour lunch breaks from his IT job to hang out at the Book Shop, he understood how to work with Lin.


“I’d say three words, and he’d say, ‘Got it,’” says Lin.


Later that summer, they decided to hear the show out loud. Tommy proposed that Lin play Usnavi. He suggested it without any particular fanfare—it just made sense to him. Lin knew the material better than any actor who might be willing to learn it, and he was charming enough to coax an audience past all the parts of the show that didn’t yet exist.


Lin was happy to do the role, but that doesn’t mean he identified with it. Usnavi was the guy who was cool with everybody, the heart of his community. Lin . . . wasn’t.


“I was on the outside of every community,” he says.


Which ones?


“I’m talking about in Washington Heights. I’m talking about at Hunter. It was sort of like, ‘I’m over here.’” He gestures way off to his left.


Lin could relate to those old legends of Broadway—the Gershwins and Berlins, the ones who were raised in New York by parents from someplace else and had to figure out a life. He grew up in a Puerto Rican family on the border of Inwood and Washington Heights, a distinctly Latino part of the city. As a kid, he had friends in the neighborhood—they’d play in the streets. But then he went to Hunter, the prestigious selective-enrollment public school on the Upper East Side. His life was dividing. He lost the neighborhood friends. The new ones from Hunter were wealthier and more worldly. So where did he belong?


Being Usnavi, somebody who understands everybody’s stories, “that was aspirational for me,” Lin says. “I didn’t feel like an authority on anything.”


[image: Illustration]


Nina, on the other hand—the odd one out, the character who’s in the neighborhood without feeling like she’s of it, surrounded by familiar faces but still looking for a sensation of home—that he understood. His identification with her was especially close that summer, coming back from college just as Nina does in “Breathe.”


Maybe his identification with her helps to explain why “Breathe” would take him years to write. It definitely explains why he loved the bookstore so much. What a strange thing it was, to bring all of himself to a place and feel like he belonged.


“To have cohorts, to have a place to go—it meant everything,” he says.


[image: Illustration]


Bill Sherman



Breathe



1. One of the most fun things to do while writing this score was the “standards”—songs that don’t exist but needed to feel like they’ve existed forever. I always imagined the “sigue andando” hook as an old bolero that Nina’s heard a hundred times and is riffing on to express this new moment. Another one is the song “Siempre,” an imagined bolero to which I only ever wrote one verse and chorus, which you can hear in the dinner scene and the finale. I can’t tell you how many people have come up to me swearing up and down, “My grandparents used to listen to ‘Siempre’!” No, they didn’t. I made it up! But it means I did my job.
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