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Losing

My

Religion



I.

I sat down on the curb of Forty-fourth Street between Seventh and Eighth avenues, in front of the St. James Theatre, and glanced at my watch: no way was I going to be on time for my audition. Fuck. I raced to get my shoes off and my skates and helmet on, and launched myself into traffic, my skates gliding and buzzing, my arms pumping, my breath quickening, my skin relishing the balmy autumnal breeze that flowed around me. Rushing around New York City like this had always focused me: all my senses became more acute as I sped down Broadway, swerving among taxis and around jaywalkers, sprinting through yellow lights, avoiding at all costs any lethal car doors that threatened to spring open in my path. I hoped the Rent people would understand my reason for being late. They should. It wasn’t as if I could’ve just up and left my friend Bill’s memorial service early; that would have been unconscionable. I would just have to explain myself.

Ten minutes later, and twenty minutes after my scheduled appointment, I slid to a stop at the glass doors of the New York Theatre Workshop on East Fourth Street between Second Avenue and the Bowery. Even though I lived only six blocks away, I had never actually been there. Still breathing heavily, I peered inside. Two actors, one male, one female, sat in the concrete-floored lobby on small wooden chairs between two sets of bright red wooden double doors. At least there were some people ahead of me. I rolled in and plopped myself on the ground, nodding hello to my fellow auditioners, unlatching my helmet, and wiping the sweat out of my eyes all at once. I quickly swapped my skates for shoes and reached in my backpack for my sheet music: R.E.M.’s “Losing My Religion.” I hadn’t had a chance to warm up my voice yet, and there wasn’t going to be a chance to now. So I hummed some random notes at what I hoped was an imperceptible volume, just to get my chords working a little. If the others heard me, they thankfully didn’t say anything; instead, their eyes alternately scoured their music and gazed vacantly out at East Fourth Street.

At least I now had time to settle my breath, to let my mind clear from what had been an emotionally draining and cathartic morning. I stared at my sheet music, even though I knew the song, in an attempt to zero in on something outside my head.

My fellow actors went in one at a time, and as much as I disliked listening to other people’s auditions (I didn’t want to disrespect them, but even more importantly I didn’t want to psyche myself out if I caught the sound of someone who was really great), I couldn’t help but hear the strains of Bonnie Raitt’s “Something to Talk About” and Steve Perry’s “Oh Sherrie” floating through the doors. Both of their voices were raw and strong and very rock and roll, and altogether intimidating. At least the three of us weren’t all up for the same part, as far as I could tell; the guy looked older than I, and the girl was, well, a girl.

At last it was my turn to go in. I looked up from my music as the Steve Perry singer exited the theatre, and Wendy Ettinger, the casting director, poked her head out the door.

“Hi, Anthony, we’re glad you could make it.”

I gathered up my stuff and stood. “I’m sorry I was late.”

She smiled. “Not a problem. We’re running late too.” Well, that was a relief.

Wendy opened the door for me, and I followed her into the theatre, feeling the familiar tinges of shyness and formality that often clouded over me when I headed into an audition room, at least during the introductory chitchat phase; once I got to read or sing, I was usually in good shape.

I had met Michael Greif, the director, a few months ago, when I auditioned for his production of The Seagull (he called me back, but didn’t cast me), and I immediately recognized him sitting in the middle of the seats, his mop of black curls and dark, round, wire-framed glasses offsetting his pale, cherubic face. Having seen his production of Machinal a few years before, I was eager to work with him; I had been invigorated by the inventive, dark, and refreshingly theatrical vision he’d displayed. I always walked into an audition wanting to make a good impression, but the opportunity to get in front of Michael Greif again motivated me to try to make a great impression.

“Sorry I was late,” I said, extending my hand for a shake. “I was at a memorial service for a friend.” Had that been too formal of me to say? Too personal? A mistake?

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Michael said. And right away, I was relieved; his tone was warm and gracious. “Well, we’re glad you’re here.”

“Thanks.” I glanced furtively at the other people spread out among the red velvet seats of the theatre: a young woman and two men, one younger than the other. I didn’t recognize any of them. Well, that was no big deal; it was normal at an audition not to know who everyone was.

“So, are you ready?” Michael asked.

“Uh, sure.” Good. I would get to do my thing right away.

“Great. Tim will play for you.”

At the bottom of the aisle, in front of the stage, sat Tim at an upright piano. I made my way down to him.

“How you doing?” he asked amiably, a lot more amiably than most of the audition pianists I’d encountered over the years.

“Fine. How are you?”

“Oh, I’m great.” He seemed like he really meant it, too, as he nodded and smiled. “What are we doing?” I handed him my music.

“Oh, great tune.”

“What are you singing?” a voice from the audience asked. I looked up to see that it belonged to the younger man, who was hunched down in his seat, a pencil in his mouth.

“‘Losing My Religion,’” I said.

He nodded vigorously, also smiling. “Excellent.” That response boded well.

I set the tempo with Tim, and jumped up onto the stage, glancing again at Michael, Wendy, the pencil chewer, and the two others I didn’t know, all sitting there in the impassive yet attentive manner casting teams always displayed. I took a deep breath, and gave Tim the nod to begin.

The song’s opening chords chimed. They were among my most favorite chords of any pop song ever, so simple and so hummable, and so right for the song. My body involuntarily pulsed in time with them, and I launched into my singing.


Ooooooooooh life

Is bigger

It’s bigger than you,

And you are not me



I loved the way the song felt in my voice, right in the pocket, so I wasn’t straining to hit any notes; I was just soaring on the melody and pouring myself into it. Images from the video of a twirling Michael Stipe danced in my head as I sang, my arms splayed out to my sides, my chest full.


That’s me in the corner

That’s me in the spotlight

Losing my religion



I had read in an interview somewhere that this song was a love song, that in the South, where R.E.M. was from, losing your religion meant falling in love. I wasn’t trying to sing it as a love song to anyone in particular; I was trying to sing it with as much heart and passion as I could muster, to anyone and everyone. I was singing it for the sheer joy of being able to sing it, and I could feel myself flying with it, grateful for the chance to open up my voice and fulfill some of my rock star fantasies, and to pay tribute to one of my all-time favorite bands.

I got so swept away that I lost the sense of where I was in the song, and jumped a verse:


Consider this

Consider this

The hint of the century



Panicking, I peeked at Tim, but he was in the music and right with me. My panic subsided as quickly as it had come, and I charged on, building steam for the final chorus.


I thought that I heard you laughing

I thought that I heard you sing

I think I thought I saw you try

But that was just a dream



I flung my arms out to my sides, spreading them as far as they could go, my hands flaring open, the energy of the song shooting through me. My heart pounded as the final chords rang out, and just like that it was over. My fingers tingled.

“Thanks,” Michael said. Was that it? Auditions always ended so quickly, and took so much out of me, like a sprint, leaving me spent, but also warmed up and hungry to keep going. Jazzed, I hopped off the stage and went to the piano, where Tim handed me my music.

“Good job,” he said quietly, conspiratorially.

“Thanks.” I knew that he was right. It had gone well, even with my fuckup. Not that an audition going well meant anything necessarily; I gave good auditions that led nowhere all the time. Cautiously satisfied, I started up the steps and encountered Michael standing in the aisle next to the young pencil chewer.

“I want to introduce you to Jonathan Larson,” Michael said.

“He’s the writer of the show.”

I took Jonathan’s hand, shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Jonathan replied, smiling. He looked somewhat young to have written a show, but had what seemed like the right kind of intensity. His long body was all folded up in his plush red seat, and his large face, framed by ears that stuck out a bit too much, glowed pleasantly and openly under a mass of brown curls.

Michael handed me a cassette and some sheet music. “We would like you to come back and sing the title song,” he said. “It’s the first song on the tape.”

“Cool,” I said. I loved it when I got called back on the spot. It didn’t happen that often, but when it did, it usually worked out that I got the part. I mentally crossed my fingers.

“Great,” Michael said. “We’ll see you in a couple of days.”

 

The callback couldn’t have come at a better moment. It was September 1994, and I had just begun my first-ever “real” job since moving to New York five years earlier: pouring lattes and cappuccinos and double-tall decaf skim no-whip mochas at a Starbucks up on Eighty-first and Second. I had been unusually lucky in getting enough acting work to sustain myself for the five years I’d lived in New York, but things had dried up over the last year or so, and I was now more broke than I’d ever been. If I were cast in Rent, the money would come in handy, and I would savor the creative fulfillment of working on a new show.

Back at my cramped but pleasant East Village apartment, which I shared with my older brother, Adam, and two other roommates, I sat on the floor of my living room and popped the tape in my boom box. All I knew about the show was from the description in the casting sheet on the desk of my agent, Paul, which had said, “Rent is a new rock opera about a group of friends in the East Village,” and that my character, Mark, was a videographer. There was also a transvestite mentioned and a drug-addicted, HIV-positive S&M dancer and a rock musician and other characters. It seemed potentially interesting, but the phrase “rock opera” didn’t fill me with a tremendous amount of hope; it could all turn out to be silly, with a lot of bad special effects and tacky makeup and big hair. Or it could be funky and hip. The only way to find out, though, was to listen to it, and see.

I pressed play, and a fake-sounding electric guitar solo wailed out a melody I recognized but couldn’t place. Then, abruptly, it was cut off, and fake-sounding drums and more fake-sounding guitars kicked in, chugging along in a mid-tempo rock song. It all sounded sampled and computerized, and very ’80s. I hoped the rock and roll vibe would get a little more authentic, but I reminded myself that the tape was probably a demo. I followed along with my sheet music as the guy playing Mark sang on the tape.


If I threw my body out the window,

Brains all splattered, guts all steaming in the snow

I wouldn’t have to finish shooting videos

No one wants to show

RENT!



Well, the melody was easy enough, pretty much staying on one note except for the end. The lyrics seemed extreme and vivid for an opening song, although there was a directness and an energy to them. I played on, as Roger sang next, with Mark joining him on the chorus. Its melody reminded me of the 007 theme.


How we gonna pay

How we gonna pay

How we gonna pay

Last month’s rent?



It all seemed straightforward enough: obviously, Mark and Roger were frustrated and broke. I could identify with that. I rewound the tape back to the beginning and set about learning the song for my callback.

 

Ten in the morning was too early to be belting out anything, let alone the opening number of a rock opera, but two days later that’s what I was about to be doing. Annoyingly, my contact lenses were blurring up, so I had to keep squinting to make out any of the tiny words printed on the sheet music I gripped in my hand. I hoped they wouldn’t notice. I stood in the same spot onstage as my first audition, the same group of five sitting in the audience, and gave my eyes one last forceful rub, willing my vision to clear. Thankfully, it did. I nodded to Tim, he pounded out the opening chords, and I began to sing. On the wrong note.

“Uh, let’s start again,” Tim said.

“Sorry.”

“No problem,” Michael called out from the audience. I could feel myself blushing, but if Michael wasn’t going to be overly fazed by my mistake, neither would I. So I concentrated on my breathing, trying to focus and channel the charge of my embarrassment into my performance; nervous energy was still energy, after all, and if I didn’t let it fuel me, it would wind up spinning me out of myself and ruining my audition. I breathed steadily in and out, and Tim plunked the correct note and began the song again. Its drive infected me, and I sang, my voice edgy as I bit into the words, the spite and frustration of the lyrics erupting out of me. It felt good to vent, and good to sing.

“Thanks,” Michael said when I was done. My heart pounded. He made his way down the steps of the theatre to the front of the stage, looking up at me as I crouched down to hear what he was saying. “That was fine, but I want you to try something.” I waited as he found the words to articulate his thoughts, his eyebrows arching, his hands groping the air. “I want you to think of this less as just an expression of angst and frustration, and more of an attempt to entertain yourself and your friend. You guys are freezing, and you’re dancing around to keep yourself warm. You’re sort of laughing at your own plight. You’re dancing on your grave. Does that make sense?”

I nodded and felt the twinge of wishing I had thought of that already. But at the same time I was grateful for the direction and the opportunity to try again. Too often at auditions directors say nothing at all, and I go home wondering if what I did was remotely close to what they were looking for. “Yeah,” I said.

“Great. Also, really ask the question: how are you going to pay the rent? Really ask it. Don’t just rant and complain about it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Great. Let’s start again.”

He went back to his seat, and Tim played the opening chords. I sang, immediately feeling a lighter touch, and feeling how right that was. The whole song became more arch and sardonic, less nakedly angry, but without losing the inherent frustration that fueled it. I loved when good direction opened material up; it was always more interesting, more full, to have lots of layers to play with.

“Thanks,” Michael said when I was finished. “That was great.”

Flushed from my singing and sparked by Michael’s response, I glanced over at Tim, who quietly but forcefully nodded, his eyes wide and knowing and happy. I jumped off the stage and headed up the aisle.

“Good job,” Jonathan said as I passed him. He was also nodding and smiling, again folded up in his seat, a notepad in his lap, his eyes intense and delighted.

“Bye,” I replied, waving to everyone as I opened the door and walked into the lobby. I stood there for a moment, chewing my lip. As exhilarated as I always was after a good audition, I also always wanted the casting people to tell me right then and there whether I had the job. That rarely happened, though. While I walked home, disappointment lurked around the edges of my excitement, but I did my best to push it aside and coast on my adrenaline for a little while longer. So I had to wait, as usual. That was okay. This one felt good. This one felt like it was going to happen.

II.

At ten in the morning a week later, I shuffled into the tiny, airless rehearsal room in the tiny, airless offices of the New York Theatre Workshop (surprisingly located in Times Square, the opposite end of the earth from the East Village) for my first day of rehearsal. A dozen or so other actors milled around, sipping coffee and murmuring hellos to one another, their faces bleary. First days of rehearsal were like that: a lot of sleepy people wandering around, not really expressing how happy they were to be there, especially when no one knew one another from previous jobs. In the center of the room a semicircle of metal folding chairs curved around a small upright piano, so I staked out one for myself on the end and sat, quietly watching everyone else. Michael and Tim and Jonathan stood off to the side, conversing.

The day after my callback, my agent, Paul, had phoned, his voice smooth and level and matter-of-fact. “You got it,” he said. It was my first audition through his office—he had just become an agent—and he could barely disguise his pride.

“Great!”

“The contract is only for four weeks, it’s a workshop. So the pay’s not much.”

“How much is not much?”

“Three hundred dollars a week.”

That wasn’t much. But it was better than nothing, and better than seven dollars an hour slinging coffee. And it was a show. It was work. “That’s fine, I can handle that.”

“So is this a yes?”

I was grinning so widely I could hardly move my mouth. I was thrilled that my gut had been right, and I was relieved that I finally had another paying gig, that I was a working actor once again. “Uh, yes, this is a yes.”

“Great. Congratulations.”

That day I steamed my last milk and called out my last order at Starbucks. I tried to be sensitive in sharing my good news with my fellow out-of-work actors on the staff, downplaying my excitement—“It’s just a small show. No big deal.”—but they all were happy for me. One in particular, a many-freckled redhead named Steven, a devoted musical theatre performer, kept sidling up to me as I worked the register. He asked me lots of questions about the show—the answers to most of which I didn’t know—and kept saying, “That’s so cool. That’s so cool.” I was grateful for the response and surprised at his and the others’ generosity. Maybe they now had that much more hope for their own escape.

I called my mom and told her the good news. It had been a while since I’d been able to call her on such a happy occasion.

“Oh, that’s wonderful, Tonio,” she said, her mellow, midwestern voice brightened by a smile I could hear over the phone.

“Yeah, I’m very excited.”

“I’m so happy you get to sing again.” She had often told me over the years how much she wanted me to do more musicals; it was how I’d started performing when I was six, but I hadn’t been in one since getting out of high school. She had often flattered and embarrassed me by waxing nostalgic about my “angelic” rendition of “Where Is Love?” in the title role of Oliver! (a role I played in four different productions), and reminding me of the awards I had won in junior high school for my singing.

“Yeah, I’m happy I get to sing again, too,” I said. Although I was unsure that my voice would hold up in a demanding rehearsal situation, especially one in which I was singing a rock score.

“You have such a beautiful voice.”

“Well, I haven’t really sung in a while, so we’ll see.”

“No, you do. I love when you sing—”

“Okay, Momma, I’ve gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Break a leg. I’ll be thinking of you.”

 

In the rehearsal room, a young woman approached me, her arms full of manuscripts. She handed me a thick rubber-banded libretto and a tape, and then repeated this with the other actors, who by now were making their way to their seats. They were all young, in their twenties, about half of them black and half white, with one young woman who looked like she could be a Latina. I hoped I could hold my own with them; it was beginning to scare me that it had been over six years since I’d sung this much. I had not been cast in a musical since my junior year of high school, eight years ago. I flipped through my libretto, happy (and intimidated) to see that there were many lines devoted to Mark.

“Okay, everybody, let’s begin,” a voice called out. I looked up from my libretto to see a bunch of new people filtering into the room. They stood by the door in a clump, most of them holding paper coffee cups. The last of the cast members took their seats, and the man who had been at my auditions stepped forward. He looked to be in his mid-30s, and his voice was mild and genial, his manner shy but friendly. He cleared his throat several times as he spoke.

“Hello, everybody, my name is Jim Nicola, and I’m the artistic director of the New York Theatre Workshop.” Okay, that explained why he’d been at my audition. “We’re all so glad you’re here, and we’re very excited to be doing this studio production of Jonathan Larson’s wonderful piece.” He put his hand on Jonathan’s shoulder as he said this, and Jonathan grinned and bashfully lowered his gaze. “The other thing I wanted to say is that our offices are right across the hall, and if you ever need anything, if you ever have any questions, please don’t hesitate to come in. We truly have an open-door policy here at the Workshop.” I had worked at several nonprofit theatres in New York, and I had never heard an artistic director extend that kind of invitation.

He then had everybody go around the room and introduce themselves and announce their roles in the production or in the offices, a normal first-day-of-rehearsal custom. Of course, there were always far too many names uttered too quickly to possibly remember, but it was always done. As my turn approached, I felt a familiar pang of embarrassment looming around my throat, a leftover from grade school, and I concentrated on saying my name evenly and confidently and sweetly.

“Well,” Jim said when the last name was announced, “we’ll let you all get to work. Have fun.” He and the rest of the artistic and administrative staff moseyed on out. Tim sat down at the piano, banged out a few chords, trilled some random notes, and Michael stepped out in front of the group of actors. Jonathan sat off to the side behind a table, his big eyes roaming expectantly around our faces, his hands folded in front of him.

“Welcome, everyone,” Michael said. “I’m really looking forward, as I know Jonathan and Tim are, to getting to work. I don’t want to say too much at this point, since you’ll be hearing me talk a lot over the next couple of weeks. Because this is a musical, and really more accurately, an opera, I’d just like to start out by having you all sing together. So I’ll give you over to Tim.”

Tim poked his head over the top of his piano. “Hey everybody. Morning.” He hit some chords and grinned. As in my auditions, he was preternaturally jovial and energetic. “Everybody awake yet?” We all murmured a version of “yes,” and Tim chuckled. “Yeah, I thought so.” He struck some more chords. “Tell you what. Let’s do a little group warm-up, just to get a sense of ourselves, listen to each other, get ourselves all in the same room. Sound good?” More murmurs and another chuckle from Tim. “Great. All right. Here we go.”

As he guided us through our warm-ups, I looked around at the other cast members, who in turn looked around at me and the others. The sound in the room, even with just mm’s and ah’s and oh’s, was huge and resonant.

“You guys sound great,” Tim said when he had brought us through our final arpeggios. “Really great.” He turned to Michael. “All yours.”

“Thanks, Tim,” Michael said and stood in front of the piano. “I want to start by learning a song. It’s the song that opens the second act, and it’s called ‘Seasons of Love.’” Our stage manager got up from her seat and handed us all sheet music. “It’s a beautiful song that Jonathan’s written, and even though it essentially takes place at a funeral, it’s very much about celebration. I just want you to bear that in mind as you’re learning it and singing it. I think it’s pretty self-evident what’s going on in the song, but I just wanted to plant that seed, to let that inform you as you go.”

“Okay,” Tim said. “Cool cool cool. Check it out. This is the basic groove. I’m just gonna play this a couple of times through so you can feel it. And—” His head swung in time against the syncopation of the several simple, beautiful chords that descended and ascended, the pattern repeating and repeating. He played it through several times, and then spoke over the music. “Okay, now here we go. Here’s the tune.” And he sang:


Five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes

Five hundred twenty-five thousand moments so dear

Five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes

How do you measure—measure a year?



Chills shot up my arms and spine and the back of my head. I had never heard a song like it, especially in a musical; there was a directness and a simplicity and a groove to it that were thrillingly new to my ears. I felt everyone in the room lean forward into the music.

“Okay, let’s just loop that bit.” And tentatively, we sang back what he had just sung for us, and then again, with more confidence, and then again, once more, nailing it. “Great,” Tim said. “Moving on.” He sang:


In daylights—in sunsets

In midnights—in cups of coffee

In inches—in miles

In laughter—in strife

In five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes

How do you measure a year in the life?



More chills tingled up my back. This song was so much more beautiful and evocative than the song I had heard on my audition tape. I couldn’t believe it was written by the same person. I glanced over at Jonathan, who was listening with intense concentration and a pleased glint in his eye.

“Okay, let’s loop that chunk,” Tim said. And we did, stumbling on the rhythm of “cups of coffee” and “in miles” and “in laughter—in strife.” Tim guided us through those bits a couple more times, until we had more or less gotten it, and then we sang through the whole section of the song.

“Great. Moving on. This is the chorus.” And he sang:


How about love?

How about love?

How about love?

Measure in love

Seasons of love

Seasons of love



Even more chills spread themselves around my body. Everyone in the room nodded and grooved to the music, and to the gorgeous melody of the loves, suspended and rising and falling and ringing out.

“Okay, let’s try that much.” And we all dove into the chorus, our voices soaring and blending, the sound fantastic and full and exhilarating. “Wow. You guys sound great,” Tim said. “I wish you could be sitting where I’m sitting. It’s enormous.” He jolted his head back as if he’d been hit with a giant splash of cold water, his eyes wide, his eyebrows just about reaching the ceiling. “Really great.” He nodded decisively, and played the opening chords again. “Okay, let’s put it all together. From the top.”

And we sang, our bodies pulsing to the rhythm of the song, our voices hushed and rich. The progression of the song felt perfect, with the short, syncopated phrases of the verse releasing into the open, flying notes of the chorus. When we finished the chorus we all applauded.

“That’s great,” Tim said. “Really great.”

I peeked back over at Jonathan, and he was now grinning one of the hugest, most delightful, satisfied grins I’d ever seen.

“So,” Tim said, “that’s the basic tune. There’s another verse, and solo bits, and you break into parts in the chorus—the first verse is all in unison—but that’s the gist of it.” Well, if that was the basic gist of the song, it was already extraordinary. I could only imagine how amazing it would be with the rest of it in place.

 

That night after rehearsal I sat on my bed and played through my songs on the demo tape, reading along with the libretto. I didn’t hear anything quite as stirringly beautiful as “Seasons of Love” in the rest of the music, but there was melody and heart in all of it. There was also the occasional lyrical clunker: in “Cool/Fool,” a catchy, rhythmically inventive song between Roger and Mark, they needle each other by saying, “For someone cool, you’re a fool,” and Mark berates Roger by calling him “Mr. Negative ’cause he’s HIV-positive.” I cringed when I heard those bits, but I played on.

I took an immediate interest in the relationship between Mark and Roger, which reminded me in some ways of my relationship with my brother, Adam: Mark is always trying to get Roger to open himself up (in this case by bringing him to an AIDS support group), and Roger adamantly resists, preferring to stay shut down. While the specifics were not the same (Adam is not HIV-positive, for one), Mark and Roger’s dynamics were similar to those between Adam and me, and I was instantly able to hook myself into them, to begin to mesh myself with Mark.

In the next song, Mark and Roger’s friend Collins shows up at their apartment with his new boyfriend, a drag queen named Angel, and they also invite Roger out to the support group. He declines, and an argument between Roger and Mark follows, which gets particularly heated, with Mark pushing and pushing and Roger resisting and resisting, until at last Roger hauls off and punches Mark in the stomach (I wondered if that punch would work onstage). Mark then sings a plaintive, elegantly melodic song, “He Says,” which features this exchange:


Mark: He says he doesn’t need support groups

Roger: I say he’ll bring his camera

Mark: He doesn’t know why I go when I’m not sick or queer

Roger: Footage to make a career



I loved the economy of the music and the fullness of the moment—it revealed so much about the mutual resentments that had been building up between two good friends and gave valid voice to both at once. Happy to have such a rich moment to play, encouraged by it, I plowed on through the score, listening to chunks of everyone else’s songs, but mostly concentrating on my stuff.

Nothing else of mine jumped out at me until the end of the first act, when I discovered I got to lead the way in a rousing number called “La Vie Boheme.” Mark starts it out by toasting:


To days of inspiration

Playing hooky, making something

Out of nothing



It was my kind of song: fast and fun and exuberant, the lyrics tumbling out almost faster than my ears could follow them, sometimes rhyming, sometimes not, all percolating above a funky bass line reminiscent of Vince Guaraldi’s famous theme for the Peanuts cartoons. I leaned forward into the speakers to keep up.

After Mark’s opening verse (a whole verse to myself!), the rest of the company joins in, escalating in intensity and harmony, throwing out lists of famous bohemians in cleverly rhymed couplets and triplets:


To Uta

To Buddha

Pablo Neruda, too



A true party atmosphere erupted out of my tiny boom box speakers, and I found myself bobbing my head in time to the music. I loved this line:

To faggots, lezzies, dykes, cross-dressers too


This was a musical? You wouldn’t hear that sentiment in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s shows. Or Sondheim’s, for that matter. Nor this:


To people living with, living with, living with

Not dying from disease



I had to shake my head a little to diffuse the jolt that hit me with that line. It was so joyful, so true, and it expressed exactly how I felt. In 1994 this was still a revolutionary idea—that it was possible to live a full life in the face of AIDS or cancer, that being ill didn’t mean being dead. Jonathan proclaiming that in a musical, in a song that was all about celebrating life on the fringes, was unprecedented in my experience. I was thrilled to have the opportunity to express all of this myself; I couldn’t wait to be in the rehearsal room with the rest of the cast and revel in the shouting out of those words.

 

Rehearsals soon moved from Times Square to East Fourth Street, to the top floor of the brownstone next door to the theatre. There was much more air and light in this room (it even featured a skylight), and it was much closer to my apartment, so I couldn’t have been happier. The days zoomed by, crammed full of music learning and quick, inspired staging; we had to get the whole production on its feet in only two and a half weeks. Michael and Tim worked efficiently and improvisationally, giving us tons of room for input, while Jonathan silently soaked it all up, occasionally interjecting his support when Tim got stuck teaching one of Jonathan’s particularly complex rhythmic or melodic phrases.

Toward the end of the first week, Jonathan brought in a new song, “Over It,” for me to sing with Sarah Knowlton, who played my ex-girlfriend-

turned-lesbian, Maureen.

“This is great,” Tim said as he handed us the music. “It’s kind of Donnie-and-Marie-ish, but not in a bad way, just really fun, and very pop.” Jonathan sat off to the side, beaming, as Tim set about teaching us the song.

The joke of the song was that I was telling Maureen she was going to get over being a lesbian (“You never even wore flannel shirts” was one of my arguments), and she was telling me that I was going to get over being in love with her. I was happy to have this whole other set of issues to bite into in Mark’s story, and to get to come at Maureen with such fun lines as:


Who’s on top?

Who wears the pants?

Who leads when you dance?

Give me one more chance, Maureen

This is just a phase, like girls and horses



Sarah was trippy: tall and intense and dramatic, a chain-smoker with big brown eyes and full dark lips and a tangle of tight dark curls framing her pale skin. Her Maureen was dry, pretentious, and funny, a wannabe Laurie Anderson, with more attitude and more lipstick. I felt young and small next to her and wondered if our onstage relationship would be believable, but I tried not to worry about it; we just had to make sure our moments worked between us. This song was turning out to be strong enough that it didn’t seem like it was going to be a problem.

On the break, I went up to Jonathan, who was poring over some music in the corner, counting it out in his head. We had spoken little since rehearsals started, mostly just exchanging hellos and goodbyes. I stood next to him and hesitated before saying something, not wanting to disturb him, until he looked up at me.

“Hey,” he said, smiling.

“Hey,” I said. “I just wanted to say that I think this song is great. It’s very fun.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“No, thank you.”

I was at a loss as to what to say next, like I was a starstruck fan instead of a fellow artist and collaborator, and Jonathan looked away for a moment, down at his music, and then back at me.

“You know,” he said a bit shyly himself, “I’m really glad you’re doing this.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t expect him to say that. “Me too.”

“I got really excited when I saw that you were coming in. Dazed and Confused is one of my favorite movies.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I love that film. And then you came in, and I was so happy that you could sing.”

“Wow. Thanks.” I felt like I was saying “thanks” about a million times. But what else could I say? I was truly flattered.

“Yeah.” He looked down at his music. “Anyway. This is all pretty exciting that it’s happening.”

“Yeah.” I felt like I should say something more, but I wasn’t sure exactly what. I didn’t want to keep fawning, though; I wanted to get to know him better. Finally, I swallowed and said, “Well, it’s exciting for me, too. This show is great.”

He looked back up at me. “You think so?”

“Absolutely.”

He nodded. “It’s going well. I can’t believe it.”

I nodded too. “Yeah.” We paused again for a few seconds, my jaw tightening and my cheeks burning as I searched for something else to say to break the silence. I hoped we could talk more freely and possibly even become friends, but I couldn’t think of where to go from there. Jonathan seemed at a loss as well, and then Kristen, the stage manager, called out, “We’re back!” Jonathan and I quickly shared a nervous smile, and returned to the comfort of work.

[image: space]

Work got more emotionally intense as we delved into Act Two. “Seasons of Love” had evolved into a full-on gospel number, complete with handclaps and the amazing soaring notes of our soloist’s voice flying high above the final chorus. It was staged with absolute simplicity: all of us walked out during the elegantly simple piano introduction, took our places at the edge of the stage, standing in a straight line across the footlights, and sang the song from there.

As he was staging it, Michael told us, “I want to encourage you all to be yourselves in this song. To me, it’s a very exciting opportunity in the show to sort of strip yourselves of your characters a bit, and let yourselves be exposed.” I loved that notion, and it was one I had never heard expressed by a director. Michael had also spoken to us about his desire for the show to feel like the blending of a rock concert and a theatre piece, mixing straightforward storytelling with more presentational moments, and this last bit of direction seemed to fulfill that vision very well.

In working through the act we discovered that in context “Seasons” takes place at Angel’s funeral, albeit abstractly, and the following scenes in Act Two occur in flashback, detailing the events of the year leading up to the funeral. Midway through the act, during “Contact,” a desperately sexual song filled with chanted words and phrases (“Please don’t stop please / please don’t stop stop”), Angel’s death suddenly rings out in a transcendent swirl of house beats, as he undulates and writhes and sings over and over:


Take me

Take me

I love you

I love you



Jonathan and Michael had imagined the death thrillingly: Angel becomes an ecstatic embodiment of release, the release that I imagined very ill people might experience when they’re finally relieved of their pain and go on to whatever’s next. Mark Setlock, the sweet-voiced, openhearted actor playing Angel, performed it beautifully, his body pulsing, his voice exploding out with tremendous love and heat and joy.

Then we are all at the funeral, where Collins comes to the front of the stage, clutching the coat that Angel had bought for him, and quietly and simply sings their love song, “I’ll Cover You.”


Live in my house

I’ll be your shelter

Just pay me back with one thousand kisses

Be my lover

And I’ll cover you



As the song builds, the rest of us join in, our fourteen voices raised as one, wailing out our love and grief for our friend who is gone. The refrain of “Seasons of Love” mingles with the refrain of “I’ll Cover You,” the two songs weaving together, escalating and cascading over each other, our voices growing in passion and volume, the melodies and harmonies taking us to new notes and new heights of emotion, until all that is left at the end is Collins’s wail ringing out. I was deeply moved by the singing of this song; we were all shaken by its enormous, bursting, aching heart. Once again, I was amazed that someone as young as Jonathan had written something so profoundly affecting.

After the funeral, “Goodbye Love” follows, in which the remaining seven central characters—Mimi and Roger; Maureen and her girlfriend, Joanne; Mark; Collins; and Roger and Mark’s ex-friend-turned-landlord, Benny—begin to splinter apart in the wake of Angel’s death. Roger is moving to Santa Fe to get away from everything, especially Mimi; Maureen and Joanne are in the middle of another of their frequent fights; and Mimi is tearing into Roger for giving up on her. (“I’d be happy to die for a taste of what Angel had,” Joanne and Mimi cruelly shout at their respective lovers, “someone to live for / unafraid to say, ‘I love you.’”) Mark stands on the sidelines, feebly attempting to make peace between everybody (“Come on, guys, chill!” is one of his pathetic tries), a position I was familiar with in my own life; I tended to steer clear of direct confrontations and often wound up serving as a mediator in people’s arguments. But Mark’s attempts at peacemaking after the funeral appease no one, and ultimately a grief-stricken Collins intervenes: “You all said you’d be cool tonight / so please, for my sake,” he begs. After singing a plaintive and resigned “I can’t believe this is goodbye,” everyone disperses, leaving Roger and Mark alone.

In tentative, delicately melodic dialogue, accompanied only by a piano gently spilling out a hypnotic arpeggio, Mark and Roger begin to talk. Mark begins, as usual, by nudging Roger, in this case to pursue Mimi. “How could you let her go?” he asks, to which Roger replies, “You just don’t know.” But before long, the tone shifts, and for the first time Mark turns his attack onto himself, expressing some of his fears to Roger:


Mark: “Mark has got his work,”

They say, “Mark lives for his work,”

And, “Mark’s in love with his work”

Mark hides in his work

Roger: From what?

Mark: From facing my failure

Facing my loneliness

Facing the fact I live a lie



Once again, the correlation between myself and my character was remarkable: I sometimes wondered if my love of acting was an escape of sorts. I’d been doing it since I was a kid, and it felt natural for me to be onstage, inhabiting other characters’ skins and souls, but offstage I often felt like a small, pale dork. I had always been comfortable while performing, never having to battle stage fright or getting overwhelmed by nerves, whereas offstage, I often retreated into the background. I enjoyed time by myself—I especially loved to read—but while I had a lot of friends and also loved hanging out with them, I often had a low-grade anxiety, a fear of doing or saying the wrong thing, of offending someone, of not being witty or sexy or cool enough, all buzzing in the background of my thoughts when I was in a social situation. My self-confidence grew enormously when I performed, probably because I had received nothing but flattering feedback from the first time I had set foot onstage (at the age of six, playing the Cowardly Lion at Island Lake Camp), while offstage I had often borne the brunt of teasing—from my brother, Adam, and sister, Anne, not to mention older kids all through junior high and high school. Like Mark, I hid behind my work; in my case, by transforming myself again and again into other people, funneling any of my own anxieties and fears and emotional chaos into my performances, rather than really experiencing and expressing it all offstage.

The scene between Mark and Roger continues with Roger’s response:


You don’t live a lie

Tell you why

You never finish your film

’Cause the standards you set for yourself are too high



Here was another aspect of Mark with which I could identify: I’d spent the last several years beginning various writing projects—short stories, a play, a screenplay—only to quickly abandon them out of frustration and insecurity.

Roger continues:


But the fact remains…

You’re the one to survive



To which Mark responds:


I know

I’m afraid the burden’s gonna make me crack



This line resounded with me, setting off bursts of insight and compassion. It was the first time Mark had expressed the crux of his dilemma: he was the only HIV-negative member of his circle of friends (even Maureen was positive in this version of the show), the only one with a wide-open future, and there was nothing he could really do for them. The only possibly meaningful response he had come up with was to make a film about all of them, to try to document their lives before they were gone. But of course he had been unable to finish it, and now Angel was dead, and who knew which one of his friends would be next. It would probably be Mimi, considering the way she looked—“Mimi’s gotten thin / Mimi’s running out of time,” Mark desperately tells Roger—and Roger was leaving, and he might be next, or Collins, or Maureen. And when they were all gone Mark would be truly, utterly, terribly alone. Although I didn’t share his urgent circumstances, I empathized with his fear of losing loved ones and with the fear of being alone.

The scene ends with Mark and Roger quietly and awkwardly saying “love you” to each other, the only moment in the show in which they express any real warmth or affection for each other, a moment I was glad to have. As Roger walks away, a very weak Mimi emerges out of the shadows to intercept him.


Mark: You heard?

Mimi: Every word.



Then Mark stands off to the side and watches as Mimi sings to Roger:


I just came to say goodbye, love

Goodbye, love

Goodbye



Roger runs off, unable to face her, but Mimi keeps on singing after him, “Goodbye, love,” desperately wailing it out, until at last she quietly adds, “Hello, disease,” and runs off herself, leaving Mark alone onstage.

I found out later how much that last moment, as well as other moments in the show, paralleled scenes from Puccini’s La Bohème, which was Jonathan’s inspiration for Rent. But one of Rent’s scenes veered very much from its source: the finale. In both Puccini’s and Jonathan’s versions, Mimi goes missing until she’s finally found, near death, and is brought back to the loft. After a tender and heart-wrenching scene, in which all of her friends helplessly surround her, and her lover tries to reconnect before it’s too late, Mimi dies in Puccini’s version. But she only almost dies in Jonathan’s, as she comes back from the brink after having a vision of Angel telling her it’s not her time. I worried that Jonathan’s ending might bother some people, that it would seem cheesy and contrived, but he was adamant that Mimi should live at the end of his story; he wanted for his show to end with life, not death. Besides, Angel had died, so it wasn’t like there was an absence of loss and sorrow in his piece. I was ambivalent about his choice to let Mimi live, but Michael and Tim and all of us in the cast were able to find a way to make it feel real; we played it sincerely and fully; after all, near-death experiences did occur in the real world. We hoped our audiences would be moved in the end.

And after Mimi’s unlikely revival, there was no denying the power of the very last moments of the show: the entire ensemble comes together to sing a full-voiced, passionate, soaring counterpoint of two of Jonathan’s refrains from earlier songs: “I die without you” and “no day but today,” the latter phrase ringing out in gorgeous harmony as the lights fade.

III.

The days began tumbling into each other as I spent almost every waking hour at the theatre. A couple of days before our dress rehearsal, our overworked (and severely underbudgeted) costume and set designer, transplanted Berliner Angela Wendt, frantically pawed through racks of clothes during an impromptu costume fitting with me, both of us surrounded by shopping bags and tape measures in the cramped dressing room. After trying on and discarding several items and mixing and matching the remaining possibilities, we decided on a pair of dark blue sweatpants, a black-and-white zigzag-patterned rayon shirt, and my own red, plaid, zip-up wool jacket and pair of Blundstone boots.

“So what are we going to do about your hair?” she asked in her mild German accent, chewing her lip, one hand flitting around my head, the other hand rubbing her chin. “Hmmm. Something choppy, I think, like you could have cut it yourself.”

“Sounds good to me.” I usually surrendered to my costume designers’ wishes, figuring that they knew much better than I did what would be best for the show.

“And how’s your goatee coming?” She felt my scraggly chin and then took a step back to see it in the light. “Not bad. Maybe we have to put a little eyeliner in it or something. We’ll see when you’re onstage under the lights what it looks like.”

“Sorry it’s so light.”

She laughed warmly, her mouth wide open. “It’s not your fault you’re so blond! It’ll be fine.”

 

Usually, technical rehearsals are very slow going, as all onstage work stops every few lines while lighting designers monkey with their cues and take many minutes on end to refocus a single light. But Blake Burba, our rail-thin, pale, focused, and quiet young lighting designer, miraculously didn’t make us stop once. We went through the blocking onstage, and lights appeared where they should, occasionally delayed by only a few seconds. Blake always caught up with the action, his face aglow in the light of his computer screen out in the middle of the house, so we made quick progress through the scenes.

On the second day of tech, after the lunch break, Sue White, our sound designer and the technical coordinator of the New York Theatre Workshop, handed us all head mikes for the first time.

“Ooo, look, I’m Janet Jackson,” Mark Setlock said as he put his on, performing a quick head-whipping music-video dance move to illustrate his point.

“Or Madonna,” I added, laughing.

“Hey, don’t play around with them, fellas,” Sue said, stern but friendly. She was intense: sweet, but also very serious about her theatre. Her manner belied her tone; she would often touch people warmly on the arm or shoulder even when telling them off. “I know you know this,” she continued, “but they’re expensive. And they’re all we’ve got. No replacements.” She smiled benignly, and Mark and I shuffled away, chagrined, and made our way down to the stage. The rest of the cast was gathering there, watching the band set up.

Jonathan bopped around the theatre, more gleeful than I’d seen him yet. “Rock and roll!” he growled in his best Spinal Tap impression as he passed me. I gave him a little thumbs-up, and then Michael took center stage.

“Everybody,” he said, “I’d like you to meet your band.” Introductions went around the room, the band looking authentically rock and roll, complete with long hair and hip outfits. I wondered what it would be like for them to play in a musical. I hoped they’d be as into it as we were.

When introductions were complete, Michael resumed speaking. “The purpose of this rehearsal is just for you all in the cast, and you all in the band, to get a sense of what it’s like to perform this music with each other. This isn’t for blocking or lights. Just music. There’s going to be a lot of trial and error as we finesse the sound mix—”

“You can say that again,” Sue interjected.

“But for now, just allow yourselves to be informed by the power of a full-on rock band.” He smiled. “Okay, Tim, whenever you’re ready.”

“Oh, sure,” Tim said, clearly excited. “Let’s start off with ‘Rent,’ shall we?” He bobbed his head up and down for a few counts, setting the tempo for himself, his whole body getting into it, and then, whipping his arms in rhythm, he called out, “A two three four!”

The explosive racket of the drums and guitar electrified the stage, and the entire cast looked around in amazement at one another, surprised and driven by the song’s blazing kick. This didn’t sound anything like Jonathan’s demo tapes; this rocked. I suddenly began to worry whether my voice was jagged enough for this kind of music—singing these songs with just a piano was way different from singing them now. But I dove in, and did my best to bring out the edge in my voice. I could barely hear myself over the din of the music, but it didn’t matter; I was too excited, feeling too much like a rock star, to care. During the guitar solo, I glanced over at Jonathan, who was beaming as he stood in the middle of the auditorium, awash in the huge, gorgeous clamor he’d created.

At the end of the number, we all whooped and cheered and applauded like crazy. My excitement shot to a new level, and the lift in everyone’s adrenaline and spirit was palpable. Tim deferred all of our hollering—with a wave of his arms and vigorous pointing—to his band members, who looked overwhelmed and shocked that we were so psyched, but applauded right back at us, shyly grinning.

 

One of the joys of tech rehearsals is that it’s the only time actors can sit out in the house and watch their fellow cast members’ work from the audience’s perspective. I took advantage of it every chance I got, which wasn’t a lot because I was onstage during most of the show. But I did get to sit, captivated, and watch Daphne Rubin-Vega as Mimi cavort around the stage in her power-pop anthem, “Out Tonight,” trying on and throwing off outfit after outfit like some coked-up runway model, blaring and growling out lines like, “I’ve got an itch to be a bitch / I need to laugh like a child,” each phrase full of fire and sex and abandon. I’d had no idea from the bits of her performance I’d seen in the rehearsal room that she was such a power-house. And she was tiny offstage, maybe five-four, but onstage she could have been six-four, there was that much energy and intensity blasting out of her.

I also sat out in the house, with the rest of the company, to watch Sarah’s hilarious performance piece, “Over the Moon,” for the first time. Accompanying herself on the cello, she deadpanned a pitch-perfect send-up of pretentious performance artists, complete with sudden fits of screaming that transformed instantly into robotic calm, non sequiturs galore, and the surprise bonus of several full-throated, manic “moooooooooooooos” to finish it all off. We all laughed like crazy during the piece, and then hooted and whistled and clapped for her when she was done.

 

On the night of our first performance, in the midst of all of the preshow backstage bustle, Michael thrust a piece of paper into my hands. “Do you mind reading this when you go on tonight?” he asked.

“Um, no,” I replied. “What is it?”

“I just felt like we needed to set the scene a little bit. Let everyone in on the fact that we know it’s just a workshop.”

I glanced at the paper, skimming it. Lines like, “In the real production, there’ll be lots of dancing, but we didn’t have time for that this time around,” jumped out at me.

“It’s fun,” I said, flattered to be asked to be the spokesman.

“Good. I’m glad you think so. Have a good show.”

“Thanks.” Michael went off to make his rounds, and I turned to my dressing room table to find that several cards had been placed there. One, a postcard, featured the campy black-and-white photograph of a young, bespectacled, exasperated man, his hair a mess, holding two silver film canisters, out of which the film had exploded, wrapping itself all around him, hanging off his neck and arms. On the reverse was the inscription, “Your Mark is great. Especially in ‘Goodbye Love.’ Love, Jonathan.” I smiled to myself and placed the card in front of my mirror, making a mental note to thank him for it later.

 

The audience response during our ten-performance run varied from mildly respectful to extremely vocal and enthusiastic, and by the end of the run we were standing room only. The responses from my friends who were able to make it were mostly positive but occasionally critical; my agent, Paul, felt that the second act got too sentimental, but he loved the first act, while my friend Jay was completely blown away by the whole thing.

“I loved it,” he gushed after the show, giving me a huge, warm hug in the back of the theatre. “Oh my god, it was incredible. Can I meet the guy who wrote it? He’s a genius. I swear to god.”

“Sure,” I said, tickled by Jay’s almost breathless glee. I brought him over to where Jonathan was receiving admirers and introduced him.

“Thank you so much for writing this,” my friend said, pumping Jonathan’s hand vigorously.

“You’re welcome.”

“How did you do it? It’s amazing.”

Jonathan shrugged, his grin sheepish and pleased. “I don’t know. I just…wrote it.”

“Well, it blew me away.” I had never seen Jay so focused and hyped up. “Really. Totally.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan said, glancing at me with a grin. He then turned to meet another fan who was tapping him on the shoulder.

I escorted Jay out of the theatre, into the balmy, clear autumn night air and down East Fourth Street. He continued his gushing, and even started to sing bits and pieces of songs from the show.

“I love that theme—‘And it’s beginning to snow,’” he trilled. “What a great melody. The whole show was great. I can’t say it enough.”

I couldn’t help but smile; Jay’s joy was so infectious, I felt like I was breathing it in. I had done many shows in New York, but it had been a few years since one had engendered such an undeniably exuberant response. I was proud and happy to be a part of this show for so many reasons, and I very much didn’t want it to end.
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