





a point, and even occasionally breaking
into a few bars of song,.

Holmes, who wrote the novel in the
wiseeracking first-person voice of his
heroine, says the inspiration for the book
derives from a primal moment of child-
hood disillusion. His voice drops as he
sets the scene: The year is 1956, he’s 9
years old, and an ashen-faced kid runs up
to him on the Nyack, New York, school
playground and announces the unthink-
able: Martin and Lewis are splitting up.
“They were the coolest guys on earth,”
says Holmes. “We loved that they were
friends. I said, ‘No, they just say things
like that. Tt can’t be true’ ”

Years later, when he saw the two men
separately reminiscing on TV (Martin
died in 1995), Holmes says, he started to
wonder, “When you have an act like that,
and everybody worships you, and women

-+ | ments, not all brilliantly” says Holmes. ‘I

are lining up outside your dressing-room
door, what secrets might you have, what
dark things?” He hadn’t plotted out a
novel until Jonathan Karp—who as a
Washington Post intern profiled Holmes
in 1985 before joining Random House as
an editor—suggested he do so, signing
Holmes as an author seven years ago. “We
took a flier on it;” says Karp, “but I had

total faith because he’s vastly entertain- |

ing. I know every lyric hes ever written.”
Holmes, who never met either of his
childhood idols, has worked in his own
autobiographical riffs, from sadder in-

sights coming out of family heartache to |

delicious descriptions of the backstage
Hollywood he saw while on the Warner
Bros. lot writing songs for Streisand.
“Barbra and I did not sleep together,” he

says solemnly, then adds with a grin, |

“There were rumors to that effect, but no
one believed me.”
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Ah, the never-ending search for a
clever punch line. As the son of an Army |
band leader and a British war bride who
loved Noél Coward, Holmes, along with
his younger brother, Richard, was en-
couraged from an early age to be a per-
former. “Versatility was always a thing
with our family,” says Richard, an opera
singer in New York whose repertoire |
ranges from Rossini to Gilbert and Sulli-

opera singer at the age of 8, and Rupert !
always wrote and rewrote. Our copy of
Peter Pan was marked up in crayon with
Rupert’s notes in the margin, SCRIPT FOR
SECOND-GRADE PLAY.

But as their father, Leonard, down- |

| shifted careers—from head of auditions |

for NBC radio to public-school music
teacher—he realized that his sons would
need scholarships to attend college and
decided to turn Rupert into a musical
prodigy. “I learned seventeen instru-

felt tremendous pressure. The clarinet be-
came my job when I was 8 years old. I
was a very fine classical clarinetist, but I
hated the clarinet. That was my father’s
instrument; he was superb—it was what
he could make me good at.” He grows un-
characteristically angry at the memory.
“ taught myself alto sax, and joined a
rock-and-roll band called the Nomads in
Nyack,” he continues, “We had red jack-
ets, black pants, Italian ties, and shoes
with pointed toes. We were a pretty bad
group.” Because his fellow musicians
could play only a few chords, and thus
were unable to cover most pop hits,
Holmes began composing original songs.
“Rupert has never wanted to interpret
other people’s music;” says Liza, a school-
teacher turned lawyer. (A year younger
than her husband, she was 4 when they
first met; the couple married in 1969.)
Holmes won a music scholarship as a
clarinetist to Syracuse University, missed
New York, and transferred after a year to

the Manhattan School of Music, again on
scholarship, and then dropped out after
discovering the allure of Tin Pan Alley. “T
learned to say a powerful word—yes—to
everything people asked me to do. Because
I could play all these instruments, people
asked if I'd be willing, for free, to make
demos, singing songs they'd written—
maybe I could sing one of my own songs as

| well” Soon he was landing gigs as a studio
| van. “Itold our parents I wanted tobean |

musician, backup vocalist, and boy-won-
der producer. He has memorable stories
from that era: from flying out to Gary, In-
diana, to hustle alabel’s songs to the Jack-

| son Five (“Michael was 6, and he did that
| thing where he stood on my feet as I

walked around the room”), to attending
the L.A. launch party in 1968 for an album
he produced on Rama Rama Records for
actor Vince Edwards (TV's Dr. Ben Casey):
“I danced with Patty Duke, Tuesday Weld
was at the bar slinging drinks, Lana Turner

THE PEOPLE THAT YOU NEVER

GET TO LOVE: From left, Holmes with

daughter Wendy, who later died of a brain
turnor at age 10, in Miami Beach in 1980; in Los
Angeles at a recording session with Barbra Streisand
in 1975; performing in the “Pifia Colada” days;
brandishing two of the five Tony awards won by
The Mystery of Edwin Drood in 1986.

walked in. [ was so wide-eyed”
But he was mostly a behind-the-scenes
guy in the music world, working anony-

mously in recording studios, filling in as the

lead vocalist for nonexistent studio groups

like the “Cuff Links” “T was the one with the
steady income as a teacher,” Liza recalls. ;
Holmes's big break came in 1974, when he

persuaded Epic Records to give him his
own $30,000 album deal as a singer-song-
writer. Instead of writing pop tunes, he had
started crafting story songs, thoughtful, in-
telligent ballads about missed connections
(“Letters That Cross in the Mail”) and sur-
prise twists, and city love songs (such as
“Terminal;” about a commuter who squan-
ders his chance at love). Epic released only
10,000 copies of the LP, Widescreen, not
exactly a vote of confidence. But one of
them fell into the hands of Streisand, who
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decided she wanted to record his songs and
invited him to L.A. to do the arrangements.
“She picked me up at the airportin ared
Mercedes convertible,” he recalls, brought
him along to see a rough cut of Funny
Lady, then drove back to her house in Mal-
ibu. “She puts on my album, and sings
along with it. I'm thinking, So this is what
it’s like when your entive life changes”
Streisand’s album Lazy Affernoon is
chock-full of photos of the two of them
working side-by-side, and the liner notes
are a pure gush by the diva about Holmes.
“So many times I'll hear a cut or two on a
record with a talented lyricist, or a talented
composer, or a talented arranger,” she
writes, “What impressed me was that Ru-
pert is all three” For a while in 1975 and
76, he commuted between his New Jersey
home and L.A., sometimes staying in
Streisand’s guest cottage, writing songs for
the soundtrack of A Star Is Born and a cut,

“Lullabye for Myself;” for her album Super-
man. “My book is about that world I was
thrust in;” he says, “being in the company of
one of the biggest celebrities in the world”

Thanks to Streisand’s stamp of ap-
proval, not only did other singers like Bar-
ry Manilow and Dolly Parton start using
his songs, but Holmes landed contracts

to record his own albums. However, it |

wasn't until 1979, with his fifth album,
that Holmes had his breakout moment as
a songwriter and performer. By then, he
was back in New Jersey and he and Liza
had a 3-year-old daughter, Wendy. “T was
thought of as a cult artist, a sophisticated
teller of ironic songs, using lush orches-
tration,” he says. As he wrapped up his
new album, with songs about jealousy
(“Him”) and about being nearsighted
(“Myopic™), and a ballad later popularized
by the late Susannah McCorkle, “The
People That You Never Get to Love,” he
realized he needed something uptempo.
“I'm over time and budget, and I have a

track that has the right rhythm field, but
I only have sixteen usable bars because
the drummer passed out after one take,”
Holmes recalls. He replicated those bars
again and again, wrote instrumental
breaks, and came up with lyrics after
glancing at the personal ads in The Iil-
lage Voice. “1 thought, What would hap-
pen to me {f I answered this ad?” he says.
“I'd go and see it's my own wife who is
bored with me”

Suddenly, “The Pifia Colada Song” be-
gan climbing the charts. He put together a
band to go on tour, and he was appearing
on Solid Gold and The Mero Griffin Showw.
He earned millions from the song (how
many he won't say; a lawsuit with his for-
mer manager ended in an out-of-court
settlement). Holmes was dazed, simulta-
neously pleased and appalled, since what
he wanted was artistic respect. “T have this
thing I've always wanted, a No. 1 hit, and

Merrifield his original idea—he'd come
up with multiple plot endings and the au-
dience would vote on which character
was the murderer and who ended up as
lovers—they were hooked.

Drood was a sensation when it opened
in the fall of 1985, and Holmes was hailed
for his theatrical hat trick: composing the
musie, writing the lyrics and book, and
even doing his own orchestrations. The
result: five Tony awards, including Best
Musical. But there was no storybook end-
ing. His 10-year-old daughter, Wendy,
had suddenly begun losing weight; doc-
tors were treating her for anorexia. After
the Tony ceremony, the happy family
went on a cruise to Alaska, then Holmes

| jetted to London to cast a production of

Drood. “T went to see Noises Qff and got
back to my hotel, and my wife called. She
said, ‘Wendy's dead. ” The doctors had
misidentified her health problem; she

i HAVE THIS THING I’V h

AL WAYS WANTED, A
NUMBER ONE HI'T, AND
I'T'S THE WRONG SONG.”

it’s the wrong song,” he says. “It would be
like Paul Newman suddenly being known
and loved for his salad dressing.”

Holmes says a friend deseribes it as the
hit that ruined his career. And there is
merit to that harsh assessment. “Two al-
bums later,” the songwriter says, “I'm
singing ‘The Pifia Colada Song’ at a shop-
ping mall in West Virginia, my backup is
a high-school band I met five minutes
earlier, and I thought, It time I do some-
thing else

Fortuitousl Y, e

sario Joseph Papp of the Put Thea,tel
and his wife, Gail Merrifield, fans of
Holmes’s first album, saw him perform
his favorite songs at a New York club
shortly thereafter and sent him a note
wondering if he'd ever thought of writing
a musical. He had been fascinated by The

| Muystery of Edwin Drood as a child; Dick-

ens had died before finishing the novel.
When Holmes pitched to Papp and

died of an undiagnosed brain tumor. “I
remember falling to the floor at the hotel,”
he says, “and trying to get into the carpet.
Just take me’ ” Tears are rolling down his
cheeks as he talks. “It's amazing that peo-
ple go on.”

Donna Murphy, the Broadway actress
who early in her career was an under-
study in Drood, recalls that Wendy had
been a frequent visitor to the production.
“She was this beautiful, ethereal little girl,
with huge eyes, and you could see that
Rupert doted on her;” Murphy says. “He
had been on such a high after the Tonys.
The irony of this loss at that moment was
immeasurable. When I see him now, he
always speaks about her”

Thou h Holmes had been

writing a new muswﬂ he now found it
impossible to work. “After my daughter’s

death, I read the Bible in every transla-
tion, T read great Catholic thinking and
Jewish writers, and (continued on page 88)
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I got no help out of anything,” he says. Sit-
ting numb in a room one day, he was
watching a rerun of the Mary Tyler Moore
show. “Someone said something very fun-
ny, and I laughed. That’s when it dawned
on me that if some comedy writer was ca-
pable of giving me better hope for my sur-
vival than the Gospel of John, then maybe
it’s not a bad thing to divert people—to
make them laugh”

But Holmes couldn’t compose for more
than a decade; the emotions evoked by
the chords were unbearable. Instead, he
began writing comedy-thrillers for the
theater, Accomplice and then Solitary
Confinement. “I kept killing people off
and resurrecting them,” he says, reciting
one of his own lines: “Blood is paint and
blades retract and bullets are blank and
no death is real until the final curtain”
He and Liza went on to have two sons:
Nick, 16, a video-game and rap fan, and
Tim, 14, who is autistic and does not
speak; he lived at home until recently and
now is at a special school, spending alter-
nate weekends with his parents. It's too
much for anyone this side of Job to lose
one child and have another who is seri-
ously disabled. “Rupert is more subdued
now. He used to have more of a madcap
feeling,” says Richard. “He doesn’t need
to entertain in person as much. He puts
all the entertainment into his work. He
works like a demon”

In his large top-floor office, with his
awards perched on a piano and scented
candles burning to create a serene mood,
Holmes puts in long hours at the word
processor, typically writing between 11
p.M. and 7 a.M. He's midway through a
new novel, and he’s got other projects
stacked up. After tentatively writing a few
songs for Remember WENN, which went
off the air in 1998, he has now returned to
music: Not only is he working on The Pic-
ture of Dorian Gray, but he's written the
book for a musical of Marfy starring John
C. Reilly, which premiered in Boston last
fall and is wending its way to Broadway.

“In my life, 've rewritten Dickens,
George Burns, and Paddy Chayefsky.
Chutzpa, thy name is Rupert,” he says.
With Where the Truth Lies, he's not rewrit-
ing anyone; it’s all his. But this book does-
n't represent his bid for literary respect—
he’s trolling for more laughs. “What excit-
ed me about writing a novel was that
instead of performing for 5 million people
on a TV show or 1 million on a record or
1,500 in a Broadway theater, I knew I 'was
performing for an audience of one,” he
says, “a confidant who might find my jokes
amusing given all we'd been through” m
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