














business. Like President Obama, I need
my own personal physician attending to
me 247"

Others began to press Jackson to re-
hearse more. “T had my concerns if he was
ready, and I questioned him," says Ortega.
“There were days when 1 was like, ‘Are you
going to show up? Are vou really going to
be here? You need to do this”” Citing the
need for more setup time in London, Orte-
ga asked for the opening showto be pushed
back five days, to July 13th.

In early June, Dr. Murray mediated a
meeting at Michaels home between Jack-
son and Ortega, who felt the star needed
to come to rehearsals more often. Jackson
listened quietly to the tour director, but he
didn't seem alarmed. “T know myschedule,”
he said calmly. “Just trust me.”

But after that, Jackson started coming
to rehearsals all day, every day. To those
around him, he seemed focused and atten-
tiveto every detail, “T like to refer to Michael
as a gamer,” says Dil.eo. “ITe's the quarter-

try another. It was an addiction that was
created and perpetuated by doctors.”

For the most part, nights seemed to be
the biggest problem for Jackson - he had
complained of insomnia for years. But it
was also the time when he felt a higher
power was channeling creativity to him.
“1 didn't get a whole lot of sleep last night,”
hewould tell Ortega, “1 was up working on
musie, That’s when the information is com-
ing, and when it’s coming vou gotta work.”

“Michael,” Ortega joked with him, “why
can't vou make a pact with your higher
power so that vou eould put these ideas on
the shelf until after July 13th?™

“No," Jackson responded. “Then be might
give them to Prince.”

Despite his workouts with Ferrigno,
Jackson remained thin, almost emaciat-
ed. "I was concerned about his weight,” says
Phillips. “When 1 started with him, he was
a little heavier - heavy for him might have
been 120 pounds. He was like the ahsent-
minded professor - he would get so engaged

dreams in eheck. “You want us to go to Vie-
toria Falls and shoot the waterfall from a
helicopter?” he'd say to Jackson, who want-
ed the video for the show's closing number,
“Do you know how much that costs?” But
Jackson didn't seem to care. “Money was
not his motivating factor,” says Phillips. It
was just doing something greater than any-
one else had ever done before, That’s what
motivated him.”

On the last night of his life, Jackson ar-
rived at the Staples Center for six hours of
a full run-through. First he had a meet-
ing with Phillips, AEG president Tim Lei-
weke, his manager DiLeo and Grammy
producer Ken Ehrlich. They were going
over ideas for a Halloween special they
were putting together: the network debut
of GGhosts, Jackson's short film, which
would incorporate elips of a live perfor-
mance of “Thriller” from London. After-
ward, Jackson went into another room and
spent about an hour going over the 3-D ef-
fects for the show. Ie ate dinner, chicken

“When the show opens, I don’t want to hold anythin
back,” Michael told his tour director. “I don’t care 1
they’re applauding — I want their jaws on the ground.”

back. He's the star of the team, and in prac-
tice, gquarterbacks are easygoing. But game
day, he’s turning it on.”

“He was rusty in the beginning, sure,
he'd miss some notes,” says the show's mu-
sical director, Michael Bearden. “But he
would always say, “That's why we rehearse.”
And the lasttwo orthree rehearsals, he was
ready to do that show. He knew it, he had
that glow, that swagger about him. MJ is
the master closer. He's got amazing muscle
memory. When he gets in front of his fans
up on that stage, its just magie.”

At rehearsals, Jackson quickly took
charge. Orianthi Panagaris, a guitarist
who performed with Carrie Underwood
at this year’s Grammys, recalls coming in
for an audition and being told to play “Beat
It." Jackson sat in front of her on a couch. 1
was s0 nervous,” she says. “From the couch
he told me to crank up my solo. He was
clapping at the end, he was really happy.
He came over to me and grabbed my arm,
and started walking me up and down the
front of the stage area. He said, “When
you're playing the solo, I want you to
chase me!™

Still, some around Jackson were con-
cerned about his heavy reliance on pre-
scription drugs. *I became aware of it in
2005," says Deepak Chopra. [ brought
it up with him many times. His assistant
would call frequently about it, saying he
was being given medication by a lot of doc-
tors. He would go to great lengths to get
it - if one doctor didn’t give it to him, he'd
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in the creation of the show that he'd forget to
eat. To the point where Kenny Ortega used
to cut up his chicken breast and feed him
broceoli, like a kid, as they worked. 1 actu-
ally brought an associate of mine to just re-
mind him to eat, stufl like that.”

Part of Michaels inspiration for the tour
was his concern about global warming.
Three weeks before his death, Jackson
sent Chopra a CD, hand-delivered to his
home in Carlshad, California. “The music
is a very soft, mellow piece,” says Chopra.
“It’s called ‘Breed.” He wanted to do a song
about the environment, and he wanted me
to help him with the lyries. There were big
ideas behind the lyries - how the trees are
our lungs, the Earth is our body.”

Indeed, Jackson’s worldview seemed to
have incubated and grown during his time
off the stage. During rehearsals, he often
talked about what was going on in the
world, “He'd built up a big arsenal of things
he wanted to communicate,” says Ortega,
who found Jackson to be surprisingly en-
gaged in politics and the environment. “He
felt time was running out, and he really
wanted to dig in and participate. He'd say,
‘Do vou know this about the rain forest? or
‘Let’s bring in Norman Lear and Deepak.
Who else do you know?'™

Sometimes those ideas were expensive.
Those who worked on the show say they
never saw anysign ofthe financial pressure
Jackson was under. Indeed, he seemed to
enjoy spending money as much as ever, Or-
tega recalls he often had to keep Jackson's

breast and broeeoli. Then he went to his
dressing room and came out for three hours
of performance,

The closer was slated as “Earth Song,”
from HiStory, one of Jackson’s favorites. An
impassioned ballad about the state of the
world, it ended with a repeated refrain ask-
ing about the victims of humanity’s ram-
pant and heedless development, from ery-
ing whales to ravaged forests. “What about
death again?” Jackson sang at the ballad’s
conclusion. “Do we give a damn?”

Those who witnessed the performance
- seasoned professionals who had worked
with the best in the business — were awe-
struck. Standing before them was the Mi-
chael they all remembered, the artist who
had grown from a child singer to forge
a whole new style of pop. When Jackson
walked off thestage, he hugged DiLeo, “This
is our time again,” he told his manager. “It's
time for us to take it back.”

The rehearsal was over, but no one
wanted to break the spell by leaving. “He
was biolominescent,” recalls Ortega. “When
he finished, we all stayed there, just mess-
ing around.” Michael was ready. In only 19
more days, he would take the stage in Lon-
don, and the world would know, onee again,
that the King of Pop was back.

Finally, as the performers started to drift
away, Phillips walked Jackson to his car.
Michael put his arm around the promoter.
“Thank you for getting me this far,” he told
Phillips in that whisper of a voice. *I can
take it from here. [ know [ can do this” @



