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            LOOK …

         

         I’M GOING TO LEVEL WITH YOU RIGHT OFF THE BAT. I don’t know what I’m doing, and I probably don’t have any business writing another book, much less one as conceptually conceived and philosophical as this one aims to be.

         But the truth is, I should’ve written this book first, and I would have if I’d had any wherewithal and confidence from the get-go. So I wrote a memoir sort of by accident. Initially it was something proposed to me. Preposterous at first, considering I wasn’t even half finished living my life by my own hopeful estimation. I was eventually convinced to give it a go, and I’m glad now that I was able to accept the task as a challenge as well as an opportunity to offer up a little advice in the form of “Here’s some shit you might want to look out for if you’re, like me, a human person trying not to suffer overly so” and “Hey, I’m a dumbass. Don’t be a dumbass like me,” along with a few “Well whaddaya know? I figured out some of this shit on my own, so you could try what worked for me so you don’t have to go into the hospital and whatnot.”

         In the end I enjoyed it. I enjoyed it enough to write another book. This time I got a little closer to the stuff I think about the most and I allowed myself to revisit the topic I had the easiest time writing about in my memoir: the creative process. More specifically, I wrote about my own habit of intentionally making time for myself to spend a part of each day engaged with my imagination. I wrote about making stuff and how I think it’s good and good for you.

         I tried not to get too didactic or preachy in that book, but it was hard not to veer off into self-help-adjacent philosophy periodically. But honestly, I think it was the right thing to do. The way I see it, I’m lucky to be in a position to advocate for creativity as a live-well strategy. The world needs more of that type of thing, and I was happy to do it.

         So that brings us to this book. The one you’re holding or listening to right now. This book is the one I probably would have written first if I were more ambitious, and if I had been a little more clear-eyed about what I care most for in this world, and what I’ve thought about the most by far: other people’s songs. And how much they have taught me about how to be human—how to think about myself and others. And how deeply personal and universally vast the experience of listening to almost anything with intent and openness can be. And most importantly, how songs absorb and enhance our own experiences and store our memories.

         How did I come up with this particular list of songs? I could have easily chosen a thousand other songs to write about. And having finished that book, I would regret the omission of a thousand other songs. These are just the ones that came to me first. Besides, the specifics of the songs themselves aren’t really the point. What’s important to me to convey is how miraculous songs are. It doesn’t matter how many people hear “A Day in the Life,” there is only one version that belongs to you. Mine has little to do with yours. Our appraisals might align but I doubt your relationship to the song includes a memory of waiting for the doors to open at an all-ages Jodie Foster’s Army concert on Laclede’s Landing in St. Louis, with a flooding Mississippi River raging down Wharf Street and heaving up onto the steps of the Gateway Arch. Mind melting down on mushrooms, watching a husband-and-wife street-performing duo sing “A Day in the Life” while their toddler does laps around you keeping shockingly good time on a tambourine.

         It’d be cool if we could see the worlds within the songs inside each other’s heads. But I also love how impenetrable it all is. I love that what’s mine can’t be yours and we still get to call it ours. Songs are the essence of this condition. And in my opinion, they’re the best way I know of to make peace with our lack of a shared consciousness.

         Creating connection through music is my life’s work. Truly. Still, what makes my thoughts on other people’s songs worth investing in? Well, I’ll tell you, if I hadn’t written those other books, I’m not sure I’d be able to answer that. But what I’ve realized through sharing my thoughts and feelings in my books is that there are people out there having very similar thoughts and feelings. The lesson hasn’t been that my perspective is so unique it must be shared so as to enlighten. It’s more that I’ve learned that I’m not alone. I’m not a freak to care about this as much as I do.

         The main response I get to the things I’ve written is the miraculous comment “I feel like I could have written that.” It’s a joyous discovery to realize that something as ego-driven and interior as a book can return from its visit to all the people it managed to reach in the world with the hopeful and humbling message that you’ve been understood. You’ve given someone else the words to name their own experiences. Wonders never cease.

      

   


   
      
         
            A NOTE ON REMEMORIES

         

         AS YOU PROGRESS THROUGH THIS BOOK, YOU’RE GOING to encounter some dreamlike passages recounting specific events in my life. I call them Rememories, and I’ve been writing down some of my most-often-shared life stories in that style for a few years now.

         Their inclusion here has a couple of purposes. On one hand, I hope that they’ll work as palate cleansers between chapters as we reemerge from the thick weeds of my internal and endless musing on the weight of songs, as we climb out of the “book-sized writing” language and look around for a little space to think.

         But I also included them to illustrate how my deep immersion in music has shaped how I really think and remember things in “song-sized” thoughts and shapes. And how important it is to allow the things we love the most—the things we’ve contemplated the most thoughtfully and with the most empathy and compassion—to guide our hand when we’re stumped.

         I have very few strongly held beliefs. Among them is the conviction that loving one thing deeply and with ardor is the best way to open yourself up to the world. It’s a bit counterintuitive, but I’ve seen it with my own eyes and felt it with my own heart. My obsession with music from a very early age had the potential to isolate and alienate me from the world at large. But I believe that by indulging that passion and focus, I found the only way into knowing what people live for.

         Loving one thing completely becomes a love for all things, somehow. I’ve seen it in other people, too. And I’ve been able to communicate with them solely using the language I’ve learned from music to talk about, for instance, other art, gardening, coaching college basketball, war correspondence … you get the idea.

         So I’ve included these memories, sung to the tunes swirling around my own mind. They remind me of what I’m getting at and how beautifully intertwined it all becomes over time when you open up and allow the world to pour in both directions at once, inward and outward.
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            Smoke on the Water

            [image: ]

         

         I’D LOVE TO CLAIM THAT AT THE AGE OF SIX, HEARING the brief passage of Mozart (incorrectly identified as Rachmaninoff) performed in the movie Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory was the catalyst that set me on my way to a lifetime of music-making … or that I was somehow introduced to some Jacques Brel or Leonard Cohen by an eccentric den mother at a Cub Scout meeting and I never looked back, having immediately absorbed the nuance and depth of the wordplay and how the simple melodic arcs embrace eternity …

         In fact, I’d much prefer to have you believe just about anything other than what truthfully made the first dent in my musical mind. That’s because the truth is that it was “Smoke on the Water” by Deep Purple. It kills me to admit this for a lot of reasons. Foremost of which is the fact that as I grew older and as this song maintained an ominous loitering presence on the airwaves of St. Louis rock radio, it became more and more indefensible as something I could admit to myself that I liked.

         Things were different then. Without much else to distinguish ourselves from each other as adolescents (fewer clothing options, same shoes, our moms all cut our hair), we were forced to broadcast our allegiances (jock, nerd, sosh, etc.) by the music we professed to love. By the time I was a full-blown teenager, this bong-bruised, coughed-up lung of a song had evolved, in terms of the people who liked it at the time, to signify a distinct type of danger to a sensitive boy like myself. Kind of the way some insects develop brightly colored wings to tell predators, “Trust me, you’re better off not fucking with me.” This song came to indicate a certain toxicity, in other words.

         But alas, I cannot deny its importance to me, and countless others, as a budding musician. Because the fact is, this riff (I’m not even sure I could speak to the rest of the song considering how much I’ve avoided it in the nearly fifty years since my first introduction; I know it has something to do with Frank Zappa and some semiautobiographical band exploit, but to me, even if I HAD paid more attention to the words, this riff is so dunderheaded and massive it blots out the sun—hippie mumbo jumbo lyrics don’t stand a chance) … this riff is absolutely the first thing I ever played on a guitar, back when I was seven or eight years old. This, my friends, was the “Seven Nation Army” of my day. The likelihood you could teach yourself these four notes on the bottom string of a guitar within a few minutes was very very high.

         So I must bow to the rock gods. Who cares if it took a riff so demeaning and dumb to instill a little belief in myself as a potential musician? We all start somewhere. I started with “Smoke on the” goddamn “Water.”
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            Long Tall Glasses
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         YOU KNOW, NOT EVERYTHING THAT ENDS UP HAVING a profound influence in your life is easily identified as enjoyable. In fact, I think I could safely argue that it’s pretty rare for life lessons to be imparted free of concern and full of mirth. Songs, or at least most of the songs I’ve chosen to talk about here, are unique in that way. They really can teach with serenity, form wisdom while the mind drifts carelessly, or even shine a little light into the dark corners of a banging head.

         But not always. There are still important kernels of knowledge that can only be whipped into us through discomforting experience. Take this Leo Sayer song, for example. Sure, it seems pleasant enough. And taken as a single dose, I’m almost certain one would recover fairly quickly from its mild toxins. But let’s take this same song and play it … oh … let’s say roughly forty-five times between six P. M. and nine P. M. on weekday evenings, and upward of seventy times a day on the weekends. Let’s continue this ritual for several months and try to imagine the world-warping effect this little ditty might have on one’s psyche.

         If it weren’t for the fact that I believe my father sincerely enjoyed such a routine, I would find it easy to subscribe to the possibility that the method behind such madness was in service to a DARPA program set up by the DOD to study the mind-altering potential inherent in repeated exposure to a single insipid storytelling pop song.

         If you’re unfamiliar with the song … first of all, CONGRATULATIONS … but I should give you a little outline of what its “deal” is. It’s a musical tale of a man down on his luck (natch) who stumbles upon an establishment offering up food and drink to one and all. It goes on to describe said spread (which is where he unloads one of the most diabolically infuriating rhymes of all time: “There was ham and there was turkey / There was caviar / And long tall glasses / With wine up to … YAR”). It ambles along for a while before we get to the kicker: If he wants to partake in the bounty before him, he’s gonna have to dance for it. But alas, he doesn’t know how to dance, and he’s sad, the music is sad, we’re sad … but then … but THEN … Spoiler alert: Turns out he CAN dance after all.

         Incredible. At this point in the song the refrain “You know I CAN’T dance,” sung like a donkey doing a Bogart impression, becomes “I CAN dance!” This is the moment where my beer maudlin-ed father would jump out of his chair and spill his Pabst (Extra Light) dancing and bellowing along. “I CAN DANCE!” EVERY. SINGLE. TIME.

         So what did I learn from this hardship? Why am I writing about this particular song in a book designed to highlight the inspiration I’ve taken from the music I’ve consumed?

         Well, I guess I’m not sure how to answer that. But I can tell you that at the time this was all happening, I was sure I was learning about things I would never do and ways that I would never be. As a musician, as a songwriter, as a father, and as a human, I guess.

         Every now and then I throw this song on, and as I sit and listen, as this smug bauble of pop arcana winds its way through the paths in my mind that it’s beaten down to dust, the memories of my father become so vivid I swear I can smell him. I am with him again. But this time without judgment. Only joy for his joy. Name something else in the world that can do that.

      

   


   
      
         
            Spitting on the Bar Mirror

         

         REMEMBERING THAT OUR HOUSE, WHICH MY PARENTS claimed may have been a speakeasy at one time, had a bar in the basement, and a separate entrance, which checks out with its maybe being a place to drink during prohibition. It wasn’t a totally finished basement, but it had an old, long bar, with a big mirror behind it, almost like an old saloon.

         Bringing my friend downstairs and revealing my plan … I had seen a movie when I was a little kid where the bad guy spit at the bartender and spit on the mirror behind the bar. Based on this movie, my friend and I spent an entire afternoon running up to the bar, jumping on a bar stool, and spitting on the mirror behind the bar.

         My father reacting in horror when he came home and saw the mirror, covered in our spit. I think that was the only time that he ever spanked me.
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            Takin’ Care of Business
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         IF YOU WERE A KID IN THE SEVENTIES AND HAD OLDER cousins who played guitar, there’s a solid chance that your first exposure to a lot of songs was through an impromptu performance at a family barbecue or some other type of family get-together. And if you were like me, a little sheltered and radio-less, the idea that your cousins were incredible songwriters and musicians might have taken a strong hold.

         For much of my childhood, I marveled at this song and how insanely good it was, and how incredible it was that my cousin (BeBo, we called him) wrote this masterpiece. This was my favorite of HIS songs. I’m not accusing him of plagiarism. I mean, it wasn’t like he had a moral obligation to back-announce his selections on any given evening so that his weird little cousin wouldn’t get the wrong idea about who wrote his material.

         Thinking now about how many great songs he used to play, I was tempted to write about Jim Croce and “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown” too, but then I remembered the night that particular illusion was destroyed by a newscast reporting on Croce’s untimely death in a plane crash. As a montage of images from his career played over a medley of his hits, I put two and two together and figured out that Jim Croce was probably the one who wrote “Leroy Brown.” But since they didn’t play any Bachman-Turner Overdrive, I was able to retain my pride in being related to the guy who wrote “Takin’ Care of Business.”

         It was a sweet time. I’m not particularly nostalgic for that era of my childhood, but I do appreciate that this way of hearing a song for the first time probably doesn’t happen as much anymore. Maybe it does … I really don’t know … but it seems like something that might have been extinguished by the relatively new relationship everyone has with music these days. It’s omnipresent in all of our lives. Everyone is walking around with access to so much music it’s hard to believe that when I finally did get a radio (one conveniently “fell off a train” at my dad’s work somewhere around my ninth birthday), I used to stay up for hours hoping to hear a song a DJ might or might not ever play again, mostly because I didn’t catch the name of the artist the first time around.

         I truly hope that people still play songs for their extended younger kin without letting on who wrote what. Because a song’s magic really does deserve to be spread around, and part ownership should definitely belong to whoever can conjure it up in front of any size audience spontaneously (okay, setting aside the chaotic publishing ramifications, of course).

         The fact is, this song is probably one of the most important songs in my life. Because cousin BeBo took the time to learn it and sing it to his friends and family, and because it looked like a thing someone could do—write a song and sing it—I was convinced forever that writing a song and singing it was not only a way to tap into the divine, it was normal.

         I’m not sure I’ve ever truly processed this song as any-one’s other than my cousin’s. And as I got older, a lot of people I knew would make fun of this band and this song. But there must be something to be said for the fact that every band I’ve ever been in knows this song. And how it’s a not uncommon occurrence for someone to launch into this song for no particular reason at all during a sound check or rehearsal, to smiles all around when everyone joins in. In fact, there’s a running gag at the Wilco headquarters and recording studio, the Loft. Whenever I try out a new guitar, the opening riff of “TCB” comes first. Mark Greenberg, our studio manager, drops whatever he’s doing and runs to the nearest piano to play the pulsing high-register eighth notes that complete the ROCK!

         It’s pure joy every time. Any song that can put that much joy in the world deserves my respect.

         Thank you, BeBo.
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            Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right
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         BOB DYLAN. BOB. DYLAN. IS THERE ANYONE ELSE YOU can refer to with either of their names and be as sure someone will understand who you’re talking about? I can’t think of anyone. It’s usually one or the other. Groucho Marx? I’ll give you Groucho, but Marx is definitely a different dude. Anyway, what’s left to say about Bob Dylan? Well, judging by the amount of shit written about him every year, a lot! Between the two big British rock mags, Uncut and Mojo, one or the other will put him on the cover at least once every six months. Presumably because people still can’t get enough of the guy. Which makes sense, because I can’t get enough of the guy, either.

         In fact, I can’t think of any other artist I love more. And whether they admit it or not (or in some cases whether or not they’re even aware of it), I believe every songwriter wants some piece of what Dylan has. His poetic gifts, his prolificacy, his longevity, his mystique, his hair! He’s like the guy who invented walking upright. Even if you don’t know who he is, you should know you owe him a lot. I mean, I sure do. To Dylan, that is. And also the guy who invented walking upright.

         So when it comes to all of the many attributes of Dylan’s one could list or wish to possess, I would put myself down as a songwriter who longs for them all. Let’s ignore the others who insist they are immune to the Dylan influence or that they exist freestanding apart from the world he has made for all of us song people. Because I, for one, think they are deluded poopie heads.

         I could have easily chosen only Dylan songs to write about if I were only concentrating on the criterion of importance to my personal development as a writer of songs … but “Don’t Think Twice” is the first Dylan song I fell for, so it’s the one I’m including.

         It was originally released on the album The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, in 1963. About four years before I was born. I first heard it on Bob Dylan’s Greatest Hits Vol. II, which came out in ’71. So I’m guessing I got this record in a cache of handed-down vinyl a few years after that. That puts us at around 1974. And that puts me at around seven years old. I mention all of this not to buff my bona fide badge as a precocious and intellectually curious youngster but because I still think about it, and I can still feel how deeply I identified with this song so quickly and how strange that is.

         
            
               I once loved a woman

               A child I am told

               I gave her my heart but she wanted my soul

            

         

         How does a seven-year-old hear that and say, “THAT’S ME!”? But I did. I did and I still do. How? My best guess now as to why a song kissing off a lover like this one would resonate with just about anyone is the fact that, at its core, it’s saying, “I’ll be okay. I’m alienated and maybe a bit angry that I could be treated so poorly, but guess what, I’m the one with the road in front of me. I am free.”

         How alienated could I have been as a seven-year-old to so desperately need to hear a Nixonian “You’re not going to have me to kick around anymore” lyric as something more liberating than self-pitying? The answer is obviously VERY! I was born alienated, I think. And when I heard this song, it was maybe the first time I heard that hurt sung to a melody I could understand.
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