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This is dedicated to Ruth and Dick, for being the best teachers of love and humanity, simply by example.






PROLOGUE OCTOBER 2019


“Fucking hell. I’m going to be found dead in a shitty hotel room in Montclair, New Jersey.”

It started four days ago.

I had returned slightly less than a week before from a two-week tour in South America, doing concerts with my band in Argentina, Chile, and Brazil. My wife, Daisy, had accompanied me (as she does as often as her schedule permits), and in addition to the tour being very successful and getting to play for lots of amazing and passionate South American fans, we’d had a blast. Daisy and I always have fun on the road. We can be in the most obscure, dumpy town and we’ll find a way to enjoy it. Staying in cities like Buenos Aires and São Paulo made it even easier, thanks to their choices of wonderful restaurants and beautiful hotels.

We arrived back home in Los Angeles knowing I had a fairly quick turnaround before returning to the road for a five-shows-in-a-row run on the East Coast. Daisy and I rested up a day or two and then resumed one of our favorite activities, hiking. Living in Malibu means lots of options for being in nature. The beaches, when not packed with people in the summers, are glorious, and there are numerous hiking trails that will give you breathtaking views and intense physical workouts. The day before I was set to head out on the road again, we hiked in Solstice Canyon, a popular trail we frequent regularly. This particular hike, however, was not like the others.

While Daisy and I are both pretty fit, I tend to have a bit more strength hiking the steeper inclines and usually put a bit of distance between us before I stop and wait for her to catch up. But on this Tuesday afternoon, it was I who was dragging. My energy was really low. I couldn’t keep up with her, and so we ended up cutting the hike short and driving home. I wasn’t feeling any better when we walked through our front door, but I figured a hot shower and chugging some H2O would set me right.

Now, mind you, I never get sick. Never. Though in my twenties and thirties I battled constant colds and sore throats, the removal of my tonsils in 1993 at age thirty turned everything around. I’ve had maybe two or three bouts of a twenty-four- to forty-eight-hour case of sniffles and cough in the past ten years. I’m so generally healthy and immune to illness I’m kind of a cocky dick about it, as my previous sentence or two would indicate.

I stepped out of the shower, threw on a bathrobe, drank down a cold glass of water, and curled up in one of the oversized white chairs in our master bedroom. Within minutes I started having cold chills. Chills?? I don’t get chills! For some stupid reason I did not take my temperature, but rather simply threw a blanket over myself and waited for the chills to subside.

Daisy came into the room, took one look at me, and said, “My love, are you okay? You don’t look so good. Are you sure you can do these shows starting tomorrow?”

I said I’d be fine by morning. Just needed a good night’s sleep. My flight to Dayton, Ohio, was early—7:00 a.m.—to get me there in time to do a sound check and relax before the concert. I awoke at 4:30 a.m. to finish packing and get to LAX in plenty of time.

When I opened my eyes, I realized my theory of simply needing a good night’s sleep was just wishful thinking. I felt like a truck had hit me. Extremely lethargic. It didn’t feel like a typical cold or flu, but I assumed it was something in that family of maladies. Being on tour when you’re sick sucks. It’s the fucking worst. You can’t really look after yourself properly going from town to town, hotel room to hotel room. And the fear that whatever illness I might have could attack my throat and compromise my singing is always a real one. As I said, I’ve been incredibly fortunate to have had few to no health issues at all, let alone on tour, but doing concerts when you’re physically not well is stressful and a total drag.

This particular run of five shows in a row would all be part of my solo acoustic tour. I started doing shows like this around 2009. The initial idea of it, performing alone with just my acoustic guitar and a piano and no band, scared the living shit out of me. But as I continued to do this type of show, I started learning layers of stage performance I had never known before. Telling stories, making the audience laugh, and attempting to make the whole experience feel like a chill evening with friends was an art form quite different than my previous life of playing with a band and delivering a high-energy rock and roll show. Over time I found that as much as I still love band shows and playing with other musicians, it’s the solo show I love doing the most.

The first show in Dayton was a charity gig sponsored by a local radio station that had always been a great supporter of my music. Because my performance was part of a bigger overall event, I was requested to play only forty-five minutes instead of my usual two hours. As I arrived at my hotel from the airport, still feeling at least five shades of shitty, knowing I only had to play forty-five minutes was a relief. I decided I’d play, get right into my hotel bed, get a great night’s sleep, and wake up having conquered this flu-like nonsense. This was not to be.

The gig went fine. My voice was strong. The radio station personnel couldn’t have been more grateful and kind. But I was exhausted. My tour manager, Sam Walton (who, unless Daisy is out with me, is my only traveling companion when I do my solo show) got me immediately back to my hotel room to rest. Daisy had work commitments in LA and couldn’t join me on this run but was texting me constantly from the time my early morning flight landed in Dayton. She was worried and regularly monitoring me from afar. I assured her I was okay and that I’d feel “better by tomorrow.”

The next morning, however, I did not feel better. At all. Much worse, in fact. My voice was fine, but I felt like an even bigger truck had hit me. I pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt and met Sam in the lobby to make our way to the airport and fly to city number 2, Philadelphia. When Sam saw me, he became concerned.

“Don’t take this as an insult, but you look like shit. Are you okay?”

I said, “I look exactly like how I feel, but my voice is okay so let’s get me to Philly so I can rest as much as possible before the show. It’ll be fine.”

We arrived by noon and headed straight for the hotel where I bolted to my room, curled up under the covers, and slept for about two hours before waking up drenched in sweat. Like, seriously drenched. Like, just walked right from an hour in a steam room directly into this bed. At first, I felt a slight sense of relief thinking, Ah, I had a fever, and it broke, and now I’m all good. The problem was that unlike my previous experiences with a fever breaking, I could feel my fever was still very much present. I also started having pretty intense chills.

I texted Sam and asked him to bring me a thermometer. Moments after he arrived with it, I saw a number staring back at me I’d never seen in my life: 104°. I was burning up.

Sam said, “Oh, my god! We need to cancel these shows and get you home to a doctor.”

I said, “Whoa, whoa. Hang on. I don’t cancel shows. Just get me some Advil and it’ll pass. All these theater shows are sold out, and my voice is still totally fine. I think I can get through it. I just really need to rest in between.”

In my text and actual conversations with Daisy, I downplayed what was going on, not wanting her to worry. But Daisy’s really smart and she suspected she wasn’t getting the whole story, so she called Sam, who ratted me out.

I said, “Dude!!! What the fuck?? I don’t want her to worry.”

“First of all, I won’t lie to Daisy,” he responded. “Secondly, we’re both worried about you and feel you should cancel these gigs and reschedule them.”

Stubbornly, I refused.

“Sam, I love you for caring most about my well-being, but I know my body and what I’m capable of. Now, let’s go soft-rock the shit out of these Philly fans.”



The Philly gig, like the others on this run, was in a beautiful theater holding about two thousand people. This is the perfectly sized venue for my solo acoustic show: intimate but still very much a concert experience. I walked out onstage to a pretty ecstatic welcome of applause, whistling, and “wooooooo”s, and kicked right into my opening song, “Endless Summer Nights.”

The show was a blast for me. My voice was strong, and my stories and jokes went over just as I like. I felt a little dizzy a couple times walking between the mic stand, where I play guitar and sing, and the piano, but nothing crazy. I also noticed that unlike a normal solo show where I might get the slightest bit perspired, sweat was pouring out of me like a human fountain.

I waved good night to the incredible Philly fans, climbed the stairs just offstage that led to my dressing room, and collapsed in a chair, my clothes soaked with sweat. I’d brought the thermometer from the hotel, and it gave me another reading of 104°.

Sam knocked on my dressing room door, opened it, and gave me the biggest smile. “Boss, I don’t know how you did that just now, but holy shit. That was an incredible show.” By the way, although Sam is my employee, you’ll have to take my word for it that he’s not a suck-up. There’ve been shows where something here or there was just off a bit and he’ll always acknowledge it. The truth matters.

Sam could see that despite a great show, I was not in great shape, and he got me right back to my hotel room where I somehow got a decent night’s rest. The next morning we headed to Staten Island, New York. It’s only a ninety-minute drive from Philly so I’d have a good chunk of the day to rest before my show there. As if imitating a scene from Groundhog Day, we arrived at the Staten Island hotel, and I headed straight under the covers.

Again, about two hours later, I awoke drenched in sweat and with another fever of 104°. On this afternoon, however, my illness decided to add something new to the mix. It began as another intense bout of cold chills, with my body soaked in sweat but my hands and feet cold as ice, but within a few minutes I started convulsing in bed. The chills and fever were giving me a seizure of some kind that I could not stop. I was shaking out of control under the covers for about fifteen straight minutes before it slowly and slightly subsided enough for me to painstakingly make my way to the bathroom and turn on a hot shower. I’d never convulsed like that. Ever. It was incredibly frightening, and I was grateful it had passed.

I needed to get up and get dressed and ready for my performance. Before I even left the hotel room I was perspiring under my clothes. I didn’t tell Sam about the seizure and certainly didn’t volunteer it to Daisy. She was already beside herself with worry and about to cancel her work commitments and fly out to take care of me.

I somehow convinced her it would be okay and that if it got much worse, I’d reschedule the remaining shows and come home. But, truthfully I had no real intention of doing that. I’ve done concerts under very dicey health situations: strep throat, near-total laryngitis, sinus infections. It’s a rare occurrence, and I just figure out how to get the job done.

Once, in 1992, I was juggling concert dates, shooting a video for my hit single, “Take This Heart,” and about to produce a track I wrote for the great R&B singer Freddie Jackson. What began as a head cold got considerably worse until I was having trouble breathing and was diagnosed with pneumonia.

While it didn’t affect any concerts or the shooting of the video, my diagnosis happened just as I was committed to three days in a recording studio producing the song for Freddie. I ended up not canceling the sessions but having a nurse hook me up each day in the studio’s control room to a portable IV, which fed me medication and much-needed hydration while I produced the sessions. Seeing me sitting in a chair hooked up to an IV, Freddie Jackson looked at me and said, “I don’t know whether you’re the most dedicated producer I’ve ever met or the fuckin’ dumbest.”

The point is: I… don’t… bail.



But now, here I am in city number 4, Montclair, New Jersey. After an even quicker drive from Staten Island of forty-five minutes, I gingerly climbed into this bed late this morning in what is probably one of the better hotels in town, but not exactly the Four Seasons. When you’ve toured all over the world your whole life on the level I have, it’s easy to become a bit of a hotel snob. I’m not at all a diva about it. I’m totally comfortable in any hotel where the rooms are clean and comfortable. This room is clean (I think) but not so comfortable and just a little… sad.

The gray, rainy weather outside isn’t helping the vibe. I just need to sleep as much as I can to try to muster enough energy for another show tonight, and one tomorrow night and I’ll have done it. I’ll have gotten through a sold-out run of five shows without canceling. I drift off to sleep, feeling the fever that’s making Advil its little bitch.

A couple hours later, I’m awake, sweat-soaked, hands and feet freezing, and my teeth chattering. I slowly feel the return of yesterday’s seizure, but before I can embrace the fear of it, it is on me. My body is shaking and convulsing uncontrollably.

I realize it’s worse than yesterday. I’m legit scared. I become acutely aware that I cannot physically do anything to stop this. It’s already lasting longer than the last time. It’s got to be twenty minutes of this by now and it’s still going. What’s happening to my body is violent and out of control. As I continue to thrash around in this bed, I have the thought that even my strong and healthy heart probably cannot withstand much more of this. Am I about to have a heart attack? I can’t even reach my phone to call for help. Will I just die here in Montclair, New Jersey? It’s not as bad as being found next to a toilet with your pants down, Elvis-style, but it’s pretty fucking grim.

Just as I am reluctantly resigned to whatever awful fate awaits me, the shivering has slowly started to subside. A few minutes later, I am in a new state of terror. I realize I have to get up and try to pull it together enough to get showered and dressed for tonight’s show. The problem is my body is again drenched in sweat under the covers, and the idea of even putting my pinky finger out into the room, which is seventy-two degrees but feels to me like forty-two degrees, fills me with panic.

Eventually, I start to rise from the bed but am too weak from the seizure. I dry heave but have been unable to eat solid food in over two days so there’s thankfully no disgusting mess for the maid to discover. I actually crawl across the floor to the hotel bathroom before pulling myself up and starting the shower.

I’m shivering but not seizing. As the hot water covers my head and body, I am consciously grateful to still be alive. Somehow, once again, I manage to make myself presentable (funny enough, I’m having a particularly good hair day) to stagger out of my room, into the hotel elevator, and meet Sam in the lobby to head to the gig.

My face is ashen and I’m already sweating again. As we drive to the venue, Sam says he really feels we need to seek medical attention for me. I tell him, “It’s been a really rough day, but I can get through this show.”

We arrive at the venue a mere ten minutes before showtime. The room is packed and I can hear the din of the crowd talking and laughing over the preshow music that starts playing every night as soon as the doors to the venue are open. (Side note: If you ever come to see me live in concert and become aware of whatever song is playing overhead as you settle into your seat, know that it’s a song I personally chose. I fill each night’s playlist with the music of my heroes and friends. Songs I love and admire but songs I also think set a good tone for my performance, which is about to begin. Everything from Vertical Horizon’s “Broken Over You” to Tove Lo’s “Not on Drugs” to Post Malone’s “Circles” to the Tubes’ “She’s a Beauty.”) I have just enough time to sip some tea that Sam has made me and do a last mirror check before it’s time to head to the stage. I’m already perspiring again, and I have some chills so despite knowing the lights that illuminate me to the audience will get hot, I wear a sportcoat over the open-collared black dress shirt I have on.

There’s a narrow hallway leading from my dressing room to the side of the stage from which I’ll walk out, and as I walk I slightly lose my balance twice and have to touch the walls to steady myself. I stand in the wings facing the stage until I hear the cue that prompts me onto the stage every night, and I briskly walk out to greet the audience. The place erupts in cheers and whistles and even with the spotlight in my eyes, I can see the first few rows of people and the smiles on their faces are like a shot of pure adrenaline.

As I strap on my Gibson sunburst J-45 and begin the intro to “Endless Summer Nights,” the crowd is still hooting and cheering, until I sing the first notes. “Summer came and left without a warning…” As the audience hears those familiar lyrics to a song I know they were hoping I’d play, the feeling in the room is that of love. Love between strangers, but love made up of mutual gratitude. My voice feels great. It’s effortless for me to sing and play. Pure joy. I end the song to thunderous and extended applause before kicking right into the next song, “Satisfied.” It’s already like a party with a huge group of friends.

By the third or fourth song, while I’m thoroughly enjoying the energy between us, I’m starting to feel a little woozy. I normally have a martini onstage, which I sip throughout the show, but feeling the way I do, I have told Sam to fill the martini glass with ice water. Still, I feel like I’m on my fourth martini. I pull up a stool and rest my guitar on my lap. I talk to the audience as I always do. I make a quip about being a bit under the weather but exclaim it’s nothing some Benadryl and vodka can’t cure.

I begin the next song, “Hazard.” This song has a very specific rhythmic meter, which means my hands on the guitar are playing a quite syncopated pattern but my voice is singing longer, fluid notes on top of that. It’s a musical juxtaposition I find very satisfying. It required much concentration in the early days of me playing it live, but now, having played it about six hundred times, it’s more muscle memory.

I start to sing the first verse, which is the story of a young man in a small Nebraska town accused of murder. As I’m singing the lyrics, I realize that although what’s coming out of my mouth is a completely error-free performance, what’s going on in my mind is wondering why my ancestors chose to spell our last name with an x instead of Marks. Did it have to do with Nazis? No, it couldn’t be that because my great grandfather’s birth name was Emanuel Marx, and he was born in 1855. So, who made this decision and why?

My train of thought is interrupted by wild applause. I’ve just played the last chord of “Hazard” and the audience is cheering my performance, which appears to have been pretty flawless. I just wasn’t mentally present. Two songs later, I started hallucinating mid-song that the sweat dripping from my hair onto the tip of my left ear was actually warm water leaking from the ceiling above me. Again, the song was performed without a single mistake musically or vocally. Never even screwed up a word of the lyrics.

Somehow I finished the show in this compromised state and took my bows with a most wonderful audience lovingly cheering me as I bid them good night. I staggered my way back to the dressing room and collapsed in a chair, staring at the wall in front of me. Moments later, Sam walked in with a huge smile to congratulate me on another great show, but seeing my colorless, sweaty face and lifeless body, his smile turned to a somber expression. He stood in front of me and said, “Richard, that was yet another incredible performance, but if you don’t let me take you to a hospital right now, I will resign.” I knew he wasn’t kidding, and I knew it was out of sheer concern for my well-being.

I spent the next three and a half hours in a Montclair ER. They took a chest X-ray. They drew a bunch of my blood. We got a few answers fairly quickly. I was severely dehydrated and was immediately put on an IV for fluids. There was no trace of pneumonia or flu, and my chest X-ray was clear. The test for malaria was negative.

The doctor on call suggested I see an infectious disease doctor right away to test for everything from Lyme disease to West Nile virus. She said, “I would normally insist on admitting you to the hospital, but what you need most is rest and you won’t get much of that here.” She made me wait for a third bag of fluids to make its way into my bloodstream before releasing me, suggesting that I cycle Advil and Tylenol every six hours to try to control the fever.

“Multiple days of a fever of 104 is dangerous. It means your body is in a state of extreme inflammation. I strongly suggest you cancel your show tomorrow and fly home to see your doctor instead.”

I nodded, knowing full well that was not going to happen.

The fluids made me feel a bit better, and though I generally avoid pain relievers, they kept the high fever at bay. Despite both Sam’s and Daisy’s pleas for me to cancel tomorrow’s Boston concert, the last of the five shows, I told them I was really feeling up to it.

Truthfully, I am exhausted. I am also both relieved I didn’t have pneumonia or malaria and concerned about what I could have.

I finally enjoy a decent night’s sleep (beginning at around 4:00 a.m., thanks to the ER visit) and wake up in the best condition I’ve been in for five days. We arrive in Boston in the afternoon, and when I nap in my hotel room, I do not experience any seizures. Just some chills as the fever soon works its way north before being diverted by some Advil. I am spared any hallucinations at this evening’s show and the love from the audience, once again, is like a Z-Pak of vitamins. As I drift off to sleep later in yet another hotel bed, I’m confident that I’m past the worst of whatever this is, but I still need to know what I’m dealing with.



I arrive back home in Malibu, grateful to have survived and ecstatically happy to be back in Daisy’s worried arms, and set up an appointment the next day through my primary physician with an infectious disease expert whose nurse draws enough of my blood to fill a thermos. I consult with him in his office as he goes through with me all the results of the blood taken in the New Jersey ER.

He says, “They tested you for a whole bunch of things, and I’m going to test you for a bunch more, but so far every test is negative. Your ANA test [antinuclear antibody test, which shows inflammation in the body] was one of the highest numbers I’ve ever seen, so you definitely had or still have an infection or virus. We just can’t determine what it is.”

A week later the doctor calls me and says, “Every test is negative. I’m afraid you have what we call a ‘fever of unknown origin.’ But the great news is that your new inflammation levels are coming down and you feel much better. I just wish I had an answer for you.”

I rest at home for a week and begin to get my strength back. I’ve lost an alarming twelve pounds (I’m a fairly thin guy to begin with), and my face is gaunt, but my appetite returns. Within ten days I’m completely back to normal. Working out, running on the beach, hiking in the mountains. Like nothing happened.

I perform twenty-nine more shows over the next three months, and despite the constant travel, the grind of the road and being fifty-six years old, I have the energy of a man thirty years younger. In the back of my mind, however, I find myself thinking, What the fuck was that all about? And… is that awful thing going to somehow come back?






1 WHERE DO I BEGIN?


To say I had a pretty idyllic childhood would be to say Pavarotti could carry a tune. I had no particular trauma. I had two parents who were loving and affectionate with me and who gave me consistent structure but also always let my voice be heard, as long as it was voiced respectfully. I didn’t grow up “rich,” but we lived in a beautiful home and I wanted for nothing. The word I’d use for the relationship I had with both my mother and father is extraordinary. My wonderful upbringing alone disqualified me from ever being on an episode of the tragedy-centric Behind the Music. I’m okay with that.

I was born on September 16, 1963, in Chicago. My mother, Ruth, had been a singer with a traveling big band when she journeyed to the Windy City from her very small hometown of East Liverpool, Ohio, seven years earlier to take vocal lessons from a man there who’d been recommended to her as the best in the country. His name was Dick Marx and, great as he was at it, vocal lessons were actually only his side gig. From the late 1950s, Dick had garnered worldwide praise as one of its finest jazz pianists and certainly the most respected in the city. He juggled dates between the top three jazz clubs in Chicago: the Palmer House, the Lei Aloha, and the darling of the scene, Mr. Kelly’s.

When they met, Dick was several years into his first marriage and had three children. After coaching my mother for a few weeks, he took an initial liking to her as a friend. Knowing she was an innocent, small-town girl in a big city where she knew no one, he invited her to his home to spend Thanksgiving 1958 with his family. His marriage had been crumbling for years, and he wanted out but was torn about leaving his young kids. Eventually, though he had lifelong love and concern for his children, his relationship with his wife became toxic and bitter, and he left it.

In the years he’d known my mother, he had developed romantic feelings for her and now he was free to pursue her. He married Ruth in 1961, and I, their only child, came along two years later. That same year, my father also resigned from the jingle company where he’d been writing and producing music for TV and radio commercials and opened up his own operation, Dick Marx & Associates. Within a year, he was getting the lion’s share of work at a time when the jingle business was exploding.

In addition to his business booming, this was work my father adored. No matter how crazy the schedule was, he would wake up every morning excited to go to the city and write and record what would become these thirty- and sixty-second hits, selling everything from peanut butter to automobiles. He had an incredible knack for creating a musical hook, a term that over the years has transformed into the word earworm, and soon not only was he dominating the field in Chicago, he was also getting work from New York, LA, and San Francisco. The majority of these jingles required studio singers, and my mother became one of several local vocalists who did practically every session.

My most indelible memories of my childhood are of both my parents in the studio my dad had built to accommodate the huge volume of work he was getting. Located on the top floor of a building in the middle of the Magnificent Mile, he named it Sound Market, and it was in a constant state of activity. Sometimes it would be just a rhythm section of a drummer, bassist, guitarist, and keyboard player. Other times, sessions would require a full orchestra, and my dad would hire members of the Chicago Symphony. Later, the singers would arrive to record vocals to the just-recorded music tracks, followed by voiceover talents narrating the advertising slogans.

A “normal” day for my father would be one session beginning at 8:00 a.m., another at noon, and another at 4:00 p.m. He rarely went out to lunch but preferred having a quick bite in his nearby office balancing a plate on his Wurlitzer electric piano, composing between bites. Despite the often grueling pace and pressure to keep creating, he never seemed not to enjoy his job. Possibly his most overused phrase was, “It sure beats working for a living!” I vividly remember being aware of his joy from making music and having this vague sense that whatever I ended up doing, I wanted to feel that way about it.

My father’s attention was mostly on his work. He’d come home every evening around six, and we’d have dinner as a family, the three of us, and he’d then head to his home office where a second Wurlitzer took up residence, and he would compose the music for the following day’s sessions. It was like this every day. I never once heard him complain or even express fatigue.

This meant that his time with me was pretty limited. On the weekends, he would occasionally take me to a park down the street from our house and play catch with me for a while, and when I learned to ride a bike, we would cruise our neighborhood now and then. But mostly, my father was someone I was aware was dedicated to his career, and though it would have been nice to have more fun time with him, I never felt deprived of his attention. Whenever I needed to talk to him or had a problem, even if he was at his desk intently writing notes of music on staff paper, he would look up and see me and down went that pencil.

Though my mother also had a busy career singing on the jingles, she was a very hands-on mom and a consistent, loving, and attentive caregiver. She was a bit overly protective of me, but I think that had as much to do with me being an only child as it did us having a close relationship. We spent far more time together than I did with my dad, and I developed a wonderful friendship with my mom that remains to this day.

I grew up knowing that I could talk to my parents about anything. No topic was uncomfortable for them, and I felt free to ask them any questions on my young mind. Sex, drugs, religion, you name it. It was all open for discussion and, therefore, was never stigmatized. One of the greatest gifts my parents gave me was not treating me like a child. Subsequently, I became very independent very quickly, and leaving home at barely eighteen to seek my career and fortunes was much more exciting than it was frightening.






2 “I WANNA BE FREE”


It is the fall of 1968 and my first day at my new school. I’d love to now regale you with tales of wreaking havoc at my prior school and being the unmanageable hooligan forced to leave, but we’re talking kindergarten here. The real story is that after three weeks of their only child being bullied daily at the local public grammar school, my parents had had enough and coughed up the dough to send me to a private school their friend recommended.

My morning ritual was the first thing to change. Instead of walking out my front door and the thirty yards to the corner of my street to await the school bus (where three third-grade boys had immediately singled me out as their target for torment), I waited inside my Highland Park, Illinois, house until I saw the yellow equivalent of an airport shuttle pull up in our driveway and hear the driver beep twice. On the forty-five-minute ride to the North Shore Country Day School in the affluent suburb of Winnetka, the bus, which initially carries only me and a female classmate who lived about five further minutes away, picked up another twenty-three or so kids ranging in age from five to fifteen. Physical and verbal bullying is replaced by sleepy kids reading their assignments from the day before or leaning their heads against the window for a last-minute snooze.

On this first day at my new school we are seated on the floor to start the day with Show and Tell. My teacher, Mrs. Goldsmith, is an attractive brunette in her late twenties with thin wire-rimmed glasses, alabaster skin, and her hair tied in a bun. She is soft-spoken and seems to actually like children. At the end of this particular session of Show and Tell, Mrs. Goldsmith rises in front of the group. “Boys and girls, we have a new student joining our class today. His name is Richard Marx. Richard, will you stand up, please?”

I stand and immediately feel all eyes on me. I am met with a conflicting sensation of “specialness” and terror. I like the attention of the immediate moment but fear what will happen in the one that will follow.

“Welcome, Richard. Where do you live?”

“Highland Park.”

“Really? That’s pretty far. When is your birthday?”

“September sixteenth.”

“Ah, so you just had your birthday a few weeks ago.”

“Yeah.”

Riveting so far, right?

“So tell us, Richard. What kinds of things do you like to do?”

“Umm. I like… ummm… I like to play with my Matchbox cars. And I like to play baseball. And I’m a singer.” (I do not say that I “like to sing” but rather identify myself as a “singer” in a completely matter-of-fact way.)

“Really? Well, would you come up here and sing a song for all of us?”

“Oh… SHIT!” I say.

I say this to myself.

I immediately notice a shaking in my legs that’s a brand-new sensation, and for some reason all the saliva in my mouth has been replaced with something that feels like sand. But I manage to walk in front of the group of boys and girls sitting cross-legged on the classroom floor, and the first song that comes to my mind is “I Wanna Be Free” by the Monkees.

They were my favorite group, and I loved that song and also had zero doubt about remembering the lyrics, so I figured that was the right call on my part. It’s also a pretty short song. Had I tanked it, the kids wouldn’t have had to endure as lengthy a shitting of the bed than if I’d chosen “MacArthur Park,” a seven-plus-minute opus that was popular at that time.

I began the song and realized that with each next note, my nervousness slightly diminished. I also noticed that all the kids were paying full attention to me, and more important, that within that group, Lynne Harwich, the really pretty little blonde I’d stared at all morning, was looking at me and not looking away.

I guess somewhere in that brief two and a half minutes something inside me clicked because I never lived another single second wondering what I wanted to do with my life. Was it simply being the center of attention? Maybe that was part of it, but even as a little kid I knew the world of music was way more complex than just standing in front of a group of people and singing someone else’s song. And I wanted to learn all of it.



It was a matter of months after my classroom debut singing that Monkees song when I was given the opportunity to meet Davy Jones. I was still a mere five years old. My father was friends with a radio promotion man in Chicago who knew I was a massive fan and said he could arrange a private meeting for me with the group when they came through Chicago on tour. My parents even pulled me out of school to make it happen.

The truth is that, yes… I was a huge Monkees fan. But I was an even bigger fan of Davy. He was the group’s star. He was handsome, and cool, and every boy I knew between five and twenty-five wanted to be him. I was no exception. Hearing that I was to meet my favorite group, and my then idol, Davy, I could barely sleep the night before. I was brought to a local Chicago radio station office and led down a few hallways when I looked up and saw Micky Dolenz. I was introduced to him, and I remember him smiling and being nice to me, talking to me for a few minutes despite clearly having little to say to a five-year-old. I was led down another hallway where I briefly passed Mike Nesmith, who smiled and waved in my direction. Peter Tork had recently left the group, so the only one left to see was the only one I truly cared about meeting in the first place: Davy.

The people who brought me to the station walked me into a room that had microphones set up for radio interviews, a small table, and chairs. Within a few minutes I turned around to see Davy enter the room. I think someone had primed him in advance that I was a huge fan. He shook my hand and smiled and asked how old I was. I told him. I clearly recall he said, “No! You’re more than five!” The rest of what he said is a blur, but I remember he took time to talk to me and ask about what subjects I liked at school and what my favorite songs were. He also drew a picture for me on a piece of white paper and signed it. Where it is now, God only knows. He was incredibly kind and patient with me, acting as if he had nothing else to do but hang with me. After a few mind-blowing moments for me, Davy gave me a pat on my back as he said good-bye. I couldn’t have been happier. There’s no way to prove this, but I can’t imagine that this encounter didn’t further spur my desire to become a musician and songwriter.



Okay, ready for this? Cut to: forty-one years after I sang “I Wanna Be Free” in front of my kindergarten class, I was standing near the baggage claim area of the Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, airport. While my tour manager waited for our suitcases and band gear to drop down the carousel, I noticed a man waiting for his luggage. It was Davy.

Here I was, ten feet from him at the Harrisburg airport. He looked easily fifteen years younger than his age; still had a great head of hair and was very fit. I walked over and said, “Excuse me, Mr. Jones? My name is Ri—”

His eyes widened as he said, “Richard Marx! Hey, man! I’m a fan!”

I looked at him and said, “Okay… ummm… thank you. But I’m going to need a minute for my head to stop spinning around, and then I have a story to tell you.”

As we stood there, I had the amazing opportunity to thank him, all those years later, for being exactly the way I had hoped he would be. He smiled and said, “Well, I’m glad your memory of me is a great one.” We then talked about his farm near Harrisburg and how he loved caring for his horses. He showed me the calluses on his hands from tending his farm but also made a point to mention that he still loved performing onstage. “We’ve gotta just keep doing it. Right, man?” he said. I thanked him once again, and we bid each other a fond good-bye and a hope our paths would cross again someday.

Two years later, I saw in my Google News feed that Davy had died that morning of a massive heart attack. I felt incredibly sad. I certainly didn’t “know” the man, but he’d had an impact on my life, and I felt grateful to have met him those two times, decades in between. I was already quite active on social media by this point and decided I wanted to comment on his passing. I wrote a blog telling the story of meeting him at five, and again all those years later. I also felt I wanted to pay tribute to him musically. So I grabbed an acoustic guitar, turned on the camera on my laptop, and sang “I Wanna Be Free” for the first time since that morning in kindergarten. I had my social media team post the video, along with the blog, that afternoon. A week later, Davy’s family held a memorial service for him, and during the program, they played my video on a huge screen at the church.

When I think about the events that had to occur to make this a story I can now tell you, I am truly humbled. However, I’m not surprised. For as long as I can remember, I’ve had the ability to attract certain people onto my path, people who made a particular impact on me from afar. It would happen again and again throughout my life, as you’ll come to see.






3 “THE ONE YOU NEED”


I loved my dad very much, but he wasn’t around a whole lot when I was a kid. His career in the jingle business was on fire, so he devoted most of his time to writing and recording. We would hang out every so often on a random Sunday afternoon, but it was my uncles who became my regular male presences. Not only were they cool as fuck in my eyes, but also younger than my dad and less likely to discipline me or discourage the silly behavior of youth.

One was my mother’s brother, Don. Quiet, cool, and handsome in a Tom Jones style with thick, bushy sideburns and an always tan physique that could easily grace the cover of Men’s Health magazine, even today at age eighty-one. The other was my aunt Vonda’s husband, Bob Coy. Bob looked a bit like a young Elvis with a black pompadour, but unlike Uncle Don, he was very outgoing and always looking for laughs. Though raised in Ohio, as was Don, Bob had a southern twang which to this day I’m not sure was natural or affected. He was scrappy and got into fights frequently, but at the time he and my aunt had no children and Bob doted on me, as did Don.

While both uncles loved music, my uncle Bob was passionate about it. He played a little guitar and taught me my first song when I was nine, Ray Charles’s “What’d I Say.” I still find myself occasionally absentmindedly playing that electric piano riff on acoustic guitar to this day. A nine-to-five labor man, Bob spent a decent amount of his very hard-earned money on music. Particularly eight-track tapes, which were huge in the early 1970s, as most auto manufacturers had installed players into their newest models, enabling music fans to take their favorite albums mobile. (The very idea that this now completely ubiquitous practice began a mere fifty years ago is a serious mindfuck.) Bob had tapes by the bands and artists whom I not only loved but some of whom would be major influences on me: Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Mamas and the Papas, Simon and Garfunkel, and of course, Elvis.

I had loved and memorized every song Elvis had released since his first album in 1956, but my uncle Bob turned me on to the songs Elvis cut before that, the Sun Records sessions that preceded his releases on RCA. These were mostly blues and old country songs that Elvis reinvented simply by combining rockabilly guitar and his completely unique vocal sound, and it was my introduction to traditional country music.

I wanted to be Elvis and seduce every beautiful girl I knew. One thing that I think was unique about me as a boy was that I never went through a “girls are gross” stage. Even in grade school, I had crushes on girls and wanted to have girlfriends. I romanticized what I saw on TV and in movies. Interestingly, I was sexually a very late bloomer, having developed huge insecurities about my looks from about seventh grade through high school. It was only after I moved to LA at eighteen and became hyper focused on succeeding in my career that I started to have any luck with women. Even then, I was all about romance. I wasn’t just looking to get laid. I wanted relationships. This explains why my first real girlfriend, whom I started dating at age twenty-one, became my wife of twenty-five years.

My attraction to the art of romance also informed my songwriting from day one. I wrote songs to get girls’ attention. I wrote songs to try to say to a certain girl what I couldn’t voice verbally. I wrote songs to vent my deep longing for girls I felt either weren’t interested in me at all or had put me in the “friend zone.” Love, and all its incarnations, was and is the deepest well of inspiration for songs, and though I’ve had incredibly happy periods in my life, the songs I like the most (by me or any other writers) are the ones steeped in some melancholy. Unrequited love is in a dead heat with lost love for my favorite basis for a song lyric. Those feelings never fail to offer a path to poetry.

In my sophomore year of high school, one of my best friends was Lynne Harwich. She and I had gone to school together since kindergarten and she was my first crush, back then! Even at five years old, she was the most beautiful girl in the world to me. I tried everything to get her to “like” me but to no avail. As years passed, we became friends, though I continued to pine for her silently. By our teenage years, I watched boyfriends come and go, and sometimes I would be her shoulder to cry on: 3:00 a.m. phone calls in which I’d remind her how gorgeous and desirable she was and how those guys were dipshits. Lynne became the muse for the first song I ever wrote, called “The One You Need.”


Here, I’ve been standing here so long

Waiting for the opening of your eyes

Hoping that you’d realize

That I’m the one you need



It was a simple piano ballad that mimicked the romantic songs of that year, 1979. A mixture of the Commodores’ Lionel Richie and some Barry Manilow but drenched in innocence and honesty. A few days after I wrote it, I nervously asked her to meet me in the choir rehearsal room when I knew no one would be there. There was a grand piano, where I sat and played the song for her. It was like those scenes in Elvis movies where he sings to the girl and she falls madly in love with him. Only thing was: it wasn’t a movie, I didn’t look like Elvis, and while she smiled and told me how “sweet” the song and moment were, she just didn’t “like me” like me. Devastated as I was, I owe Lynne Harwich a tremendous debt of gratitude. She was the reason I became a songwriter.

From there, it was like gas on a fire. All I wanted to do was write songs. It was 1979 and I was inspired and influenced by everyone from the Bee Gees and the Doobie Brothers to Elton John and Paul Simon. My biggest songwriting influence in high school was probably Billy Joel, with whom I would become friendly a decade later and even record and perform with onstage.

My writing was all piano based at that time, and luckily, my parents had a beautiful Steinway grand in our basement. I wrote all my early songs on that piano and still have it today. I would spend hours upon hours teaching myself to play the hits of the day, and slowly I found I preferred to spend that time making up my own songs instead of playing others’. My lyrics were mostly about unrequited love, feeling lonely and being a bit of an outcast. Throughout my long career, I’ve not strayed too far from those concepts. They’re timeless, and I believe just about anyone can relate to them.






4 “YOU ARE”


It was a global superstar and personal hero of mine who encouraged an eighteen-year-old me to move to LA and pursue my career. By then, I had written four songs that I’d recorded into decent-sounding demos, and I’d given a cassette tape of them to a high school friend who was now at college in Boston. I’m not going to use his real name here—for reasons I’ll get into a bit later. Let’s call him Noah. Noah was one of my first “fans” and would listen to my demo tape in his dorm, cranking it up just as other students were doing with Blondie and REO Speedwagon records. His dorm mate, it turned out, knew a guy… who knew a guy… who was then working with the group the Commodores, and word got back to me that through this long chain someone would play my songs for the group’s lead singer, Lionel Richie.
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