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“Musical genius, lover of life’s bounties, survivor of its spectacular bummers, big, big artist in a beautiful tiny package—my friend Janis Ian.”

—RONNIE GILBERT, singer, actor, playwright, of the Weavers

“This is a wonderful book. Janis has made something amazing here, as amazing as any of her songs. It’s not just her story—it’s our story, the story of a generation. She is articulate, emotional without being self-indulgent, handles tragedy with grace, tells of amazing involvement with other icons of our time without being in the least pretentious, and her words resonate with our own experiences so that as you read, you will constantly find yourself saying, Hey, I remember that! and I was doing this then. It was a kaleidoscopic time, the decades of innocence lost and regained and lost again, and Janis tells it all with the conviction of one who has truly lived it and come out on the other side to hand us our hope again, wrapped in another song.”

—MERCEDES LACKEY, author of the Heralds of Valdemar series, The Fairy God-mother, and the Obsidian Mountain Trilogy

“Janis Ian’s songs cut close to the bone. So does her autobiography. Harrowing and inspiring by turns, Society’s Child is as relentlessly honest as her lyrics, and engrossing from first page to last. A fascinating look at the music business as it was then and it is now, and the life of a singer and songwriter whose music helped to shape our dreams and define our times, even while she herself was battling racists, rejection, abuse, and the Internal Revenue Service, this book is sure to touch anyone who ever yearned for more.”

—GEORGE R. R. MARTIN, author of the bestselling series A Song of Ice & Fire

“Society’s Child is an extraordinary book: brave, wise, and honest—just like the treasured songwriter whose story it is.”

—CHARLES DE LINT, author of Dingo and Promises to Keep

“Society’s Child proves that Janis Ian’s prose is as searing as her song lyrics. To live through all that she has, personally and professionally, and to come through it with her sanity, sense of humor, health, and talent intact is both astonishing and inspiring. For anyone who thinks they know Janis Ian, this book will not only surprise them—it may in turn horrify, sadden, but ultimately enlighten them.”

—CHRISTINE LAVIN, singer-songwriter

“Society’s Child is a truly remarkable story, told by a truly remarkable talent. Janis Ian is a wordsmith who could make anything interesting; with a subject as fascinating as her life, the result is a classic of its kind.”

—MIKE RESNICK, award-winning science fiction author

“One of the finest self-written books about the songwriting life in recent years . . . It’s nice that Janis Ian conducts the tour in person and allows us to see the undressed side of the stone.”

—JIMMY WEBB, songwriter and author of Tunesmith: Inside the Art of Songwriting

“Good autobiographies are rare. It’s too tempting to excuse, justify, or conceal one’s own mistakes, or absolve them through confession, or, worse, to attack other people in the guise of ‘telling the truth.’ Janis Ian understands that nobody knows ‘the truth,’ and all she can tell is how things seemed to her as they were happening and how they seem to her now. The result is a book that has all the inside knowledge of memoir, yet all the candor, compassion, and toughness of a book written by a wise observer. Add to this Janis Ian’s extraordinary talent as a writer, and you have a book of surpassing clarity and truth.”

—ORSON SCOTT CARD, award-winning author of Ender’s Game

“Janis is at once larger-than-life, and excruciatingly human. I opened it, intending to skim the first page, and looked up thirty minutes later to find myself still standing at my kitchen counter, weeping like a baby. After finishing Society’s Child, I feel like I’ve had a front-row seat to the sound track of my life. The telling of the tale would have been enough, but the insights into her personal ups and downs through it all are the real gift of this book. In the end, she teaches us that stewarding our gifts and living life from the inside out are the true tasks at hand for each of us, messy though they may be. Her extraordinary strength of spirit shines through every page.”

—KATHY MATTEA, Grammy-winning singer and musician
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For Stella Adler & Gerry Weiss  
Gone, but never forgotten
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INTRODUCTION

I was born into the crack that split America.

On one side of the chasm was the America my parents lived in. There, the country was still congratulating itself on winning the war after the War to End All Wars. Men wore suits and ties to work, or laborer’s uniforms. Women wore stiletto heels, and kept themselves pure for marriage. Females did the housework, males did the heavy lifting. Blacks knew their place, whites knew theirs, and there wasn’t much room between.

On the other side of the crack was the America I grew up in, bounded by anarchy and a passion for truth. In that America, all wars were meaningless, born out of governmental greed and disregard. Vietnam was just the latest in a series of events to help the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. People on my side of the crack wore colorful clothing and water buffalo sandals, made love not war, and believed in the family of man, unbounded by race, religion, or nationality. We lived through an adolescence tinged by the assassinations of those we held dear. We didn’t know our place.

To my parents’ generation, we had it all. They’d worked hard to give it to us, and they couldn’t understand why we were busy throwing it away. What did we want? Didn’t we have everything they’d longed for? The economy was booming. We were the strongest nation on earth. Why couldn’t my generation just shut up, and accept the good life we’d been given?

To our eyes, those things didn’t mean as much as young soldiers dying in mosquito-infested jungles, or blacks being turned away at the voting booths. So despite our parents’ love of silence, we never shut up. We marched, wrote polemics, started magazines, took over universities. And in between, we smoked a little pot, made a little love, and changed the world forever.

Like all good things, the halcyon days of the early sixties came to an end. Nixon came to power, and cast an ugly shadow over the fire of John F. Kennedy’s memory. The women’s movement disintegrated into half a dozen powerless fronts, as did the nascent gay rights movement. The peace movement was back-burnered when we pulled out of Vietnam, and the civil rights movement fragmented with the death of Martin Luther King Jr. Our parents were right: change is the only constant.

I was born into a country that would soon divide. In my parents’ America, life was light and easy, and Mitch Miller ruled the airwaves. In my America, we lost all innocence, and pop music was king.




PROLOGUE

Nigger lover! Nigger lover! Nigger lover!

I was standing alone on a stage in Encino, California, halfway through the first verse of my song “Society’s Child.”

Come to my door, baby  
Face is clean and shining black as night  
My mama went to answer  
You know that you looked so fine  
Now, I could understand the tears and the shame  
She called you “Boy” instead of your name



The problem had begun with a lone woman screaming out the words “Nigger lover!” Then the people sitting around her had joined in, chanting as though they were at a religious service. They were even chanting in time to the song. “Nigger lover! Nigger lover! beat beat beat beat Nigger lover! Nigger lover! beat beat beat beat.” It was difficult to concentrate on keeping my own time.

The chant degenerated into yelling, twenty or thirty people in the sold-out concert hall. I peered to the left, where the sound came from, and saw some of them beginning to rise. They were shaking their fists in the air as the rest of the audience looked on in stunned silence.

I was having a hit record.

I was singing for people who wanted me dead.

I was fifteen years old.

I felt like crying, but you can’t sing and cry at the same time, so I tried to keep going. My fingers were getting clumsy; it felt like I was trying to play the guitar with gloves on. My voice was starting to tremble, and I was losing control of my pitch. More of the crowd began yelling, whether for me or against me, I didn’t know. It was hard to hear myself over the noise.

I looked into the house again, walking out of the spotlight to avoid its glare. There, in the center left, dozens of audience members were shaking their fists and screaming at me. One woman was bouncing up and down in a frenzy, shrieking the epithet so loudly that she was bright red in the face. A man, dressed nicely in a suit and tie, was making obscene gestures and shouting something about monkeys. I was trying to block out the crowd’s chant and get through the song, but all I could hear was the yelling.

I had no idea what to do. I’d been on a concert stage perhaps a dozen times in my life to date. If this were a club, the bouncer would make short work of the troublemakers, but no one seemed to be doing anything. I could feel tears welling up in my eyes. What was wrong with these people? It was just a song, not a combat invitation!

I finally stopped playing and started crying. Not wanting the audience to see me break down, I set my prized guitar on the floor and tried to walk calmly off the stage. As soon as I hit the wings, I went running for the ladies’ room. I could hear booing and hissing as I left, along with a few cheers. I wondered which group was doing the booing, and which was applauding. The walls blurred as I bent my head over the sink and began to cry in earnest.

I’d written the song a year before, when we were still living in East Orange, New Jersey. It was a very mixed neighborhood—well, actually, it wasn’t that mixed. It was almost all Negro; I was one of seven white girls in my whole school. So I’d seen the problem from both sides. My black friends’ parents didn’t want them dating whites. My white friends’ parents didn’t want them dating blacks.

The whole thing seemed pretty stupid to me, so I wrote about it to clear out my system. I never thought of it as a song about an interracial love affair gone bad. I just thought of it as a good song. Now here I was, a year later, with a single that was banned from virtually every radio station in the country, and a career that was turning into a war zone.

People got crazy. A radio station in Atlanta dared to put “Society’s Child” in rotation, and someone burned the station down. Strangers walked up to me in restaurants and spit in my food. Sometimes, when I tried to walk onstage from the audience, a person would deliberately put their foot out to trip me. The mail I got spanned the gap between heaven and hell; one letter would thank me for bravely speaking out, the next would have razor blades taped to the envelope so I’d shred my fingers opening it.

The irony of it all was, I wasn’t especially brave. At least, I didn’t think so. The song was just in keeping with the times, and the times were volatile indeed.

A few minutes after I’d begun to weep, the concert promoter came rushing in. “Why did you leave?!” he cried. “What on earth is wrong? You’ve got to go back out there!” Now, in retrospect, I can see that he was scared, too. The thought of a thousand people demanding their money back must have been horrifying to him.

I splashed water on my reddened nose, dried my face, then turned to look at him. The tears welled up again when I saw pity in his eyes.

“They were chanting ‘Nigger lover!’ at me. I couldn’t hear myself. I didn’t know what else to do. They were starting to move toward the stage. So I left.” It all sounded pretty logical when I said it, now that the threat was in the past.

The promoter wrung his hands. “Well, you’ve got to go back, Janis. You’ve got to. We have a thousand people who paid good money to attend this show, and you’re talking about a few troublemakers bothering you enough to stop a performance? You can’t do that. You’ve got to go back and finish the show!”

I was appalled, and it showed in my face. Just the thought of going back onstage with those people still in the audience was enough to put me in a state of panic.

“I can’t go back there. I can’t. What if they start throwing things? What if somebody takes a shot at me?”

There. I’d finally said it, the secret dread I hadn’t admitted to anyone. What if someone takes a shot at me? What if someone really does try to kill me? I would never have believed a simple song could provoke such violence, but I believed it now. Oh, yeah, you bet I believed it. And I truly did not want to die. Onstage or off.

I wasn’t exaggerating my fear. Based on the hate mail I was getting from the Southern states, my manager and agents had decided not to book me within fifty miles of the Mason-Dixon line. It wasn’t just me, either. No one was exempt; the record company and everyone else who worked with me was in trouble over this record. Even Shadow Morton, my producer, was taken aback by the virulence. He’d been producing the Shangri-Las, and the only mail they got was requests for autographed photos and marriage proposals. Now he was getting postcards with his photo in the center of a bull’s-eye. Everyone, from the record company secretaries to my manager, was being attacked.

Yet stubbornly, Verve Forecast president Jerry Schoenbaum kept re-releasing it, kept publicizing it, kept demanding that radio play the song. It helped that the reviews were astounding. It helped that the most respected radio tip sheet of the day said, Magnificently done, but will probably never see the light of day. Too bad. It helped that The New York Times gave me rave reviews. But nothing anyone wrote changed the death threats that came regularly, with my name on the envelope. And no one had any idea of what to do about it; this was all new to my team.

When we cut the single, I didn’t have anything resembling a “team.” I had myself, Shadow, and the attorney who’d introduced us. Shadow had listened to the dozen or so songs I’d finished, picked one, and a few weeks later I was in the studio for my first recording session. I remember Shadow, myself, and a friend talking on a busy side street during a break. Shadow turned to me and said very seriously, “Janis, if you’ll change just one word in the song—just one word—I can guarantee you a number one record. Just change ‘black’ to anything else. It’s your decision.”

I thought about it for around two seconds; then our friend looked at me and said, “You whore now, you’ll whore forever.” Strong words for a fifteen-year-old to hear, but they made sense. To my way of thinking, I had nothing to lose. I was getting to make a record. How cool was that?

And coming from the folk tradition, I couldn’t see telling new friends like Dave Van Ronk or Odetta that I’d weaseled out, just to get a hit. After all, in my world a hit record was kind of embarrassing. It meant you’d sold out. Joan Baez didn’t have hit records. Peter LaFarge didn’t have hit records.

But Bob Dylan did, and he was my hero. Still, he had them on his own terms, and that was what I intended to do as well. The word stayed.

And now, look where it had gotten me. Here I was, standing in a bathroom, blowing my reddened nose and arguing with a promoter over whether my show should be canceled. So much for sticking to your principles.

My hands were still shaking, though the adrenaline rush was dying down. I tried to read his mind. He probably thinks I’m behaving like a kid, a spoiled kid. Like an amateur. I don’t care! Right now, I am an amateur.

The promoter leaned on the edge of a sink, paused, then said, “It would be terrible if a small segment of the audience ruined it for everyone else. . . . You know, those people who were yelling paid perfectly good money for their tickets, just so they could come here and try to scare you off the stage. Are you going to stand for that?”

I nodded miserably. Yes, I was going to stand for that. Of course I was going to stand for it. Goodman, Schwerner, and Chaney had been found dead in Mississippi, killed just for helping people register to vote. All I’d done was write a song, make a three-minute record, and those same people wanted me dead. The stakes were pretty high.

He sighed. “You’ve got to go back, Janis. You’ve got to, because if you don’t, they win. And you can’t let them win. What about the next person they take on like this? You’re no coward. I know you’re not a coward. And I know that you know they’ll win, if you don’t go back out there.”

Oh, no. He’d hit on the one thing that would sway me. Hadn’t my parents raised me to be a hero? Hadn’t I grown up on stories of Judah Maccabee, how he and his brothers and a small band of Jews had fought off mighty Rome for four full years? Hadn’t my brother and I played Superman until I half believed I could fly? In my family, in my culture, heroism was expected. Those people who named names before the House Committee on Un-American Activities were traitors, cowards. My grandparents spit after saying their names. I couldn’t stand the thought that I might be a coward—I just couldn’t stand it.

Then a completely different idea struck. I don’t want to disappoint the real fans out there. And there must be real fans out there, somewhere!

I thought about all the times I’d heard other performers say, “The show must go on.” If there was one cardinal rule in show business, that was it. The only valid excuses were hospitalization or your own death; otherwise, the show went on. That was tradition. That was the lineage I’d adopted.

Shortly before cutting “Society’s Child,” when I was still fourteen, I’d run into Ellie Greenwich up at Shadow’s office. I was tongue-tied; I loved her songwriting, thought “Da Doo Ron Ron” was brilliant, and couldn’t think of a thing to say. Shadow rescued me, telling her I was also a songwriter and performer. With a stern look, she’d turned to me and said, “Kid, this business is about hard work, and don’t you ever forget it. It’s about getting your period, having cramps that are killing you, then walking onstage to do the show, anyhow—and never letting the crowd know it. If you don’t have the guts for that, don’t even start.”

Yep, that was my lineage now, like it or not. I wiped my eyes with a paper towel, then looked down at the floor, hoping I wouldn’t start crying again. The promoter awkwardly patted my shoulder and said, “Well?”

“Well . . .” I lifted my head to meet his eyes, then took a deep breath.

“Well, if I die tonight, you know, if something goes wrong, just tell my folks and my brother I love them.” It seemed like the brave thing to say, even though what I really wanted to tell him was, I’m not a coward, I’m just scared, and I want to go home right now and hide under the bed.

He walked me to the wings. The houselights had been turned up to half while the crew waited to find out what came next. The lights went out, and a spotlight drifted toward the side of the stage where I stood, taking deep breaths and blanking my mind to everything but the show. I squared my shoulders and walked back to center stage, picked up my guitar, adjusted the microphone, and began singing “Society’s Child” again from the top.

At first, there were a few more shouts, but I ignored them and kept going. I closed my eyes to help myself concentrate, tuning out the noise, tuning in to the words and the music. And oddly enough, as I continued to ignore the shouting, the audience members took matters into their own hands. A few rose and walked over to the troublemakers, telling them to shut up. An usher came down the aisle and shone his flashlight in their faces, threatening to eject them bodily if they continued.

Slowly, the claque of people who’d been disrupting things began leaving the theater. As they rose and filed into the aisles, I stopped singing, but I kept playing the guitar chords, tapping my foot to the beat. My eyes were wide open and my head was high as I watched them go. I wanted to let them know I was no longer afraid. When the theater doors closed behind the last of them, I began the final verse.

One of these days I’m gonna stop my listening  
Gonna raise my head up high  
One of these days I’m gonna  
raise up my glistening wings and fly



As I got to the words “I’m gonna raise up my glistening wings and fly,” there was a roar from the crowd, and the entire room stood up. Someone began clapping; the rest of the room joined in, and I grinned like a fool as I strummed the final chords. I had a standing ovation, even before I’d finished the song.

My chaperone and I left the theater quietly, me hiding on the floor of the backseat to avoid the picket line and any further disruptions. It had been funny earlier in the day, rolling up to the theater and seeing signs with Nigger lover go home! and No race mixing allowed here!, but it wasn’t so funny now.

I never ate before a show, and I’d spent a lot more energy than usual, so we stopped at a roadside coffee shop about half an hour out of town for a quick bite. This was farm country, and the counter was full of seated men wearing hard-worn jeans and neatly buttoned shirts, the dust of the fields still on their soles. In my bright hippie clothing, danglingearrings, and beads, I attracted a fair amount of attention any time I left a major city. Usually there wasn’t big trouble, just a few snide remarks like Is that a girl or a boy? or Who let the animals out of the zoo? But I’d just been through an awful experience, and I tensed as they turned to look at me.

The waitress grinned as we ordered, trying not to laugh. I must have looked like something she’d seen on television, or in magazines with articles on the “new generation.” After she took our orders, the place settled down, but I noticed one older man staring at me out of the corner of his eye. Now, in my fifties, I realize he wasn’t so very old at all, but back then he seemed ancient.

Maybe he saw me on TV, and he’s just staring because he’s never seen a famous person this close before. I tried to tell myself that, but alarm bells were going off in my head.

He kept gawking, and it became irritating. It’s hard to relax when someone actually turns around on their counter stool and stares at you without pretense, occasionally whispering something to the person next to them and laughing. I felt like a zoo animal.

By now our food had arrived, but mine tasted like sawdust. It seemed like the entire diner was lining up against me, and I braced myself for the worst. I wondered if he’d come over and spit in my plate, or just take me out back and lynch me, then bury me in a cornfield somewhere.

I just bet he was one of that claque calling me a nigger lover. Bastard. I clenched my jaw. Dinner was ruined. The entire day was ruined. The more I thought about it, picking at my food, the madder I got. Scared as I was, I was also getting really angry.

As I pushed the plate away, he rose and started to walk toward us.  Uh-oh, here it comes. I could feel my muscles tightening. My chaperone, blissfully unaware, kept her eyes on her cheeseburger and her mouth wrapped around the fries. I felt totally alone.

He came to our table, paused, stuck his hands in his pockets, and said, “Hey.”

I looked up with no smile and said, “Hey back at you.” He smiled broadly, and suddenly he didn’t look so old. Or so mean.

“Just wanted to say, I was at your show tonight. Good job. Thanks.”

My confusion must have shown on my face. It took a minute for me to register that he was actually complimenting me, not hawking a gob of saliva onto my food. I could feel myself flushing with embarrassment.

“Uh, thanks for the compliment. . . . It was a rough show.” I tried a tentative smile, but my face wasn’t working right yet.

“Yeah, it was rough, but you handled it. You showed ’em but good. Nice job, kid.” And with that, he turned and walked away.

As we left the diner, my chaperone looked at me curiously and said, “What on earth was that about?” She had no idea; while I was dealing with the crowd, she’d been up in the office, dealing with the money.

I shrugged, then said, “It’s nothing. Just that sometimes, you can’t judge on first impressions.”




ONE

Hair of Spun Gold

When I was but the age of five,  
my world had just come alive  
Wondrous things to be seen and be done  
All that I could think of was fun



It was the best of songs, it was the worst of songs.

But it was my song.

I was twelve years old, sitting in the backseat of our station wagon with my brother beside me and my father’s guitar in my lap. I’d picked my time carefully; we were headed from our home in New Jersey to my grandparents’ apartment in the Bronx, so I had at least forty-five uninterrupted minutes to get my parents’ full attention and play them the first song I’d ever written, “Hair of Spun Gold.”

Finding a slice of time like that was no easy feat. Dad worked full-time as a high school music teacher, and he also gave private piano lessons— fifteen or twenty a week—in addition to being the director of a summer camp. Mom was head bookkeeper for a local nursing home, and camp treasurer, publicist, graphics artist, and designer, in addition to her civil rights work. We usually spent weekends at the mimeograph machine, stuffing envelopes for various causes, giving slide shows to prospective campers and their parents, or visiting relatives. We ate dinner together every night, but that time was spent catching up on the day’s events. After supper, there was homework, and whatever my parents still needed to get done. It was a real coup, trapping them like this. They’d have to listen.

I’d picked up the guitar at Camp Woodland when I was ten, and I’d fallen in love. After the boredom of studying classical piano and practicing relentless scales for eight years, the guitar was a revelation. Unlike a piano, you could carry it anywhere. You could feel the wood vibrating against your skin as you played, forming a direct connection with your voice. Best of all, there didn’t seem to be any rules. Piano study was full of rules: hold your hands this way, move your fingers that way, play the passage this way. With classical piano, the dead past lived. With guitar, the present became the future.

I knew my parents were disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm for a career as a classical pianist. At first, all the signs seemed to point toward it. Even to me, that path had a certain logic.

We lived on a chicken farm when I was born; my earliest memories were of candling eggs, and hearing music. I was a curious, articulate kid. My dad used to say, “Janis started talking at seven months, and she never stopped.” There’s a lot of truth to that. I didn’t waste any time being pre-verbal; the minute I could form words, I began using them. Same with walking—I had no patience with crawling, so I’d haul myself up, take as many steps as I could, then fall forward with my butt in the air and yell until someone helped me stand up again.

There was a collie named Boy who appointed himself my guardian. He lay in front of my crib from the time I was born, growling when anyone but my parents approached. There were Mickey and Gilby, who rented the attic apartment of our farmhouse and kept a pet monkey I played with. There were Ronnie and Inga, a mixed-race couple with a son my age, and Mom’s best friend, Susie, who’d tried to commit suicide by laying on a train track, but had only succeeded in becoming wheelchair-bound. There was Lonnie, Dad’s second-in-command, a huge black man from somewhere down South, who had the sweetest smile I knew. The only time I remember race coming up in our lives was when I asked Lonnie if I could also have chocolate skin when I grew up, because I thought it was so pretty.

I had a tribe of family living in nearby Lakewood, and my favorite cousin, Donna, just six months older than me, would often spend the weekend. I’d tell her bedtime stories that continued long after she’d fallen asleep; my father would listen at the door, vastly entertained as I tried to remember the tales he’d told me.

It was an ideal life for a child with a lot going on in her head. We were a mile from the next farm, five miles from the feed store. People were in and out of the house all the time, but I had long hours alone to think. Fortunately for me, Mom had memorized Dr. Benjamin Spock’s  Baby and Child Care well before I was born. Everything I asked was patiently answered. Anything I wanted to try, we tried, whether it was keeping caterpillars in a glass jar to see if they’d become butterflies, or visiting Mr. Appleby’s farm next door and milking a cow by myself. My bedroom had a huge oilcloth on one wall, where I could finger-paint and color in chalk to my heart’s content. When I woke with the sun, I could sit on the green linoleum floor and play checkers with Peter, my guardian angel, who wasn’t real but was real to me.

Worried about the isolation of farm life, my parents tried to make sure I was exposed to as much “culture” as possible. A friend of theirs was in the cast of Oklahoma! so we drove into New York one morning and watched a rehearsal. For weeks after, I marched around the barn-yard directing the poultry, singing “Poor Judd is Dead” to the ones who’d already keeled over.

Dad took me to see a couple of Chaplin films soon after, and I spent the next few days in silence, miming everything and driving my mother crazy. It stopped when she mistook my signs for “I’m hungry,” and plunked me down in the middle of the chickens with a feed basket in my arms. I spent the next few minutes frantically throwing meal at them while the hens tried to peck holes in my feet, then finally opened my mouth and screamed to be rescued. That was the end of my career as Marcel Marceau.

We were rich in culture, but there was never money to spare. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know that. We weren’t poor, but we sure as heck weren’t rich. My grandfather was a bagger in a fancy New York fruit and vegetable store; we depended on the two free bags of food he could give us every other week. My grandmother was a wonderful seamstress, and we depended on the clothes she made for me. Still, I didn’t feel like I lacked anything. I cut up newspapers and made my own picture books, creating paste from flour and water. I had an entire drum set from pots and pans and wooden spoons. Most of the time, I created my own entertainment, with the help of the grown-ups around me.

I knew enough not to ask for anything, no matter how much a bar of chocolate or a pretty pair of shoes tempted me when we went shopping. My parents loved me; that was obvious from the hugs and praise I received all day long. To ask for things when I knew we couldn’t afford extras seemed like ingratitude of the worst sort. Still, it had to happen sooner or later. . . .

With the help of my grandparents, my folks had splurged on a television set shortly after my birth. It was one of the first in our neighborhood. I think everyone was a little worried that my mom, who loved going out and giving parties, would go nuts if she was alone in the house all day with only an infant for company.

I was allowed to watch Romper Room and Howdy Doody in the mornings, and I must have seen the ad for a Tiny Tears doll on one of them. I was entranced. She had curly hair, just like me. Her eyes opened and closed. You could even bottle-feed her, and she cried real tears. I didn’t ordinarily have much use for dolls, but with her porcelain face and sweet smile, I thought she was the most beautiful thing in the world. I wanted her so badly that I actually asked my mother, and was gently told there wasn’t enough in the till for such a luxury. I didn’t mention it again, but I kept wishing and hoping.

The morning of my third birthday, I woke to find a bassinet by the side of my bed. When I sat up and looked in it, there was a Tiny Tears doll! My Bubby and Zaddy (grandmother and grandfather) had bought her for me. I was so happy, I think I cried. It was the beginning of hope. My blind optimism began the morning I woke to that doll. To this day, my glass is always half full, and I believe things turn out for the best in the end.

Make no mistake, reader—the lack of money wasn’t due to a lack of hard work. My parents both came from a long line of hard workers, people who toughed it out because the only other choices were death or surrender. My mother’s father, my Zaddy, was fifteen when he traded passports with an older cousin so he could come to America. Otherwise, the Czar’s army would have taken him into service, holding my Zaddy for twenty-five years before allowing him to return home.

Jews weren’t allowed to travel without special papers; Zaddy was arrested on his way to America, for leaving his province. Put to work running machinery in the jail, his hand was caught in a thresher and never set. The family myth was that a prison guard’s beautiful wife had fallen in love with him, and set him free in the dead of night.

My Bubby, my mother’s mom, had seen half her family slaughtered by the Cossacks after her uncle hid her in a hayloft. She drove herself home in a wagon, and was stopped and questioned. Jews weren’t allowed to travel without permission; Bubby was saved from rape and arrest only because she spoke fluent Ukrainian, and could pretend to be Christian. She was just fourteen.

My father’s father, Yashe, had died when Dad was nine. In our eyes, Yashe had died a hero. Diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease, knowing he would be dead in a year or two, leaving my Bubby Fink with three small children and no money to raise them, he decided to take matters into his own hands. One day, in the hospital, he asked the nurse to get him a cup of tea. He never asked for anything, so the nurse thought it was odd. Besides, she wasn’t supposed to leave his side. He insisted. All he wanted was a glass of tea, something to take the chill off his bones.

While she was getting the tea, he walked to the balcony and threw himself off, dying when he hit the ground. Because of his illness, it couldn’t be ruled a suicide; it was entirely possible he’d walked out there, become dizzy, and missed his footing.

My Bubby Fink received the entire insurance policy payout, enabling her to open a little rooming house. She took in boarders and did all the work herself: cleaning, cooking, collecting. She kept her family together with an iron fist, insisting they all get an education, reading poetry aloud to them after the day’s work was done.

Like the rest of our family, my dad was a hard worker. He’d wanted to be a concert pianist, but he’d started far too late for that, though he still played for his own enjoyment. Meanwhile, he ran the farm. He gave piano lessons. In addition, he spent long hours on the road selling eggs to regular customers as far afield as Long Island. He had a chicken vaccination business as well; the crew was integrated, a rarity in those days.

He was also going to college, courtesy of the GI Bill. He’d served his time in the army, gotten an honorable discharge, and was now entitled to an education at the government’s expense. In other words, he was really, really busy. But he always made time for music, and he always made time for me.

One evening when I was about two and a half, as I sat in the living room listening to my father play Debussy’s “Clair de Lune” on our battered upright, I had a sudden epiphany. The music coming from the piano was flowing through my father’s fingers. He was making that noise!

What a revelation . . . it was as though a part of me that had always floated around in the stratosphere suddenly fell to earth with a thud, then sat up, hungry for more. I rushed over to the piano and tugged at his arm. “Daddy, I want to do that. Teach me to do that!” I begged.

My father was amused. I was the apple of his eye, his shayne punim  (“pretty face”), his curly-haired wonder. He loved making Egyptian one-eyed sandwiches for me, folding a piece of bread in half, biting out the center, then dropping it into a sizzling frying pan and cracking an egg into the hole as I looked on in awe. The brightest spot in my week was when he’d take me for breakfast at the diner where Mom worked part-time, and I’d get to sit at the counter with the other farmers like a grown-up. He called me his macheshayfe, his little witch, and everything I did delighted him. Now here I was, demanding piano lessons. It must have seemed very cute.

He tried to break it to me gently. “Jan, before you can learn the piano, you have to know the alphabet. You have to be able to tell time. You have to be able to count to ten.” With that, he picked me up and carried me off to bed, where he told me a story about a little hunchback who fell in love with a princess.

The next morning, I went to Mom and explained what I needed to learn. I can still see her taking the bedroom alarm clock and showing me what the big hand and the little hand did. We conquered time, then moved on to the alphabet. I had a head start on that, because my grandparents wrote to me every week, and I’d been trying to read the letters myself for a while. We made short work of the alphabet, then she drilled me in numbers. The numbers made sense because of the clock.

That evening, I presented my new skills to my father, and piano lessons began.

I can only wonder, now, what my parents must have thought. I was their first child; they had no basis for comparison. All the families we knew were bright, all the homes we knew were filled with books. No one seemed to think I was anything out of the ordinary, so I didn’t, either.

My father was a master teacher, something I only understood much later. When I started piano lessons with him, he was the only teacher I’d ever known, and after about a year, he began driving me crazy. He had terrible eye-hand coordination, and he played the same wrong note in “Clair de Lune” every time, no matter how often I pointed it out. Then I began getting into arguments with him over interpretations and fingering.

You can imagine how it made him feel, being critiqued by a three-and-a-half-year-old. For my father, music was a joy. For me, it was sacred. I distinctly remember our final argument, which ended with his yelling to my mom, “I don’t have to take this shit from a kid!” I remember it, because I’d never heard him curse before.

There followed a succession of truly awful (but inexpensive) piano teachers. It was a real economic struggle for my parents. I knew I ought to be grateful, but I hated practicing. The constant repetition, the strictness of it, seemed stupid to me. Life was already strict enough. We had to be careful about what we said, who we befriended. Even in nursery school, I knew I had to be careful, because there was always someone watching.

THE FBI HAD DEVELOPED an interest in my family shortly before I was born. One morning, Dad attended a meeting of local chicken farmers to discuss the price of eggs. Two agents picked him up as he walked home, and questioned him about possible Communist ties. A few years later, after we’d lost the farm and moved into a rented house in Lakewood, they tried to interview him again. When Dad refused to speak with them, the FBI placed us on the “watch list.”

Those were the HUAC years, when a Communist lived under every bed. We were under surveillance my entire childhood, carefully stalked and photographed by men in dark suits and shiny shoes. It was scary, because my family’s fortune hung in the balance. When Dad graduated from Rutgers University, he became a teacher, a public employee. Teachers were eligible for tenure after two years at the same school, and tenure meant lifetime job security. With tenure, we could buy a house. With tenure, we could settle down. So I was forbidden to do anything that might jeopardize his chances, whether it was taking a copy of the  National Guardian (a leftist paper) to school, or telling friends about the guitar chords I’d learned from Robbie and Mike Meeropol, the children of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg.

Sadly, the precautions were useless. At the end of Dad’s second year at a school, the FBI would meet with the principal and ask whether my father consorted with known Communists, and that was the end of tenure. We moved every second summer so Dad could start over again in a new school system. It was jarring, always leaving places and people. It meant I couldn’t really form deep friendships with anyone; my closest friend became my brother, Eric, because he was always there. Besides, I was responsible for him.

It was a marvel when he came home. Mom had done everything right (courtesy, again, of Dr. Spock). Months before the birth, I’d been given a life-size doll. I practiced taking care of it with my mother’s help, putting it to sleep in the bassinet next to my Tiny Tears doll. All our relatives were there when Mom came home from the hospital. They sat me on the couch, then put pillows all around me. When Mom walked in, the first thing she did was carefully place my brother on my lap so I could hold him myself. I was three and a half, and overjoyed to be so trusted. From that moment on, he was the light of my life.

Eric was bright, curious, and so lively that I soon despaired. When Mom went back to work full-time, I was told he was my responsibility while she was gone. I took that responsibility seriously, and happily, because I adored him, but it made life more complicated than ever. Eric had truly boundless energy, and once he became mobile, he was a handful.

We would lose him in department stores. He ran right through plate-glass doors. He moved so fast that nothing around him was safe, including his own body. His brain was as busy as mine, but somehow it short-circuited when it came to thinking about consequences. Coming back from school one winter’s day, he took a walk up to his knees in the creek and came home with frozen feet. I had to look up frostbite in the first-aid book to get the boots off. Another time, he decided to see what would happen if he threw some of my science kit chemicals into a test tube and lit it. He blew off his eyelashes and eyebrows, sending me yet again to the Red Cross handbook to figure out what to do.

Despite all that, he was my best friend and confidant. Moving every two years as we did, thrust into strange school systems where most of the kids had known each other since kindergarten, left me feeling like an outcast. We migrated from Farmingdale to Lakewood, then to a succession of garden apartments in New Brunswick, and finally to East Orange during my tenth summer. By that time, I’d attended five different schools.

My family, and music, were the only constants in my life. Eric was a comfort, and a source of stability, but even Eric couldn’t understand the restless urgency I felt. I had a lot of energy, coupled with a fair amount of drive. I’d gotten into Rutgers Prep on a full scholarship when I was nine, and catching up to the other fourth graders took a good three or four hours of homework each evening. At the same time, there was a veterinary book I wanted, but I was too young for a regular job. Girls weren’t allowed newspaper routes, so I bribed a boy down the street to get one, then fulfilled it for him and kicked back a portion of the money. Between school, the paper route, and playing with the neighborhood kids, I was pretty busy, but something in me kept saying it wasn’t enough.

I had nowhere to put it, this restlessness that consumed me. Sometimes I wanted to crawl out of my skin and send my soul out to skitter along the sewer lines like a fish, sloughing off daily life and mindlessly racing against nothing as fast as I could. My impatience was all-embracing; it included everyone and everything around me, as well as myself. My appetite was voracious, but I couldn’t find anything to fill my belly. Playing the piano satisfied a bit of it, reading sometimes took the edge off, but nothing really fed that hunger—until I discovered the guitar.

Now here I sat, propping the instrument up on my lap, singing a song I’d written myself for parents who’d thought all those hours of listening and practicing in my room were just for fun. And not to brag, but for a first effort, it was a pretty good song. A little long, perhaps; it takes years to learn to condense. A little trite, but I knew that. I’d used phrases like “lips of ruby red” and “eyes as deep as the deepest sea” deliberately, to make it sound more like an old folk song. I was very proud of the guitar part; most of it was up around the twelfth fret, where even angels feared to tread.

We stopped at a light. I finished singing, and there was silence. All right, I thought, maybe it’s not a great song, but it’s a start.

I waited. Finally, Mom turned around in her seat and faced me.

“Jan, that’s a beautiful song. Where did you learn it?” she asked.

“I wrote it,” I replied.

With that, Dad turned around, too, and they both stared at me like I was a two-headed calf.

It’s moments like that you remember in your life as an artist. Never the endings; always the beginnings.

THE WHOLE IDEA of becoming a singer had started out, innocuously enough, with Odetta’s appearance on The Harry Belafonte Show when I was nine. At that time, it was impossible to find black people on television unless it was a documentary about Africa. I still remember the first Doublemint gum commercial with black twins in it; at school the next day, no one talked about anything else. For a black man to have a prime-time TV show was astonishing, a real sign of the changing times.

I was taking a shower when I heard the most incredible voice coming from the living room. Throwing a towel around me, I raced out of the bathroom, yelling “Who is that? Who is that?!” That’s Odetta, my mom replied. I stared at the television screen. Even in black and white, she was absolutely beautiful. Dressed simply, with large hoop earrings framing her face, her hair in the first Afro I’d seen, she sang a song I’d always heard done as a quiet lament.

Well, there was nothing quiet about this! She had power in her voice, and she used it unmercifully. Each time she strummed the guitar, it was as if John Henry’s hammer collided with the strings. I felt like I’d been smacked across the face with a two-by-four. She was bigger than life, and I wanted to meet her more than anything in the world.

A few months later, I saw in the newspaper that Odetta would be performing at nearby Rutgers. I begged for tickets. I pleaded with my parents. I scrimped and saved so I could buy my own. The night of the concert found me and Mom sitting in the cheapest seats available, last balcony, last row. Performers call that the nosebleed section. I didn’t care; I was enthralled. In that ninety minutes, my life was changed. I knew what I was going to do when I grew up. When I wasn’t busy with my veterinary practice, I was going to sing, and play guitar, and perform all over the place.

After the show, we stood outside the dressing room for what seemed like hours, hoping to meet the great woman. Sadly, it was a school night, and we had to leave before she came out to greet the fans. Still, it was a momentous evening in what turned out to be a momentous year for me.

Over those short twelve months, lots of things happened. School-work challenged me, for the first time. I realized I was attracted to women. I read Scottsboro Boys, and understood why my folks worked so hard for civil rights. And I discovered God.

My parents were atheists, as were many Jewish immigrants and their children. Somehow, in throwing away the need to keep kosher and study Torah, they had also become “free thinkers.” But like most Jewish atheists, they were also fervently Jewish. We celebrated all the holidays: Purim, Passover, Chanukah. We were never allowed to have a Christmas tree in the house. We might have been atheists, but we believed in Judaism. In later years, when we’d argue about it, my mom would always close the discussions by saying, “Janis, God doesn’t care if I’m an atheist!”

I was raised to think for myself, and I did. Our bookshelves were open; Dad’s theory was, “What she doesn’t understand will go over her head; what she does understand won’t hurt her.” So I read The Diary of Anne Frank, Freud, Fahrenheit 451, books about the Holocaust . . . pretty much whatever I could get my hands on. And because I was aware that there were so many worlds out there, I remained open to change.

That summer, we went for a picnic with our friends the Cazdens. On the way, the car radio warned of two escaped convicts in the area. When we reached the picnic site, my parents cautioned me to stay within earshot. I wandered off, following the creek, and eventually hit a clearing with a big sturdy tree on the banks. I leaned back against it, watching the water flow. I could smell the sweet bouquet of moss on the rocks, and I filled my nostrils with the scent of running water. It was completely silent but for the noise of the creek—silent in the world, and silent in my heart.

Suddenly, in one huge gestalt, I realized that each drop of water in the creek would never be in that exact place again. At the same time, each drop of water would eventually return to the stream, because the water was part of something much bigger than itself, constantly regenerating through rain, snow, mist.

I let my mind float with the idea. The creek seemed to slow until it stopped moving. There was complete stillness, within and without. Everything was totally in its place, and so was I. Everything was right. It was as though a curtain had lifted, and my mind woke up. I woke up. And in that moment, I knew God was there, around me and inside me.

I ran my hands down the tree trunk, feeling its age and majesty, and I understood that the water and the trunk were both made of the same stuff. I didn’t know to call it “molecules” back then, but I knew instinctively that the trunk would someday disintegrate and turn into earth and water, and that same water would run through other trees and cause them to live and take shape.

I call this a revelation, in the old-fashioned, miraculous sense of the word. I don’t know how to explain it better than to say that in an instant, everything made sense. There was a shaking of the world around me that turned everything upside down and right back up again, leaving it all brand-new and slightly different. Like a familiar city street just after a hard rain. I knew, without a doubt, that God existed. I couldn’t explain it; I just knew.

I was stunned by joy; my mother was horrified. Her reaction was a funny corollary to the typical believer’s reaction when her child says, “I don’t believe in God anymore!” Mom worried that she’d done something wrong, something that made me need “the crutch of religion.”

I went back and sat at the campfire, eating my hot dog and staring into the shadows. At about the time I ran out of sauerkraut, one of the shadows moved, and two men approached the fire. Our parents grabbed us, sure these were the convict escapees, until I noticed that one of them was dressed like a medieval minstrel. I didn’t think most prisoners wore tights and shirts with poofy sleeves; this guy was either a lunatic, or a man on a mission.

He held a lute out with one hand, put the other up palm forward, and said, “Good evening. My name is Serafyn; I’m a minstrel, traveling through this country and trading songs for food.” He and his friend were walking across the United States. We made him welcome, and spent the rest of the evening swapping songs with him. It was a magical night all around, and I snuggled happily against Eric on the ride home, my heart happy and full of music and faith.

A week or so later, we discovered Dad had again been denied tenure. My folks told us he’d managed to find another teaching job in West Orange, New Jersey; at summer’s end, we’d be moving to adjacent East Orange, which had more affordable housing than Dad’s new district. It was a huge wrench for me; I’d done so well at Rutgers that they’d guaranteed my scholarship through high school, hinting at further help for college and graduate school. I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving a place that had finally challenged me to do my intellectual best, and I pleaded with my parents to let me go to boarding school there instead. But my father, whose own father had died young, insisted the family stay together. And my mother, already concerned that I was almost “too smart” and would miss out on a “normal” childhood because of it, agreed.

Partly to ease the transition from New Brunswick to East Orange, my folks sent me to Camp Woodland that summer. We couldn’t afford it, but Dad took on the job of music counselor, which entitled him to my tuition and a cabin of his own. Mom visited weekends, Eric in tow. I studiously avoided them; the embarrassment of having my parents at camp with me was excruciating. Outside of that, it was a fantastic summer.

Woodland was an unusual camp. Started in the mid-1940s by Norman Studer, a folklorist and educator, it was a haunt for red diaper babies like myself, kids whose parents were left-leaning or even outright Socialists or Communists. It was unusual in that it was also a “work camp”; we built bunkhouses, helped in the kitchen, and learned all sorts of things you’d never run across in the city.

Though Woodland was leftist, it bore little resemblance to others of its ilk. Norman was a true folklorist, who firmly believed that the stories and songs of the people in the surrounding mountains should be collected and cherished. I remember traipsing up a mountain with my dad one day, carrying a battery-run tape recorder. After a few hours’ climb, we reached a small house—actually, little more than a shack. No electricity, no running water. Inside was a man who knew some songs and played a bit of fiddle; Norman wanted him captured on tape. When my father asked the man why the fiddle had only three strings instead of four, he grinned and said it had always been that way. He just played around it.

Folks from the towns and mountaintops would come to camp and call square dances on the weekends, playing dulcimers and fiddles and staying to show us how they worked. The townspeople would be invited to join us for dances, or sit in the audience when we put on plays like  Sojourner Truth. In return, we learned farming songs from farmers, logging songs from lumberjacks, and local history from one and all. Norman made Camp Woodland a real part of the community. He extended his “collecting” beyond songs, to the skills of the people living nearby, inviting them to camp so we could learn from each other.

We made paper from bark, collecting it carefully in the woods, pounding it to a pulp, then smoothing it out so we could take the quill pens we’d sharpened, dip them in ink we’d created from berries, and write letters home. We made our own candles from ashes and lye, taught by a local farmer’s wife who’d been supplying the region for decades. Instead of celebrating the Fourth of July, we had Hiroshima Day, complete with memorial services and discussions about nuclear disarmament. I learned phrases like “strontium 90” and discovered that all those bomb drills at school, hiding under the desk with my butt in the air, were not going to save my ass when the big one fell.

Anyone who attended school in America during the sixties still flinches when an air raid siren goes off. Bomb drills were held in every classroom; the siren would start, and we’d scramble to the floor while the teachers pretended we could survive a nuclear attack. But after that summer, I knew safety was a myth. Even if we survived the initial blast, the windstorm, and the firestorm, we’d be cut down by radiation sickness. The government knew it. I knew it. My family and friends knew it. The only ones who didn’t know it were the rest of America, busy building fallout shelters that only guaranteed they’d die alone.

But enough depressing cold war memories! More than anything else at camp, we had music. It seemed like every counselor and CIT (counselor-in-training)played something—usually guitar, but also banjo, harmonica, autoharp. During free time, someone would start a song, and within minutes there’d be a crowd of singers and players. We had incredible musicians among the staff, people like Eric Weissberg of “Dueling Banjos” fame, and John Cohen. And of course, Pete Seeger, who would come up and stay for days, singing and teaching.

I began learning to play the guitar. A couple of counselors showed me some chords, and I stole my father’s copy of The Leadbelly Songbook,  picking out songs so I’d be able to contribute something to the Sunday meeting services. I fell in love with the strings, the body, the sound, and was soon imitating Odetta around the campfires.

That summer, Joan Baez was queen. She’d made her first appearance at the Newport Folk Festival two years earlier, in 1959, and had swept through the folk community like a storm. To my bunkmates, Joan was the epitome of cool. Some wanted to look like her, some wanted to be like her, and some (including me) just wanted to be her.

Our camp uniform was jeans, a work shirt, and water buffalo sandals—most of the time we looked like complete slobs. But on Joan, those jeans and sandals were transformed into a political statement. She stood for everything we believed in. She sang for civil rights causes. She marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. She refused to appear on the Hootenanny TV program after it blacklisted Pete Seeger. Best of all, she was easy to copy.

At least, she was easy to copy for everyone but me. My hair was curly and short; every other female at camp had long, straight hair, parted down the middle like Joan’s. They were tall and willowy; I was short and stocky. They played “Silver Dagger,” or sang interminable verses of “Barbara Allen”; I was still singing “John Henry.” So when I got home that fall and started fifth grade, I also embarked on a series of maneuvers to make myself more “folk-like.”

It wasn’t easy. The hair thing was useless; I tried putting it up in huge rollers overnight, and that straightened it, but at the first hint of humidity it sprang back around my head in twists. Tall and willowy was just not going to happen; one look at my family tree of short Russian peasants knocked that idea out of my head. As to clothes, there was no way I’d be allowed to wear jeans and a work shirt to school.

But I could do the music part. I practiced to my Baez records, slowing them down and figuring out the fingering. I memorized every folk album in my parents’ collection, and hungered for more.

Records were expensive. I got just enough allowance to cover school lunches; if I wanted more clothing than the one new outfit I got each fall, I had to earn the money myself. I might get one record for my birthday or Chanukah, but that wasn’t nearly enough, so I embarked on a fund-raising drive. I cut out sodas, saving a nickel a day. I took babysitting jobs in our apartment building for a quarter per hour, safe in the knowledge that my parents were nearby. I got a job washing countertops at the local soda shop for twenty-five cents an hour, and occasionally a generous soul would leave me a nickel tip. I cleaned out people’s basements and taught guitar. Every cent I earned went toward albums, and later, as I began writing, toward paper and pens.

It’s a funny thing about writers and their tools. When you’re young, those tools assume a mystical importance. Even when you’re older, there are writing adjuncts that seem to bring you luck. I feel sorry for contemporary writers brought up on word processors. They’ll never know what it’s like to stroke the black keys of an old Remington, and cherish the memories they hold. Even now, I like to write on thin-lined legal pads, with a Pilot Precise V Extra Fine pen. One year, my partner, Pat, gave me a ream of the pads I like, and a dozen boxes of those pens in assorted colors. She said she felt funny giving me pads and pens for my birthday rather than jewelry or clothing, but I was ecstatic.

I think the reason for that mysticism is twofold. First, somewhere in the back of our minds, every writer is worried about running out of paper and pens. What if they stop manufacturing the kind I like? What if there’s a war, and it’s all requisitioned? These are vast worries, particularly to a child songwriter growing up during the Cuban missile crisis.

Second, we have no idea where our creativity comes from, or why it’s so elusive. Why did I write a great verse Tuesday, and find myself unable to come up with anything even vaguely decent on Wednesday? Why are some shows incandescent, while others leave me feeling like I’m nothing more than a good craftsman?

As I grew older, I realized that a lot of things affect my creativity. Fatigue, illness, emotional life. I accept that some moments are more creative than others, and try to let it go. But at its heart, the process of creativity is just as mysterious to me as it is to the listener or reader, and that’s frightening.

Stella Adler, my teacher and friend, used to say, “Trust your talent. The talent knows better than you do.” I try to live by those words, because I know they’re true. But like every artist, a small space in my heart worries that I’ll never write another good song, that the talent will just up and leave me one day. Hence the thin-lined pads and Pilot pens.

But I digress. . . .
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