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ENTERTAINMENT

I am not doing this for you, dear reader. I am doing this for me. This is the thing that artists and creatives rarely say but is obvious to me. For all the altruistic-sounding mentions of community and connection and the metaphysical ideas around healing and the resiliency of the human spirit, what creatives rarely acknowledge is this: I am simply doing this for my own entertainment.

It’s January right now, and after a busy year of touring with my band, Arkells, I am home for a bit. I get the newspaper delivered in the morning and read it with my coffee. I go for walks and catch up with friends. I try to be a better uncle, son, and brother. But I am restless. Since I was a teenager, I’ve always been driven to pursue tangible goals. But it’s only in the past few years that I’ve been able to keenly identify having a project as the thing that makes me tick. Having a project on the go keeps me happy, fulfilled, and focused. When I don’t have something to work toward, I get irritable. I get anxious. And that’s how I’m starting to feel right now.

I have identified two times during the year when, like clockwork, I become irritable. It’s the first three weeks of January and the last week of August. Nobody in the music business seems particularly interested in working, and fair enough. Emails are greeted with an out-of-office response, texts are slow, and I am clearly annoying everyone.

This type of malaise is my enemy. I imagine most people—regardless of their jobs—experience a version of this. It’s a creeping sense of boredom or frustration with their daily work. But it’s in the pursuit of not being bored that I’m almost always motivated to try something new. You might think, “Easy for you to say! You’re the singer of a band. By definition, you have a fun job!” But most jobs—including my own—are kind of the same: you offer your spirit and talent, and you hope you can move the project or goal a little further up the road. I’ve come to learn that those who thrive demand that the work evolves and remains invigorating. I think this is the key.

I feel most alive when I’m involved in conversations about ideas. The size or commercial appeal of an idea is mostly irrelevant to me—and many of them go nowhere, but that’s not the point. The point is the exercise itself. There is an electricity about a new idea that runs through me. Understanding how rewarding this feeling is, I end up seeking it out. It’s a gift to have something to aspire to. But aspirations are rarely served up in a bow. I’ve got to find them. All day long, I am poking around in every conversation for something to light me up.

Beyond my unquestionable need for a project, the idea for this book came from a simple place: whenever I explain the nuts and bolts of my job to people I meet, they find it more interesting than I expect. Maybe a book could act as an extension of those conversations. Some people might even find it useful. And if I could write with the same enthusiasm I put into my daily work and lean into a key ingredient of anything I’m a part of—which is acquiring a lot of feedback from smart people that I trust—then I might be able to get the project to a place I can live with. Something I might be proud of.

I should note that the idea of writing a book originally seemed stupid to me because the premise was wrong. Who am I to write a book? Sure, I’m a guy in a band, and folks seem to like rock ’n’ roll biographies. I do not. People assume that I have wild stories to share. I do not. Most daunting, there is a lot of agony and complaining involved in writing. The idea of locking myself away in some remote place to “write”—or to create anything for that matter—sounds terrible and isolating. Over the years I have been offered many cabins by friends to “get away from it all” so I can let my “creative juices fly,” and I would simply prefer to not.

I like to be in the action. I like to bounce around and keep each moment of the day fresh until it’s time for a nap around four p.m. As I conceived of the book, I began to think about how it might slot into my day. How would it make my day feel? What would I get out of it? Do I have the talent and patience for this? There were two anecdotes I kept going back to that changed my mind about writing a book and that I think get at something bigger about creative work.

The first is from my favourite writer, Michael Lewis, author of The Big Short, Moneyball, and the rest. I have read almost all his books, and I’m lucky to know him a bit as well. When I interviewed Michael on my podcast, he described his process in a way that made me feel like writing could be joyful. In fact, it sounds like a lively experience. Michael typically listens to music while he writes. He puts his headphones on and writes along to a playlist of “happy songs.” (I’ve learned that Arkells have at times been included!) He told me that when his wife is within earshot, she hears him laughing while he’s working, something he wasn’t aware of. He’s making sounds. He’s reacting to the words he’s creating on the page and does not hear himself laughing because of his headphones. What a nice thing to admit and an aspiring way to create.

The second is from Stephen King’s book On Writing. I have never read a Stephen King novel nor do I know much about his movies. Horror scares me. But On Writing is about his literary process. I read it several years ago, and in it he explains something very simple that resonated: try to focus on a daily word count or number of pages per day. If you do this for a few months, you’ll have enough words for a book. Simple math! Some days will be easy and the words will flow; others will be more challenging. But you will make progress just by starting. Word by word. He succinctly demystified his own work, describing straightforward and accessible strategies for any aspiring writer. He made me feel like any old fool could do it.

These two anecdotes embody the way I feel about creative work. First, it should be, to some degree, enjoyable. Michael Lewis reminds me that it’s not against the rules to sometimes create with a smile on my face, whatever I’m doing. A kindred spirit. Stephen King reminds me to stop thinking about working and just start doing with a goal in mind each day.

As I began, my mind was consumed by writers and how they do it. Does a writer get inspired the same way a musician does? In my case, the effect of a great song is that it immediately draws me to the piano, inspiring me to write something of my own. Do authors react the same way? They must. While I’m a slow and often distracted reader, I have always admired writers—real writers—and their ability to make words jump off the page. I approached this project very humbly. I began writing with the hope that I could just get better. Writing with punch, brevity, and a voice that feels uniquely my own. But I wasn’t inspired only by the greats; I also thought about my non-writer friends who rhyme off text messages in group chats with a prose style that is enviable.

So, here I am writing a book because, so far, I’m enjoying it even more than I thought I would. If the first 1,500 words had felt like a real inconvenience, I simply would’ve stopped. But quickly and unexpectedly, writing became a part of my day that I craved. It offered a new purpose. It gave me something to think about in the shower, waiting in line for a coffee, or walking through a park. It’s been a great surprise in my life.

I know I came in hot off the top, explaining to you how this is for my own entertainment and how artists are kind of full of it when speaking of the healing power of art and creativity. But I wasn’t being totally honest. While entertaining myself with this idea, other events began to unfold. What was originally an indulgent exercise revealed itself to be much more. It happens every time, and it feels like magic to me. The process goes like this:



	I get pumped on an idea.


	I start to fiddle with it.


	I begin excitedly calling friends to workshop it.


	Moments of connection, collaboration, and discovery inevitably follow.


	All those lofty sayings about community and resiliency and the human spirit end up being true.






As you might be able to gather, there’s real enthusiasm here for the project itself. I’m picking up steam! The title of the book—if you couldn’t tell—is a double entendre. I thought it was funny. Try hard is traditionally a pejorative, like “Max is such a fucking try hard.” I imagine some people might think that about me. But I have concluded that anyone who gets anywhere in this life is exactly that: a try hard. More to the point, if you have gone through the trouble of inventing a project for yourself, why wouldn’t you try hard? So, I’m taking the term back. The title is also instructional. You must try hard to get anywhere, especially as a creative. Really hard. I don’t know if being a creative person is a hard job, but it’s a job where you must try hard.

I hope what’s to come will entertain you. This is one of my goals. I’m also hoping that along the way, this book offers a path for anyone who wants to entertain themselves. If I can try something new, you can too. Maybe you’re shy, or you think you’re not good enough or don’t have the talent to create something new. Or you’re someone who wants to pursue a creative endeavour but might not know where to start. Start here: start with finding what entertains you and interact with those feelings. Just try it and see what happens.





LABELLING A “CREATIVE”

I am somewhat hesitant to define creativity for two reasons. First, there is already a litany of great books out there on the subject. Go read ’em! The genre is a cottage industry. Second (and this might feel a little more abstract), I find that language and labels—while meant to be useful—can be intimidating and unintentionally discouraging. Specifically, when it comes to creativity and the arts, there are certain grandiose words that get thrown around a lot—transcendent, brave, and even artist—that might feel foreign or hard to personally reconcile.

If you feel that way, you’re not alone. Paul Simon, the great songwriter, had a hard time accepting the label “artist” until he was in his forties. For whatever reason, he didn’t feel comfortable with it. Maybe he thought it was too grandiose. Throughout his career, he just felt as if he was following his ear. As his music evolved and became more experimental, he continued to follow the sounds wherever they led him, and he wound up creating albums and learning from musicians in Alabama, South Africa, and Brazil. If Paul Simon had a hard time with the artist moniker, then I imagine it might be difficult for others to adopt the term themselves.

I relate to Paul Simon in that I don’t consider myself an artist. For me, the term doesn’t fit. When others apply it to themselves, I am unbothered. But the label and identity feel hard for me to square. I’ve been paying the bills as a musician for fifteen years, and yet I still have a hard time telling a stranger on a plane what my job is. “What do you do?” “Oh, I’m a musician.” It sounds ridiculous to me. What I want to say is “Well, I have these cravings all day, every day, and I walk toward them. They are often about music or things related to promoting the music. But they really could be about anything.”

I’m suspicious of tying anything too closely to identity, the composed list of things that make us who we are. In the beginning, when he was part of the duo Simon and Garfunkel, critics considered Paul Simon a folk artist in the vein of Bob Dylan, but somehow, despite their chart-topping acoustic songs, he never thought of himself that way. If he had considered himself strictly a folk singer, then we would never have heard the genre-defying album Graceland. He never allowed himself to be boxed in by his identity. He just followed his curiosity. There are pitfalls that come with labels, and Paul seemed to know that intuitively.

I prefer to talk about creativity in terms of action. When I think about any creative pursuit, I think of it as a very simple two-part equation: it’s the recognition of something inside me that moves me and then the decision to move toward it. First, I feel preoccupied by an idea or an emotion that gives me butterflies—that’s how I know I’m entertained—and then I decide to do something about it. In the simplest terms, it’s not so different than craving a treat at three in the afternoon. Your brain goes, “I could use something sweet,” and then you get off your couch and walk down the street to your favourite bakery to get a cookie. Or the decision to go for a walk when your body says, “I could use some fresh air.” These analogies are useful to me because, like food and fresh air, I have different creative cravings throughout the day. I change the direction I’m moving in depending on my mood. When things aren’t striking the right chord, I need to switch it up. Sometimes I move toward a piano. Sometimes I move toward my laptop to type something out. Sometimes I call a bandmate to ask a question. Sometimes I edit a video for social media.

The first part of the creativity equation—ideas and feelings—are things we all come by without even really trying. The second part, the act of moving toward those ideas and feelings, is harder for many and is the part of the equation that people sometimes don’t do much about. A new pursuit can be jarring and intimidating. I get it. But to me, that feels like a pity, because there’s so much fun to be had.

I know impressive people with wildly successful careers who look at my work with wonder, as if I’m speaking another language. “How do you write a song?” they ask. “I can’t imagine writing a song!” I have heard this question not only from successful entrepreneurs but also from bestselling novelists. Huh? To me, those jobs seem much harder than what I do. What an artist does is something anyone can do. It’s a set of skills that you care to build upon. That’s it. The only difference between a songwriter and someone who hasn’t written a song is that the artist has done the second part. They’ve walked toward the idea.





WORKING WITH WHAT YOU’VE GOT

At the top of Kensington Market, the beloved eclectic neighbourhood in downtown Toronto, sits Major Street. That’s where I grew up. It’s sort of in the middle of everything. My parents moved to the street in 1980 and still live there to this day. My house was five hundred metres from my public school, which was right next to a legendary after-hours nightclub. It’s six hundred metres from Chinatown, about nine hundred from Little Italy, and another five hundred to Little Portugal. On a bike, you could get to the SkyDome in ten minutes. It’s a lively part of town. I’m biased, but I think it’s the best street in the world. It’s all right there. To this day, I crave the rhythm and action of a big city.

Lately, I’ve been thinking about my folks as they ease into retirement and I’m able to examine their lives with some newfound perspective. They’ve offered little gifts by virtue of their spirits that have guided me to where I am now. I imagine they don’t even know it, but when I look closely, I can see that there are disparate, completely ordinary aspects of my life that I’ve learned are the key ingredients in how I see the world.

My dad was born and raised in a vaguely Jewish family on the Upper West Side in New York City. He is a trained social worker with a wide range of interests. He loves sports, follows politics, listens to podcasts, and exhibits many other typical dad behaviours. One day, he surprised us with a new hobby. He’d fallen in love with contra dancing, which he told us is a form of Scottish folk dancing. The man doesn’t have a Scottish bone in his body. He had no prior dancing experience. But he loves it for the community, the exercise, and the music. What I see is that, even later in life, he’s not afraid to try stuff. He’s not afraid to be taken by a new idea. I admire his openness and appreciate how it’s rubbed off on me.

Back in the late 1990s, he came across something called Conversation Café that had been invented by “some people in Seattle” and, for fun, thought he should be the person to bring the concept to Toronto. The premise was that anyone with a mind for civic engagement would meet at a public café for ninety minutes, and a leader would guide the group through a conversation, with the goal of helping to “make sense of the world.” (That’s literally on the website.) What a sweet idea. My dad’s attempt to bring it to town was short-lived, as there wasn’t enough interest, but he didn’t feel particularly bothered that it didn’t catch on. If you were to ask him today, he’d still believe it was an interesting idea worth pursuing. I must’ve picked up that instinct too. To not take things too personally, and to move along to the next idea when it’s time.

My mum is from Toronto and grew up in a suburban, middle-class family. She eventually became a public high school teacher, a job she loved. At first glance, she’s a cautious, rule-following person, but there are animated parts of her personality that continue to surprise me. She strikes up relationships with all kinds of people all over the neighbourhood. When we go out for coffee, her favourite baristas appear over the moon when she arrives to order her cortado. I’m the recognizable guy in a band, but she’s the one getting the attention.

She never expected me to be a doctor, but I always had the sense that she hoped I’d find a path that offered some purpose. When I was in grade 9, I was surprised to find that I had been selected to be a member of a United Way youth leadership group with other high school students from across the city. At the time, I found it curious, as my grades were average and I didn’t feel like a likely candidate for this high-achieving group. I couldn’t tell you what we did or what was discussed, but I remember the kindness and enthusiasm of the older students who led the group. It felt special to be in their company, and the experience opened my eyes to students who shared community-minded goals. Years later, my mum mentioned that she had quietly signed me up for the group. I never knew. I wasn’t picked because I was special; they just needed more kids involved, and my mum thought it might be good for me.

Recently on a walk, my mum proudly said, “You and your sister have such a genuine and lively relationship with life itself.” Of all the ways a parent could offer a compliment, this felt the most meaningful. It had nothing specifically to do with our careers or accomplishments; it was just about how we go about interacting with the world.





LAZY

When I was fifteen, I had a hunch that I might not be lazy. So far in high school, I’d been able to skate through school with okay grades, without applying much effort. I played sports, but if they stressed me out, I was happy to walk away. I don’t know if anyone would have called me ambitious or serious. I was a very normal directionless teen. But one day, I ended up stumbling across something that surprised me. Sitting underneath the living room cabinet was my dad’s dusty acoustic guitar case, and I opened it up and decided to painstakingly learn a few chords. I started with “Eight Days a Week.” Learning that I might be able to play a Beatles song meant so much to me and felt unlike anything else. I could barely believe it. All of a sudden there was a new feeling running parallel to my objectively lazy behaviour.

Without much intention, my life became a cycle that revolved around music and songwriting. I went from quitting piano lessons four years earlier and neglecting the slightly out-of-tune upright piano in my family’s living room to playing almost every day. I had never been good at piano, but I started again with a new approach. I learned some simple chords to serve the Beatles songs I was practising, which in turn inspired my own songs. Turns out, all I needed was a few chords to get started. I was either at home practising guitar and piano, or I was jamming with other neighbourhood kids who were also learning to play. And when I didn’t have an instrument in my hand, I was thinking about my own songs.

The early songs I wrote were varied in tone and form. The first one I wrote on the guitar was inspired by my first girlfriend. It featured a simple progression that my dad showed me—the only three chords he knew—where I hardly had to move my fingers from the D chord. It was a sentimental acoustic ballad, poetically named “Coolest Girl Ever.” Then there was a piano rocker about my geography teacher, an eccentric man named Mr. Kuehn, famous for smoking indoors and warring with the administration, aptly named “Crazy Ol’ Kuehn.” I later played it for the entire school at an assembly, and he loved it, appearing onstage with a box on his head mid-song.

These were all ideas that excited me, and I knew the next step was to figure out how to record them. One weekend, I went to Steve’s Music Store on Queen Street West in downtown Toronto and rented a digital recorder for three days. This was before user-friendly programs like GarageBand became commonplace, and the complicated machine intimidated me. The recording gear seemed quite intricate, and I’d never been good at following steps in an IKEA-build-it-yourself kind of way. To this day, if there’s a task in front of me that feels too complex, I get frustrated immediately. It becomes a game of “How do I get out of this assignment?” But that weekend something felt different.

I became obsessed with figuring out how to use the device so I could record my songs. The equipment I’d rented was mobile but clunky, and I brought it over to my neighbours where we played music in the basement. Alex and Eli Keleher were brothers who lived across the street and their mom, Leslie—who was far more adoring and patient with her kids than my own mother was—allowed us to make a racket and jam.

With Eli on the drums and Alex on electric guitar, the brothers backed me up so we could demo my songs. They’d indulge me before heading upstairs for dinner, leaving me to listen back to what we’d just done. I sat in their basement for hours, trying to figure out how to overdub additional parts and harmonies, to get the songs sounding just right. I suddenly possessed an unrecognizable laser focus and resolve. The assignment felt like second nature. It didn’t feel like work at all. This, I learned, was a form of love. When you’re passionate about something, you’ll go to the moon and back to figure it out.

Beyond figuring out the device, I was learning to delineate between the part of music-making that I enjoyed—the songwriting—and the part I disliked—the recording. Songwriting offered a new path for me. It was cathartic. It gave me something to think about at any hour of the day. It was a form of self-expression that helped make sense of my feelings. It could give me an excuse to perform for a crowd. And most significantly, it offered an assignment I was actually interested in completing.

However, the recording process wasn’t pretty—that device was a land mine of confusion. Most recording software is still too elaborate for me. Despite the laser focus I had on my first attempt, I soon learned that I would much rather delegate the task to a professional. I am envious of musicians who can find joy in writing and producing and engineering all at once, and I wish I could be more like that. As it stands right now, I spend most of my life trying to avoid the more technical parts of being a musician. But as a teen, I was beaming from my accomplishment. I had been rewarded with the satisfaction of putting my feelings and ideas into songs and sharing them with others.

There was a mix of idealism and curiosity and vanity in my formative songwriting pursuits. First, it was a tool for romance. Not many other kids were writing songs as gifts for their crushes. A competitive advantage. But I also desperately wanted to hear my own voice back—and to admire what I had created from a distance. When I finally did hear my voice on my recordings, I was not happy. It wasn’t how I heard it in my head. It was nasal and high-pitched. It sounded nothing like any of my favourite singers. My imagined voice was something that could lead to stardom, but my actual voice made me shudder. But this issue—a shit voice—didn’t discourage me. It made me want to compensate for it with what I felt I could control. The compositions would have to be stronger. The lyrics would need to be more striking. My performance on stage would need to be more compelling—all things I still believe today. I figured if I kept doing all those things, there was a chance my voice would gradually change. Maybe through puberty, that teenaged nasally thing would grow into something more appealing.

By the time I had returned the recorder, songwriting was the only thing on my mind.

That winter, I encountered my first job in a long string of ’em that I was completely ambivalent about. I worked at Trinity Bellwoods Park as a rink guard at the public skating rink. This remains a funny job to me because I still can’t really skate. I can glide forward, but I can’t stop or go backwards. Thankfully, ice time did not matter, as I was distracted by my newfound hobby. I remember being huddled inside the change room office, stressing myself out to no end about how to finish my next song. I had just completed one called “Tragic Flaw” (which five years later ended up on Arkells’ first album, Jackson Square) and was so pleased with the result that I was worried, at the age of sixteen, that I might’ve peaked.

Besides opening the rink in the morning, I barely went outside. I hunkered down in the tiny shack next to the skating rink, flipped through the occasional Maxim magazine left behind by the other rink guards, and obsessed over the details of my writing. I remember my uncertainty as I worked through a chord progression that I worried felt too predictable. There was the agony of working on lyrics that felt honest and heartfelt, but also some version of cool. But as it turned out, these were problems I was determined to engage with. As I worked and waited for my next song to feel complete, amid my stress, I didn’t realize that I was already living a life that revolved around the project itself. Stress, I learned, meant that I cared. And caring about something was a feeling I began to revere.

If you asked any of my former bosses if I was a good employee, the answers would be the same: nice kid but lacks any real elbow grease. I worked at countless jobs—an ice cream parlour, a coffee shop, a restaurant—and it was all the same. I was always a few minutes late. Laissez-faire about the rules. Impatient. Bad at cleaning up. The customers usually liked me, but I
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