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            For Elliott and the people who loved him, and love him still.

            
                

            

            Anything that I could do would never be good enough for you.
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            The individual has manifold shadows, all of

which resemble him and from time to time

have an equal claim to be the man himself.

            — Søren Kierkegaard

            The monologue means nothing to me.

            — Elliott Smithviii
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            Introduction

         

         Plainclothes Man

         One of the last videos taken of Elliott Smith shows him at the Fonda Theatre, in Los Angeles. He’s sitting in a metal stacking chair, wearing faded dark pants and a T‑shirt that says i [image: ] metal, a little slumped over his guitar. A leather cuff is strapped to his wrist. His hair is falling in his face, because it always is.

         The concert opens unevenly. His voice is weak and drowsy, like he might be on something, or coming off it. About forty‑five minutes in, after he finishes up “Pretty (Ugly Before),” someone shouts from the audience, and Elliott doesn’t quite catch the words. “Get a what?” he asks. “A backbone?” He fiddles with his hair as the comment starts to sink in. “Get a backbone?” he repeats. “What the fuck? … I could tell you a dream I had last night; otherwise, I can’t be more fuckin’ for real.”

         He seems upset, in disbelief, and then, fingering the neck of his guitar, starts to turn the phrase over in his head, assimilating it. The anger in his voice dissolves. He apologizes. “I’m not trying to pick on you,” he says. “Maybe I didn’t understand what you were saying.” Who knows what the heckler is really thinking? Maybe they’re just having a rough night.

         “I’m very healthy now,” he says, to whistles and cheers. “So don’t get bummed out.”

         He’s been gentle with the audience—“I want to play new things,” he announced earlier, turning down a request for “The Biggest Lie,” “and they might seem dark, but they’re not from now, necessarily.… I’m fine, really”—and, heckler aside, the audience has been gentle with him.

         Then he starts playing “Plainclothes Man”:xvi

         
            
               you’re everybody’s second home 

               always trying to get me alone

               an easy way to lose it all

            

         

         It’s a song about addiction, probably heroin, but like most of Elliott’s songs about addiction, it’s not really about the drugs. It’s about change and need. When he wrote it, in the mid‑nineties, he was on his way out of his band, entering the solo career that would define him. It was one of the first songs showcasing Elliott’s mature voice, not only as a songwriter—easy rhymes, sly use of common turns of phrase, a vocabulary that feels unfussy—but also literally, in his vocal style. The pubescent croak of Roman Candle is gone, the chesty metal voice of Dead Air replaced by something soft and assured, authoritative.

         Onstage in Los Angeles, Elliott is singing about someone half caught in a moment when he seems to be on the verge of transformation himself. His concert that night marks the beginning of a fragile comeback tour and a promising sobriety. His voice is stronger than it was at the start of the show, but it’s breaking up with emotion. He wrings everything out of the vowels, out of his breath, until his voice is a wavering sob. It’s a rebuttal to the heckler, or proof that the heckler is right, or both. Elliott was always good at being both.

         He strokes the last chord, singing about continual decline, and frowns. “That one was too sad to stop on,” he says. He can’t end on a sad song.

         
            *

         

         It’s been twenty‑three years since the recording of that concert—one of the more famous videos of Elliott because there’s so much in it, and so much around it. It was made in January 2003; by late October, he was gone. The video is a conflicting document of his recovery, for people who like to argue about that. Mostly it’s a snapshot of his artistry and his empathy, which were fully intertwined. He knew how people felt, or tried to. He wrote sad songs but didn’t want to make anyone sad. He had the kind of shy, exaggerated empathy of someone who’s always afraid of hurting people but never afraid of hurting himself.xvii

         Twenty‑three years after his death, Elliott still isn’t particularly well known, or well understood, but he is terribly loved. The task of understanding and preserving his legacy has become a collective project. There are YouTube accounts like I Remember Elliott; his old fan site Sweet Adeline, defiantly mired in Web 1.0; oral‑history blogs like so flawed and drunk and perfect still; Smiling at Confusion, a site for posting guitar tabs, guidance on fingerings and chords. Fans share bootleg recordings and unreleased songs, reflections on his lyrics or entreaties for help understanding them, and they speculate darkly on his death. Below videos you’ll find hundreds of comments, people gushing over Elliott’s fingerpicking, arguing about whether he’s on something at this concert or just tired but clean, thanking him for accompanying them through depression or addiction, for making them feel less alone.

         “Come here when I’m close to the edge, almost always these days.”

         “A few summers ago a good friend of my dad’s killed himself and I used to come downstairs at night when I couldn’t sleep and listen to this. I love you, Elliott.”

         “He’s been saving me during this Covid insanity and the profound loneliness that’s come with it. Then again he’s been saving me for over twenty years.”

         “Love you, Elliott. Wherever you are.”

         Elliott lived in a liminal time: late enough for easy recordings and portable video cameras, early enough that what we have is spare. So much of it has degraded—tapes rotted to spooky fuzz, videos with shaggy images and too‑white faces. It makes us feel his fragility. We enthuse over warm, clear concerts where you can see Elliott bouncing his leg, hear his shy “Thanks” after songs, like he’s sitting next to you; we enthuse over performances where you can hear the grit of a bad recording in his voice, over battered tapes that sound like something from the advent of the gramophone. We enthuse over anything that feels like presence, because the absence is too hard to confront.

         On r/elliottsmith, people post pictures of themselves in Elliott Smith shirts purchased on Etsy and TeePublic, designs for their Elliott‑inspired tattoos, images of Figure 8’s cover painted on their bedroom walls, updates on the status of the original mural on Sunset Boulevard. They xviiishare memes on depression and leave heartfelt comments about listening miserably to Elliott, remarks that immediately get downvoted by Redditors who are there to talk about his technical prowess and musical genius, not to share a platform with a bunch of emo teenagers or people who act like them. “Daylight Saving Time ending just means I get an extra hour to cry in bed to Elliott Smith,” someone posts. “Is this what this sub has become?” another user complains underneath.

         We are contentious and affectionate as any family reunion.

         Once I posted a recording of Elliott playing a tricky, Moorish-sounding improvisation before diving into “LA” at the Black Cat in February 2000, a little motif I wasn’t sure anyone had ever noticed before, and within minutes someone was asking desperately if I had the tabs. Of course I don’t have the tabs, I thought. No one has the tabs. This is the kind of dazed enthusiasm Elliott Smith generates.

         
            *

         

         When Elliott fans argue, we’re putatively arguing with each other, but we’re  also arguing with competing versions of Elliott. There are people who see him as unflappably morose, the “sadcore” singer the press wanted him to be. There are people who see his lyrics as a codex to his relationships and life experiences, almost everything charting one‑to-one, map to territory. As Elliott explained once, almost apologetically, “There are pieces of me in other people and I don’t really always know how much of a song is really me and how much is other people.” Listening to “Christian Brothers,” the second track of his self-titled album, for the first time, I wondered  the same thing: There  was the inexorable climb of the guitar melody, pressing toward a fight; the high hiss of Elliott’s voice in the chorus; the soft threat of his curses. “Christian Brothers” is a song about confronting a father figure, but the song instantly became about my own relationship with my father. It was like looking in a mirror that Elliott offered up and seeing a familiar face.

         There are the guitar jockeys and the music theorists, and then there are the people who are here to post pictures of Elliott with pink hair or a silly blond wig with bangs or a mustache made out of tape or a picture of his tattoo of Ferdinand the Bull, just so we don’t forget goofy, sweet xixElliott, the person who couldn’t hurt anyone, even if he did. The Elliott who wrote the soft, painfully resigned “Twilight” (“and if I went with you / I’d disappoint you too”) is also the Elliott who would confidently play Rachmaninoff from memory, blitzing up and down the piano; the Elliott who loved the Kinks but also Xena: Warrior Princess; the Elliott who kept cracking himself up trying to whistle “Jealous Guy”; who spent hours pretending to be a French hairdresser as he cut his oldest sister’s hair and wrote his college thesis on poststructuralist feminist jurisprudence.

         As I worked on this biography, Elliott’s friends and family told me about a lanky teenage boy who took his little sister on picnics and taught her what apartheid means; an anxious college student who couldn’t sleep until he had listened to Elvis Costello’s Trust all the way through; a musician who would catch your eye in the studio and then pretend to walk downstairs until the top of his head vanished under the control room window. He was musically omnivorous, in love with George Harrison but also Marvin Gaye, the Saints, Nico, Lead Belly, Paul Westerberg, and Chet Baker. He was wry, thoughtful, infuriating, impossibly bad at keeping in touch. He could be a contrarian for the joy of it. He hated the Eagles but once got in a debate with a girlfriend, trying to convince her that the chord progression in “Hotel California” was interesting enough to be salvageable. Sometimes he was angry that he hadn’t written “Rocket Man.” “Literally angry,” his friend Garrick Duckler told me.

         They talked, too, about Elliott’s vulnerability to the world. He could be swamped by his feelings, like a kid wearing a shirt several sizes too big. He walked out of movies because he couldn’t bear to see children hurt, even in a fictional context, and tucked hundred‑dollar bills into the shoes of people sleeping on the street. He drank in books, whether he was at home with Stendhal or on the tour bus with a textbook on quantum physics propped on his knees—Garrick says that Elliott always talked about books “like he had just had a long, exhausting conversation with them”—and he connected profoundly with Dostoyevsky, whose characters flicker so helplessly between rage and despair, guilt and panic and ecstatic love.xx

         But mostly there is, in the public  memory, a dark Elliott. He  was called “Mr. Misery” by The Guardian, asked by Revolver if he wanted to be “willfully miserable,” given a “mope rating” of five rain clouds by CMJ New Music Monthly. “Oh, Elliott,” Pitchfork asked. “Are things really that bad?” After he died, SPIN magazine congratulated itself, in an editor’s note, for producing a “detailed, empathetic look at the last years of Elliott Smith’s life.” The article begins by comparing Elliott to “an indigent blind man who had wandered up the steps to the stage.” In Hazlitt several years ago, a writer coronated Elliott “the McCartney of Methadone,” a “Katy Perry” of the “catchy jumper’s anthem,” writing archly about “melodies as irresistible as car commercial jingles about dreaming of a disappeared lover from a pool of drool in a dive bar.”

         When an artist dies, who gets to be remembered for their art, and who gets caught in the amber of their death? Longevity helps; if Picasso hadn’t outlived his Blue Period and Guernica by a long stretch of years, he might be dinted today as indulgently moody. At eighty‑two Leonard Cohen was still making decadently sad albums—his last, You Want It Darker, only months before his death—but because he wore a suit and spent time as a monk, he’s remembered less as a poet laureate of melancholy, more as a poet, full stop. Elliott has been swallowed up by a darkness that fully consumed him only at the end. It’s never seemed—to use a childish word—fair. “There’s kind of an inordinate amount of focus on whether I’m personally happy or not,” Elliott said once. “If you have a bad dream, does that mean that you’re not a happy person? I mean, that’s the same place that songs come from.”

         He is often understood, rightly and wrongly, as a kind of unfiltered confessional poet. That’s partly a misunderstanding born of his productivity. There was a period in the nineties when his output—dozens and dozens of perfect songs—was so prodigious that it thwarts human understanding. The musician Neil Gust, Elliott’s close friend for years, remembers being staggered by it. It reminded him of what Allen Ginsberg had said about Bob Dylan—how Dylan had become one with his breath, “a column of air.” “That’s where Elliott got,” Neil says. “He got to a place where it just lined up. He just couldn’t not nail it.” And yet Elliott’s art xxiwas also considered. Like Elizabeth Bishop, he polished his words over years; like Chekhov, he examined his characters from a thoughtful, compassionate distance, turning them over in his hands. He wrote songs “as full of mystery and suggestion as an overheard conversation,” as one critic observed. In the years since his death, demos and early drafts sung in concert have shown how deliberately Elliott pared his lyrics back and tinkered with phrases, sometimes changing lines even after an album was finished. Luke Wood, his A&R rep at DreamWorks, watched him write out four or five sets of the same lyrics, revising the pronouns. His longtime producer, Rob Schnapf, remembers Elliott taking a finished song off XO because he was unhappy with the word the. “That’s not even a word!” Rob says, laughing.

         Elliott was also mispegged as a folk singer during his lifetime, to his own bafflement; his music has a pop architecture that runs deep, and an architecture that goes deeper than that is purely, idiosyncratically Elliott. When I spoke to the virtuoso jazz pianist Brad Mehldau, who released a tribute album last year, he stressed that Elliott was “deeply original” as a harmonist, with songs full of movement that recall not Dylan, but the Zombies, Fauré, and Wayne Shorter. “The final effect is an emotional one,” he says. “It’s an emotional landscape that’s not just primary colors, but full of pastels and wonderful blurred hues.” The producer David McConnell, who worked on Elliott’s final album, compares the typical song to racing around a track, hitting the same predictable markers over and over—verse, chorus, verse, chorus. What Elliott was doing was more like cross‑country: continual discovery, the landscape always changing underfoot. “He wasn’t predictable,” David told me. “He would even fool himself, you know, and that’s what he wanted to do. He wanted to fool everybody.”

         Elliott has no true written archive. Correspondence carried out through EarthLink and Hotmail addresses has, with a few exceptions, vanished into the ether. He rarely kept papers. In interviews, he often skirted the truth. One of the fullest troves of documents consists of 150 pieces of paper tucked into plastic sleeves, often just napkins he jotted lines on at a bar. The rest I’ve scavenged from friends, former lovers, xxiiproducers, and scattered set lists, made available for the first time. My narrative is also informed by hundreds of bootlegs and access to unreleased recordings granted by his estate.

         These scraps are precious, vital; they are also insufficient. This is a book shaped instead from oral history, from memory, interviews with 140 people who knew him at all stages of his life—a mosaic that slowly illuminates the contours of a human face. Elliott revealed different facets of himself in every encounter. “People are really kaleidoscopic,” he remarked once, using a word he loved, and I’ve tried to capture that quality in him. As his friend James Clark told me, “I don’t think anyone really understands him completely, which is how he’d want it.”

         I have been moved throughout this process by everyone who has put their  trust  in  me.  To some extent,  that trust  was hard‑won—it  took about a year of outreach, sometimes two or three, before most people would talk with me—but it was also given on faith that a stranger who did not know Elliott could somehow be equipped to write about him. As Elliott’s friend Scott McPherson told me, “I thought you would be a good caretaker for this story.” “I think we all feel that way,” Larry Crane, the estate’s archivist, said.

         I’ve tried to give Elliott the biography he might have wanted, with the understanding that he probably wouldn’t have wanted a biography at all. To that effect, I’ve written a book that focuses on Elliott’s music and the music that mattered to him, the songs and artists that made him feel the way so many of us feel about Elliott. And I’ve written a book that understands his story in the context of everyone he cared about, including, for the first time, his family and nearly all of his romantic partners. I think he would have wanted that, the spotlight on the people he loved. Sometimes that meant being honest about hearts he had broken, including his own.

         Elliott’s lyrics acknowledge that some things are hard and never get better. The brightness in his songs, the crack where the light gets in, as Leonard Cohen puts it, is in the recognition he shines on difficulty, the phrase that’s like a fishing line that hooks your heart: “using all your strength  to keep  the  world at  an arm’s length”; “people you’ve been before / that you don’t want around anymore.” His songs trace our own xxiiicontradictions and inner arguments, the warring impulses that tip us over into people we never wanted to be or reel us back from the edge. The joy of his songs, the counterargument to their pain, lies within the melodies. “I wrote a lot of sweet, happy melodies this time,” Elliott said wryly of XO. “The songs aren’t really happy. But you can pretend they’re happy.”

         At the Fonda in 2003, where he promised not to end on a sad song, he was more earnest. “Some songs are sad, but they make you happy anyway,” he says, looking delicate, knees turned in, fiddling with the opening chords to “Strung Out Again.”

         The softness of his voice, the comfort of his hum in “Roman Candle,” the unearthly beauty of “Waltz #1,” the moment in “Pitseleh” when he reminds you that “no one deserves” the pain they’re put through, followed by a flood of piano that sweeps you up in compassion and human understanding—that’s not just pretend happiness; that’s happiness.xxiv
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            Chapter 1

            Roman Candle

         

         (1969–1984)

         This is a story about love.

         Elliott Smith was born Steven Paul Smith to two parents who loved him imperfectly and entirely and divorced when he was, he later said dryly, “zero” years old. His mother moved him from Omaha, Nebraska, down to Texas, where he said his first memory was picking up a turtle on the side of the road that proceeded to piss in his hand. He told another interviewer the first thing he remembered was breaking the television when he was finally allowed to touch it, turning it on and off, transfixed by the colors.

         It’s telling, perhaps, that Elliott framed his life this way, around stories where things go wrong, told with an easy sense of humor.

         As a toddler the first album he loved was the White Album. His father used to put it on and dance in his apartment, holding his son in his arms. If his mother thinks now about the reddish cast of his skin, his gentleness and the way he felt in her arms, her mind goes blank and she has to stop remembering for a while.

         Elliott grew up in Duncanville, Texas, a place he wanted badly to leave and, once he left, found that he could not fully leave it. He changed 2his name to escape the person he was then, but a few years after that, he tattooed a map of Texas on his arm—a reminder, as if he would ever forget.

         This is also a story about memory.

         
            *

         

         We start with a bag. Blue‑and‑white striped, with a monogram Elliott’s mother picked out in red thread: SPS. His sister Ashley Welch spills photographs and keepsakes carefully onto the dining‑room table: scrawled childhood stories and blue ribbons, Mother’s Day cards, a school report on pollution, a packet of unused clarinet reeds, an uncannily precise drawing of an Israeli army tank. It’s as good a place to begin as any.

         Here’s teenage Elliott, with his long, shaggy mullet, at Christmas; Elliott as a child, camping at Beavers Bend in his blue‑jean overalls. Elliott at three or four, crawling on scrubby grass. His stepfather, Charlie, is beaming at him mid–baseball lesson, a discarded bat on the ground.

         A family picture from the seventies, all of the kids dirty blond, Ashley in a little tulip dress, sitting on her mother’s lap. “She made a lot of our clothes when I was little,” Ashley says. A family picture from the mid‑nineties, the aftermath of Elliott cracking a joke. His mother, Bunny Kay Welch, is bending down over him in a delighted way, his brother, Darren, making a face, Charlie looking down like he’s trying not to laugh.

         Elliott with his mother at a restaurant in Ridgway, Colorado, in the late nineties. Hardly any customers, Bunny wrote on the back in her big, neat cursive. Waiter asked, “Are you Elliott Smith? Couple in the other room wanted me to ask.”

         “He looks kind of embarrassed,” Ashley says, and he does—contained, arms crossed, a little sheepishness in the set of his mouth. Something about his eyes makes it seem like he’s looking right through you.

         It’s startling to see his raw childhood face in these photographs, joyful and unpremeditated, his hair still bright and undyed. “Masks sum up our relationship,” his friend Pete Krebs said later, commenting on a picture where he and Elliott are disguised as a bear and a bat, respectively.

         3As an adult, Elliott was always candidly, impossibly himself, but there was more than one face he would wear, and he delighted somewhat in throwing off journalists, sometimes in creating his own mythology: a poor student who was beaten up constantly at school and barely crept into college, a child who played clarinet only because the band teacher had run out of other instruments by the time she got to the letter S. I’ve listened to him tell a journalist that the crickets he recorded for the background of his song “Twilight” were actually strings he had bent to sound like crickets; I’ve read the interview where he touches his manifestly unbroken nose as he says, gravely, “It’s probably been broken more than once.”

         There’s a privacy in saving your truest stories for the people who love you. There’s even more privacy if you never tell them at all. Protection is hard, hard to maintain / hard to come by in the first place, he wrote once.

         At the same time, there are masks that hide and deflect and masks that show something truer than your real face. If Elliott didn’t believe this was true, he would never have written songs.

         A photo of Bunny’s wedding, the day she married Charlie Welch. Bunny, with her long, shining blond hair and white peasant dress, looks like the cover of a seventies folk album; Charlie is wearing a white suit jacket with a big bowtie. Elliott stands between them in a white outfit with little shorts and tall stockings, so small his head doesn’t even reach their knees.

         In the next picture, Charlie is crouching next to him, and they’re both smiling. Elliott is holding Charlie’s  boutonniere  in his hands. I hadn’t known what to make of Charlie. I’d heard so much about him by this point that it seemed strange to actually see him. He was just a person.

         A picture of Elliott at around ten years old. Darren is holding Elliott’s hand to his face, an affectionate, trusting gesture. “They were really close as little kids,” Ashley says. Elliott was protective of Darren and Ashley, who were six and seven years younger. Affection shines from every picture of them together. Teenage Elliott with his hand on Ashley’s head, her smile taking up most of her face. “You can see it in these pictures, but I idolized him my whole life,” she says. “Elliott was just my 4hero from the time I was little bitty.” Ashley as a kid in a pin‑striped dress, Elliott hoisting her on his back. Her white stockings, her black dress shoes. He’s wearing sunglasses, grinning. They both are.

         Ashley only has a few concrete memories of her childhood, like landmarks—the sounds of George Jones and Hank Williams Jr. floating through the house, Charlie hooting appreciatively at the parts he liked; the way they were always playing Trivial Pursuit. There are pictures of Elliott’s siblings gathered around him at the piano, putting on their annual Christmas pageant. “Elliott always brought the musical talent, and then here were us dumbasses like, ‘Let’s put towels on our heads! We’ll look like we’re wise men!’” Ashley says, laughing. “I secretly kind of loved it. I think I loved it most because it was the three of us together.”

         But for the most part, she says, “I don’t really have a lot of memories from my youth at all. I have feelings. I remember how things felt.” What she remembers is her brother’s kindness, how much she and Darren always wanted to be with him, how little he seemed to mind. “I just remember him being really sweet and protective in a storybook big brother way,” she says. “Elliott was protective of both of us.”

         Ashley and Darren have Bunny’s wide eyes; Ashley and Elliott have her high forehead. Ashley is lanky like Elliott, with the same way of sitting, back curled. When she was sitting next to me, the shape of her back, her face turned down, reminded me so much of Elliott that my heart was in my throat.

         It’s hard to convey the blur of it all, the emotional swings as we sort through the bag. A gentle note from his grandfather; the program from his memorial; an IQ test from when he was eleven; a first‑place ribbon from a Frisbee contest in 1979; a message from Elliott after he got out of rehab, the year before he died.

         A picture taken in the crawl space of the house where Bunny and Charlie moved after the kids were grown, their names signed in the cement. Steven Paul—Elliott.

         
            *

         

         Bunny was born into a family of musicians. Her father, Bill Berryman, learned to play the drums in third grade; three years later, he was playing 5snares in the high school band, and at fourteen he joined the American Federation of Musicians union. He met his wife, Margaret, at Oklahoma A&M, where he played in Jimmy Baker’s Big Band and she sang. They dropped out and married in 1941.

         They settled in the Oak Cliff neighborhood of Dallas, where Bunny grew up with her brother, Price. Their home was always full of music—jazz, big  bands, Les Paul, Mary Ford—and the music that the Berrymans made together. Friends and relatives sang around the piano when they visited, Bunny and Price practiced their piano lessons, and in the evenings, Bill and Margaret would sit down at the piano and play together, improvising “Honeysuckle Rose.” Bill played the vibes and taught his son how to drum. Margaret loved “Moon River” and would sing as she rocked her daughter to sleep. Later Elliott said that Bunny was a better singer than he would ever be.

         “My mom grew up in a really loving, supportive family,” Ashley says. “Very working‑class with a lot of love, and a lot of music.”  Margaret started working at a library when Bunny was young; Bill served in the navy before taking on a variety of jobs—welding, managing a department store, climbing ladders well into his old age to install commercial signs. Occasionally, he would step in when the local orchestra was short on drummers. When I ask Price what his older sister was like as a child, he laughs. “Oh, she was bossy,” he says. “But Bunny was the truest friend you could want.” She was spirited but gentle. When he was little he remembers sticking a handful of worms in a cold frying pan and watching Bunny burst into tears. “You can’t do that!” she cried. “You’re going to kill them!” “Elliott got that from her, I know, that tenderness for all creatures living,” he says. “Didn’t matter what.”

         She enrolled at Graceland College, a small religious school in Iowa, in the fall of 1962. The college was sponsored by the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, descended from a branch of Mormons who declined to follow Brigham Young to Utah. This was the faith Bunny had grown up with, her family woven into the community. Her parents led the local youth group, and her father was a pastor at their local church, where Bunny found herself moved by the hymns as a child but drifted during the sermons, daydreaming.

         6Before college, Bunny had wanted to become an artist, or an architect. Once she was there, she found that most of her female classmates wanted to find husbands, and that her options were mainly limited to teacher, nurse, or secretary. She loved children and became an elementary school teacher, mostly teaching first grade for the next thirty years; there’s a picture of Elliott visiting her class, beaming down at a sea of little heads. Price, who attended Graceland too, taught himself guitar and became a professional musician. “Bunny was always supportive of me and my music,” he says. “I know she never tried discouraging Elliott from it either.”

         She became friends with Gary Smith soon after they met. Gary, who had grown up Baptist and converted in high school, was smart and gentle, with a dry wit and an easy presence. He wrote parodies of country songs and courted Bunny with both music and humor. “She was in an a cappella group called the Bunny Belles,” his daughter Rachel says. “So then my dad started a group called the Cowbells.” At Graceland, Bunny fell in love with Gary, and with the Beatles. They started dating in junior year and married after graduation, in the summer of 1966.

         Gary was born in Nebraska in 1945, the son of farmers who lived a few miles outside Champion, a town of only 120 people. His family was deeply musical—in the evenings, he and his two older siblings would gather around the piano and sing along as their mother played, while their father, completely tone‑deaf, listened appreciatively. They were also deeply poor. When Gary went off to college, he was given a guitar with a broken neck. He could make it sharp or flat by letting it flop strategically.

         “His parents were dryland farmers,” Rachel explains. “That meant that they didn’t use irrigation. Which didn’t go well for them.” When Gary was five, the crops failed, and the Smiths went through a period of poverty so stark that it would mark his mother all her life. Rachel remembers Velma as a timid woman, ashamed of how little she had. “They really struggled,” she says. “I think growing up poor gave Gary a really strong sense of justice.”

         After giving up the farm, both of Gary’s parents went into teaching. In 1949, they moved to the slightly bigger town of Imperial. There 7wasn’t a kindergarten at the local schoolhouse, so Gary started first grade instead. It was a single classroom of students in eight grades, some the children of farmworkers who only spoke Spanish. “And he loved it,” Rachel says. “When he was five, he was learning with the eighth graders.” His father, Jack—smart, strict, and funny—would throw out spelling words to test him. Jack would die in his early sixties, likely from breathing pesticides inside a grain elevator. As a teenager, like his father and most of the men in his church, Gary would become part of the lay priesthood.

         “Both my parents, in certain ways, came from another planet,” Rachel says. “But my father really did come from another planet. He came from this extremely secluded, extremely shut‑off‑from‑the‑world community in the middle of nowhere, and really wasn’t exposed to the world in any significant way until he went to college.”

         After Graceland, he enrolled in medical school in Omaha, partly to avoid the draft. He had been reading about Thomas Dooley, a humanitarian doctor who worked in Southeast Asia; he wanted to change lives that way. His plans were modified slightly when he realized he was squeamish. “That’s the joke about psychiatrists—that they’re doctors who can’t stand the sight of blood,” Rachel says, laughing.

         Elliott was born on August 6, 1969, while Gary was still in medical school. His parents adored him. Bunny delighted in the funny way he would say certain words, marking the smallest milestones in his baby book with a teacher’s attentive eye. Books, books, and more books to be read to him, she noted at sixteen months. Loves any kind of hat. Both would be true for the rest of Elliott’s life. He was speaking in sentences at age two, reciting the Pledge of Allegiance at three. He was always talking, asking questions, making up songs; there’s a tape of him as a child sitting in the car with a recorder in his hands, telling the story of Little Red Riding Hood in a Texas twang. His mother called him Stevie then. Sometimes she still does.

         After graduating, Gary interned in Phoenix, where he worked with adolescents struggling with drug issues. It was also where Bunny left him.

         “They were becoming really different from each other,” Rachel says, 8“growing in different directions.” Three years into the marriage, Gary was changing in ways he didn’t even understand, losing his faith in the religion that had anchored them both, being drawn to the counterculture. Rachel points to the sweeping changes of the sixties, changes that sometimes swept up one spouse and left the other behind. “The split that happened between them, it was a split that registered socially and historically across America,” she says. While the divorce was triggered by Gary’s affair, it wasn’t bitter; they always liked each other. They just didn’t occupy the same world anymore.

         In the fall of 1970, Bunny left Gary and brought her one‑year‑old son back to Dallas, where they stayed with her parents while she started divorce proceedings. The divorce was finalized in January, the same day Gary was drafted. Four months later, Bunny went on a blind date with Charlie Welch, an Allstate insurance agent who came to her door in mismatched stripes and a friendly smile and kept her laughing. She fell in love. Charlie had grown up in a poor Baptist family, the son of an oilfield worker and a housewife who moved often between rented homes and pushed him hard in school. In the mid‑sixties, he was drafted into the army, serving in Korea before finishing his college degree and settling in Dallas. He married Bunny in 1973, and they moved to Duncanville, the Dallas suburb where Elliott grew up.

         
            *

         

         Elliott Smith grew up catching fireflies on his lawn, playing in creeks, and sharing lemonade and baloney sandwiches with friends on hot summer days. “It was just a fun romping‑around, growing‑up‑outside place,” Ashley says. For all his later hostility toward sports and jocks, Elliott’s childhood friend Carrie Macdonald remembers with a laugh, when he wanted to play catch, he would come over “fully suited out in his Dallas Cowboy uniform, with his helmet.” They learned to ride bicycles together on his driveway. “I do remember very fondly having a really fun and sweet childhood together,” she says. “We grew up on Center Street, and he has a lyric in one of his songs about that.”

         “We lived in three different houses there, in Duncanville and Cedar Hill,” Ashley says. Elliott described the moves as a process of migrating 9farther and farther out to bigger and bigger lawns for his stepfather to fuss over. The third home, on Shield Avenue, sat on four and a half acres, with a sprawling front and backyard along with a barn and stables where they would sometimes keep the neighbor’s horse. In the woods behind the house, the children would go poking around in an old junkyard, unearthing things that shone. There was a limestone cliff behind the pasture; Elliott told a friend that once he was so mad he drove Charlie’s riding lawnmower off it as an act of vengeance.

         Elliott and his siblings were baptized at a local Methodist church and attended services once a week, where Elliott tugged uncomfortably at his starched shirts and began to worry about God. Bunny would make decorations for her classes in the kitchen or bake for them, trays of cookies her children eyed longingly. They were always reading together. Both parents had been the first in their families to graduate from college, and they placed an emphasis on education. “Mom was very oriented towards children,” Ashley says. “And she was really sweet and kind.” When the siblings were upset with each other, Bunny would stand them three inches apart and have them sing a song, wiggling their eyebrows and scrunching their noses until they were cracking up and reconciled.

         Charlie would get the children ready for school while Bunny was in class, and when she came home, she spent the evening grading. “My dad, he was kind of a self‑employed businessman ever since I was a kid,” Ashley says. “He was a really hard worker.” Charlie opened the local Farmers Insurance branch, which he ran until the family moved to Colorado, eleven years later. Over dinner, he would quiz the children about their days, pushing for positive news. Dinners were frugal, often chicken and canned vegetables, but on nights when Charlie worked, Bunny would serve Kraft macaroni with beans and franks or take the kids to Sonic for hot dogs.

         The children spent hours with their Berryman grandparents growing up. It was a tender household, full of love and humor. Price remembers a Christmas when Elliott was around twelve, reading a book of cartoons together under the tree. “For the next hour, my dad and I and Elliott sat down around that, and we just cackled and laughed until 10tears were rolling down our faces,” he says. “My dad said that the Berryman boys always had a finely honed sense of the absurd.” Bill occupied a high position in the Shriners, which was an important part of the Berrymans’ social lives; he led the drum and bugle corps, and Margaret was part of the Sweet Adelines chorus, which Elliott later nodded to in a song. His local chapter was focused on integration, and Bill had friends from all backgrounds and walks of life. “In terms of race, back in seventies and eighties Dallas, I would say most white people were racist, you know?” Ashley says. “And he wasn’t. He was very outspokenly not.”

         The Berrymans always had a freezer full of peppermint ice cream and candy in little green tins; Elliott and his siblings would lie on the bed and watch soap operas with their grandmother, who had a bad back. Their great‑grandmother lived in the house too, looking after them while their grandparents worked. Bill and Margaret were proud of Elliott all their lives. When Ashley got married years later, she asked guests to wear their favorite band tee. Bill showed up in an Elliott Smith shirt.

         It was a sharp contrast with their visits to Charlie’s parents in East Texas, who were disciplined and stern. The children were expected to be silent unless spoken to and were scolded if they went into the kitchen or wasted water. Once Ashley stained the couch and was terrified. “Like, there was no room for error,” she says. “We were all tiptoeing around his parents.” Later in life, looking back on those memories, she started to understand her father more—the way he could be rigid and domineering, allergic to sentimentality, expressing his love by pushing his children as hard as he could. “It explains a lot about how my dad was rearing us,” she says. “He was better than they were to him.”

         
            *

         

         Elliott delighted in language early on, with a sense for the absurd and subverted expectations. When he was four years old, playing catch with Gary, he announced, “I’m gonna throw up.” Then he grinned as his father panicked and tossed the football up in the air. There’s a childhood story, punched out on his grandfather’s typewriter, where the sentence 11cuts off just as the heroes are caught by enemy combatants. “At least it worked long enough for—” Elliott writes, and the story ends.

         “We connected over drawing,” says his friend Jeff Macaluso, who sat with him at Central Elementary. They passed sketches back and forth in class, drawing slow‑motion disasters frame by frame: a bike going off a ramp and falling apart, exploding into wheels and stray parts as it hit the ground. “We would just crack each other up,” Jeff says, laughing. “We would make every wreck look worse.”

         Initially, there were signs that Elliott wanted to pursue art. The drawings his mother saved show a certain level of technical skill and comedic sensibility. Cartoon panels about a drunk man who mistakes the lion at the zoo for a house cat and tries to take it home; an enormous sunflower, wildly detailed, that he drew in preschool. He told Jeff that his stepfather didn’t like it when he made art, that it didn’t feel manly enough.

         But Elliott was always drawn to music. When Elliott was a young child, Price noticed the way he watched him play guitar, rapt. “Pretty much the whole time I was playing, he would look at my fretting hand and see what that hand was doing,” Price says, and laughs. “And you know, I am exactly the same way. How did you make that?”

         Every time Jeff came over, there was something new Elliott wanted him to hear. “Check this out,” he would say, and put the record on. “He would play these Kiss albums, and I’d just go, ‘Oh my God, what is it?’” Jeff says. “He would play really awful Kiss songs, like ‘Dr. Love’ and all that crap, and that kind of scared me. I was a sheltered church kid, you know?” The first album Elliott bought was a Kiss record, 1977’s Alive II; he liked the high drama of the face paint, the shock of blood on the cover. He listened to AC/DC and folk, Motown and Hank Williams Jr. He fell in love with Stevie Wonder in the back of a station wagon, listening to Songs in the Key of Life.

         When Elliott was ten, he took piano lessons for one year, his only formal instruction beyond band classes, where he played clarinet. In interviews, he described his piano teacher as a young man with a fever for the avant‑garde who “passed on his faith in music.” He won a local arts 12contest with an original composition before he quit to play soccer. “They had high hopes for me,” he remarked wryly of his family and teacher. “Didn’t pan out.” But he started vanishing into his room with an armful of albums, spending whole days just listening. “They made me wild with joy,” he said. “It was like magic tricks whose secrets I was trying to unravel.” The next year he wrote an essay explaining that at age thirty he would be living out of a trailer and touring with his own band. He got an A minus.

         Elliott picked up music quickly on sight. “He was very energetic and literally ate up the material I was giving him,” his piano teacher, Larry McCord, recalls. He taught Elliott how  to form chords based on any note; at a recital, he performed Joseph Moskowitz’s “Operatic Rag.” “Few students would be working on this music after only a year with their teacher,” Larry adds. Years later, Bunny heard him playing Rachmaninoff, a piece she had only been able to perform after ten years of study. It did not escape her that Elliott was able to do it after one.

         At Byrd Middle School, he became friends with Kevin Denbow and Steven Pickering, who everyone called Pickle. Today, Pickle works in radio and has a radio voice, even and deep, good‑natured, a little formal. On the recordings they made together with his father’s four‑track, you can hear the boys mimicking radio announcers. Pickle says they were “deconstructing the medium.” “We were playing with the gear but kind of playing with the form as well,” he says. “So he was doing that at a very early age.” They would toy with accents: “Oh jeepers, you reckon?” “After he moved to Portland, he thought all of our Texasisms were just hysterical,” Pickle says.

         They met in sixth‑grade English class. “We were both aspiring to be the class cutup, and so there was a little bit of competition there,” Pickle says. “And I can’t claim that eleven‑year‑old humor is particularly sophisticated, but by the standards of being eleven years old, he was very quick‑witted and funny.” He describes afternoons spent goofing off together on the band bus, riding their bikes around the neighborhood, playing basketball and chess, drinking Slurpees at the 7‑Eleven on the corner as they spent a dollar’s worth of quarters on Ms. Pac-Man. They shared a surreal sense of humor and an ability to obsess over what they 13loved: Pink Floyd, Dungeons & Dragons, the Police. “Wouldn’t you kids like to see a movie that you haven’t seen?” Bunny asked once, driving them to see The Empire Strikes Back again.

         Elliott was a talented, serious clarinetist who was moved up to the top band class, where he played with the older students. This is where he met Kevin. “He  was just a wonderful student,” the band director, Donna Strain, recalls. She taught four hundred children every year, but conjures Elliott readily. “When I first got your email, what flashed in my mind was looking down to my left where the first clarinets sit and remembering Steve.”

         Kevin and Elliott bonded in woodwind ensemble, standing out in the cold, waiting to be let in to play clarinet before school started. “So when you’re one of those people, you get to know each other pretty well,” Kevin says. They started to talk about music together: the Beatles, John Lennon, Rush. “There’s just no way to overstate how much of a Rush fanatic he was,” Kevin says. “That’s what drove me, him, and Mark Merritt together. He had the written music to their first live album.” They pored over it together. Like Elliott, Kevin was a self‑taught guitarist. “We just figured things out by ear,” he says. “He was much better than I was, and he taught me a lot. I never took lessons except from him.”

         The four boys quickly became close. On the weekends sometimes Elliott would sleep over at Pickle’s or Mark’s house, and they would sneak out to the park to meet up with friends at midnight. Often they would play together at Pickle’s house because he had a Peavey amp and access to his father’s heavy seventies‑model four‑track. When Kevin got a Fender, Elliott started coming over and letting him borrow his distortion pedal. “We had a great time in our feedback stage in my mom’s garage,” Kevin says fondly. “There’s nothing like holding a couple of guitars up to an amp through a distortion pedal and making it squeal, you know?” Once a neighbor called the cops.

         In Elliott’s earliest songs, Duncanville is a bare suggestion of a place, just heat and scrappy violence. He calls it Dallastown, “where the sky burns bright white,” “where you must be sick just to hang around.” It was hot, flat, and full of churches, a landscape defined less by its landmarks than by its atmosphere. “Most of the people I knew, their parents 14were divorced,” Elliott recalled. “Or else their dad beat them with a pool cue.” Parts of town were rural, and rough. “We fostered a couple of dogs for a little while,” Ashley says. “But our neighbors had prizewinning 4‑H chickens, and one of the foster dogs got out and ate a few prizewinning chickens.” This was the end of dog fostering. “There was a guy in the neighborhood who shot my cat for getting into the garbage,” Elliott said. “He beat up on his kid, and then he shot my cat.” Elliott found Putter on the street one morning on the way to school. They left the house on Center Street after that.

         In that part of Texas, Elliott said, “you live and die in a few square miles.” He wanted his world to be wider than that.

         Duncanville was, Pickle stresses, the Platonic ideal of a suburb. “The weekly small‑town newspaper that we had was called the Duncanville Suburban,” he says. He talks about the population boom in the seventies, as families moved out to the Dallas suburbs, where there was plenty of cheap land for working‑class families. The houses were new; the elementary school was freshly constructed. When Pickle graduated from Duncanville High School, he was part of the largest class that school had ever seen. “Until the next year,” he says. “And the year after that.”

         Kevin describes the suburb as “white‑Christian‑conservative.” “A lot of the kids we went to school with, their parents had executive positions at places like Lockheed Martin and McDonnell Douglas,” he says. “And so they had friends whose dads drove Ferraris and had private tennis courts and things like that. That wasn’t us. We had each other’s backs, and it was us against the world.” Later Mark called Elliott “one of the reasons I survived junior high.” “He’d just get in the middle of any argument,” Kevin says. “He wasn’t going to back down, and he definitely wasn’t going to let you walk over somebody that he cared about.”

         When Elliott spoke about those years later, he characterized himself as small, fierce, and bullied, “a violent little person” in a school full of “violent little monsters.” “You’d be constantly fighting the same guy,” he said, stuck in a cycle where someone passed along a comment and someone else, for the sake of his boyish masculinity, had to take offense. For a while, he played wide receiver on the football team. “I just became aggravated by people who were bigger than me and threatening 15me,” he said. “I got my guy every time because I was smaller and quicker and I guess angrier in general or something.”

         It’s not the image of him that his friends remember. Elliott was first clarinet, band president in eighth grade. “He seemed fairly confident in himself, fairly secure,” Pickle says, and well liked. “He was kind of a popular kid,” Jeff says.

         As Elliott got older, he would spend hours with friends at the Melody Shop, a mall record store that also sold instruments, Gibsons and Fenders that the teenagers would pull down and play and wish they could afford. “He despised categories,” Kevin says. “He would make comments at the record store, like ‘Why does it have to be called New Age? Music is music is music.’” Sometimes they would go to the tobacco shop around the corner and try to convince the clerk to sell them a cigar.

         They would drag a boom box out to the driveway and shoot baskets for hours, listening to a cassette of U2’s Boy until the tape wore out. Kevin could be like that too—obsessive, driven. “He was the first person I ever knew that owned a Walkman,” Kevin says. “He lived with those things on. Even if you were over. He’d be like, ‘Here, I’m trying to work this solo out, just noodle on the guitar for a while.’ He was always kind of that way. He would immerse himself into it and not come up for air for a long time.”

         There was a Baldwin upright that Kevin helped Elliott drag from the dining room into his bedroom, where they would figure out songs together. “We worked that into his little bedroom in the back and sat there and listened to Shaved Fish over and over, and he’d bang it out on the piano and try to figure out, you know, what the chords were and what part I could play while he played the piano,” Kevin says. “He lived at that piano.” They studied a book of Jimmy Page’s open tunings and worked their way through the White Album. They would pick the seams of lyrics and talk about how sometimes chords were like feelings, or colors; they listened to Pink Floyd together and dissected Roger Waters’s lines, wondering how a sound could feel so much like an ocean of blue.

         “A lot of what he ends up doing comes rooted in what we grew up listening to,” Kevin says. He could hear snatches of it in the music Elliott 16made later—a guitar piece that borrows from the film adaptation of The Wall, a chord progression in “Cry Baby Cry” that ended up on XO. “I literally sat down the first time I heard it and played along with it,” Kevin says. “It’s exactly the same chords. The same walkdown. Everywhere he went from that point forward, it was always ‘How can I use this?’ He had these things in his head since he was in seventh grade, I’m telling you. And he drags them like suitcases, you know, just lugging them around with him until he finds a way to work it into a piece somewhere.”

         Elliott’s bedroom was small, the piano pushed against the wall across from the door, the guitar and amp nearby, books piled on the nightstand and on the floor next to his bed. He loved reading about the musicians he loved, from the Beach Boys to the Beatles—their influences, the equipment they used, how they recorded their songs. “All of it,” Kevin says. “He had to know everything.” They would sit out in the den together and watch discs on the Welches’ audio/video player: the Who’s Tommy, concert footage of Jimi Hendrix at Woodstock, Frank Zappa’s 200 Motels. Sometimes they would watch kids’ shows with Darren and Ashley or keep an eye on them as they played with their toys.

         “He tried to be a really good brother,” Kevin says. “He was really into Darren and Ashley and hovered over them and took care of them in a lot of ways.” Elliott would play hide‑and‑seek with them, help them with Legos, teach them coin tricks. When Darren was still a toddler and Elliott left for a few weeks to visit his father in Portland, he recorded himself reading a story so that his mother could play the tape for Darren while he was gone.

         He demonstrated a kind of male tenderness that Ashley didn’t have in her life then. In his twenties, he would call out to his sister from the stage: “There you are, sweetie,” he’d say, unabashed, full of love. “He just was so kind, and he wasn’t too macho to call his little sister ‘sweetie’ or to really think of us fondly like that,” she says. Charlie was loving, but he was strict, someone who cared for his children by providing for them and pushing them. “I thought that was what a man was,” she says. “And Elliott was this soft, kind, loving guy. It was such a contrast for me to see an adult man being so vulnerable and sweet and expressive of his emotions.” 17

         
            *

         

         It was Gary who gave Elliott his first guitar, along with his love for the Beatles and Bob Dylan. While Gary was stationed in Fort Worth when Elliott was little, they would listen to the White Album together. “He loved ‘Rocky Raccoon,’” Gary said later. “I just tried to get it off before ‘Why Don’t We Do It in the Road?’ came on.” Gary wrote satirical songs about horse‑racing he thought were terrible, but later he understood that seeing someone you know making music, even bad music—perhaps especially when it’s bad—can make it feel approachable. For Elliott, music was something ordinary people did; it was something his father made.

         For a long time, Elliott’s father existed on the margins of his life. In the early seventies, Gary underwent basic training at an air force base in Fort Worth, not far from where Bunny and Elliott, still a toddler, were living. For a while, he was able to visit. Then Gary was sent to the Philippines to manage the military’s drug detox program for Southeast Asia. “I think they thought they were doing him a favor,” Rachel says. Instead, Gary was furious, stuck preparing soldiers to return to a war he didn’t believe in.

         After being discharged, Gary drove around the country with his cousin, eventually running out of money in Venice Beach, where he started to work at the state hospital in Norwalk. For a while, he lived with a group of hippies called the Topanga Rats, who needed a place to stay after their tepees were flooded. “He just felt like he had no idea who he was,” Rachel says. “From college to the war to Los Angeles, there was this total rearrangement of who he even understood himself to be. So I think being a father …” She trails off, considering. “He thought about Elliott a lot.” Often he sent letters to his son, which Bunny would tuck into Elliott’s baby book.

         In 1973, Gary met Marta Greenwald, a clinical social worker and the daughter of Transylvanian Holocaust survivors. Her father was a poor kid from the shtetl, one of about a dozen children; her mother was blond, blue‑eyed, the educated daughter of a civil servant. During the war, they were separated in two different camps. Marta was born in Czechoslovakia in 1946, as the family escaped west, and grew up in the 18United States. Her marriage to Gary was something of a culture shock for both families. When Marta’s father first met Gary, he brought a bottle with him and poured them each three shots. “I think my grandfather recognized that both of them would need some help,” Rachel says. In 1977, like an entire generation of counterculture refugees looking to escape the traffic and settle down, Gary and Marta migrated north to Portland, where Rachel and her younger sister, Sophie, were born.

         From the age of four, Elliott would fly alone to visit his father for a few weeks at a time. He spoke later about being a little alarmed by his father, with his girlish long hair and his atheism. “It was kind of weird when I was a kid, going from Sunday school, very straight middle‑class Dallas, to LA, hanging out on the beach with my dad for a week,” Elliott recalled. “When I was, like, six, he was telling me, ‘There is no God. There is no Santa Claus.’” Whenever he was away, Elliott worried about his mother.

         When Elliott was twelve, Gary gave him his first guitar, an inexpensive Martin Sigma model he’d soon outgrow. He was delighted. He wanted to be part of the Beatles; he wanted to be in Kiss. “I didn’t distinguish at the time between being famous and being good,” he said. “But then later on I found that out.” There’s a black‑and‑white image of Elliott with a shining blond bowl cut and a too‑big guitar, his father directing his fingers over the sound hole.

         Gary taught him “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” the beginning of an infatuation with Bob Dylan: the trailing folk ballads, the attention to language, the backspin Dylan could put on lines like “Goodbye’s too good a word, babe / So I’ll just say fare thee well.” “I love Dylan’s words, but even more than that, I love the fact that he loves words,” Elliott said. He listened over and over to a tape Gary had made of a radio show on Dylan, featuring his early folk songs; he recorded songs off the radio and played them back, working them out note by note. Gradually he taught himself fingerpicking by listening with Mark to Dylan, Simon & Garfunkel, and Peter, Paul and Mary, moving his index finger so quickly he could make it sound like a rolling three‑finger pick. Even years later, Elliott would confess, “I don’t use as many fingers as I should.”

         “We were learning things that we didn’t even know were actually 19two guitars,” Kevin says with a laugh. “He would figure out a way to play them. He’d fill in all the gaps. And that is very influential on the way he would structure songs.”

         They
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