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praise for harder to breathe

“When we first got together and played music, it was one of the best times of my life. In his words, I can practically see and feel those moments again. So, I hope you have fun while reading this—but I also hope you walk away with inspiration from what Ryan has accomplished and achieved.”

—Adam Levine

“I didn’t know there was so much I didn’t know about my friend Ryan. I knew that losing his place in Maroon 5 was a life-changing and extremely difficult experience, but his journey is about so much more than just that. He shares about his pain and discovery with such vulnerability and honesty and wit, and I’m inspired by his transformation. His willingness to invite others towards themselves through his own story, is undoubtedly going to help a lot of people.”

—Sara Bareilles

“Ryan captures youth and success in all their contradictions; the delirious joy, the heady sense of discovery, the searing bliss, the heartbreak, the confusion, the pain and disappointment. The real beauty of his story, however, lies in what comes later: finding balance, peace, and meaning as the light and noise of youth and fame dim. His journey to wisdom and grace means a lot to me, having been there for so much of it, but his story resonates with universal truths far deeper than the particulars of his path.”

—Mickey Madden

“I’m grateful this document exists to relive these amazing, once in a lifetime events. I often found myself thinking ‘how did this actually happen to us??!’ But Harder to Breathe is not only a detailed chronicle of the early days of the band, but an inspiring story of redemption. Ryan’s personal journey is inspiring and will remind those in need of help that change is possible.”

—James Valentine

“After everything we had worked for during high school with our first band and all the effort and determination of getting the first Maroon 5 album out into the world, Ryan had to face a devastating loss and step away from the group just as our childhood dreams were coming true. How he navigated his way through such a difficult life experience is admirable and inspiring, and now here is this book for you to read.”

—Jesse Carmichael
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foreword

My friendship with Ryan precedes music.

It was a childhood friendship that started when I was about eleven years old. You’ll read about how we met a little later in the book, but here’s a teaser because I love telling the story . . .

Essentially, our friendship started when I tried to impress him at the soda dispenser in 7-Eleven. Needless to say, he wasn’t impressed!

He was two years my senior, which is an eternity when you’re in high school. At the time, I had started what would eventually become Kara’s Flowers and later Maroon 5 with Mickey Madden and Jesse Carmichael. To us, Ryan was the unattainable drummer. We were the little freshmen who would’ve been lucky to have him play with us. We would just watch him beat the shit out of the drums in awe. At the time, we all lived on a steady diet of Pearl Jam, Nirvana, Tool, Alice in Chains, and Ryan’s personal favorite, Soundgarden—and he could play all of that. Ryan saw something in me. And it wasn’t my charm or good looks, as I was an angsty hormonal teenager with a face full of acne.

Ryan became like a big brother to all of us. His house was sort of our ground zero in those days. School got out at 1:30 PM on Friday. Like clockwork, for three years, we would get in Ryan’s Wagoneer and drive east to his garage. We’d play music all day. We did it just for us. Nothing else existed. All we did was play, laugh, and disappear for those hours. It was the most fun because we had nothing to lose. I was practically failing out of school, yet Ryan was a legitimately good student. I don’t know how he found time to do homework, but he was always the adult in the room.

Ryan and I were the most fearless about taking the music in the direction we eventually did. As much as we loved ’90s rock ’n’ roll, we shared a connection with soul and R&B music too. Ryan helped ignite the flame that became my love affair with Stevie Wonder’s music—a love affair that really helped lead us into the sound of what Maroon 5 would become.

Back then, music was much more compartmentalized. Fitting into a scene was part of the way things worked. What we were doing wasn’t met with much enthusiasm and often left people confused. We were five white kids in an LA rock band playing soulful R&B pop music. At the time, even some of the other guys in the band thought it was crazy. Once we started writing quality songs, everybody got on board, but it was still super ballsy to make a record like Songs About Jane. Nobody knew what the fuck we were. So, we had to believe in each other when nobody else really did. It was a huge risk, but it would pay off.

When we got on the road, Ryan again assumed the role of the adult in the band. He was the parent we needed, in a good way. He made sure we bathed and didn’t get in too much trouble.

After Ryan suffered chronic nerve damage, we tried everything we could to make it work. However, and I hate saying it to this day, it wasn’t going to—no matter how hard we tried or what we did together. At the time, I had suspected it was something beyond the physical: a mental block of sorts. And I just didn’t see a way out that wouldn’t potentially derail this momentum that I couldn’t let slip away. In this crazy business, you are lucky to get one chance. Telling Ryan he was out of the band is still one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life. We were all kids in our early twenties, and our dreams were coming true. Imagine—he’s in the middle of all this success, and he has to get off the train. Everything we had worked for was happening, but he wasn’t going to be able to enjoy it. That must’ve been even more torturous than never making it all. We had spent our whole lives working towards this goal together. Right at the moment it was all happening, he couldn’t be a part of it anymore. Even though it was nobody’s fault, I can’t sympathize enough, because I can’t even begin to wrap my head around what he really suffered.

As far as the book goes, there are a lot of great memories I was excited to relive. When we first got together and played music, it was one of the best times of my life. In his words, I can practically see and feel those moments again. So, I hope you have fun while reading this, but I also hope you walk away with inspiration from what Ryan has accomplished and achieved.

What he turned all of this into is nothing short of incredible. When you think about what has gone down in his life, he lost his dream, went through hell, got his life back together, completed school, mastered the things he suffered, and wrote this book you are holding in your hands. That’s pretty remarkable. You can’t say that for a lot of people in his position. It takes a significant amount of fortitude, a lot of emotional strength, and a ton of courage. I applaud him for it. It’s a big deal and something that should be recognized.

I’m completely impressed by it.

Ryan and I may not hang out every day or even see each other for months at a time, but we will be friends forever. We will always be part of each other’s lives.

Our friendship will never change. He will always be my brother. Love you, dude. And I’m BEYOND proud.

Adam Levine

June 2022




survivor’s note

While my story is unique in some ways, my personal issues with anxiety, depression, perfectionism, obsessive-compulsiveness, and alcoholism are very common. I am one of the very lucky ones, however, because I finally reached out for help, possessed the resources to obtain it, and eventually found the program of recovery I so badly needed. In doing so, I was awakened to a whole new life I could have never imagined possible. Too many others are not so lucky. Whether due to stigma, lack of access to health care, or unawareness of available resources, many of those still struggling with mental health challenges never find the support they need.

When those of us who have overcome obstacles tell our stories of survival, we not only work to reduce the stigma attached to seeking help: we also instill the hope that change is possible, offering solutions that may not have been apparent to those still suffering. The specific realities of how we came to be challenged are often complicated and nuanced, and so can be the recovery process, but by sharing our examples of growth and change, we make recovery that much more viable to those who need it.

So, before I tell my story, let me offer some avenues you can take if you recognize your struggles in mine.

The twelve-step community, a tried-and-true form of peer support, is a free asset available to anyone who seeks it. Social programs, free clinics, and nonprofit organizations also offer aid to those who otherwise could not afford it. A few good starting points for finding mental health support are these organizations:


•National Suicide Prevention Lifeline – 1-800-273-TALK—suicidepreventionlifeline.org

•SAMHSA – Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration—samhsa.gov

•NIMH – National Institute of Mental Health—nimh.nih.gov

•NAMI – National Alliance on Mental Illness—nami.org

•AA – Alcoholics Anonymous—aa.org

•NA – Narcotics Anonymous—na.org






prologue

a musician never reveals his secrets

When I arrived at the Houdini Mansion in 2006, to write and record demos for what would be the follow-up to our breakthrough album Songs About Jane, I knew quite well that the moment should have been the culmination of my rock ’n’ roll dreams.

Twelve years after Adam, Jesse, Mickey, and I started the band Kara’s Flowers in high school, and five years after we added James to become Maroon 5, we had finally climbed to the summit of rock stardom. We had sold over 10 million copies of Jane, we had toured the world relentlessly in building an enormous fan base, and the next phase of our skyrocketing career promised a level of success and opportunity far beyond our most grandiose imaginings.

To add to the significance of that moment, we were beginning the next stage at Rick Rubin’s legendary residence-style recording studio the Mansion. Previously owned by magician Harry Houdini, the 1918 Laurel Canyon estate had captivated us as teenagers when we first watched the Red Hot Chili Peppers’s film Funky Monks, documenting the recording of their classic 1991 album Blood Sugar Sex Magik. The funky soulfulness of LA’s own band of eclectic misfits, who blended rock, funk, punk, and hip-hop into a timeless recording, all while living in a picturesque, haunted mansion in the Hollywood Hills, seemed to prescribe the perfect formula for all of our musical aspirations.

As I pulled up the long driveway to the glamorous, old-Hollywood manor, I was struck by the grandeur of the sprawling facade of aging stone, the columned stairway leading to the arched entry, and the varied balconies, parapets, and Spanish tiles accenting the sloped roof—together creating the image of a Renaissance chateau. Inside, I was entranced by the foyer’s sweeping staircase, which seemed to lead not just to another story of the house but to another place in time. I half expected Gloria Swanson to descend the stairs and greet me with “I’m ready for my close-up, Mr. Dusick.”

Then I walked around the place and realized it was a dump.

I had anticipated crystal chandeliers, Persian rugs, fine tapestries, and rare artwork. Instead, I saw worn floorboards, sparse and cheap furniture, and canvas tarps covering the ceilings and walls. The kitchen was long out of date. The supposedly grand hall was scattered with recording equipment and exposed cables running every which way. The entire top floor, including the large master suite and several guest rooms, was carpeted over cheaply and furnished minimally like a fraternity house. Rick Rubin probably figured the place would get trashed by the bands recording there anyway, so investing in a facelift would have been pointless.

In many ways I was similar to that magnificent but decrepit old house. I, too, was a decaying shell of my former self. Despite all the opulence of my extremely successful career and glamorous Hollywood lifestyle, internally I was suffering through overwhelming physical and emotional pain. For two years, I had been barely holding it together as I experienced agonizing joint issues, then confounding discoordination, then a total nervous breakdown. And while I was doing my best to maintain a brave face for my bandmates and the rest of the world, I worried constantly about letting everyone down, embarrassing myself on (literally) the world’s biggest stages, and proving myself unworthy of all the adulation. Perhaps it was only my anxiety that kept me going, forcing me to make it through one more song, one more set, one more stand.

Just imagine: You’ve been working toward something since the age of sixteen, dreaming the biggest dreams you can envision with your high school bandmates, struggling and striving for a decade . . . and you finally reach the mountaintop, where you can see all that work rewarded, but then you teeter on the summit, trying not to fall down the other side of the mountain. I wanted to scream out for help, but I couldn’t even verbalize what was wrong with me. It wasn’t just the shoulder pain that went back to my pitching days. It wasn’t just the fatigue and exhaustion that had built up over a few years of touring. It wasn’t just the increasing lack of coordination in my limbs. It wasn’t just the overwhelming perfectionism that had led me to hold on too tight, trying to control every outcome. It was something bigger and more to the core of me. I felt that I was defective. That I didn’t deserve any of the success. That I was bound to be a failure.

Now I was coming to the moment of truth, preparing to tackle the familiar but daunting set of challenges that would come with another massive album cycle. But I couldn’t help but feel that my fate was already sealed. Because I just couldn’t figure out how to play the drums anymore. I could barely function as a human being.

[image: ]

As usual, our road crew unloaded our instruments, amps, mics, and other equipment; carried it all into the studio; and set it up immaculately. One of the many perks of success: not having to deal with your own shit. When everything was staged and ready to go in that tarp-covered grand hall—the amps were warmed up, the guitars tuned, and the mics tested—I sat down very hesitantly behind my cherry-stained, custom DW drum kit. I knew full well that the likelihood of my performing to the level that the band hoped and expected of me was very low . . . if not nonexistent. But I wasn’t going to give up trying. No matter how pained and discouraged I felt, I would keep playing, perhaps until my arms fell off.

We tried to run through a few of the songs we had begun writing on the road—“Can’t Stop,” “Makes Me Wonder,” and “Won’t Go Home Without You”—but the mood in the room was solemn. None of the guys were making eye contact with me; they were looking at the floor or off into the distance, their faces serious. After two years of this kind of disappointment, we were still not talking to one another about the huge elephant in the room. So I just put my head down and struggled to work my way through the songs, losing hope with each passing note.

After only about twenty minutes, we decided to take a “smoke” break (even though most of us didn’t smoke). I went outside to pace around the driveway, trying to gather myself, but I was so consumed by my spiraling thoughts that I didn’t notice our manager, Jordan Feldstein, approaching.

I had known Jordi since childhood, when we played soccer together in Beverly Hills AYSO (American Youth Soccer Organization). Now he was a robust man of twenty-eight, who was always very direct in his approach to management. He was certainly not one to beat around the bush, so the hesitation in his voice startled me.

“Hey man,” he said. “So . . . Adam wants to have a meeting with just the five of you guys right now. Can you go into the dining room with them? It’s just the band.”

I looked at him for a moment, studying his stoic face. “What is it about?” I asked. “Is it important?” My mind was already spinning, my pulse quickening.

He paused. This was not normal.

“I think you just need to go in there and talk to the guys, okay?” he said.

My heart dropped into my stomach. In that moment, I knew what was coming, even though I had done everything in my power to push it out of my mind. The guys had been walking on eggshells with me for a while, but every time we tried to play together, it became more and more apparent to all of us: this wasn’t going to work.

As I walked back into the house, my heart rose up into my throat. Adrenaline pulsed through my body. I watched the guys slowly make their way into the dining room from wherever they had wandered off to around the property. My hands started shaking, as they so often did: my nerve problem still hadn’t resolved itself, although the doctors had said it would. Everything felt way too real, yet surreal at the same time, as if I were living in time-lapse and slow-motion sequences simultaneously.

Mickey Madden, the consummate hipster of the band, entered the room first, sporting the unshowered, Keith Richards–circa-1970 style that he and his cool Silver Lake compatriots were wearing at the time. But his demeanor was very different from his usual boisterous attitude. His shoulders were slumped, his face was stern and tight, and he was looking at the floor, as if he were walking into a funeral. James Valentine, on the other hand, showed up like the easygoing, “aw-shucks” jazz geek that he was, with his bright red Nebraska shirt and Levi’s. He looked me right in the eye with his wholesome manner and asked, “Hey man, how you doing?” Maybe he was just putting on a cheerful mask as I had been for some time, but his attempt at warmth helped calm me for the moment.

Jesse Carmichael, the searching idealist of the band, who had long since replaced his teenage Malibu surfer vibe with the beard and style of the Band circa The Last Waltz, walked in next and looked at me as if I were one of those wounded puppies in an ASPCA commercial. “Aww, there, there, sweetie,” his big, green doe eyes seemed to say. “It’ll be okay.” This didn’t calm me. It actually started to make me a little angry.

Adam Levine, who over the course of the previous twelve years had transformed from an insecure, acne-faced, fourteen-year-old with ADD into our cocksure lead singer, front man, and bandleader, strolled into the room last, his face serious but his head held high. A shiny, new, impossibly expensive watch hung casually from his wrist, but the rest of his style was still the vintage-store chic he had been rocking for years. The only difference was that his vintage tees were now collector’s items he had purchased at Fred Segal, rather than the bargain-bin fare he had found at a Melrose thrift store. He sat at the head of the table, as he had become accustomed to over the last few years. He seemed to be taking control of the meeting, as a CEO would. But this was a new look for Adam. There was a real confidence in him that I hadn’t seen before, as if he had serious business to attend to and he was about to do what needed to be done. I sat down at the opposite end of the table. The others sat awkwardly. They really didn’t want to be there, and really didn’t want to be doing this but knew they had to.

Adam began slowly but very matter of factly . “Here it is, man. I’m worried . . . I’m really worried. I just don’t know what’s going on with you and your arm at this point, and I don’t think we can wait any longer to see if you can come back from whatever’s going on . . . We have an album to make.”

Feeling the sting of this first suggestion that they would make an album without me, I initially responded, of course, with defensiveness. “Come on,” I fired back at him, “you know how albums are made these days. Everything’s looped and pieced together on the grid anyway. We can make it work one way or another.”

He replied quickly, a little agitated by my response. “Yeah, but I don’t even want to make an album like that at this point. I want to make an album with soul and grit, with real band performances.”

I thought that statement seemed a little convenient, given how much he had originally wanted my drums on Songs About Jane to be edited and looped in Pro Tools, to achieve the effect of a hip-hop rhythm section. By this point, I knew the standard of perfection to which he held our recordings, so I also knew he was just saying that to shut down any hope of my remaining in the band. My defensiveness turned to desperation.

“You told me in Germany that I would always be a member of this band! That you wouldn’t make an album without me—that you couldn’t!”

The other guys were getting really uncomfortable. Mickey was fidgeting in his chair, readjusting his position, while looking off into the distance. James was bouncing his knees like he was practicing heavy metal drumming and clearing his throat at regular intervals. And Jesse kept looking at me with what felt like pity. But I couldn’t muster much empathy for any of them. I was too busy drowning in my own self-contempt. Deep down, I knew I had done this to myself. But the feeling that came with that thought was just too painful to accept, so I had to keep up my front of anger.

As my voice started to waiver, Adam’s own agitation mellowed into calm concern.

“But, Ryan, I’m also worried that, even if you could somehow get through the album, we’re gonna have a whole world tour booked after that, and we’ll have to cancel it just as it’s getting going, when this happens again . . . And by then, Matt will have moved onto another gig, and we won’t have him there to replace you.”

That one stung even more. It wasn’t just that they could no longer place their faith in me and my recovery: they had found a new partner. I had effectively been replaced already.

I pled with him: “Why can’t I just transition to a different role but stay a member of the band? I could play pads on a keyboard or strum a rhythm guitar and sing background vocals. I could shake a fucking tambourine for fuck’s sake!”

“Yeah! That’s a good idea!” Jesse said. God bless his compassion and optimism. “We could probably figure out something like that! You could just move from one thing to another from song to song, like . . .”

“No, no,” Adam said. “No, that’s ridiculous, come on!” He wanted to shut that idea down very quickly. “What the hell is that? Do you even really want that, Ryan? Come on . . . No . . . No . . . It’s time to move on . . . It’s over . . . I’m sorry.”

I knew the idea was ridiculous. I just couldn’t accept the reality of the situation yet. I had failed . . . It was over . . . But that didn’t stop me from making one more absurd appeal.

“Then let me produce the album! I can become the producer of the band, and we can work on it together . . . collaboratively . . . the way we always have.”

Both Adam and Jesse looked saddened when I said that. Adam hung his head down and put his fingertips together in front of his face. He looked off to the side and just muttered, “No . . . no . . . ,” almost smirking in that pained way one does when something feels too tragic to face with seriousness just yet.

Jesse looked up at the ceiling for a moment, and I think that was when he returned from dreamer-Jesse-land to the reality of the situation. “That’s a big undertaking, Ryan,” he said. “I think we need someone with more experience at producing to be at the helm of this thing. It takes a lot to do that.”

Adam just shook his head and grumbled, as if he couldn’t believe we were even discussing the idea. He continued to be surprisingly rational about all of it, however, staying relatively levelheaded throughout the conversation. I wouldn’t have predicted it a few years before, when he was still an often-distracted and sometimes-irresponsible young man, but in this moment he truly assumed the role of the leader of the band. It was just unfortunate that I was on the receiving end of his managerial decision. He was my brother of more than a decade, my teenage alter ego, my sometime rival, and my musical soul mate, and he was making the critical judgment to end the agony that had been unfolding in our professional relationship for the last two years. Of course, I couldn’t understand any of it then, so I held on to my anger toward him and the rest of the band for a while.
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I was in a daze as the meeting ended. I felt totally detached from my surroundings. I don’t even remember the guys leaving or where they went. I walked sheepishly out of the Mansion’s main entry. The shaking in my hands overtook my whole body, and my legs could barely carry me down the grand stairway. I crawled, wobbly, into my brand-new, black Mercedes-Benz (my reward for all our success) and slumped into the driver’s seat. My entire body felt weak and frail. My worst nightmare had come to pass. I was a failure.

As I drove slowly back down Laurel Canyon toward Hollywood, the traffic and lights of Sunset Boulevard seemed like chaos to me. The order of the world was lost, and I was grasping for any sense that my life had not just changed forever.

Everything about the future seemed entirely unknowable. And all I could think in that moment was “How has it come to this? How did I go from where I was to where I am now? And where the hell can I possibly go from here?”

My entire identity had been wrapped up in being a member of that band, so I really had no idea who I even was at that point. All I knew was that my physical and psychological issues had finally led to the loss of my performing career, and now my twelve-year partnership with my best friends was over. On top of that, my entire social circle had been wrapped up with the band and its scene, so I now felt entirely alienated and alone. I was crushed. But this was only the beginning of my breakdown.

In the years after I left Maroon 5, the pain of having lost my identity led to a depression unlike anything I had ever felt in my life. The depression led to alcoholism, and the alcoholism led to a pretty severe anxiety disorder. This was not the life that I had thought I would live when we first embarked on our incredible journey as a band. Even worse, I just couldn’t imagine how any of this was going to end. I really thought that I had gotten my shot at ultimate happiness, and I had lost it. How the hell could I go on from that?

[image: ]

So, how had it come to this? It took me a very long time to begin to answer that question. When you start recovery, one of the first things some counselors or sponsors will have you do is write an autobiography and then share it with them or the group. So, in the spirit of that process, it’s time to go back to the beginning . . .




chapter 1

at the intersection

My brother, Josh, and I grew up at a literal and figurative intersection of Los Angeles in the 1980s. Our humble home was right near Miracle Mile at the corner of Wilshire and San Vicente Boulevards, in a quaint residential area called Carthay Circle. From kindergarten all the way through sixth grade, we walked two blocks down a quiet neighborhood street to our very diverse community school, which stood on the same block that the old Carthay Circle Theatre of golden-era Hollywood once did. The figurative intersection was that of several different worlds overlapping and colliding all around us. Just to our north was West Hollywood: the trendy, up-and-coming area of everything flashy and hip, from Melrose Avenue to the Beverly Center to the “Boystown” of Santa Monica Boulevard. To our west was Beverly Hills: the opulent breeding ground for spoiled rich kids and tacky overindulgence. To our south was the more modest but very warm community of middle-class families that was Carthay Circle. However, to our east were increasingly poor and disenfranchised neighborhoods the farther you went. Hollywood Boulevard in those days had degraded to a state of visible filth, drug addiction, prostitution, and homelessness. The minority communities of South Central and East Los Angeles were suffering through some of the worst epidemics of drugs, poverty, and crime in the country—all while my family was largely insulated in our little cocoon of relative safety and comfort.

I am grateful to have received a balanced perspective on how other families live in Los Angeles, by attending a public school where my circle of friends looked like a United Colors of Benetton ad, representing every ethnic and racial background from Caucasian to African American, Latino to Asian American, and so on. Although some of us were relatively fortunate, living in comfortable, three-bedroom homes and enjoying modest luxuries, my social circle embodied every segment of the city, from inner-city kids who took a bus into our community, to middle-class suburban kids who benefited from greater privilege, to the very wealthy kids I knew from Beverly Hills Little League and AYSO. I like to think that I represent a mix of these varied aspects of the “real” Los Angeles.

I often find it amusing that most of the stereotypical perceptions of LA focus on the Hollywood scene of transplants: people who come from all around the country, clutching desperately to the self-indulgent fantasy of becoming rich and famous. That common tale was not a part of my reality as a born-and-bred Angeleno. I was the child of a Mexican-born mother, whose parents brought her to this country, and a second-generation Jewish American father, whose grandparents came from eastern Europe. To me, nothing could be more LA than that. When I go to Dodger Stadium, I don’t know whether to sit in the bleachers or the box seats!

The music that influenced us at an early age was very eclectic as well. Three and a half years older, Josh had very different interests than mine: he was more of a science geek, building rockets and collecting snakes, and I developed passions for writing stories and playing sports. But we always connected about music. Love of music was something that ran through both sides of our family, so I suppose it was in our blood. Although it took some time for us to find our own instruments and styles, we definitely benefited from early exposure to the many musicians and singers in our family. My mom, Gina (born Maria-Eugena Gonzalez), and her siblings, Gilberto, Beatricia, and Ricardo, had enjoyed hearing their father, Roberto, play the mandolin and the fiddle in their household growing up. Following in his musical footsteps, Gil and Ric picked up the guitar and drums, respectively. And Ric continued to perform around town with his jazz and blues groups throughout our childhood, living the dream in coffee shops and themed restaurants. Josh and I got our first taste of live music watching our uncle Ric and his fellow jazz cats swing.

My dad’s father, Jack, had been an amateur songwriter, writing and singing ditties on his upright piano, as my young father, Kenny, and his older sister, Michele, sang harmonies. My aunt Michele grew up to be a Broadway star, and my dad dabbled with a little songwriting himself. Both of their singing voices were very prominent in our young lives. Michele’s son, our older cousin David, who had picked up the electric guitar as a teenager, turned us on to rock ’n’ roll at a very early age. David was a bit of a rebel at the time, growing up with his two famous actor parents, James Farentino and Michele Lee, and his teenage bedroom was plastered with posters from hard rock bands like AC/DC, Led Zeppelin, and Van Halen. The images of a scowling Angus Young and the occult symbols of Jimmy Page were both scary and intriguing to me as a young boy, but Josh and I became interested in the sounds David was listening to and imitating with his new Fender Stratocaster.

David gifted us with some of our first vinyl LPs, ranging from Pink Floyd to Queen to Van Halen, and by 1984 the sounds of brothers Eddie and Alex’s erupting guitar solos and bashing drums were commonly heard echoing through our house. Josh and I used to invite our parents to “concerts” in his bedroom, for which we would draw up little tickets and then take to the theatrical stage of Josh’s twin bed, playing air guitars and jumping around like David Lee Roth in the videos for “Jump” and “Panama.” I was only about six or seven years old when we were entertaining our audience of two in that way, but I can still remember the thrill of it, feeding off my older brother’s burgeoning excitement for the electric guitar and the looks of sheer delight and total joy on our parents’ faces.

Adding to our parents’ record collection, Josh and I started listening to LPs by artists from the Police to Michael Jackson, Quiet Riot to Run-DMC. We had classic records by the Beatles and Bruce Springsteen and progressive artists like Herbie Hancock and the Art of Noise. In my mom’s car, we usually heard either Rick Dees Weekly Top 40 or the Latin artists representing her roots. And with the advent of MTV, we watched videos by performers from Prince and David Bowie to Ratt and Twisted Sister. Along with every other person in the known world in the 1980s, I became obsessed with Michael Jackson’s video for the song “Thriller.” We had a VHS tape recording of The Making of “Thriller,” which I watched ad infinitum, both terrified of the monsters and in awe of Michael’s rhythmic movements and soulful singing.

Without a doubt, the most embarrassing home video from those days is one that my dad took on his brand-new VHS camcorder (think Clark Griswold in European Vacation), which featured Josh and me break-dancing to Herbie Hancock’s early industrial-techno song “Rocket” in our breakfast room. Having just become obsessed with the movies Breakin’ and Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo, Josh had learned a surprising number of the dance moves for a nerdy white kid from the suburbs, but once again, I was just feeding off my older brother’s passion, doing my best impression of what I saw. I hadn’t learned many of the moves that Josh had, so I just stood in one place and vibrated like a malfunctioning robot. Our parents did their best not to laugh.

[image: ]

Josh and I enjoyed a relatively sheltered existence growing up. Like many who raised the millennial generation after us, our parents were very well-intentioned, extremely loving and supportive, perhaps a bit overprotective, and very focused on boosting our self-esteem. They often told us we were smart, capable, special, kind, and adorable. Following the new trend, we played in soccer and baseball leagues in which all players received a trophy, regardless of how they played or where their teams finished in the standings. And we were insulated by a group of friends mostly put together by parents who were very active in the school community. In general, we enjoyed a sense that the world was made for us and nothing really bad could ever happen to us. This was very comforting to me as a boy, but I sometimes wonder if being coddled to this degree made me ill prepared for hardship, disappointment, and failure.

Our parents might have also been compensating for the sadness and tragedy they had suffered in their own lives. Both of them lost their parents way too young, and both of them have lived with scars as a result. My dad’s beloved father, Jack, died from a heart attack when my dad was just twenty-three, and his fragile mother, Sylvia, died of a broken heart just a few years later. As a result, my dad’s big heart and fun-loving spirit come along with control issues and a caretaker personality; perhaps he is attempting to make up for the ways he wishes he could have taken care of his parents more. As good intentioned and loving as his impulses always are, they can border on overinvolvement at times.

My mom was forced to move around a lot as a child, due to her father’s job as a foreign diplomat. They spent a year living in a war zone in Guatemala when my mom was very young, and she has vivid memories of hiding under the bed when the gunshots and explosions would start. Her mother, Alicia, who was heavily medicated due to the grand mal seizures she suffered, passed away when my mom was just a teenager, and her father, Roberto, died in a car accident a year later. Due to these early traumas, my mom’s incredibly sweet and sensitive personality comes along with episodes of anxiety and depression, from which she has suffered greatly at times in her adult life. In a lot of ways, I think my mom’s challenges have been the mission for which my dad’s caretaking nature was designed. So, as a result, my parents have often played out the roles of dependent and codependent in their relationship.

As a kid, I was more like my mom. I was sensitive and kind, sweet and good-hearted. And my mom and I were very close and affectionate when I was little. I guess you could say I was a bit of a “mama’s boy.” I wonder now if we acted as each other’s security blanket, assuring each other that everything was okay. She had wanted to be a mother all her life, and I was the perfect little angel, in whom she could invest all that maternal love and affection. We were definitely attached to each other, and it was difficult to let go. I was a shy little boy, and I remember clutching her leg when entering an unfamiliar setting or even at family gatherings. I also remember her having a very difficult time letting me go into the classroom on my first day of preschool. It was very emotional for her.

My dad is a much more hyperactive type of person: constantly running around, doing and fixing things. And as a lawyer, he has probably done as much work for his family and friends pro bono as he has for his business. I imagine we would have lived on the other side of that border with Beverly Hills had he not been such a giving person (for which I am grateful). However, my relationship with him growing up was more of a yin-yang type of situation. His energy and charisma were difficult traits with which to compete. His whole side of the family can be a little overwhelming actually. My aunt Michele was a film and TV star by the time I was born, and her personality is even bigger than my dad’s. Family events often played out like a big performance, during which it was pretty easy for me to feel invisible.

Most of my dad’s best qualities are more aspirational for me than they are things that came naturally to me. I’m much more of an introvert by nature, much more feminine in my sensibilities, and I would get embarrassed when he would invariably strike up conversations with total strangers, trying to make everyone around him happy. Whether it was the corny dad jokes or just his overwhelming sociability, I found myself retreating into an opposite space, more reserved and self-reflective. Imagine a cross between Chevy Chase in the Vacation movies, Steve Martin in Parenthood, and just a touch of John Candy in Planes, Trains, and Automobiles (engaging you enthusiastically the entire time you sit next to him on a flight), and you’ve got a pretty good idea of my dad’s exuberance—while I was the shy, sensitive boy, observing and internalizing the theatricality of his natural energy.

I have a few distinct memories from my early childhood, and a particular event that stands out in my mind was the one and only time that I got spanked. My parents were certainly not proponents of corporal punishment, but one day as a toddler I ran out into the street in front of our house, and my mom needed to let me know immediately that I absolutely could not do that again. However, what I remember about that incident is not what you might think. Instead of remembering the pain on my backside, the embarrassment for having done something so egregious, or the humiliation of being punished in that way, I distinctly remember being concerned for my mother’s emotional well-being. She felt horrible, doing what she was doing. Striking me in any way was the furthest thing from what she would ever want to do, and I could see how upset she was by having to do it. I wonder now if I had become finely tuned to my mother’s emotional needs even before I could speak. Perhaps being a perfect little boy was my way of comforting her.

Other than these occasional episodes of emotionality, I didn’t think that anything was particularly “wrong” in general. Quite the contrary, to this day I think of my childhood as lovely and perfect. I knew my mom was sensitive, but I actually related to her for that reason. We were a very happy family, blessed with good circumstances in life and an abundance of love and affection. But I’ve come to understand that even the happiest families, even the people who have everything going for them, still have issues to overcome, and some of those traumas get passed down through the generations.
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My dad was an athletic man, always up for any kind of game or sport, and in general, he seemed very self-possessed. He was my coach in soccer and baseball, at night he would play his acoustic guitar and sing songs he had written, and we had frequent wrestling matches in the back hallway of our house on Schumacher Drive. However, it was baseball that became our biggest bond. By the time I was nine years old, it was my greatest passion. My dad had never played it much in his youth, but he was a huge sports fan, so we were able to find mutual inspiration in the Dodgers of the 1980s. I started emulating every batting stance and every pitching mechanic we watched together, and although my dad didn’t know the proper mechanics with which to instruct me, our excitement about the sport propelled me to a pretty magical time between ages ten and twelve.

First, we were inspired by the Dodgers’ amazing Cinderella season of 1988. Watching a hobbled Kirk Gibson hit that astounding home run to win Game 1 of the World Series, and hearing Vin Scully make his epic pronouncement—“In a year that has been so improbable, the impossible has happened!”—really made me feel that anything was possible if I just could dream of it. My personal hero, Orel Hershiser, closed out one of the most remarkable seasons in pitching history in Game 5 to win the championship, and that inspiration projected me forward into a remarkable experience in my last year of Little League.

At age twelve, I was the best pitcher in Beverly Hills Little League. I’m not just saying that—honestly! I threw hard, I had remarkable control for a kid that age, and I had a devastating off-speed pitch that was striking out everybody and winning us complete game shutouts. My team and I only lost one game in which I was on the mound all season, and we went on to win the whole league championship, going on to regional tournaments. Striking out Matt Mesler to win the championship game still stands out as the most epic success of my childhood. We were only up by one run, with two outs and a man on third, in the bottom of the final inning. I had thrown him nothing but fastballs, which he continued to foul off, until we finally reached a full count. I bore down with all my focus and energy, and then I pulled the string. I threw my off-speed pitch perfectly—it sank in just below the strike zone as Matt swung over the top of it, way out in front. All the parents in the stands, the coaches, and my whole team erupted. My catcher ran out and bear-hugged me, and before I knew it, my teammates were carrying me on their shoulders. I can only imagine how proud my doting mom and dad were.

I also have a couple of “only in LA” memories from that time period. The first one involved the famous actor James Caan. His son Scott was on our team when I was eleven, and Jimmy wanted so badly to participate in the practices with us. My dad included as many assistant coaches as he could, but Jimmy was actually in no physical condition to be playing. He’d recently had a spill on his motorcycle, and his shoulder was being held in place by a screw. He would pull up to each practice with his arm in a sling, and then, being the macho, manly guy he was (a real-life Sonny Corleone), he would take the sling off and play catch with the kids, complaining afterward how much it hurt. Caan actually taught me a grip for throwing a curveball unlike anything I was taught before or after, and it was very effective! Maybe it was more of a changeup than a curveball, because it just kind of floated up there and died at the plate, but I always think fondly of Jimmy Caan when I ponder all the success I had with that pitch the following year. At one of the last games of that season, Jimmy rolled up to La Cienega Park (or rather onto La Cienega Park) on his big Harley-Davidson bike, with a beautiful Playboy Playmate on the back. They jumped off and joined the rest of the cheering squad of parents, and Jimmy’s new girlfriend was sporting a new necklace—the pin from his repaired shoulder hanging from a silver chain. What a baller.

The second “only in LA” story came from another celebrity dad on that same team: superstar Neil Diamond. Neil was very shy most of the two seasons that his son Micah played on the Orioles with us, understandably so. Neil was so famous that he was just trying to avoid getting recognized and cornered by fans. He would sit off to one side of the bleachers at most of the games, with a hat down low and sunglasses covering his face. Usually unshaven and shaggy, he would pop his collar to obscure himself even further. We barely heard a peep out of him for two seasons. Then for some reason, in the last game, when we were playing the Yankees for the league championship, at a very tense moment in the final innings, he jumped up, went right to the front of the bleachers, and started a very enthusiastic chant of “LET’S GO, ORIOLES! LET’S GO, ORIOLES!” Everyone in the area stopped what they were doing and watched Neil Diamond looking about as excited as a teenage cheerleader. It was adorable.

I don’t know how or why I was so confident on the pitching mound at that age. I was still a very shy kid, not cocky or overconfident elsewhere in life. I was a good student in school, and I had a close circle of friends, but I was humble and meek in most ways. However, for some reason, on the mound I was a whole other person. I have no memory of having anxiety or self-doubt when I was pitching. I believed that I could do whatever I wanted with a baseball in my hand, and I was going to strike out anyone who faced me. That total lack of self-consciousness or overthinking is baffling to me now. As an adult, I focus very meditatively to try to achieve that kind of commitment to the moment. I have often struggled to keep my mind from interfering in the things that I do. Yet somehow at age twelve, I could just look at the catcher’s mitt and perform with total confidence. Maybe I was just emulating my father’s self-possession.

So perhaps that was the first time I adopted some of my father’s more favorable traits, to go along with the kindness and sensitivity I had gained from my mother’s warmth. Sounds like a good combination for a well-adjusted young man, right? Well, adolescence can be rough . . . But by the time I graduated from Carthay at the end of sixth grade, I was a pretty big deal! I was the class president, I had the highest grades, and I was given several honors and awards, so I was actually asked to deliver a speech at our commencement. Talk about an overachiever! However, I had never written or delivered a formal speech, so I had no reference point for what to expect from the experience. As with most things, my dad tried to help me by instructing me on how to do it as well as I possibly could. I don’t remember asking him to do that for me, but that’s my dad! He’s always trying to be helpful (and/or control outcomes). We went over my speech several times, and he gave me notes on how to deliver it with poise and distinction.

“Most importantly, just remember to take your time,” said my dad, who has been well known to volunteer to speak at every family occasion you can possibly imagine, from toasts at Thanksgiving, Christmas, Hanukkah, Passover, Yom Kippur, Mother’s Day, birthday parties, and so on, to eulogies at the funerals of every family member or family friend who has ever passed away. “Just try to relax and be yourself. You’re a smart guy! And everyone likes you. So don’t be afraid to just slow down and relax. There’s no rush.”

When I got up on that stage, however, all of that went out the window. I experienced something for the first time that I think most people go through at some point in their lives, but it was a precursor for some awful things I would experience later in life. As I began my speech, the sheet of paper I held in one hand began to shiver and shake, as my hands succumbed to my nerves. My first thought was “Oh no, I’m not going to be able to read this if my hand keeps shaking!” This one, simple focus on a negative outcome made it much worse. Thinking about how it might go badly for me actually caused it to go badly. My hands started shaking more, and then I really couldn’t read the words on the page. I gripped the paper with both hands and somehow got through the speech (probably at lightning speed), so it didn’t actually become the disaster that I briefly imagined it would. But I got a serious glimpse into the power of negative thought. This was my first bout with anxiety that manifested itself in physical symptoms, but it wouldn’t be my last.




chapter 2

smells like teen spirit

I had been a big fish in a small pond up until middle school, but all of a sudden, I was a guppy in an entirely new pond, populated by a group of bigger fish . . . who exhibited a brand of entitlement and cliquishness I had yet to experience. After spending my grade school years in the warm and comfortable community of Carthay, I joined Josh at the very prestigious Brentwood School in the seventh grade, and it was a whole new ball game.

My parents had applied to only the one private prep school for Josh, figuring that if he happened to get admitted, they would just have to figure out how to afford it within their budget. He had been excelling there in math and science by the time I applied, making our family a “legacy,” so with my good grades and other achievements, it was a no-brainer that I would go there as well. Neither of us really fit in there socially at all, however.

While being Jewish made me part of the majority of my class, a large portion of my cohort had known each other since preschool, together attending a very exclusive elementary school associated with Stephen Wise Temple, and their social circle was intimidating and alienating to me. They obviously all knew each other very well already, and their ways of talking and interacting were very foreign to a kid from the other side of the tracks. “Valley girls” and “rich snobs” are the best common tropes I can use to describe them. They quite literally would stand in a circle, excluding other kids who were not a part of their clique, and they would gossip about god knows what. I don’t know, because I wasn’t included! It was also very clear to me that money and status were very important commodities in this scene, and I had neither; at least not at the levels that the “popular” kids did.

Being Mexican made me part of a very small minority as well. Our class had only one other Latino kid, who was often the butt of classist jokes because he dressed in hand-me-down clothes and old shoes and he spoke with a Hispanic accent. Here was a boy who had excelled so much in his own community that Brentwood had given him a full scholarship to attend, and he would travel across the city just for a chance to participate in this opportunity, but that meant nothing to the social scene. He was just another immigrant son to the crowd. For some reason, I was able to “pass” in some ways that seemed more acceptable to this highly insulated community of wealthy kids, however. I remember telling other students that I was Mexican, and the reaction was usually something like “Wait, what? But . . . you’re not that kind of Mexican.” I didn’t have to wonder what “that” kind of Mexican was to these children of Brentwood, Santa Monica, the Pacific Palisades, Encino, and Malibu. They were referring to the dark-skinned migrant workers who were familiar to them only as their housekeepers and gardeners. Somehow, because my skin was relatively fair and I didn’t speak with an accent, I was different and, dare I say, “better” to them than their usual image of a Mexican American. I don’t mean to imply that all these kids were outright racist. It was a distinction probably based on a general lack of experience with minorities, but it was obvious to me, and it didn’t help me feel welcome.

Being a shy kid, I found it difficult to acclimate to this new environment. I still did well in school academically, making the dean’s list all four semesters of middle school, but I only had a very small circle of friends, mostly centered around baseball. The pitching mound was still the one place where I felt most confident, but that would change in the years to come.

At the age of fourteen, Josh decided to teach himself to play the electric guitar. He had taken some piano lessons at an earlier age, and I had followed suit, but neither of us really took to that instrument. But now, as he was entering high school, Josh found himself being implored by his two childhood best friends, Joel Freidman (who played keyboards and rhythm guitar) and Adam Leibovitz (who played the bass and drums), to learn to play so that they could start a band together. Being the obsessively hardworking overachiever that he was, Josh stayed up all night teaching himself to play Slash’s lead part on Guns N’ Roses’s “Sweet Child O’ Mine,” simply by looking at guitar magazine tablatures and listening to the album. After one long night and several blisters on his fingers, Josh was off and running with his new passion. Within six weeks, he was the lead guitarist in their band Free Reign, and they began playing gigs around town, covering classic rock songs from the Kinks’s “All Day and All of the Night” to Cream’s “Sunshine of Your Love.” Pretty soon they started composing original songs that featured soaring guitar solos by an increasingly confident shredder of a lead guitarist. Josh took inspiration from the great guitar gods of blues-rock legend—Jimi Hendrix, Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Stevie Ray Vaughan—and by the time the band members were all sixteen, they were booking gigs at famous Sunset Strip nightclubs like the Whisky a Go Go, the Roxy Theatre, and Doug Weston’s Troubadour. I had always looked up to my brother growing up, but now I thought he was cool.

In the early stages of their band, I watched them perform with awe and longed to be a part of it. No knock on the original drummer, but I remember watching their first show and thinking, “I could do that.” He was not the most accomplished musician, and his playing seemed like something I could feasibly learn to do rather easily. I was a pretty coordinated athlete, so I felt confident that I could teach myself to play those basic beats by simply emulating the rock drummers I watched on MTV’s Headbangers Ball. Around the same time, I began tinkering with the drum set in the middle school music room, first teaching myself to play the beat to Tone Loc’s ubiquitous rap song, “Wild Thing.” It was a very simple pattern, and I wasn’t even playing it right, but it gave me my first taste of creating a rhythm, and I was hooked on it. I begged my parents to buy me a drum kit, and of course they were very hesitant, knowing what a racket the drums can create. My dad tells a story of my begging and pleading with him, “Dad, the drums are inside of me, I can feel it . . . The same way that the guitar was inside of Josh, the drums are inside of me, just waiting to get out.” After being told over and over that my parents would not buy me a drum set, I woke up on Christmas morning in 1989 to find a kit set up in our living room. I was more than excited. This was the greatest gift I had ever received in my twelve years, and it took all my energy, focus, and restraint not to start banging on those ratty drums and cymbals before everyone else woke up that morning.

The set was not exactly what I had imagined. It was a rickety, old 1960s jazz kit, with trashy cymbals and rusty hardware, more reminiscent of the kind of drums my uncle Ric played at his jazz and blues gigs. Because I had been watching Headbangers Ball every night on MTV, seeing the likes of Guns N’ Roses’s drummer Steven Adler and Mötley Crüe’s Tommy Lee, I had imagined a much more imposing rock drum kit, capable of thumping out hard and heavy beats. These drums looked more like something you would see at a cocktail party or a piano lounge, modestly accenting a quiet background trio of aging jazzers. But it was a start, and I was grateful for it. I began pounding on those little drums every day after school for hours, at first making very little headway in creating a discernible rhythm, but eventually getting down some simple patterns in 4/4 time. Watching those flashy glam rockers of the late 1980s, I think I got my stick twirl down before I got the actual playing part down!

By the eighth grade, I had become a drummer in the same way that Josh had become a guitarist. I taught myself to play simply by emulating my glam-rock heroes. However, my favorite drummer of all time was the Police’s Stewart Copeland. He had a very expressive flair behind his drums and cymbals, incorporating influences that were exotic but extremely intriguing to
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