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DISCLAIMER

This project includes several stories that may be disturbing to people with mental health concerns. If you are having suicidal thoughts, do not suffer in silence. Reach out for help. For Service members, veterans, and their dependents needing assistance, contact the Veteran Crisis Line by dialing 988 and pressing option 1, by text at 838255, or by chat at www.veteranscrisisline.net. For those without military affiliation, dial 988 or visit 988lifeline.org. For non-emergent information on mental health issues, please visit  www.nimh.nih.gov. It is never wrong to be broken. Please seek to understand your brokenness with the help of trained medical professionals.

Copyright Disclaimer under section 107 of the Copyright Act 1976, allowance is made for “fair use” for purposes such as criticism, comment, news reporting, teaching, scholarship, education, and research. Fair use is a use permitted by copyright statute that otherwise be infringing.
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For a more interactive experience with this project, I’ve assembled these songs into a playlist. Please search for “It’s All in the Lyrics” in your preferred music app.
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Have any of you genuinely traced your musical lineage? In 2017, I attended a Garth Brooks concert. It was a bizarre experience; one I didn’t believe I’d ever have again after his retirement. That simple event caused years of memories to flood into my mind. How had so much time passed since those youthful days? How did I go from listening exclusively to GB, even feeling guilty for enjoying any other artist, to a metalhead?

I didn’t have answers, but I committed to retracing my steps by building a song-a-day playlist from May 1, 2017 until April 30, 2018. After sifting through thousands of musical experiences, I decided to tell my story through music. I had to compress a lifetime to 366 songs. A tall order, indeed.

As I approached the end of the experiment, I realized my project held much more than daily blog entries. While I have yet to release a single song as a musician, I accidentally accomplished a separate life goal of writing a book. With refinement, this work not only explored my musical history, but also clarified my decision to write, record, mix, and produce my own music. Music deeply influenced by the songs I expound upon.

To start, I’d like to pose a challenge. Don’t just explore my lineage; trace your own. Don’t just listen to the songs; relive them. The extreme joys. The inevitable lows. The victories of life. The darkest valleys. Odds are, if you picked this book up, you value music as much as I do. Please retrace your steps. What path did you take to get to where you are?

If any of these songs resonate with you, let me know. Share your own entries. I’m curious how your musical journey panned out.

I’ll admit, this project may appear self-involved. However, it was put together to heal myself and help others find restoration through art.
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I Told You So | Randy Travis

My parents got divorced before my first birthday. I spent most of my childhood hoping my mom would somehow change her flaws and plead with Dad to bring the family back together. Through Randy Travis’ Always & Forever, I expected reconciliation and a return to the life I deserved. I was too young to understand, but for the first time, I used music as a drug to digest the unpalatable.

That being said, it may be necessary to slap a warning sticker on this exercise. I wrote this book to highlight my desire to write and record music, spanning thirty-four years of my personal history. This project gets introspective, emotional, and dark at times. Since music’s the consistent potion I reach for to process life, I often link experiences to song. Vacations, tragedies, love, professional development—it’s all fair game. Rest assured, though. In the same way it coaxes me through darkness, it has provided so many lighter moments to illuminate my path along the way.

Forever & Ever, Amen | Randy Travis

Every entertainer has a story of how they first caught the bug. At four years old, I remember singing Randy Travis’ “Forever and Ever, Amen” for my family. Maybe it was the lyrics. A quick hat tip to my frequently changing sandbox romances. It could’ve been a reference to my desire for lifelong love. I’m not entirely sure.

Maybe I enjoyed the thrill of performing for an engaged audience as I sang along with the music video. We 80s babies weren’t treated with the same sense of importance as kids today are. For some reason, when I serenaded my family, they listened. What an incredible feeling! I finally found a way to gain an adult’s attention.

Mind you, I’m not a career musician earning a living through ticket sales. However, I do love entertaining. Telling an engaging story. Charming rooms of people in speech. Being the life of the party. When I got that first adrenaline rush years ago, I had to pursue it.

Good Intentions | Randy Travis

When I was eight, my dad told me, “I tell you about my life’s mistakes, so you don’t make ‘em.” That’s a powerful observation to share with a child. Though I remember this quote much later in life, he lived by that mentality. He had the best intentions. However, he was a flawed human being with an imperfect past. By sharing his flaws, he hoped to advance his children’s lives.

Even at four years old, I teared up over Randy’s character serving a Christmastime jail sentence. I doubt my awareness was this pointed, but now I live by my father’s advice. If I’m lucky, I’ll avoid making some of his mistakes. If I’m talented, I’ll mirror his successes.

Runaway | Del Shannon

Del Shannon’s “Runaway” might be my dad’s favorite song. I could ask him, but he sang it with such conviction I choose to believe it is. Now, Dad isn’t what most people would call a good singer. He could care less what people thought. Regardless of skill or ability, this track seemed like a therapeutic experience to him. He couldn’t allow his pleading kids’ cries to slow his healing process.

I still listen to “Runaway” today, but the newer, hipper Gary Allan cover. Like my father, I sing this song while carting my kids around town. I can only hope they don’t judge my vocal talent. If so, they could at least possess the nerve to call me out.

Runaround Sue | Dion

Dad also loved “Runaround Sue.” Again, and it bears repeating, Pops was not a good singer. I noticed when he sang with artists like Dion, Creedence Clearwater Revival, or George Thorogood, he sounded decent. Their rough, unpolished vocals made him a tad more tolerable to listen to.

Being a child of divorce was challenging. You longed for your parents’ reunion, but the adult in me knows that’s not possible. As a kid, I committed to two things: getting them back together or finding out why they failed.

Dad wouldn’t tell me. Instead, he jammed out to these songs as tears welled in his eyes. He belted out life-changing guidance. He still hasn’t told me what happened between him and my mom, but I believe I’ve figured it out. The moral of the story is sad but true. Son, you gotta keep away from Runaround Sue.

Nothing’s Gonna Stop Us Now | Starship

I was born in the 80s. Yep, the 80s—the generation filled with hokey pop music, power ballads, and drum machines. Hilarious sounding drum machines. Starship’s “Nothing’s Gonna Stop Us Now” doesn’t disappoint.

Riding shotgun, like kids did before laws existed, I have distinct memories of Dad driving my brothers and me to my mom’s place. Distracting himself with the radio, he fought off tears as he sang his heart out. He didn’t want to miss sections of our lives. We didn’t want to leave him but wanted to spend time with our mom. Rather than feel our feelings, we did what we do best: made fun of him for being a bad singer.

Dad had the last laugh, though. If you were to check the contents of my aging iPod, this song’s right there. Next to my other experiences. Depending on who’s with me, I find myself frantically skipping it to avoid explanation. Dad, if you’re reading this, I have it for you.

Happy Together | The Turtles

Divorce, through a child’s eyes, is a beast. “It’s my fault,” and countless other clichés haunted me from a young age. Separating shortly after my birth, I was their final child. Constant guilt plagued me. Why didn’t my parents stay together? For them? For us kids? Wasn’t marriage supposed to be forever? If eternal commitment could end, couldn’t divorce? I had a lot of questions, but only one answer. I’d do anything, and everything, to avoid putting my children through this despicable institution.
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Eat It | Weird Al

I’m aware of the darkness of my story from the onset. However, I seriously pondered the status of romantic relationships in my earliest memories. Rest assured; I possessed unsolicited optimism. Life can’t be all dark all the time.

When I was five, Dad remarried a woman with two sons. That’s correct, five stinky boys in one house. We watched WWE, collected GI Joes, and loved, and I mean LOVED, Weird Al. He provided a ray of sunshine in an otherwise hopeless world. When I look back, I recall memorizing the lyrics to “Nature Trail to Hell,” “Fat,” and “Eat It”. Amidst the abnormal transition, my brothers and I found comfort shooting marbles in the backyard, obnoxiously singing along with Weird Al songs we barely understood.
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Blue Christmas | Elvis Presley

If you’re listening to the playlist accompanying this book, I sincerely apologize. Odds are, this ill-timed holiday hit won’t fall into the correct season. Again, I’m sorry, but it’s a critical piece of the puzzle I’m assembling.

Imagine this scene: family celebrating together. Kids placing ornaments on a tree. A dark room highlighting the dull glow of Christmas lights. A Billboard mixtape providing the soundtrack for our festivities. Everything’s perfect, except for one thing. A little boy, incapable of enjoying what he has, sobs from a secret place for the one thing he didn’t.

I must admit to being that little boy. In a moment fit for a Hallmark holiday movie, the lyrics to Elvis’ “Blue Christmas” played out. The season is all about family. Despite all I had, my mom wasn’t there. I wanted her to be, but she was absent yet again. I didn’t realize most Christmases would be like this one. All I knew, I needed my mom. She wasn’t there, no matter how much I wished her to be.
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Dizzy | Tommy Roe

Every aspiring musician remembers their first stereo. Mine was a record player with a broken tape deck. My first album, not sure where it came from, was Tommy Roe’s Greatest Hits. I tried fixing the supply reel, unsuccessfully I might add, while listening to this record. In fact, I think I broke it worse.

Consuming a song entitled “Dizzy,” spinning under the record needle, as I solved a complex problem is a little ironic. Several hours into the project, I was left with six extra screws and this record. My dreams of capturing Randy Travis songs from the radio would have to wait.

The Gambler | Kenny Rogers

We lived for recess in second grade. Boys chase girls. Tetherball. King of the Mountain. You know the games kids play to blow off steam acquired throughout our ever-so-stressful school days.

One afternoon, I engaged in a heated game of tag with a group of friends. A kindergartner kept tagging me. Every time. It seemed like he was becoming “it” on purpose just to come after me. Adding fuel to the fire, he knew we played without tag-backs. That little jerk trapped me in an unsolvable loop.

I left the game to beat him up, so he took off. As I closed in, my fifth-grade brother, Chad, stopped me. Putting the palm of his hand on my chest, he dispensed the same guidance Kenny Rogers gave while our parents drove around in our wood-paneled station wagon. “You gotta know when to walk away, know when to run. This time, you need to run away. Don’t let him get you in trouble. Run away!”

I took his advice, but only out of confusion.

I reflect on this story often. Did my older brother really use “The Gambler” as a training aid? I wonder if he believes the tenets laid forth in the song. Does he know when to hold ’em? Know when to fold ’em? Does he ever count his money while he’s sittin’ at the table? It may not be fair to him, but when we’re together, I still search his actions for compliance to the gambler’s creed.
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Eleanor Rigby | The Beatles

Chad loved the Beatles—and their independent releases: John Lennon, Paul McCartney and Wings, and George Harrison. He had records, eight-tracks, tapes, posters, pens, and board games. He studied them like a high school kid prepares for the SATs.

Interrupting my memory, I once got so mad at him that I chucked a box of his collection off a bridge. I thought I got even, but he beat me up. Today, I kick myself over discarding his small fortune. I definitely earned that beating. In the days to pass, his old eight-track tapes floated down the creek around town. Stupid, stupid, STUPID!!!

In tandem with my brother’s obsession, my second-grade teacher read Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes to our class. For those who are unfamiliar, it’s a novel about a girl who contracted leukemia after the Hiroshima bombings. According to Japanese folklore, folding a thousand paper cranes earned her one wish, which she planned to use to rid her body of cancer. Somehow, I knew death was inevitable. I listened to the story day after day, week after week hoping she’d catch her crane count. Unfortunately, Sadako never met her goal, as cancer destroyed her short life.

There was no hope for the little Japanese girl. No hope for Eleanor Rigby, or the preacher, from my brother’s music. Maybe life was just filled with several unfair losses. While these people had pure motives—a thousand paper cranes, love, church attendance—none of them got their heart’s desires. Instead, they received disappointment, even death. All at once, life’s desperation became all too real.

Angel of the Morning | Juice Newton

My first day of the third grade held so much hope. I’m not sure how normal kids went home after school, but I got sidetracked playing, wandering around town, or catching critters. It wasn’t uncommon for me to return late. Not to mention the surefire detentions I’d receive for talking or interrupting class. However, first day detention would be in bad taste for a new year. I marched right home, excited to share the details with my family.

As I approached the dining room, my stepmom cried as she packed a box of my belongings. Enthusiasm faded as I begged for answers. “What’s happening? Where am I going?”

“Please,” she pleaded. “Your dad... can explain... when he gets home.”

Arriving moments later, he also began sobbing uncontrollably. Hugging me with a sense of finality, the slight scent of failing deodorant lingered as I buried my face into his chest. “Tony, having eight kids is a great responsibility,” he said. “You’re going to foster care until I can sort things out.”

As Dad and I held onto each other, the lyrics to Juice Newton’s “Angel of the Morning” flooded my mind.

Where did life go so wrong? A few short years ago, our relationship was all we had. I remembered lying beside his bed waiting for his alarm clock to ring. I remembered sifting through lunch selections with him before he headed off to work. I remembered riding shotgun as we drove places, his little sidekick. I remembered rubbing my face against his stubble as he sang me to sleep. I remembered every painful memory we couldn’t build upon anymore.

While trudging to my social worker’s vehicle to leave for my new home, I couldn’t look back. Even at that age, I knew seeing Dad’s face would only make me more miserable. Cold callousness hardened my heart as I tried to believe what he promised me. Climbing into the car, I weighed in on what was supposed to be the temporary solution to our problems. Then, we slowly drove away.

That Summer | Garth Brooks

Garth Brooks entered my life at the exact moment I needed him most. In the confusion of going to a new home, I searched for answers. I wanted to trust these strange people, but I didn’t know them. From the back seat of my foster parents’ car, a gentle fall breeze teased my hair through the open window. “That Summer” played over the local radio station. Feeling the intensity, the desperation, of the song all at once, I found escape from my problems.

This Garth Brooks guy knew how to tell a story. My story. Had he directly observed aspects of my life? How else would he know how windy North Dakota was? The way wheat danced in the wind? How else would he understand the hopelessness of my situation? How on earth did he depict the wonder of blowing breeze and the desire to be carried away with it? He had to shadow me to be able to speak so clearly. All I know is GB and I had a four-minute conversation that day. For a brief moment, I believed that my life could improve.

I’d hate to put the cart way before the horse here, but after a lifetime of circumstantial change, after hearing a million songs since, “That Summer” is still my favorite song of all time. With every listen, I travel through time to that afternoon. The cool breeze blowing in my face. The desperation of rebuilding my life again. The search for answers to solve my pain. Every single time, I helplessly transport back into that seat and feel it all over again.

Standing Outside the Fire | Garth Brooks

Addictions never start with ill intentions. It begins with a sip or a puff. Name your vice, but they usually roll out slowly.

After hearing “That Summer,” I had an insatiable desire to hear more from this Garth Brooks dude. I paid attention to the radio with greater interest. What else did he sing? Were his other songs good? Would he keep talking about my particular predicament? I wasn’t sure, but Garth became the distraction, the elixir, I used to digest the intolerable pieces of my life.

Wild Horses | Garth Brooks

My foster parents bought Garth Brooks’ No Fences, maybe due to the success of “Friends in Low Places” and “The Thunder Rolls.” Maybe because I pestered them. I’ve chosen to believe it was because of me. Now, don’t get me wrong. I liked both of his massive hits, but two different deep tracks caught my attention.

My hopeful desires seemed to conflict. I wasn’t gonna get them all. Dad and my mom weren’t getting back together. As much as I wanted to return home, I needed help to air out my experiences. What I wanted, and needed, were in extreme tension. Lacking awareness of the delicate balance between these dreams, I felt it when I heard “Wild Horses.”

Wolves | Garth Brooks

It didn’t take long, but I memorized every word to “Wolves.” My sad story forced me to drink every drop—a cleft lip and palate, divorce, my mom, seven siblings, foster care, social alienation, the constant fear of judgment. In order to heal, I needed to hear it, but I also dreaded the process. Belting out the refrain with full force, I wasn’t just singing. I legitimately prayed to God, that somehow, I could cease to be amongst the hunted.
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The Night Will Only Know | Garth Brooks

Like any true junkie, a person will do anything to feed their addiction. By chance, my social worker owned Garth’s In Pieces. I’d heard “Standing Outside the Fire.” What other songs were housed in this potential masterpiece? I begged to find out every time she shuttled me to appointments, meetings, or counseling. She probably just agreed to give me hope amongst all the loss.

“The Night Will Only Know” was my go-to track from the cassette. Yep. That meant we either had to fast forward OR take in the whole tape to listen to one song. Once my research exposed the details of a section, another new mystery presented itself. I wrestled with the moral quandary of keeping a murder quiet to protect a secret relationship. I queried words, like innuendo, in the family dictionary. This was real entertainment, pure intrigue. For the next several months, I guilt-tripped my poor social worker into listening to this song until I pieced it together.

The Night I Called the Old Man Out | Garth Brooks

No matter how much I loved my dad, I didn’t understand the concept of going to foster home. How could he let me slip through his fingers? I dreamt of the opportunity to call my old man out. Make him feel my hurt. Break him for breaking me. Drag him outside and deal with my aggression from moments he wronged me.

Then, there was this doubt. I’d once seen Dad take on a dude with a clear height/weight advantage. He didn’t lose. Pops delivered the victory speech. He was the toughest guy I knew. Even if I grew some more, there was no way I could ever win a physical fight against him. I guess that’s not what I wanted anyway. I needed validation that he cared amidst my pain.
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All My Rowdy Friends (Have Settled Down) | Hank Williams, Jr.

Being in a new home meant I had to learn how to live, without context, among two new parents. When I was with my real family, I spent entire afternoons climbing to the highest part of any tree I could find. This hobby was forbidden at my new house. I never even considered how dangerous it was until I got in trouble the first time I got caught. My whole existence seemed flawed.

My new family loved traveling. Since there’s no way of knowing when I heard these gems first, I’ve assembled what I call the summer driving medley. Sure, I incessantly interrogated them from the back seat, but I wanted to truly know them. I did it the only way I knew how: listening to their favorite songs to figure them out.

Let me start by describing my foster dad. After drawing a low draft number, he joined the Army and served a full military career, never discussing his experiences as a mail clerk in Vietnam. Post-retirement, he returned to North Dakota to be near his aging parents. He was a strong, quiet, good ol’ boy who liked old country music. If I wanted to understand who he was, I’d have to watch. Mr. Man of Few Words certainly wouldn’t tell me straight-up.

I’m Gonna Hire a Wino | David Frizzell

Song after song, trip after trip, I was reminded of my foster dad’s mysterious past he never mentioned. Crazy nights drinking beer with Army buddies. A life he sacrificed for a social worker job with his family. He didn’t resent it. In fact, I think he preferred the simplicity.

On the flip side, I had to imagine an abrupt end to his bachelor status. As he established life with a wife and three children, I believe there were some stern conversations from the doghouse about changing his ways. Mom seemed business savvy; he seemed to have party animal tendencies. What if they converted their house into a bar to save cash? Far-fetched, sure, but sometimes marriage requires this type of innovative compromise.

Luckenback, Texas | Waylon Jennings

Vacations are about spending time with family. Hours in the car. Hours in cabins, tents, hotel rooms, and campers. We left the hustle of everyday life for a return to the basics. We kids didn’t let that stop us. Striking at our foster parents’ dropped guard, we tested the loosening of traditionally defined rules. The harder they worked to cement our make-shift family together, the more we attempted to unhinge the system working for our benefit.

Meet Me in Montana | Dan Seals (Ft. Marie Osmond)

I was raised in North Dakota. We took several family trips to Wyoming, South Dakota, and yep, Montana. The concept was funny, especially when my foster parents’ adult kids traveled with us in a separate vehicle. I could only assume they were serenaded by the same old dusty Dan Seals tape on their youthful treks across the countryside. “Hey, you should ‘meet us in Montana.’ Get it?” I joked.

On these vacations, I witnessed my first example of true love. My foster dad reminded me of Dan Seals. Ma was a little like Marie Osmond. From the back seat, I watched as they shared quiet conversation, held hands, and snuck kisses. Their strange affection seemed foreign to me.

I can’t help it, but when I drive through the mountains these days, I find myself longing for the simplicity of those family trips. To clarify the memories, I may even throw some old country music into rotation. What I wouldn’t give to trade the rat race for some carefree shenanigans across Yellowstone National Park.

Livin’ On Love | Alan Jackson

My foster dad is 6′ 4″ and weighed in at 220 pounds at the time. He’s a gentle giant with a loud personality. For example, he speaks a few decibels above whisper volume (until he’s mad) but sneezes hard enough to rock a building’s foundation. His cold, expressionless face makes him impossible to read.

I couldn’t fathom how this icy-cold killer enjoyed tender love songs by Alan Jackson. Through mysterious behavior, he taught me you can’t wait for verbal expression from people. Sometimes, you need to acknowledge the subtle social cues. Their actions may say everything you need to hear.

He’s a Rebel | The Crystals

My foster mom is entirely different than her husband. Where Dad had quiet, humble roots in rural North Dakota, Mom maintained a loud, fierce attitude from her upbringing in Detroit, Michigan. Dad’s tough like men are supposed to be; Mom’s tough because life made her that way. I still haven’t fully learned this, but it isn’t wise to cross her. She’ll outlast you in vindictiveness just to spite you.

Then, you’d listen to music with her. With diverse, but sensitive, tastes, I can’t daydream about a road trip when Motown wasn’t playing in the background. Her music was symbolic to a generation and she developed in the heart of it all.

Most of her songs highlighted society’s rejection of bad boys. I had to believe she dated tough guys by public perception with gentle spirits. She didn’t detail her past either, but I learned her strength stemmed from some unmentionable challenges.

Un-Break My Heart | Toni Braxton

One of my brother Norm’s funny kid’s tapes said, “I can sing like a girl, I can sing like a frog.” That’s Toni Braxton. She’s capable of hitting notes lower than I can. Not just a little either, but way lower. Through Toni’s sultry vocals, I realized I didn’t have to like my foster mom’s musical taste, but she did recognize talent.

On a completely unrelated note, Toni Braxton highlights one of my key pet peeves: the male version of Tony is spelled with a “y.” So, medical receptionists, call center employees, and anyone else with careers confirming the spelling of human names, listen to me. I’ve checked my birth certificate multiple times. It doesn’t read “Anthoni.” I have yet to meet another dude who spells it that way—end of rant. Please forgive me. I have to work these demons out somehow.

End of the Road | Boyz II Men

There was a time in the 90s when Motown influence morphed into the R&B scene. Take Boyz II Men, for example. As my foster mom’s kids developed their own tastes, she appreciated them. That’s the thing about her. She listened to most musical genres. It had to be interesting to hail from Detroit and hear her children’s adaptation to the Motown movement. Even better, it was inspiring to witness her children inherit her love for music.

Only Time | Enya

My foster mom once made a nineteen-track mixtape alternating between only two songs. Welcome to the first. I DO NOT like Enya’s “Only Time.” Never have, never will. I’m not sure where the hatred stems from, but it reminds me of playful pixies engaged in a snowball fight. With that level of disdain at first listen, imagine hearing it nine out of nineteen times on one album.

You may be asking how I know this CD had nineteen songs. I had the distinct pleasure of watching the track count increase from the back seat while waiting for the torment to end. I hold a deep belief that disc could replace waterboarding as a viable form of human torture. Terrorists would divulge every piece of information you require. Personally, I don’t even think it would take all nineteen lashes. When I mention it that way, it kinda makes my mom a hero. Only kinda, though.

My Heart Will Go On | Celine Dion

What would happen if this notorious nineteen-track CD was deployed in a torture scenario? It was, whether intentional or not, so I speak from experience. The enemy’s spirit wouldn’t break. At least, not at first. You see, Enya was akin to drilling a corkscrew through your earholes, but track two, Celine Dion’s “My Heart Will Go On,” provided the “terrorists” with ten opportunities to show our resilience.

My foster dad, younger foster brother Norm, and I changed the lyrics. We sang in obnoxious falsetto. Wailed along with pitchy flute imitations. However, none of our efforts discouraged the cruel and unusual use of this torture device. Every passenger got a turn to pick the music. Ma’s selection was to be played until we broke. With this admission, I don’t think we ever did. For several years, our punishment persisted every long-distance car ride.

Total Eclipse of the Heart | Bonnie Tyler

Most people my age were introduced to “Total Eclipse of the Heart” through Will Ferrell’s Old School. I distinctly remember it on summer vacations, but the song was a staple around the Kessel household. While I may joke at my foster mom’s expense, I related to this piece.

A part of me enjoyed the opportunities to go on trips around the country with my foster family. However, I wrestled with the fact I couldn’t travel with my biological family. I honestly believed if I was happy with my foster family, I betrayed my roots. On the flip side, I thought if I experienced joy with my real family, I neglected my foster family’s sacrifice. The heart’s actual total eclipse was never being content with what I had, but seeking happiness through the unobtainable.

Take My Breath Away | Berlin

Have any of you listened to the Top Gun soundtrack? Once upon a time, I could sing along with the entire album. I even scatted over the theme song. Like any other computer with limited memory, I’ve managed to recapture most of the space it used to consume.

One particular romp through the tape, my foster brother spouted, “This’ll take your breath away!” Imitating a machine gun, he sprayed imaginary bullets, and spit, in an oscillating fan motion from his booster seat. Norm was so young; he may’ve been the only one to get away with it.

Naturally, my foster dad and I burst out in nervous laughter. This angered my foster mom so much, she rewound the tape, cranked the volume, and replayed it from the beginning. “You guys are jerks! I never get to enjoy anything!”

Not daring to mutter a word, we let her have a moment with her precious song.
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My Love | Little Texas

The first wedding I remember attending was for one of my foster dad’s co-workers. He was a full-time social worker and a part-time Soldier in the National Guard. Sure, Dad was an Army vet, but this dude currently served. I became so intrigued by military personnel that I bought a G.I. Joe with my spending money during the trip. We’re not talking about a regular-sized figurine, either, but one quadruple the standard size.

The wedding dance was plagued with slow songs. Instead of sliding on my knees while cocktail swordfighting the other kids, I was forced to watch years’ worth of old love. Think about your parents’ relationship for a minute. Gross, right? To avoid the discomfort, I wandered around collecting uneaten after-dinner mints. From the corner of my eye, I caught Dad’s co-worker and his new bride dancing to “My Love.” For some reason, when viewed from a different perspective, the magic of marriage amplifies.

Heart of Glass | Blondie

My foster mom owned a reel-to-reel player. Even with my level of exposure to music, I’d never seen one of these machines. That sucker was loud, too. When in use, you could hear it from a mile away. As I walked the two blocks toward my house after school, each lyric increased with clarity. Oh no! That noise only meant one thing: since Mom was working, I was working. Thanks, Blondie, for ruining my afternoon.

Life’s a Dance | John Michael Montgomery

I got a suit for my tenth birthday. It was my birthday suit. Not that kind, you dirty pervert! Comprised of clothing straight from the Mr. Rogers collection: a maroon striped clip-on tie, a white dress shirt, khaki pants, and a forest green cardigan sweater. It was, hands down, the classiest outfit in my wardrobe.

I had to look sharp for my foster brother Danny’s wedding. A lot transpired over a year. As a proud suit owner, I was dignified enough to dabble in the art of slow dancing. Sure, I danced with my aunt, but still, we danced. Was I any good? I don’t know. John Michael Montgomery’s “Life’s a Dance” says it all, though. I’d figure it out along the way.

Mmm Mmm Mmm Mmm | Crash Test Dummies

After watching Dumb and Dumber once, my brothers and I fell in love. Studying the VHS seven times during the one-day rental, we memorized every word, every song, every quip, every facial expression. The movie’s pure comedic genius, minus one part. Do you remember when Harry swaps driving responsibilities with Lloyd to find out he traveled several hundred miles in the wrong direction? Harry seethes on the road with his butt crack hanging out. “I’m only human, Harry!” Lloyd screams. To enhance the scene’s emotion, The Crash Test Dummies’ “Mmm Mmm Mmm” soars in the background.

A weird scene to hate, sure, but let me explain. You see, my brother Chad moved into the foster home I lived in. Since he also battles with severe music addiction, I’d heard the song long before the movie was released. Chad knew the dude’s low voice and the lyrical content freaked me out. In our shared room, we listened to tapes through headphones after our parents made us go to bed.

What track could a demented older brother torture me with while fast asleep? Yep, “Mmm Mmm Mmm.” Images of children convulsing on a church floor jolted me awake, screaming. Birthmarks all over someone’s body? Gross. After years of therapy, I’m finally able to listen to it without freaking out.

Reno | Doug Supernaw

It was bound to happen. Fifth-grade brought about my first serious crush. A girl in my class, dressed like one of the Go-Gos, handed out Tiger Pops for Halloween. Despite my affinity for the multi-colored lollipop, I refused to eat it. She was so perfect and edgy. For over a week, I played out our relationship while spinning the sucker stick between my fingers.

I’m not superstitious, but that Tiger Pop was our symbol of unrequited love. The longer I kept it, the possibility of our future together was real. Chad tore into my love memento. He even went as far as swiping the artificial replacement I swapped in from my other Halloween candy.

If I couldn’t maintain a sucker, how could I keep a girlfriend? It seemed as if my crush understood the sucker’s power and conspired with my brother to avoid the whole mess. I understand how insane this sounds now, but it tormented me for days.

After losing my Garth Brooks tape collection as punishment, I was forced into radioland for two weeks. While sipping from a tall glass of self-pity, Doug Supernaw’s “Reno” played during a late evening broadcast. I wasn’t ready to abandon hope, but Doug convinced me girls had to be pretty evil. My fragile heart couldn’t quite handle them yet.
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Learning to Live Again | Garth Brooks

The Chase is, and will always be, my favorite GB album. Every track exposed different aspects of my insecurities. Through a simple lyrical misinterpretation, “Learning to Live Again” screamed loudest to me. Initially, I thought the burnt hand and cut face described finding love with a physical deformity. He had a scarred face, or so I thought.

See, I was born with a cleft lip and palate. After several corrective surgeries, I have scars in undeniable places. Unless wearing a ski mask in public becomes acceptable, I had to become more secure in my flaws.

As a child, I knew the dating scene, pursuing romantic interests, and getting married presented challenges for me. Garth seemed to depict this struggle so succinctly. He didn’t, because that’s not what the song’s about; it’s about re-entering the market after a traumatic break-up. That’s not the point, though. Music became the conversation I didn’t dare share with others.

Wheel of Fortune | Ace of Base

Most people alive in the 90s remember Ace of Base. I’m not sure why, but Chad always shared his musical treasures with me. The Beatles, Michael Jackson, Johnny Cash, and Ace of Base. Subtle lyrical nuances from the liner notes, observations from songs, and music videos. The Sign’s kinda creepy once you slip into the deep tracks, but his enthusiasm was intriguing. Even more, I would’ve listened to anything he asked me to if it meant spending time with my big brother.

She’s Every Woman | Garth Brooks 

I’ve met some recovering addicts. They’ve all told me if they could rewind time and change things, they would. They can even pinpoint the exact moment they first clung to their vice. So can I. Not to make light of addiction, but my particular breed of obsession can be found in New Release Tuesday. For years, I’ve been seeking new music, new releases, new experiences.

I’d been a Garth Brooks fanatic for several years, but never during a record release. That’s until Fresh Horses. Since Garth’s key business strategy includes releasing albums near Black Friday, a junkie was required to wait for Christmas to get his fix.

Resorting to new lows to cure the itch, I had to willingly consume radio. It was my personal responsibility to ensure Garth performed well on the Top 40. I bought blank tapes, captured, and reviewed live broadcasts whenever possible to get the perfect version of “She’s Every Woman.” You know, that cut the DJ didn’t talk over or end short.

This behavior can only be seen as addictive in nature. I hadn’t been a part of the Garth phenomenon in this capacity. Where some of my fellow addicts express regret at the path life took them on, this one song began a journey of endless discovery.

The Car | Jeff Carson

In listening to the radio, other songs resonated with my experiences. My absolute loyalty was to Garth Brooks, but I dedicated one blank tape to capture these moments in time. For instance, my biological dad frequently diagnosed car problems by sound. He has a gift. After hearing a particular noise, he sold the part necessary to solve said problem.

Lying in the driveway as he fixed our old station wagon, I never acquired the fine art of automobile repair. By handing him tools as he worked, I was guaranteed to have the time I needed with him.

Someone Else’s Star | Bryan White

Pondering my life in the sixth grade, it became evident I lacked in several ways. Yes, some kids started dating. Some thought they found love. It wasn’t about that for me. When I looked at their lives, they seemed to be getting better. They had more friends, more things, and a romantic companion to share experiences with (I know; I was a kid, ok?). The wishes I had for myself were being given to those around me. When would it be my turn to be happy?

On the Verge | Collin Raye

After my first crush inadvertently crushed me, I steered clear of the female persuasion for the better part of a year. Then, I met my sixth-grade teacher. She was a recent college graduate hired a week into school to fill an unexpected vacancy. Although inappropriate, I acquired feelings for her. She was my teacher. Her duty was to build the foundation for educational and workforce success, not serve as my romantic interest.

I kept weighing my situation out. Some days, I was ok with it. On other days, my feelings drove deep shame. I remember using elementary math to figure out our age difference. 23–11=12, twice my life experience. I definitely knew what I felt, but I continued to convince myself out of the predicament. If I wasn’t in love, I had to be well on my way.

If I Could Make a Living | Clay Walker

Since I’m flirting with the concept of violating my absolute dedication to GB, allow me to tell you the story of how I finally did.

Chad hung out with his best friend most days we weren’t in trouble. I always begged to go with them, but brothers find innovative ways to leave you behind. One afternoon, HE actually asked ME. When he went the day before, I asked him to go. He said no, I cried, he left. Was it possible my tears made him cave?

Of course, it couldn’t be that simple. I was solicited for indentured servitude to his friend’s chore list while they listened to Dire Straits and played NBA Jam. If I hurried, they agreed to let me play video games with them. The exact moment I finished the last item on the list, my brother announced, “All right, man. It’s time to go home for supper.”

No fair! I worked so hard but didn’t get to have any fun. I used tears, once again, as a bartering chip.

Handing me a shoebox full of cassettes, my brother’s friend said, “Here. Pick a tape for helping out.”

Leafing through the box, he had nothing from the Garth catalog I didn’t already own. Cautiously selecting Clay Walker’s If I Could Make a Living, my betrayal was complete. In an ironic twist, I earned my first non-Garth album as currency for work. My conscience was clear, though. Someone else’s money dropped on the countertop of a music store for this purchase. The folks over at Billboard would never know.

Nobody Wins | Radney Foster

From an early age, I was intimately aware of the winners and losers of love. Add several years, a little maturity, and massive radio consumption, I learned relationships only succeed in compromise. I knew love was messy. Sometimes, it wells shallow pride that generates arguments and destroys relational stability.

I knew the catastrophe well, witnessing it firsthand: doors slamming and yelling. Mean, unintentional words birthed into existence. Silence for days until the more guilty party issued an apology. Then, the healing could begin. As I explored how to behave in future relationships, I took note of less-than-perfect examples through lyrical exploration.

Not On Your Love | Jeff Carson

I often wonder if other children of divorce romanticize the concept of eternal love. We have the blueprint for love gone wrong. You’d think we have enough information to generate relationships toward perfect conclusion. At a bare minimum, we have the insight not to take them for granted.

Emulating a reverse slippery slope, the fantasies danced through my imagination. What if my parents resolved their problems on those challenging nights instead of walking away? If they dedicated to talking things out, no matter how long resolution took, we’d still be together. With our unified family intact, I would’ve never been shipped to a foster home. If only couples committed to this one thing, life could’ve been perfect.

She Can’t Say I Didn’t Cry | Rick Trevino

Where most kids say their dads were tough and withdrawn, my biological father wasn’t afraid to express emotion. I CANNOT say I never saw him cry about any of his past regrets. Over my mom and their divorce. Over my departure from home. By society’s definition of masculinity, he maintained subject matter expertise in fixing broken cars down at the auto part store.

I’m here to tell you: he cried. Every time he hurt. Every time he beamed with pride or expressed deep joy. Real men can, and do, cry.

Lipstick Promises | George Ducas

Have you heard the joke about what happens when country music is played backward? Your girl loads your dog in the bed of your truck before returning to you. The music video would feature grainy grayscale imagery of a solitary tear crawling up your cheek as your family reunites at the dining room table. Country music tends to pander to the sad people who listen to it.

As I consumed an increasing amount of the genre, I was left wondering how to avoid these heartbreakers I kept hearing about. At eleven years old, I contemplated what my future romances had in store. How could I escape putting my kids through any portion of my life? How was I supposed to trust any woman I met wouldn’t turn out like my mom? Is love even worth it? Although I felt alone, it had to be better than being destroyed by another person out of blind faith. Not having answers, I dug through the radio to find them.

What Mattered Most | Ty Herndon

Imagine a kid’s room littered with Kirby Puckett, Cris Carter, and Penny Hardaway cards, Goosebumps books, Garth Brooks tapes, magazine clippings, and a few composition notebooks. I wasn’t allowed to keep it that way, but when I was in my room, I immersed myself in what I enjoyed.

Garth Brooks’ name given at birth was Troyal. He was married to Sandy and had three kids: Taylor, August, and Allie. Kirby Puckett didn’t have a middle name. In 1991, Dad and I watched him carry the Twins to a World Series victory. Cris Carter was drafted by the Eagles before being traded to Minnesota in 1990. My Goosebumps books were on the shelf in numerical order, without a book missing.

What if these meticulous practices were applied to a person I loved? Let’s explore how Ty’s character details his significant other. Did knowing this information help him cater to the emotional support she needed? In the end, he admits it didn’t. As I explored my own interests, I missed the point. Obsessive knowledge lacking action doesn’t equate to love.

Heart Half Empty | Ty Herndon (Ft. Stephanie Bentley)

Given the stories I’ve shared, it becomes easy to assume I drifted toward negativity. The truth remains, life can still be viewed through a cautiously optimistic lens. Why stop loving when everything feels lost? Why throw out positive memories due to a few negative ones? Somehow, with my tapes and radio, my glass would always be full.

The River of Dreams | Billy Joel

Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t escape the crush I had on my sixth-grade teacher. Her youth made her super cool in ways most other teachers weren’t. Case and point: she allowed us to bring music to listen to during art class. One particular Friday, I hand-carried Garth Brooks’ In Pieces to school. Returning after recess, “Callin’ Baton Rouge” blared over the classroom stereo. My girl was listening to my tape of my favorite artist!

Later that night, I abandoned my usual 99.1 Keys Country for a local pop station. A few hours after falling asleep, my bladder screamed at me to do its bidding. Billy Joel’s “The River of Dreams” forced my teacher’s imagery when I returned to bed. Out of all the tapes in her possession, she chose mine! We were pretty much set to get married or whatever people do when they fall in love.

Since there isn’t a song for how she broke my heart, let me finish the story. When class resumed after Christmas vacation, my teacher announced her engagement. During a scheduled bathroom break, I overheard a female classmate ask how her fiancé proposed. Apparently, the jerk delivered gifts through a scavenger hunt culminating in a proposal. A knot formed in the pit of my stomach, triggering my gag reflex as I held back tears. It took months to get over her. But first, I had to painfully learn how to dismiss desire for something I could never have.
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No Man’s Land | John Michael Montgomery

One of the greatest moments in my life was the advent of CD. As people upgraded their collections, I got tapes for a cheap trade, even some at no cost. That’s exactly how John Michael Montgomery’s third album came into my life. My brother Chad gifted it to me.

My recollection isn’t exclusive to receiving free stuff. That would be shallow. Around the time Chad gave me the tape, he moved out of our shared foster home. If he could be shuttled off without warning, couldn’t I face the same fate? With his final gift in hand, I was forced into my own no man’s land.

The Change | Garth Brooks

Do you remember attending school on days when tragedy struck? Teachers wheeled out TVs on carts to allow us to absorb historical significance in real time. Every class was momentarily suspended as we discussed implications and waded through the traumatic imagery: firefighters sifting through concrete shards, paramedics hanging their heads in defeat, innocent bystanders hosting candlelight vigils.

Before I saw the video for “The Change,” it became evident Garth would respond to the carnage the Oklahoma City bombing left in his home state. My young mind couldn’t grasp a gracious response to injured children being pulled from the rubble where their daycare once stood. What kind of psycho would do what Timothy McVeigh did? Didn’t he understand how precious life is? How was I supposed to
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