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            Author’s Note

         
         When I first conceived of this project, a friend said, Will you interview Joni? Can I come along? Immediately, I knew it wasn’t
            going to be that kind of book. I wanted the emphasis to be on Joni’s songs, which have an independent life, and their influence
            on my creative work. It turned out it was impossible to think about the songs without at least gesturing toward their maker,
            and to how and why she would have written them. Sometimes, as I was writing, the line between Joni and me felt so thin that
            it nearly dissolved—whose mind was whose? Occasionally the book envisions Joni’s perspective based on what I know of her life
            from her interviews, biographies, website, and songs. Those passages are tethered to facts.
         

         
         This book is an act of imagination. A few names have been changed along the way to protect the privacy of individuals.
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            Down to You

         
         The smell of struck nickel came up from the strings. It was already past four in the morning. She leaned into the shape of
            her new guitar, strumming a song she’d been working on, and while it was better to be playing an actual guitar versus her
            baritone ukulele, something was off, something about her knuckles—she couldn’t make a firm D major chord. Her left hand hadn’t
            moved the way she’d wanted it to, not since she had polio at nine, when she had to lie perfectly still in bed for weeks to
            limit the spread of the virus. She contorted her hand on the fingerboard. Every other guitarist she knew in her circles could
            play D major—why not her? She looked out the window of her Detroit apartment and imagined the voice of her mother, who liked
            to call her a quitter. The trick was to say no to the face that had mixed up love with control.
         

         
         Where was that face when she reached for the tuning peg and twisted it beyond the expected rotation? Joni says she learned to retune from Eric Andersen, but he’d only suggested open G and D modals, tunings already common among folk and blues musicians. Joni didn’t stop there. She didn’t stop when the higher strings snapped and flailed, or when someone said, “That’s no way to play a guitar; you’re killing the neck.” By retuning the instrument to the pitches that felt right, she could play the left-hand shapes that suited her fingers. She opened up the orchestral breadth of the guitar, deepening its bottom range, rewriting the rules of Western musical tradition. But who starts in the clouds? Like any artist, her task was to find a sound that captured how she talked, how the currents of her brain moved, how she held the wineglass in her hand as she walked from one side of the party to the other. 

         
         Retuning her guitar? Audacious as likening herself to van Gogh, Picasso, Beethoven, and Shakespeare. Audacious as hiring the
            musicians and firing them when necessary. How many men would she have to convince? She was on her own in a world of men, straight
            men, who must have crossed their arms over their chests, leaned back in their chairs, and looked at her with mildly amused
            contempt. August night, runway lights. Plane landing, rubber on hot asphalt. Play that.

         
         By the time of Court and Spark, her sixth album, she’d grown tired of playing solo, and so many of the techniques she’d invented on her own were being questioned,
            challenged, dismissed by schooled musicians. One night, when she’d had enough, she taped a sign to the studio door: no boys allowed. Always telling her You can’t before she’d even had the chance to explore. It killed everything to begin with that fear of failure.
         

         
         The sixth string, the fifth string—when would she think her guitar had taken enough punishment? And those tunings went down through the years, hitting the ears of people along a causeway, atop a skyscraper, in an underground cave. Magic, though there had to be a better word for it. Sorcery? Hello, out there. An astronaut. A drug dealer. A pilgrim.
         

         
         So many strangers waiting to be transformed by her songs, though none of them knew that yet.

         
         *  *  *

         The wind blew through the open window. Tonight I didn’t mind that the Brooklyn trees were stripped of leaves, the light falling
            on their trunks in buttery gold. My new friend and I were DMing about music, our correspondence becoming more involved once
            it became clear that we were crazy about the same songs. It would have been too on the nose to talk about Joni, though he
            must have considered it. Joni was fraught territory. Joni was personal. And as far as questions: What if I was the kind of
            person who only listened to Blue? What if he dismissed everything before 1976 and believed she’d reached her pinnacle with Hejira? What if I hated the jazz work, or else loved it too much and wished she’d done more albums in the vein of Mingus but maybe with acoustic instruments rather than electronic? What if he believed there was such a thing as a single coherent
            Joni over time, and not a village of poets contradicting—or at least questioning—one another? What if I didn’t know an open
            tuning from a corkscrew? What if he thought “The Circle Game” was utter genius? I mean, I loved the imaginary campfire of
            “The Circle Game,” but painted ponies and cartwheels and being captive on a carousel?
         

         
         It would be very easy to make an ending before there was a beginning. Red flags—picture a grass slope stabbed with them, snapping in the wind. And if not red flags, polite acknowledgment, bland agreement, then—nothing. People could barely look after themselves. No one wanted connection these days. There were already too many reasons for awkwardness, especially on these things we call the apps and the socials. 

         
         And besides, who didn’t love Joni these days? I rarely ran into a person who didn’t admit to being a Joni fan or say, My grandmother is a total Joni fan. It came with no risk of bad taste, no chance of sounding a little dim, whether you were queer, straight, Black, brown, old,
            young, an academic, or someone who rung up blueberries and extension cords at the Dollar General on the edge of town. Everyone
            believed they had a personal stake in Joni’s excellence, which wasn’t always the story, and certainly not when I was in high
            school and my friends listened to Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours as if it were the best thing to have ever arrived on Earth in the form of sound. To admit to loving Joni in the third decade
            of the third millennium was as fresh as saying you loved ice cream and lakes and storm windows and electric appliances.
         

         
         Instead, Jude wrote to me about PJ Harvey, the British singer-songwriter. Certainly someone springing out of Joni’s lineage,
            but likely to have complaints about her, as one inevitably does about one’s parents, especially when they take up their fair
            share of the room with their feelings. I posted the song “When Under Ether” from White Chalk, and Jude wrote about PJ taking flak for her piano arrangements on the album, the instrument being a previously unexplored
            one for her. I find the naïveté adds to the haunted feeling of the music, he texted. The reviewer got it wrong. Then went on to quote from the piece itself, which was clueless in all expected risk-averse ways in that it elevated professional polish over capturing the process of a song coming into being. There wasn’t judgment in Jude’s tone. He wasn’t shaking his fist. It was melancholy puzzlement that some people couldn’t see a wonder when it was looking right at them with an open face. 

         
         His DM was more essay than casual comment, and by essay, I mean crafted, animated. It had nouns. There was no hint of power in its assessment. Instead, it said, I’m going to show you, friend of spirit, something that you don’t know about music, and maybe you’re going to show me what
               you know too.

         
         I didn’t reply for days. This wasn’t coolness. My heart wasn’t hard. In fact, I could be annoyed by acquaintances who behaved
            as if locking one’s gates were the inevitable consequence of being out of a long relationship. I wasn’t tired, nor was I fully
            allergic to the cycle of hope, expectation, taming expectation only to come down to smoke and ash. But honestly? In eleven
            years of single life, I’d taught myself, in increments, without being fully conscious of it, not to direct all my energy into
            one person—no small thing for someone who tended to latch. I had many friends: deep friends, casual friends, friends who were more. I had a rich and various and often frenetic life. I could walk into a crowded room by myself and stand at the center, and I didn’t even care if anybody came up to talk or not, but inevitably they did, because it looked like I didn’t need them. I’d built myself back up from scratch over the course of my fifties, even though others had contributed switches and lumber. I told myself I wasn’t lonely, and I believed it—as many as six times a day. Why screw up such goodness? Though at the same time, I was astounded that I’d ended up here. I was walking down Court Street for the fifth time that afternoon, setting myself out on another pointless errand for a yellow key cover and Miracle-Gro. It exhausted me that, aside from my teaching, so much of my waking life was dependent on my I, that I had to put such effort into parenting this I, keeping this I involved and delighted, when I might have just rather looked at the person sitting in the chair across the room and said,
            You need something, babe?

         
         When I finally wrote him a more involved note on his birthday, I texted, You’re so right about that reviewer missing the point. It seems to me that singer-songwriters use amateurism or SEARCHING
               to their advantage. I knew I was actually talking about Joni’s methodology but wasn’t ready to go there just yet. Then let out a breath. Just thinking of the dulcimer songs on Blue. By that I meant Joni was learning the dulcimer as she wrote those songs; the constraint made them great.
         

         
         Later, he told me he’d been biking the mountains of Northern Virginia with his brother, Luke, in the hour of that DM. Bike
            in the grass, light on his legs and on the backs of his hands. October, coming on Halloween.
         

         
         In the days to come, I found out that he was a neurologist, musician, and writer. Found out that he was a dedicated reader of Shelley, James Tate, Yeats, and Lydia Davis. Found out that after years in Southern California, he’d moved back to Louisiana eighteen months into the pandemic to be a doctor in his hometown on the edge of the Atchafalaya Basin, just off the eighteen-mile bridge through the cypress swamp. But along with the exchange of our histories, we kept coming back to Joni as our orientation point: her phrasing, her tunings, her guitar versus her piano songs. Her half-baked songs—it felt both transgressive and thrilling to talk about the half-baked songs in such a way that made our disappointment bring us into a deeper form of respect. As to our favorites? It surprised us, and didn’t, that with few exceptions, we shared the same list. “The Wolf That Lives in Lindsey,” “Down to You,” “Let the Wind Carry Me,” “Same Situation,” “Jericho,” “Edith and the Kingpin,” “Rainy Night House,” “Blue.” 

         
         When we talked more specifically about relationships, the long ones we’d been through, he said he valued sweetness. He said
            he wanted to be sweet to me.
         

         
         At an earlier point in my life, I might have found a reason to be confused. Sweetness? What other man knew himself well enough
            not just to want sweetness but to say it aloud, without any shame? I had no inclination to be coupled again, but I wanted
            to get to know him—specifically him. He was very sexy to me, and that scared me.
         

         
         I looked at his FaceTime face: olive eyes, thick beard, soulful expression that I thought of as the face of inquiry, a physical
            representation of one of Joni’s angular chords. Did I say vascular arms? Long back? He looked like he could have come from
            the sixteenth century and stepped out of one of the portraits of El Greco, but with a face of affection, curiosity, mischief,
            blazing intelligence, and light.
         

         
         *  *  *

         It could have been “Woodstock,” could have been “River.” Could have been “Night Ride Home,” “Otis and Marlena,” “The Three Great Stimulants,” “No Apologies”—any of the songs that are relatively straightforward, that move like other people’s songs harmonically and melodically. Instead, the first video he sent was “Down to You,” one of Joni’s most demanding songs, one she’d rarely done in concert, probably because it was too difficult to make all its independent moving parts sync up. He didn’t perform it for me—that would come a bit later. Instead, in the span of a minute, he offered a little lecture about its architecture, which isn’t AABA like many popular songs, but ABA-cadenza-A. So much goes on in that cadenza, a morphing instrumental passage that takes direction from classical and jazz modalities, the bass note rarely acting as the root of the chord. It isn’t the most romantic song. If anything, it is the opposite, in that its narrative considers the inevitable loneliness that comes from sex with strangers, with people you might pick up in a bar after you’ve had drinks. Joni doesn’t overplay that loneliness, though the phrase “Love is gone” punctures the listener. That loss is no longer just personal in the second verse but societal. A breakdown of connection, a collapse of kindness and warmth, a cautionary take in a collection of songs about freedom, especially sexual freedom. Was Jude, like me, tired of an ongoing pursuit that seemed significant once, a catching-up after being taught by the culture that his sexuality didn’t exist, his body didn’t exist, and, if it did, his longing was depraved, a matter to be policed? Against that, what else was there but to fuck into one’s reclaimed gorgeousness again and again? 

         
         He knew I was a fan of songwriting but didn’t know that I had been a songwriter once, that I’d published music in my late teens and early twenties, that I had once wanted to write work that approached the intricacy of Joni’s music. He didn’t yet know that I had breathed and drank that desire, that everything else had been an obstacle to me. And that one day I had stopped. Well, if it had been one day, I’d have been kinder to myself and music. A proper mourning could have occurred. I could have wrapped music inside a baby blanket, sent that basket down the river as the voice inside went silent and disappeared among the reeds. I simply became more interested in prose writing. I turned to writing as if it were a new man standing on the opposite bank. 

         
         I’d come to think of my paragraphs as the sweet ghosts of my songs. I was a better writer for pulling in what I knew about
            phrasing, unexpected chordal leaps, shifts in meter, changes in emotional register, the silence between notes. Every writer
            should begin with another art form—acting, painting, sculpture—and use that as a point of comparison or departure. It was
            one of the few pronouncements I’d passed along to my writing students, and it was never a lie. But the way I talked about
            leaving music behind seemed easy, almost cozy, as if I’d simply knocked out a fireplace, pulled up the rotting floorboards
            in the kitchen, and basked in the sunlight through the windows around the table. By deciding to think of myself as a prose
            writer, I could say, Here I can make something on my own and not have to deal with the complexities of others’ egos, the perils that come with
               collaboration. But it hadn’t occurred to me that giving up music was as extreme as moving to the Mojave and giving up water in order to
            be a better person.
         

         
         I missed the hammering of my fingers, missed taking satisfaction in their strength and reach. I missed worrying about the condition of my voice, whether that granular scratch meant strep throat or just the season of cedar pollen. I missed the sense of inhabiting my body that music gave me, locking myself in my neck, thighs, diaphragm, and butt in the manner of an athlete. I missed trying to impress someone by simply singing and playing for them, a practice that somehow took on a life of its own in that my ego dissolved and we were water. Music is water: I understand it to be so in that it breaks down levels; it equalizes. Once anyone is inside music, there isn’t a boss of it; the listener means as much as the players. And we aren’t ourselves anymore, not quite, with our usual heaviness and dashed hopes. If anything, it makes us lighter, buoyant. We float. 

         
         Why would I do such a thing to myself, my spirit? People give up children. People leave beloved places behind for their families.
            People step out of their lives in middle age to care for an ailing parent. People put pleasures aside in order to become activists
            who help and save others. I gave up the one true thing I had that connected me to people. I’d been lonely as a child, and
            I’d brought myself closer to others through music, by playing with and for them. I saved my life through music. I gave it
            up.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Jude looked right into the camera as if he were looking into my face, even though to do so he had to be looking fully at himself,
            unafraid. With only two percussive notes on the piano, I knew he’d taught himself “Lesson in Survival” for me. And as I listened
            to his turns, holds, and spaces, I heard it as a brand-new thing: both of Joni and not. His playing wasn’t so much about his ability to get it right, to win it, but to show me all the intricacies that lay inside what I thought I already knew, every detail that was too easy to miss,
            the song cracking open into a fresh field that wasn’t simply one thing but an oncoming action of colors, stems, petals, and leaves, both browning and coming to life at once. See that violet, that yellow? Shepherd’s needle, fire wheel, bog torch, buttonbush, chicory, cinnamon fern. Maybe I’d never really loved, and if I didn’t crash into his arms like the speaker in “Amelia,” I felt them around me, holding me in place. It was staggering
            to know that about myself after all this time, which only made me want to hold him harder, even though he wasn’t in the room
            with me. And now it’s just beginning? My life?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Both Sides Now

         
         In 1967, a seven-year-old boy in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, sat before an upright piano, sounding individual keys. He’d walked
            by that piano a dozen times a day, but it had never occurred to him before to touch it. Maybe because it seemed too heavy,
            four times heavier than his own weight. Though his mother had recently painted it the color of a Spanish olive, it still conjured
            up solemnity, grief. It had been his grandmother’s instrument, and the way his mother talked about it, his grandmother was the piano: she’d transferred into its hammers, wires, ivories, and keys the moment she’d fallen and broken her hip. He was afraid of his grandmother, but she was gone before he was old enough to remember her face. It was enough to know that she’d pounded on the instrument so hard after his uncle Paul’s death that she’d worn the brass finish off the pedal with her shoe. Every time the boy looked down at the pedal, he saw it: a half-inch crescent-shaped gash. It always looked fresh, fresh enough to give off the fragrance of a penny handed from palm to palm. What kind of sorrow would make her pump the pedal like that? Maybe it was why his mother shied away from the piano, as if she’d already closed herself down, deciding she’d never had the depth to be a saint. For her it seemed preferable to behave as if the instrument were a graveyard between the kitchen and the foyer: the most traveled highway in the house. 

         
         When did I feel individual notes coalesce into a song? I couldn’t tell if it happened all at once or over a matter of days,
            weeks. Every time I sat down on the bench, I stayed a while longer. It probably helped that it wasn’t cordoned off in a separate
            room, away from the kitchen—otherwise, playing would have seemed precious, would have come with expectations from me, from
            others. It would have been too tempting to fail at it, to turn it into an assignment. The piano was out in the open, and it
            didn’t matter if I played well or finished anything—more often than not, I played fragments—though I wanted my music to make
            my mother put her utensils down, walk over to me, kiss the back of my head, let her lips stay until they went dry. In a matter
            of time, I turned the instrument into a companion, an object as light as a guitar. I didn’t want to do anything else but play,
            and if I did my homework or accompanied my father to the nursery, I couldn’t wait to get home and be absorbed by it again.
            It was time to start including the sharps and flats, the low notes and the high. The center keys had already started to feel
            a bit too easy.
         

         
         Somehow the hard work of it didn’t feel like work. It didn’t give me a headache, didn’t make my stomach churn like so much else about being a solitary boy who had a hard time making friends, though I wanted them. I was making something only I could make. I felt important to myself, which was of a piece with sensing that my playing might make me important to others. What else did I have that would make someone else pay attention to me other than that I was sick all the time? Mononucleosis, mumps, chicken pox, German measles. Had Dr. Boguslaw mentioned cystic fibrosis? He was going to request some tests, and days later, even when they came back negative for that and other conditions, my mother treated me for the rest of my life as if I were endangered: a bluebird flown into a window. Yet this didn’t stop her from being mad at me every time I told her my forehead felt hot. She lay her palm above my brows. Again? My head felt hotter. Her eyes filled with angst as if she now had to accommodate the ritual of possibly losing me again,
            which simultaneously managed to suppress my immune system, more out of worry for her than for myself.
         

         
         She asked me questions from the kitchen, and I answered back, talking right over my playing. What was I playing? The folk
            songs I’d heard in church, bits of the pop songs I’d listened to on the radio or in the supermarket aisles. All I needed to
            do was to listen, absorb, and my brain recorded what I’d heard. Patterns of sound traveled to my fingers, the left hand approximating
            a bass line, though I didn’t yet know that was what I was after. There’d be mistakes—I’m not saying there wasn’t awkwardness
            or fumbling, but if I heard an A, I played an A. F? Same. Music was a picture or a sequence of images, a movie that didn’t
            quite connect to itself, and it was just a matter of time before I was giving sound to the shapes.
         

         
         Not once did my mother—or anyone—tell me to stop. Even back then I was thankful for that. They took for granted that I was
            the soundtrack of the house, but they never made a fuss over me or put any pressure on me the way they would to get all As
            in order to skip a grade or attend some gifted child program. My grades were already starting to slip. My playing was outside
            of that lust, which was always more about themselves than it was about me.
         

         
         For my mother, my music might have sounded like the sonic equivalent of cooking, which she did on the other side of the half wall between us. It involved stops and starts, changing electric burners, shaking in some salt and pepper, maybe some olive oil, and didn’t involve a preordained path. 

         
         “It’s time for you to take lessons,” she suggested one day.

         
         “I have an idea,” she said, though much later she’d insist that I’d begged for them. I went along with it if only because
            she sounded proud whenever she told the story to friends and relatives. It changed the sound of her voice, which went fuller,
            deeper.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I walked down a long sidewalk, stepped down the five steps past a concrete retaining wall stained bright green with moss. Inside the door: finished paneled basement. Four rows of empty folding chairs before a baby grand. Mr. Otterman waved me into Studio One with his usual grin, flyaway salt-and-pepper hair, mad scientist glasses low on his nose. As usual, we dispensed with sight-reading and scales and started playing, which involved making sure I didn’t look down at my hands and kept my eyes up on the music rack. I was giving every note my attention, leaning in closer, moving my head from side to side—expressively. I was making it all up, with the exception of the melody. Did it bother me that after two months I didn’t know the difference between a half and a quarter rest, a sixteenth note and an eighth? I was hoping that Mr. Otterman wouldn’t notice if I played well enough, and when I reached the final chord, he cried, “That sounds better than the original.” I half believed him, half sank in disappointment, as he’d already said these words seven times over the last eight weeks. Maybe he wasn’t taking me seriously. Maybe he didn’t take anyone very seriously, least of all himself, which accounted for the fact that I never showed up for lessons with cold hands or a groaning stomach. When I pulled out my assignment, a Top 40 song that I’d picked out in hopes that it would make me popular, he drew in closer to examine the lyrics my mother had crossed out for their suggestiveness. His lips moved in silence as he tried to make out words that seemed dirtier now for their half obliteration. 

         
         Sometimes I wondered why my parents hadn’t taken me to study with Clement Petrillo, who lived around the corner from us, on
            Edgewood Drive. Clement Petrillo was one of the most respected piano teachers around, known for his classical rigor and feared
            for his punishing standards: he was the dean of the Philadelphia College of the Performing Arts. My mother believed that I
            was too sensitive to work with such a figure, but those thoughts seemed to have more to do with how she thought of herself.
            For her it was dangerous to aim too high. Aim too high and your wings of wax could melt into syrup. Aim too high and you could
            be humbled into a version of yourself that you couldn’t possibly live with.
         

         
         When Joni played her first composition for her piano teacher at seven, the teacher hit her across the knuckles with a ruler,
            the learning method in vogue: Why would you want to play by ear when you could have the masters at your fingers?
         

         
         *  *  *

         It always came on me like a rogue wave on a calm sea. Not music, but as mysterious as music—and definitely connected to it. The desire that said, I have to say it. I have to get it out, give it words, and someone—anyone—has to hear, and it doesn’t even matter if they
               listen, but I hope they do. Usually the news was ridiculous: The Thorns painted their front door blue. Or there’s a bright red street sign on Middle Acre
            Lane. The terrible compulsion to share what I saw, and if I held it in, I’d drown in the sewer of it, smelly. Holding it in
            was like holding in pee, or holding my breath when an inner tube was around my waist, and the top half of me was pointing
            down to the bay bottom, and my legs were sticking up, kicking. My father, right beside me, thought I was making a joke. He
            didn’t approve of jokes about such things—the boy who cried wolf a frequent example—and it didn’t occur to him, even after
            he inverted me (choking, breathing, snot flying), how close I’d been to dying, an entire bay filling up my lungs with salt
            water.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In 1952, a nine-year-old girl in North Battleford, Saskatchewan, was walking home from Miss Fulford’s fifth-grade class when
            a wave broke over her, ready to pull her under. Headache, tiredness, neck and back stiff. Euphoria? She thought she was going
            to throw up. “Oh dear,” she said, “I’m getting old. I must have rheumatism, ’cause my grandmother had rheumatism.” The day
            before, she’d looked into a mirror and thought, You look like a woman today. Her face had redistributed itself, more leanness, less fat. The circles underneath her eyes unsettled her, and the child
            she’d been was no longer reachable. Goodbye, child. She was an adult now.
         

         
         She sat down on the curb, unable to go forward in her pegged gray slacks, the red-and-white gingham blouse she’d picked out herself. She pulled the back of her blue sweater around her shoulders for warmth, but still she heard her teeth chattering. 

         
         In hours she was airlifted to St. Paul’s Hospital in Saskatoon, the polio clinic. Flying engines. The drone of them. If only
            she could move, look out the window, and see her house down there. The church where she sang in the upstairs choir, the movie
            theater. Little checkerboard town all by itself in a sea of wheat.
         

         
         The next day there was an empty desk in the classroom, an empty chair pushed under the desk. Did the room feel different without
            her? Did it register her absence? Would everyone pretend the light was still the same through the windows? The person who
            drew well—did anyone miss her pictures of forests and animals? Or was she just a number as the room grew larger and the people
            in it dwindled? Another soldier down.
         

         
         She shared the room at the polio clinic with a little boy. The air was sour, suffocating, and to pass the hours, he and Joni
            watched the snow falling against the windowpane. Snow was beautiful, but it kept everyone inside and turned instantly to water
            as soon as it touched hot glass. Winter, which lurked all year, even on a cold morning in the midst of summer.
         

         
         She lay flat on her back as directed—she didn’t want to end up in one of those big cans. Lungs, they called them, as if its job wasn’t to make you a part of a machine. Stiffness, stillness. Clock on the wall, tissues.
            Drinking glass stained with orange juice. When would she walk again? If she couldn’t walk again, how could she leave her parents’
            house? How could she watch birds and deer, put her hands down in the earth when it thawed in April? How could she lie down
            in the leaves, look up, and let the sky in?
         

         
         *  *  *

         Parents weren’t encouraged to visit, and so they left her alone, except the one time her mother came by with a Christmas tree
            with lights strung on its boughs. Her mother wore a mask, her eyes haunted, already attempting to take in what she believed
            to be inevitable. After she left, the girl didn’t pray to God but prayed to the angel at the top of the tree. “If I could
            get my legs back . . .” She prayed so hard. Prayed against her doctor, a polio survivor who used a wheelchair, who told her
            she wouldn’t be able to return home for the holidays. Prayed against the nurses, who should have smiled more. And so she submitted
            to the scalding rags and gave in to the therapist’s request to bend her stiff body. She sang Christmas carols at the top of
            her lungs and didn’t care when anybody flinched, turned their heads away from her shrieking.
         

         
         If I’d been sixteen years older and grown up not in New Jersey but in Canada, I might have been the little boy who shared the room with her. I might have been afraid. I might not have known what to do with all her fury and will, her disinterest in being nice in all the socially expected ways. But I wasn’t so interested in people who were conventionally nice. I was drawn to the effort of having to win over such a person, and people like that always loved me more for it, treated me as if I were special. Maybe if I kept quiet, maybe if I listened to her, she’d talk even more, and I’d have someone to watch and listen to—better than all the movies I was missing, all locked up in a hot room. Maybe when she felt better, she’d give me orders. This clown, this page. Take that yellow crayon and color in his hat. Put a pom-pom on that hat. And when I handed it back to her, she wouldn’t have looked at it strangely, disparagingly. She would have nodded and offered encouragement. Don’t be afraid to press harder. The pom-pom deserves color. Wouldn’t you want color on you if you were a pom-pom?

         
         When all was said and done, her spine “looked like a freeway after an earthquake,” as she told Cameron Crowe in Rolling Stone. It got her right leg too.
         

         
         Five years later she’d go out dancing with her friends on weekends. None of them would have guessed that she’d come so close
            to being paralyzed, that she hadn’t always been some good-time Charlie.
         

         
         *  *  *

         For chorus we stood in four neat rows. It was a relief to be neat after the chaos of the playground, where someone was always
            ready to come up from behind and punch you, make you look stupid, no matter your response, whether you looked hurt or ashamed,
            or ignored it. These horrors weren’t the same horrors of my previous school, a Catholic school, where a lay teacher had the
            principal’s okay to hit you if you talked back, or embarrass you if you hid between the wet coats of the cloakroom.
         

         
         I was a tall boy, which meant I was in the back row. I didn’t yet know that I was tall. I’d just assumed everyone else could
            see over the heads of their classmates. I didn’t know what others seemed to know: that I had an advantage and could get special
            favors for it. In my innocence, I experienced my height as a liability. It made me stand out when I didn’t want anyone to
            lay their eyes on me, make fun of me.
         

         
         If I did have to stand out, I wanted it to be for something I did well, a project that required practice and dedication, a skill no one else could do. I wanted to do it so well that people couldn’t help but love me and say, We were wrong about you; will you forgive us? All that talk about your ears sticking out too far from the sides of your head, your complete ignorance about games and their
               rules. What were we thinking? How can we make it up to you?

         
         In return, no one would train their floodlights on me again. They wouldn’t categorize and rank me according to how I fit inside
            some outline. Clumsiness, the wrong walk or vocal pitch. Sissy: vicious sting out of nowhere. Instead, they’d look at me as if all those qualities were part of my special gifts, and they’d
            decide to love me all the more for them. But I knew none of that came without work, in spite of my ability to play by ear.
            I had to be front and center on the stage, offered up like USDA Choice beef for inspection. I had to risk embarrassment and
            failure and show others I could win the song I set out to play. And if I had to try four times harder than other people?
         

         
         Love didn’t come without tests. Anything of worth demanded a test.

         
         *  *  *

         Mrs. Hill pushed the upright piano through the fourth-grade classroom door, a feat she accomplished once a week, every Tuesday, in the hour before school let out. There was a mightiness about her, which I might have missed if she weren’t so short and her blond hair weren’t so high, pretzeled on top of her head. Her miniskirt came up higher than it should have, and she pulled it downward as she talked to us, as if its crawl were merely bothersome, even natural. No one shared mocking expressions behind her back as they did when other guests came to visit the class. Maybe because she was bringing music, and music calmed us. It was a gift; it dissolved rivalry, a chocolate cake she’d carried into the room and cut into twenty pieces. Mrs. Hill made music feel like it was meant for everyone, not just those with special talents, even if she appreciated those with talent—she didn’t play her favorites against anyone. Thus people who didn’t have the remotest concept of pitch yelled out the songs she taught us as if they were getting to know their lungs, lips, and breathing for the first time. I could live with their enthusiasm if it turned the whole group of us toward a good mood. 

         
         Usually Mrs. Hill picked songs in which children were supposed to sound like children. The songs were often about weather
            and generally upbeat—“Windy,” “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head,” “Let the Sunshine In”—which was another way to say that
            children were supposed to be happy. If the children weren’t happy, then what did that say about their teachers and parents?
            Perhaps it suggested that they hadn’t done a very good job, that they’d screwed up something that was too far gone to fix,
            and so it was up to the children to make sure the adults in charge felt successful in every way they knew. We’d show them
            that they’d taken good care of us.
         

         
         But today’s song was different. It sounded happy on first listen, but on closer inspection, heartbroken at the same time. The person who had written it had lost things, I felt that, but the source of that sadness was deeper than merely growing up, changing, leaving a house and hometown behind. Maybe it was just that angel hair and ice cream castles were trying so hard to say that lightness lived alongside darkness. When I sang the song, my face grew long. The skin above my upper lip felt weighted. 

         
         I hadn’t known that I’d missed that feeling until I realized it was something to miss.

         
         And when I came home, I played the song by ear until it sounded like I’d always known it, and I couldn’t hear all the erasures
            and repetitions that went into its making.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Joni sat by the plane window, looking out at the clouds. Saul Bellow’s novel Henderson the Rain King lay open on her tray table, but she kept orbiting the same paragraph, because she was more interested in the clouds outside
            in all their layers and dimensions, the range of colors from slate to fog to purest white. How could they be described? Muscular,
            Michelangelo—she thought of naked Adam touching God’s outstretched finger. Maybe she’d already gotten what she’d wanted from
            the book—the picture of the narrator, Henderson, looking at a similar view on a flight to Africa—and to read beyond that would
            obscure what she wanted her heart and mind to hold. Henderson’s insight? He was living during the first time in history when
            humans could look at clouds from above and below. Sometimes a book said all it needed to say in a picture. Sometimes a song
            did as well.
         

         
         Clouds called to her. If she looked at them long enough, she could pull them up inside her and get to know them. She could
            become clouds if she tried hard enough. She could conjure them up on her guitar until the chords she played sounded wet. She’d have to dry off the rain from her hands. 

         
         The new song came together quickly, and she was performing it on Gene Shay’s radio show in Philadelphia when it was only a
            couple days old. She felt proud of the song as she played and sang it, but she didn’t seem to know that it stood out from
            any of her other songs. Surely it was more straightforward, without the complex chords and melodic leaps, qualities that her
            fellow musicians thought of with simultaneous envy and dismissal as Joni moved. A lot of people could have written this song—at
            least its melody and chords. She was writing all the time, the archive was growing every day, and she didn’t have to worry
            so much about whether one song was better than the other, because a new one might emerge as she was testing the pegs for a
            new tuning.
         

         
         She wouldn’t know that Judy Collins would soon call her up in the middle of the night, asking to record what would turn out
            to reach number eight on the US singles chart. Wouldn’t know that 1,616 other singers would record the song: Frank Sinatra,
            Harry Belafonte, Bing Crosby, Glen Campbell—the kinds of musicians her parents would listen to on their living room record
            player. Wouldn’t know that, decades later, it would be central to at least two movies, one of which would win the Academy
            Award for Best Picture. Had she stopped there, a whole career could have thrived on that foundation. When she went backstage
            to congratulate Mabel Mercer for her performance of the song, Joni told her that it needed the voice of an older woman, someone
            with life experience. “And what do you know about suffering?” Mabel said in plummy disapproval. Joni hadn’t mentioned that she was the writer of the song. Of course she’d known plenty about suffering through polio, through teaching herself how to walk a second time, but perhaps she took some satisfaction that she could pass as unharmed. 

         
         Pain wasn’t always written on her face.

         
         *  *  *

         Danger was rarely what they told you it was. Not the ice on the lake, wet and sloppy from the sunshine. Not the poison at
            the bottom of the iodine bottle with the skull and crossbones on the label. Not the plane flying too low over the roof, veering
            toward the vents in the chimney that held a sparrow’s nest with eggs inside.
         

         
         No, when it appeared, it was often as personal as a face. Someone who was supposed to be looking out for you. They believed
            they were doing exactly that, then all at once, started testing you, deciding that you were the enemy, pushing you away without
            giving you any explanation as to why. Maybe it was just that the two of you felt too close, and someone needed to hurt
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