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Chapter One

Crossing the River of Fear: Facing your own reality honestly, without delusion or deflection. Where are you, who are you? What are your circumstances? Who’s really on your side? What and who can you count on? Accepting the moment as it is, not as you wish it could or should be.

I wanted to swim in a hundred different lakes and rivers that summer. That was my odd ambition, the funky expression of my own physical freedom—to swim in as many strange bodies of water in Michigan as possible that summer—as the sun came up, as it set, as it was scorching in the mid-day. Didn’t care. Pools didn’t count. River, lake, pond, creek, stream, tributary, harbor, channel, quarry: these were my spots. It was spring of 1998, and I had them mapped out with directions, wanting to get to as many as possible during this long Midwestern summer. 

Why did I want to swim in as many different places as possible? “Why?” is always a good question—why do anything? Sometimes you can’t answer why; some things are just compulsive, instinctive things you’ve got to do without question. This swimming thing was easy: Because I loved it, and because it offered an everyday chance at a free, fast experience, back to nature. Never knew what you’d see or find, or whom you’d talk to. It felt like pure freedom where I answered to no one.

Swimming was a small reward that went with the free-yet-disciplined life of an artist; my love, avocation and vocation was working as a songwriter, producer of my own records, bandleader, and performing musician. Swimming offered a sensual rebirth every time I broke the surface. And I loved seeing how other people lived around water, around these little lakes and rivers, in their cottages, shacks and mansions. I’d find hidden roads and old trails to drive down in the summer heat, the tips of languid willow branches brushing lazily against the windshield. The heat, the shoreline, the morning, the sound of everything and nothing at all—it was all part of staying connected to a Bradbury childhood, holding the physical world in a sense of awe and wonder. And this was Michigan where I lived after all, and even around Detroit we do have a lot of lakes, a lot of open water, and many untouched places. 

I was 39, fit, and spiritually restless. I was closing out that prescribed, much celebrated mythological American youth forever and moving toward a middle age life of responsibility and duty. But I hadn’t completely lost the nameless, sometimes naïve hope and promise of the young. I hope I never do. I was seeking (and still am) that sense of timeless awareness in my work and life, what Saul Bellow called “artistic bliss.”

I’d been a musician and songwriter since I was 19, playing bass on several occasions with Chuck Berry, but didn’t make my own first album until I was 35, when my daughter was born. By 1998, I’d written and released three well-received CDs, but during that spring, after a lot of criticism and woodshedding, I felt I was just finding my voice as a singer and songwriter. One day the previous month had been an ideal of sorts for me. I wrote and recorded demos for two new songs in the morning, played an afternoon in-store performance at a Harmony House location (then the dominant record store chain in Detroit before the digital revolution closed them all), drove out and went swimming in a small lake at Stoney Creek rec area in the Metro park, and then went to cover a Roseanne Cash and Bruce Hornsby show for the Metro Times, the weekly paper I wrote an arts column for, at Meadowbrook Theater in the evening. I’d recently interviewed Roseanne for the MT, and meeting her was fun and interesting. (She hit on me with my wife standing right next to me. What a gal. I didn’t walk that line.) If I could continue to make music and journalism pay, that’s how we wanted to live.

I loved my young family with boundless intensity—my wife, Julia, my daughter, Tess, 4, and son, Stewie, 2—and I’d worked hard to make music every day on my own terms. That was the definition of “makin’ it” to me, just being able to make music, play shows with musicians I admired, write, record and release CDs, work to grow the career, and pay the bills. Have a chance to create every day. In an artist’s life, little is certain. Which of course means everything is possible, and that’s what I was lookin’ for.

I didn’t know it that day, but I wasn’t gonna put a toe in the water again that summer, or for a couple summers to come.

Earlier that winter I’d found an old cassette of the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds I’d had lying around. I’d been about as avid a Beatles fan as you can be since I was 13, but never really loved the Beach Boys. They were too straight, too white, devoid of the funk. Despite having written about music or performed music for a living my entire adult life, I didn’t know much of Pet Sounds, Brian Wilson’s masterpiece, his self-described “teenage opus to God,” released in 1966. 

So many musical friends that I admired called it the Holy Grail, the Great Singular Achievement in pop music, but I’d never connected with it. However, this time the music hooked me, and sank deep into my heart, soul and mind. The beautiful, sibling-woven harmonies and simple lyrics were a relief from the petty irritations of the music business, from its rejections, glamour and convoluted prog-rock. Like so many other songwriters and musicians, I was carried away by the vibrant baroque arrangements and the child-like spirituality of Pet Sounds. I’m an obsessive, and I started reading everything I could get my hands on about Brian and Pet Sounds—how it was conceived and recorded, who played on it. I made everyone at home a little miserable by playing nothing but the Beach Boys for several months at all hours of day and night. Beach Boys box set. Pet Sounds box set. Smile outtakes…round and round it all went, 24/7. I couldn’t get enough.

My wife Julia had a busy job at the time. She was traveling quite a bit, working on the Chevy account for Campbell-Ewald, a large Detroit-based advertising company. She’d built a career through diligence and integrity, largely avoiding the tawdry political bullshit that is part of the advertising world. She’d just been strong, creative and resilient, and worked her ass off, breaking the glass ceiling that still affects all women in business. A career like this was one of the things she’d wanted from early on, but the toll it was taking was climbing. We’d been married happily for ten years, trying to find that mercurial balance of work, play, duty and friendship. 

Our living situation called for me to be with the kids much of the time. But it was a joy—I loved it. Having kids had profoundly changed me, further defining my dharma (purpose on earth) and giving me a happiness I’d thought I’d never know. My life seemed an empty, solipsistic exercise until they came along. When I wasn’t recording or writing or playing live shows, I was with Tess and Stewie. They were sheer mirth, all silly questions, laughter and love without condition. Most of the work was physical at this point: dressing, feeding, carting, corralling. I didn’t feel like a “Mr. Mom” or “Stay at home Dad.” Those terms struck me as stupid and demeaning. I was a father with a vocation that allowed me to be with my kids a lot. A great thing.

Each morning, I’d strap them into the back seat of the car, pull through the McDonald’s drive-thru in Royal Oak for some cold Cokes, put in Pet Sounds and park and watch the Amtrak trains pass through downtown Royal Oak. The kids loved construction sites, silver trains, orange cones, big machinery, road crews—anything large, moving, colorful and physical. During that winter of 1998, this was our routine: We’d sit and watch the trains roar by, drink our cold Cokes, and I’d tell them stories about what Stewie called “worker-men” as Pet Sounds washed over us like a spiritual wave. I knew my routine was a real gift, one of the highest order. 

For bedtime stories, I’d invented a character from the woods of Northern Michigan called “The Woodman,” with plenty of scary adventures, situations involving elements of nature, Lake Huron and fantastical characters to fill up their bottomless imaginations: The Blue Deer, The Friendly Fog, King of the Wolverines, Turkey Vultures, the Witch of The Ditch, and the supernatural feats of The Woodman, a Bunyan-esque character who ruled our little patch of woods, all told at bedtime as flashbacks from my own childhood up in northern Michigan. I felt good, but I was losing weight without any change in diet. I chalked the weight loss up to all the physical activity with kids and music and didn’t give it a second thought. 

In March of that spring, I was invited out to Aspen with several friends to visit Debby, a wonderful friend and artist several of us knew from Michigan. Our old friend was living an illuminated life—she’d married a successful arbitrageur, an older guy, and they were both incredibly magnanimous with their good fortune when it came to friends. We stayed in lavish style overlooking Aspen Mountain and skied every morning for a week. I was writing most of the songs that would make up a record of mine called Sunflower Soul Serenade, although at the time I was so heavily under the spell of Pet Sounds that I found myself merely constructing intervals that reminded me of Brian’s songs. It was my first try at pure pop songwriting and an exploration of late ’60s pop specifically—The Beatles, Bacharach and David, The Searchers, Jimmy Webb, Sly Stone, Big Star, Byrds and early Who. I was listening to Pet Sounds’ dynamics, learning how to stack and arrange strings, or sing counterpoint vocal lines and build intricate harmonies. I was even trying to cop the guitar interplay of Barney Kessel and Billy Strange, and of course imitating Carole Kaye’s bass playing, with those floating melodic thirds and emphasis on the downbeat, on the one, the first beat of each bar. Pet Sounds was written and arranged by Brian Wilson, but played by the famed LA session group known as The Wrecking Crew, with a sound more malleable than the distinct energy of Motown’s Funk Bros. The Wrecking Crew played on hundreds if not thousands of hit records in the ’60s and ’70s, but they could sound very different from artist to artist and session to session. The Funk Brothers, whom I later had the joy of recording with, always sounded like The Funk Brothers.

I was creatively free while constitutionally happy, making this honkified soul pop music. But I was still writing lyrics with precise narratives, trying to bridge bits of literary ideas with sweet songs. One such song, “Every One Hurts and The Last One Kills,” looked at lives that were stuck in small Michigan towns—people repeating dead end activities in my examined home town of Saginaw. The title was an offhand line that James Joyce once threw at his wife, so a throwaway line by Joyce was good enough for a title for me. It was my intent to write about my place and my people—the little patch of land I came from at the Saginaw Bay and the people I’d grown up with and knew so well. My main men were the poets James Wright and fellow Saginaw native Theodore Rhoetke, whom I loved and was influenced by almost as much as Lennon and McCartney or Springsteen or Seger. 

Now, Aspen is about as far from Detroit or Saginaw as you can get—in income, attitude, industry, style, consciousness, ethos and climate. Skiing in the morning and writing on a Steinway in a mahogany library with the afternoon sun streaming off the Rockies, lighting up the gilded titles on the books, seemed like an utterly unreal way to live: the artiste blissfully working away, unconcerned with the shoddy details of the real world. But I knew it was nothing but a brief romantic break, and by the fourth day, I missed the harsh bustle of Detroit, my real life and its limitations, and my family.

Physically, I didn’t feel like myself on this trip. I got very cold skiing and became winded easily. And my legs were like Jell-O, an unfamiliar feeling for me, as I’d been athletic most of my life, earning a scholarship to college and even playing a European ATP satellite tennis tour in 1980. The next to last afternoon before I left, I stopped mid-mountain, puked my guts out without warning and had to sit in the snow for quite awhile just to make it back down the mountain. I recall that one of my friends on the trip with me, Linda Fanelli, was waiting at the chairlift; the others had gone back up. “You all right?” she asked. “Just out of shape and unused to the altitude,” I responded. Finally I didn’t think much about my heavy breathing or weariness on the Aspen slopes. I came home thankful to my gracious hosts and excited to begin recording the pop songs I’d written out west. It was a short trip, but exposure to the finest things can change your life quite quickly. And I loved our gracious hosts, Debbie and Marty, and was appreciative of the glimpse they’d given me of another kind of living.

Later that spring, while stretching to go running in May of 1998, I felt an oblong, doughy lump on the left side of my stomach, just beneath my rib cage. When I took a breath it would move up and down, in and out from under my ribs. I wasn’t alarmed; I thought it was a part of my stomach that I could feel now that I’d lost some weight. I was pleased with the weight loss—in the music world image is, for better or worse, a large part of the deal. 

Spring became early summer. Over Memorial Day weekend I told Julia that I just didn’t feel right, that I felt tired in an odd way, and I’d noticed that my tongue was coated with this thick, lead-colored crap. My upper lip line had also somehow lost its bowed definition, and my fingernails were clubbed, raised and lined in a vertical prominence. I was set to go play my weekly tennis match with my friend and basketball legend Joe Dumars, something I looked forward to and loved doing, and had to call him and beg off. “Just no vitality,” I told Joe.

Now a little worried and wondering about the croissant shaped lump in my gut, I went to a walk-in clinic at Beaumont Hospital in Royal Oak, the hospital where my children were born. It was a Friday in June. I recall I was wearing all black that day: the de rigueur uniform for a rock ’n’ roller. Or a gravedigger. 

The resident physician who saw me was young and very direct. He examined the abdominal lump and drew some blood and ran a full CBC. I’d been so healthy my entire life; I’d never even had my blood drawn. I waited about an hour and he came back looking a little older—pale and drained.

“Your white blood cell count is 128,000,” he said.

“What’s that mean?” I asked. I knew very little of anatomy, and concerned myself with my own health remotely; like a lot of us in the healthy world, I took it for granted.

“Well, normal is around four to five thousand. Something’s very wrong, but I’m not exactly sure what. It could be an aberrant infection. However it’s likely leukemia or lymphoma. Your blood might be viscous. The lump in your abdomen is actually your spleen, bloated with red blood cells.”

“This can’t be right,” I said, stunned. “Could the blood test be wrong?” 

“Well, we’ll order a bone marrow biopsy for Monday,” he said. “Those results are the absolute, the gold standard, in telling us what’s going on. Call this number and your biopsy will be scheduled for Monday morning.” 

Then he quickly broke eye contact, dropped his head, handed me the paper with the numbers and dismissed me with a detached compassion, tapping my knee. 

I couldn’t tell whether he was used to handing out bad news or not. The phrase “gold standard” was hopeful—it seemed to suggest there was some doubt to his diagnosis and maybe more to uncover. What I could tell by the way he treated me was that something had changed: I had definitely entered the world of the afflicted, and could sense I was in big trouble.




Chapter Two

Hearing Your Own Heart: The gospel impulse in music says that it’s not what happens to you, it’s how you handle it. We will take this pain and suffering and turn it into something that endures. Listen to your own fear—take it as far as it goes, take it to where you think you can’t bear it any longer. Then start by sighting one asset, one person on your side, one small good thing in your favor, and start taking one small step back. Be Here, Now.

It’s difficult to put into words where your being goes—who “you” are, your attached psyche and all those things that make up your own sense of self—when that word cancer becomes a possibility in your own life. I was in shock. It was hard to breathe. Your body has betrayed you, and your future is negated. You don’t yet know it, but you’re about to move from one life, the life you’ve known until now, to one of hospitals, tests, tests, tests, clinics, doctors, nurses, needles, blood, fear and apprehension. I felt as if I’d been handed a bottomless box of chaos and uncertainty with shaky weak hands to hold it. Everything felt threatened. Not just things like relationships and responsibilities, but also the things sacred to my private sensibilities—our dreams, plans, passions, the secrets I held in my heart of hearts. My children’s peace of mind
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