Michelle Branch
The Trouble with Fever

“As I was preparing to release The Trouble with Fever in happier personal times, the below essay was how I described making the record with my husband, at home during the COVID lockdown. While things have recently changed drastically for my family, I’d like to recognize that special creative time we had together in our bubble during 2020 and 2021.” –Michelle Branch, August 2022

The Trouble With Fever marks the beginning of a whole new creative chapter for Michelle Branch. Adding to the already remarkable catalog that began when she was still a teenager, her fifth studio album, including one as part of the duo the Wreckers, is a powerful elevation in her prowess, with Branch playing most of the instruments herself and taking on a greater production role than ever before. The album’s ten songs explore a wide sonic spectrum, from the defiant blues rock of “I’m a Man” to the reflective shoegaze twang of “Not My Lover,” from the skyward country ballad “When That Somebody is You” to the sultry cabaret swagger of “Zut Alors” and beyond. More than twenty years after her multi-platinum The Spirit Room introduced Branch as a songwriter with a remarkable innate gift, The Trouble with Fever proves she’s never stopped growing, refining, and exploring. 

The album began during the early days of the 2020 lockdown, when Branch and her husband, The Black Keys’ Patrick Carney, were housebound with their toddler son and Branch’s teenage daughter. Branch had some song ideas she’d set aside since her previous album, 2017’s Hopeless Romantic, and a few of them kept resurfacing in her mind, begging to be finished. Fortunately, Carney’s amazing home studio—and their access to a wonderful babysitter during the day—allowed them to work on recording whenever they had time. “I didn’t realize I was making a record at first—it was more just for our own sanity, living in a house with a toddler, getting time together to play music and screw around in the studio,” she says. “It felt like new territory. It really was just Patrick and me together, in a very weird time. And it was surprising to make a record that way, without being told to go to work. It was cool that there were no expectations for it at all. We were in such a safe little creative bubble.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Carney’s home studio is beautifully equipped, but they were still more limited in their selection than if it hadn’t been mid-lockdown, and they were especially limited with how many other bodies they could safely bring into the space. They eventually worked out protocols to have their friend, cellist Casey Kaufman come in to add some of her flavor, but all of the other instruments were played by either Branch or Carney. “There were definitely times when it was like, ‘Can we get someone in here to play lap steel or something?,’” she remembers. “And Pat said, ‘No, but do you want to try it?’ So I ended up playing lap steel on ‘Not My Lover’! It was comedic because it took a while to get the right tones, but it was so fun and we discovered some really cool sounds that way. And it was just incredible to be in a place that was as safe as it was, to try parts and sounds and whatever. It felt great to be able to play bass and play drums and all the keyboards and stretch my wings that way. And Patrick played a lot of guitar on this record; some of my favorite guitar solos are his, so it was great to hear him shred, as well.”

“Yeah, but the best lead parts are her parts,” notes Carney, who co-produced the album with Branch. He describes a moment watching her make “Zut Alors,” his favorite track on the album: “There’s a guitar break that has a harmony on it, and she played both parts, and I remember watching her come up with the chords—it was one of those moments that stuck out because she’s got such a great melodic sensibility. In general, when it comes to music, Michelle just has natural ability. But this is the first record of hers that she’s produced, and that’s major. I just did little parts to help. And it felt great to help her make a record that sounded how she wanted it to sound.” 

Even with Grammy nominations and multi-platinum albums to her credit, Branch says she still struggles with moments of self-doubt during her creative process, and that Carney’s support and partnership were essential in overcoming those lapses in confidence. “I was skeptical about what we were doing at first,” she says. “There was a day when I was like, ‘Is this good enough? Should we try to wait until we can call on people to play these parts?’ And Pat was like, ‘We have it here. Let me show you what I'm hearing.’ The first song he rearranged and put a rough mix on was ‘I’m a Man,’ and we were playing it really loud, and I was like, ‘Oh, this is awesome.’ It just hadn't been chiseled yet.”

Although she prefers to retain some mystery around the interpretation of her lyrics, Branch notes that much of the album was inspired by a deep level of self-examination that let her look back at her younger self with tenderness, and process regret over negative relationships from the past. She says she wanted to deliberately refine her approach to lyrics for this album and was particularly influenced by the late songwriter David Berman of Silver Jews, who had been friends with Carney and who passed away in 2019. “We had a book of David’s lyrics sitting in the studio and I spent a lot of time thumbing through it,” she says. “He was always so direct. He just said what he wanted to say, and there was no getting around what he wanted to say. It really inspired me. Anytime I was stuck, I would think about, ‘What would David say here?,’ like, ‘what am I actually trying to say?’ It’s a shame I didn’t discover that while he was alive, but David was definitely the patron saint of this record.”

Branch says that one of the other lessons she learned while making The Trouble with Fever is that even when life throws her plenty of other distractions and obstacles, she will always find a way to make music. “When all is said and done, I can't stop writing songs,” she says. “Even the other night, I was sitting on the couch watching Jeopardy with my daughter Owen, and I had to be like, ‘Can you pause it for a sec—I just have to record an idea really quick.’ And she doesn't flinch because she's used to it. I run into the studio and grab the piano and find the key. Like, ‘OK, cool, I’ll come back to that later.’ That’s never gonna stop. It’s just what I do.”
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