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Come on Down to SERFA (and Showcase!) 

The South EasternRegional Folk Alliance will be held at the 
Montreat Conference Center in Montreat, North Carolina 
(near Asheville) May 16-20, 2018. While DC songwriters have 
been traveling to NERFA for years, SERFA is a newer regional 
alliance conference which celebrated its 10th anniversary last 
year. SERFA is also the most intimate gathering among the 

regional folk alliances, drawing around 250 attendees. Participants are treated to 
packed days of music business seminars, inspiring talks from musical mentors, 
official showcases of musical acts from across the country and some international 
artists, and busy evenings of overlapping guerrilla showcases throughout the 
conference center. To find out more about the conference and to register, go to 
SERFA.org. While on the site, make sure to sign up for the SERFA Google listserv, 
where showcase opportunities and other inquiries are posted. 

If you are ready to commit to attending now, you may be able to get in on the 
SAW/MASC guerrilla showcase on Friday night during the conference. Sign-ups will 
be taken first come, first served after the opportunity is posted on the SERFA Google 
listserv on Wednesday morning, February 28. Current members of SAW and 
songwriters who have placed in the MASC contest in the last five years are welcome 
to apply for a 15 minute showcase slot.  Showcase opportunities are hard to come by, 
so watch the listserv and be prepared to respond right away - these slots will be filled 
within hours!  
 

Song Circle this Saturday in Takoma Park 
 
The monthly first Saturday song circle will take place at the Electric Maid (268 
Carroll Street, NW, Washington, DC 20012, less than one block from the Takoma 
Metro Station on the Red Line at 202-545-3980) this Saturday, February 3 from 3 to 
6 PM. If folks want further details, please contact Joel Pomerantz, circle leader, at 
pomeranj@hotmail.com. 
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OnToothbrushes, Eavesdropping and Editing Your Heartbreak 
- by Heather Aubrey Lloyd 

The most painful songwriting I ever did was thanks to a toothbrush. 

Generally, I think of myself as a “craft” songwriter, an academic. Which means I 
spend a month researching a central idea, create a word bank and then hack into my 
carefully curated collection with an editing machete. But forget all that … Sometimes 
you just have to get something out, even though you don’t want to do it, even though 
you’ll feel better afterward. Writing autobiographical songs is a lot like throwing up. 
And if you make a living from your songs, it’s a lot like hanging your vomit in a 
gallery and hoping the critics appreciate the color composition of the carrots and 
corn.  
 
A fan once told me sad songs appeal to 
everyone because, though there are happy 
people, even the happiest person among us 
has been sad. That weepy playlist is an 
answer to our pain-drenched need: Tell me 
I am not alone. As listeners, they are our 
first map out of despair. As writers, they 
are a way to process and distribute the 
pain onto a community of shoulders, who 
ease the burden and witness our trauma. 
Until, one day, it’s just a song.  

It took months for me to trash his 
abandoned toothbrush. Then, still months 
later nursing my heartbreak, I walked into 
my bathroom to find a guest’s toothbrush 
sitting on the sink. Such a painful, simple symbol of all the company and intimacy 
that had been missing. 

I wanted somebody’s toothbrush 
On the sink next to mine 
I left yours there 
A long time 

Figuring out what is really bothering you brings you back to the craft of songwriting. 
How do I solidify all these emotions into the elevator pitch of my pain? What did all 
these symbols mean to me? Do I want another relationship? Do I want the one I had 
back? No, none of that was it. In fact, it was all summed up more accurately by: “I 
don’t know what I want.” 



Now there’s a universal feeling I could build on. Don’t we always want … something? 
It’s kind of terrifying. And I also thought … maybe I hadn’t heard that break-up song 
before. 

You broke my heart and my favorite dream 
Now I can’t promise anyone anything 
I used to want so much … now I don’t … 
I don’t know what I want … 
I don’t know what I want … 

That visceral gut reaction can be honed, edited, processed once it’s out of you and 
onto paper, at a more objective distance. I handwrite all my lyrics, and when I finally 
think I’ve done all the writing I’m going to do (whether I plan to use it all or not), I 
type them and treat them from there on out as an editor. In journalism they taught 
us: it’s easier to kill your babies when they are not staring back at you with your own 
hand. It was obvious some of it was dead weight. I was still too close to it to see what, 
so I asked another songwriter to look at it. He suggested eliminating a verse and a 
heavy-handed closing line about just “wanting to be happy.” It made the ending of 
the song a fragment, even more unresolved and even more in keeping with the theme 
of uncertainty. I could begin to appreciate it as art. It was one step further removed 
from me, becoming “the song” instead of “the pain.”  

For “I Don’t Know What I Want,” off my 2017 CD, “A Message in the Mess,” I used 
suspended, unresolved chords for obvious reasons – I, too, was in a state of 
suspension. I also wanted this thing to sound like the last dance at the prom. The end 
of the movie soundtrack. We got that feel with a gentle, driving percussion and a 
Leslie on the electric guitar. And I recorded vocal take after take, working to capture a 
vulnerability I don’t always get out of my famously big voice. I prevented the mixing 
engineer from pitch correcting two blue notes. I put the pain, removed as I got deeper 
into the editing process, back into the performance. 
 
The song ends on borrowed line from one of my best songwriting tools: the 
Eavesdropping Notebook. For years on tour, I’ve kept an ear out for the most 
unintentionally profound bits of wisdom and the human condition, caught in 
coffeeshops or side conversations. I collect them and save them for my songs. The 
rule is: I have to use them out of their original context. I feel like this keeps your 
writing fresh and gets you out of engrained patterns of  language. In this case, a visual 
artist friend, Amy Law, actually said it about her cat, falling off a table: “She hasn’t 
ever been graceful, but she recovers well.” 
 
Hopefully, I thought … so do I.  

It’s proven that people who share their pain suffer less and are healthier. And 
sometimes just talking about it isn’t enough. Sometimes it requires surgery. So too is 
it with our heartbreak songs. And here’s one way to look at it: Once you can stop 
judging an experience as bad … it’s all just good material.  



 (excerpted/edited from Heather’s 11-episode songwriting podcast series, available 
for free at her website: http://www.heatheraubreylloyd.com. “I Don’t Know What I 
Want” and the rest of “A Message in the Mess” is also available there, as well as 
Spotify and iTunes: https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/a-message-in-the-
mess/1210573590) 

  

Upcoming Open Mics & Showcases 

• Mariachis Taco Jam/Open Mic (every Tues) 
02/27/2018 8:00 PM 
9428 Battle St (26.77 mi) Manassas, Virginia 20110 

• SAW Variety Showcases at The Epicure Cafe, Fairfax 
02/28/2018 7:30 PM 
11104 Lee Highway (route 29) Fairfax VA 

• SAW Open Mic at Island Pride Oasis 
02/28/2018 7:30 PM 
Island Pride Oasis, 617 S Frederick Ave, Gaithersburg, MD 20877 

• Fat Tuesday's Jam/Open Mic (every Wednesday) 
02/28/2018 9:30 PM 
10673 Braddock Rd, Fairfax, Virginia 22032 

• New Deal Open Mic (1st Thurs) 
03/01/2018 7:00 PM 
New Deal Café, 113 Centerway, Greenbelt, MD 

• Singer / Songwriter Showcase at Outta the Way Cafe  
• 03/01/2018 8:00 PM 

17503 Redland Rd, Derwood, MD 20855 

• SAW Open Mic at Rockville Legion Hall (1st Fri) 
03/02/2018 8:00 PM 
Am Legion Post 86, 2013 Viers Mill Road, Rockville, MD 

• Black Squirrel Open Mic 
03/06/2018 8:00 PM 
Black Squirrel Music, 2670 Avenir Place, Vienna, Virginia 22180 

• Mariachis Taco Jam/Open Mic (every Tues) 
03/06/2018 8:00 PM 
9428 Battle St (26.77 mi) Manassas, Virginia 20110 

• SAW Open Mic at Island Pride Oasis 
03/07/2018 7:30 PM 
Island Pride Oasis, 617 S Frederick Ave, Gaithersburg, MD 20877 
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• Fat Tuesday's Jam/Open Mic (every Wednesday) 
03/07/2018 9:30 PM 
10673 Braddock Rd, Fairfax, Virginia 22032  

Upcoming Workshops 

• DC Songwriter's Toolbox Session (1st Saturdays) 
03/03/2018 12:00 PM 
Tenley-Friendship Neighborhood Library, 4450 Wisconsin Avenue, Washington, DC 
20016  

• MD Songwriter's Toolbox Session (2nd Saturday)  
03/10/2018 12:30 PM  
Rockville Memorial Library, 21 Maryland Ave, Rockville, MD 20850   

Upcoming Song Circles 

• Song Circle at Electric Maid 
03/03/2018 3:00 PM 
268 Carroll St. NW,Takoma Park, Washington, DC 20012  
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