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Warning

This Book Contains Astrology

There is a reason you don’t trust astrology. It’s because you don’t understand its complexities. Sure, a friend of yours knows a thing or two about star signs and probably mentions them once or twice in tipsy conversation. You have a giggle and say how similar (or not) you are to a certain zodiacal stereotype. You will occasionally look at the columns in a magazine that predict what the week or month is going to be like for your particular sign, you take it all with a pinch of salt, and quite rightly get on with your life. The truth is those star sign columns are wholly inaccurate, even the astrologers who write them know that. And yet this is what astrology has been reduced to, the idea that all Cancerians, one in twelve people, are going to have a good or a bad day at the same time. It’s no wonder that astrology is not taken seriously.

In 1986, I came across astrology by accident. I was left with two birth charts and no explanation: squiggles, glyphs, and lines that made no sense to me. I learned that the birth chart is astronomical fact and that however we choose to interpret it is called astrology. I was skeptical. It flew against my beliefs at the time and my then psychological viewpoint of tabula rasa, that we are born a blank slate upon which life carves our every nuance of character. We cannot be born with a preset identity, fate, and set of complexes. That star signs and complexes, and even the degrees of signs, are somehow inherited seemed crazy to me. I now know I was wrong. Yet there are obvious limits to how your birth chart can describe you. For instance, your birth chart does not say whether you are male or female or nonbinary, it does not say whether you are human or a poodle, the formation of an operatic society or the reunification of Germany. It is a moment in time, space-time. Look at it as the car you are driving and the map of streets you can drive down without getting a ticket. Which begs the question—What are you? Who is the driver?

Monotheism, the doctrine that there is only one God, became widespread at the beginning of the age of Pisces (0 CE), with the life and teachings of Christ. Although there is clear evidence of monotheistic religions centuries before Christ, it was the spread of Christianity throughout the Roman Empire that saw an end to polytheism, the belief in many gods, gods that in the Greek and Roman ages related to the planets. There were good gods and bad gods residing on Olympus, playing us like pawns in a heavenly game of one-upmanship. Saturn was called the greater malefic (having an unfavorable influence); Mars, the lesser malefic; Jupiter, the greater benefic (having a favorable influence); Venus, the lesser benefic. When Christianity replaced polytheism, it took the best bits of the gods (Jupiter, Neptune, even Saturn’s fatherly discipline) and turned them into the Christian God; it took the worst bits of the gods (Saturn the grim reaper, Mars, Pluto) and morphed them into Satan. As Carl Jung said, before Christianity evil was not quite as evil. Yet Christ’s message was profound; he changed our perspective from gods who were competitive, fallible, and virtually human, to a God who was transcendent, yet more passive and remote. The Piscean theme of the martyr-redeemer, finding meaning in one’s pain, of redemption through suffering, was one that would become the ultimate symbol of everything holy. The pagan gods were gone, but they had only gone to sleep, to return once again when they were needed. Like now, at the beginning of the age of Aquarius.

Many centuries ago, the Christian church opposed and banned astrology. Divination of any sort was considered to be the work of Satan. If astrology can predict, if it implies the notion of Fate, then it challenges how free an individual is to make a right or wrong choice. Secular science also dismisses astrology. Despite the time-bending, holistic theories that quantum mechanics throws out, many scientists cannot seem to look at the world in a nonphysical, non-cause-and-effect way. Despite new theories of consciousness, it seems the physical world is all that is the case and Isaac Newton still reigns supreme.

In fact, it was Newton and his laws of gravity and motion that sounded the death knell for astrology from a scientific perspective. If the gravitational tug of Mars on a newborn is negligible, if the gravitational pull of the hospital or even the doctor and mother is greater, then surely the planet has little or no influence. Gravitation is greatly weakened by distance, so let’s not even talk about Pluto. And that’s as far as science is willing to go. Case closed. Rather unscientific if you ask me. But while science is far superior when it comes to predicting what the weather will be like tomorrow, it is poor at mapping out the human soul. In fact, it even denies the soul’s existence. Maybe you do too. In my opinion, there is no better way of understanding the psyche, whether that’s in terms of character, behavior, or destiny, than through astrological means, simply because each planet represents a psychic force, an archetypal principle within us. It is far more precise and descriptive than any other model of the psyche.

I have been watching the astrological clock for decades now. Inside the machine, even though we can see its cogs turn, we are relatively powerless to stop or influence what I call the Big Fates. Relatively. Liz Greene in her remarkable book The Astrology of Fate describes the birth chart of a French king. Through his court astrologers he learned of how and when he would die: of an eye wound on a specific day. Like the stoic he was, he accepted the prediction and went about his business until during a joust he was struck by a lance through the visor and died a slow, painful death as a result. What Liz Greene notes is that those court astrologers were working without the trans-Saturnian planets, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto, and yet could still predict the King’s demise. Those planets had not yet been discovered. And what was more interesting was that she had seen transits in modern charts that were far more intense but yielded far less tragic results. Why is this? I think it has to do with the evolution of language through which consciousness is expressed: That through language and metaphor we are less fated. Moral choice is no longer spread across the organs; unlike the ancient Greeks we no longer have to do what our spleens are ordering us to do. We are mind/brain centric. We have a space, a nonphysical, mental space, a virtual space, for things to occur that aren’t necessarily an actuality. Metaphor must be a good thing. Free will has never been freer.

I meet a lot of people, mainly at dinner parties, who question the legitimacy of astrology. Intelligent, rational people who are unfamiliar with the subject. I try not to confuse them with jargon, with sesquiquadrates or sextiles, or talk about Gauquelin plus sectors.

I realize that astrology can appear mystical, and so I explain that, in this regard, their skepticism stems from ignorance of the subject, that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing. I also talk about astrology’s complexities and the two most remarkable books that I have read on the subject. One I’ve already mentioned is The Astrology of Fate by Liz Greene. I thoroughly recommend it. Another is by Richard Tarnas and is called Cosmos and Psyche. In the book there are no mention of Sun signs, and the planets the author refers to are Jupiter through Pluto only. Through their entanglement and angular relationships, Tarnas plots specific life-changing events on the Earth and enlightens us to the forces behind the cycles that govern our evolution. I tend to buy this book for people who need a good astrological going-over. So far no one has got back to me on the subject.

So, can we really assign qualities to the planets, to spatial objects that from a mundane perspective are either spheres of plasma (gas giants and the Sun) or inert balls of rock? It is hard for most people to get their heads around Uranus having an electric, progressive quality or having some hand in human rights. Let’s take the Earth. Most people are familiar with the notion of Gaia. It is a profound symbol of the life-giving force we find ourselves a part of, a planet that is sometimes regarded as a self-regulating, single entity. In Greek mythology it all started with Gaia. She in fact created the sky god, Uranus, and it was from them as parents that the whole Greek pantheon was born. Materialists and theists alike have no problem with the concept of Mother Earth; matter is undeniable (Latin: mater means “mother”). But even Mother had a creator, even Mother had a father.

We then look at the Sun and its fiercely creative power. He is the light inside of us and the center of our being: the daddy of the Solar System, whose Solar wind and influence extend past Pluto. Part of our image of God comes from the Sun.

And the Moon? The Moon is four hundred times smaller than the Sun and is four hundred times closer. When full, the Moon is the same size in the sky as the Sun. It reflects his light and in so doing changes its quality. We know the Moon through gravity affects the tides and perhaps by other means affects women and their menstrual cycles. The Moon is the optimal size and at the ideal distance for life to occur on this planet. In astrology, the Sun and the Moon are the parents of the zodiac. Without them, life on Earth would not exist.

These are qualities. But do the other planets have them as well? We have words such as mercurial, venereal, martial. These are in our vocabulary, so are they qualities of those planets or human qualities, or both? Is Jupiter, the bringer of joy, really jovial? Before monotheism and the spread of Christianity, the Greeks saw the planets as gods: meaning, for instance, that beauty (Venus) is not in the eye of the beholder but is itself a force that permeates living things and not-so-living things like art and sculpture. Beauty, in this sense, becomes objective and not subjective.

I write this book as a memoir. You can, if you like, ignore the astrology threaded through, but since 1986 I have not managed to live my life without an awareness of what may happen, and a true understanding of what has actually happened. Through astrology and planetary meanings, I am aware of the qualities that people possess, the chemistry between individuals, chemistry that will either encourage them to marry or be at war or feel that they are simply moving in opposite directions. This is my life so far. It may be, as some people believe, not the only one, but while I’m here . . . believing that we play an important part in the creation of the universe and its evolution becomes a vital way of seeing things and brings comfort as I head inevitably toward this life’s final chapters. So, let’s begin.
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Chapter 1

Please Be Happy


There was a time, not long ago, you stood right by your window,

And your arms were painted feather-like, so sure that you could fly.



So here I am at the W Hotel in San Francisco, swish and sultry, as dark and as glitzy as a London nightclub. I traveled from Sacramento after the Tears For Fears show. It went well, once again, really well. It’s such a simple gig, and although it is billed as a double header, a battle of the duos, we really are opening for Hall and Oates, our synth-heavy sound and bombastic anthems versus their smooth, blue-eyed soul. Just one hour onstage and a day off between shows. It’s a very relaxing way of touring; I wish all tours were like this. Not long to go till it’s over, just about four more shows I think, then home to England.

Talking of which, home has been a dark place for me for too long to remember. The previous year, 2016, my wife of thirty-five years, Caroline, had been committed under the Mental Health Act—what I thought at the time was the worst day of my life, with social workers and psychiatrists questioning her at the house while she was on the kitchen sofa, in tears and making no sense. Following that disturbing intervention, they strapped her in a chair and placed her in a waiting ambulance. The look on my wife’s face, as this was happening, became that of a trusting toddler, happy for a ride in the stroller, and with no idea what her incarceration meant or any real awareness of the professional judgment surrounding her. It broke my heart. She then spent three months in a psych ward for the elderly. Not that she was elderly; it’s just that she was so fragile. In fact, when she was first admitted, she was asked her age and she replied, “Fifty-three.” They looked at her, crumpled up in a wheelchair, and thought she was either lying or mistaken; she had to be much older. With Caroline unable to eat solids, we almost lost her at one point; she was down to around eighty pounds, confused and holed up in the emergency ward with pneumonia, where the doctors read me the riot act and said she might die that very weekend. I was devastated, broken, and, on the phone with Curt Smith and a manager of ours, immediately canceled a US tour.

And yet she came out of that psych ward on such a high: Three months of no alcohol, and the administering of antipsychotic drugs, had turned her into some kind of angel; she was light, golden, full of youth and joy. She was talking, not slurring, making sense with a smile on her face and eating the food I cooked for her as though it were a banquet fit for a queen. The stairs at home that she’d had immense trouble with now seemed like nothing more than a slight incline. She would fly up them, shocked at her own recovery. It was as though she had wings. Sadly, this was Caroline’s last hurrah, her swan song, as though she’d popped her head above the sea’s surface, smiled and waved, told us that everything was okay, before those dark Neptunian forces dragged her down to the deep once again.

When I talked to her in February 2017 about going on tour, she seemed well, cogent and alert, happy that I was once again making music. Even so, I hired some caregivers to look after her, at least during the day. But unbeknownst to me—and Caroline—she had cirrhosis of the liver. What was once an enjoyable glass of wine had become toxic to her. A glass or two and she would become drunk, slurring her words, and falling over in the least convenient places. What most people don’t realize is that once the liver stops functioning the brain also stops working. The damaged liver talks to the brain and it appears very much like dementia, or Alzheimer’s, which her mother had died from aged fifty-six. That was why there was so much confusion. The test for dementia that Caroline failed, where she couldn’t even write her own name, was heartbreaking and yet another red herring in a trawler’s net full of them. And without a liver biopsy, which Caroline refused to have, we would remain hopelessly in the dark. There were many signs when I look back now, but that old devil called denial was alive and well, snoozing, snoring, and hiccupping in the wine racks of that big house in the West Country.



[image: Caroline with one finger to her mouth and a book at her chest.]

Caroline, lost in a book. (RO)



Within weeks of me being on the road, Caroline was back to her old ways. No, even worse: secretly drinking, hiding bottles of vodka in the study’s hidden cupboards, as I found out later. I was mid-tour, home for a short while, about to go to Israel. She looked scary, jaundiced, with deathly red marks on her face, as though something was sucking away her life’s essence. Once again, I stupidly did not realize what the alcohol was doing to her. I thought that this was her choice, that she had some control over her addiction, that she was just punishing us all in our absence. I should have called social services and postponed the tour right then. But I didn’t—I left her in the hands of the care company, believing this behavior, if unabated, would carry on for months.

And I was at a crossroads, a tipping point, if you like. A tipping point that would redefine my life. With all the things that were going on with Caroline, with all the visits to psychiatrists, to neurologists, to hepatologists, I was falling in love with a young, healthy woman who I believed loved me too and was the opposite of what I had left at home. I was keenly aware that there had been no gap between living with my mother and living with Caroline. I had never lived on my own or with flatmates; the maternal chain was unbroken. Was I then, given my unconscious sense that Caroline was dying, opting for the next link in the chain? That night in San Francisco, and I’m not sure why it was that night in particular, I had a talk with myself, out loud, pacing the room like some crazy man. I knew what was going to happen to Caroline: She would once again be committed and the whole process, the whole nightmare, would start again. And where would it end? I could choose that scenario, the illness, the misery, and frustration, or I could choose an alternative and leave her madness behind, just like my mother had with my father. Harsh, I know. I could choose life, or I could choose death. God strike me down, cancel me, whatever, but I chose life.

Later that evening, in fact around the middle of the night or early morning, I had a strange feeling, hard to describe, but like none I’d ever had before or since. It felt as if something was leaving my body, flying upward and outward, making me feel lighter and less troubled. Something had let go. Not my spirit but perhaps someone else’s. In quantum physics there is a phenomenon called quantum entanglement. Put simply, it states that when two particles interact, they can never be independent of each other. What happens to one particle affects the other particle across distances and beyond space-time, that is, in an instant. I believe our souls connect in a similar way to quantum entanglement. I went to bed that night and slept a pill-induced sleep. Groggy in the morning, I was jolted by my phone buzzing and buzzing and buzzing. In the haze, it took me a while to realize that someone was desperately trying to get hold of me. When I eventually answered, I heard the soft Bristolian tones of my good friend and tennis partner Mike. He sounded full of remorse, raspy and choked up. “It’s Caroline,” he said, “she’s no longer with us.”

I swear the temperature in the room dropped to below freezing. Heartache, guilt, tears, but most of all a kind of numbing shock that somehow spurs you into action. Had the choice I’d made determined the outcome? Or was it just a coincidence, or synchronicity? Perhaps I had simply let her go so she could leave this earthly plane of loneliness, addiction, and degradation. Looking back now, it had been expected. I knew the astrology, the transit of Pluto to my Moon in the eighth house, a transit that did not bode well for me, our sons, or my wife. But I still couldn’t quite believe it. I somehow imagined she was immortal, that she would go on forever, illness intact. Regardless of the omens, the writing on the wall, you are never prepared for the reality.

Of course, the tour had to be postponed; I would fly home later that night. But first I had to speak to the police who were at the death scene and trying to establish whether there was any foul play. Once they became aware of Caroline’s medical record, they relented and realized that it was death by bottle alone. For quite a while I had employed a care company to look after Caroline in the day, to make sure she was eating and had everything she needed. Tragically, I had not insisted they watch over her during the nights, when the damage was done. It was the care company that found her, but it was a neighbor who had witnessed the descent of all the policemen, the yellow tape and flashing lights, and phoned Mike, who had lost two wives to cancer and could seemingly deal with the notion of death.

After speaking to the police, I called my sons in order of age. First Raoul, who, Scorpio that he is, could not outwardly express the earthquake he felt inside. He was working in his studio, painting, and left without a word to anyone. He went home to his apartment in London and didn’t see or speak to anyone for forty-eight hours. Pascal, my second son, at least had a girlfriend and could share, to some degree, the horror and pain, the loss. By the next morning I would be with them, first in London and then in the West Country at the house, perfectly preserved like the scene of a crime. And it was a crime, at least that was how it felt to me, and I was the guilty party, the man who had not kept Caroline alive.

I was around fourteen years old when I first set eyes on Caroline Johnston. Half Dutch, half Irish, she’d been dating a friend of mine named Paul Noble. Their fling lasted only for two weeks before it ended. I asked Paul whether he minded if I gave her a call. He did not. There was something about her even then: the irreverence, the joyful smile, the quirky good looks, the teeth that stuck out just like my own. She could be childish and so could I. I arranged to meet Caroline on a Saturday night at a teenage disco on Manvers Street, Bath. Teenage because it was under eighteen. There were adult security guards and strictly no alcohol. There’s not much I remember about that night apart from seeing her in the queue with her blond, Bowie-esque haircut and blue eye shadow, trying to impress and indeed succeeding. There was dancing and it was something I enjoyed and felt pretty good at, having inherited my mother’s love for dance and her sense of rhythm. But someone had clearly smuggled in some alcohol. Before I knew it, there was a scene with security guards trying to coax down a drunk girl who had climbed to the top of a pillar in a triple-height room. Shimmied like a monkey. Of course, that girl was Caroline.

Though perhaps a foreshadowing, this did not put me off in any way, and we had a brief romance that ended when she got her hair cut short. Short like a boy. Personally, I didn’t mind it—I liked it—but it was peer pressure that made me let her go, somewhat reluctantly. The truth was that our relationship did not get off the ground, not then nor at the age of fifteen when I tried to rekindle it. I was headlong into my studies, top of the year in some subjects, and she was just, what’s the word, trouble? Not so much trouble as simply not caring about school, arms folded, a little guarded at my judgments, not sharing the same values. There was an impasse.

But when I was seventeen and in the pop band Graduate, I would sit in our manager’s hair salon high up on George Street and watch her as she walked along the pavement opposite. She wore an Afghan coat, her hair was long, she now had a bit of a hippie vibe, and my heart felt a stirring. Caroline had dropped out of school and been thrown out of her house by her Irish father. And I no longer saw her as my opposite, no longer irreverent: She had a devil-may-care attitude and seemed unafraid of life. By then I too had dropped out of school, not even putting pen to paper in my mock A-level exams, much to the surprise of my teachers.

The band Graduate was playing a residency at a club called Nero’s, also on George Street. Caroline would occasionally turn up and watch us doing our proto-mod power pop amidst jerky movements and strained vocals (my own). We would talk after, and she would invite me back to her shared flat to have Marmite on toast after the show—and that’s all it was for a while: Marmite on toast and the occasional ratatouille with vegetables whose names I had never heard of. I was shocked that she could cook, all thanks to her Dutch mother. When Graduate was no more, and Curt and I had formed Tears For Fears, Caroline and I moved in together in an apartment above a pizza restaurant close to the Theatre Royale in central Bath. It was a place where I would write “Mad World” and other songs for The Hurting. And there were arguments, screaming matches. Caroline’s Irish temperament severely tested my English reserve. I’d never had fights like that before. But in that exchange, she was teaching me an invaluable lesson: to not be so repressed, to let things out, then to let things go, and that arguments, at least for the Aries she was, were easily forgotten and forgiven.

Fast-forward to September 1982, when I had just turned twenty-one and Caroline was still twenty. We were married in Bath’s registry office, me in a sleeveless jean jacket and a multicolored cashmere tank top that Caroline had knitted, and Caroline herself in a stunning, shimmering, two-tone, pink-and-green dress. There were no formal guests, just a few friends, my mom and brothers, Caroline’s mom, Curt and his soon-to-be bride, Lynne. I was surprised by the formality of the affair and most people as a result had a fit of giggles: The registrar could not pronounce my last name, Orzabal de la Quintana. He fudged it every time to the sound of laughter. Caroline’s middle name was Hilda. Again, every time the registrar said the H word there were more giggles. But we got it done. A couple of glasses of champagne, and that very day I was back in the rehearsal room with the two keyboard players who would be playing on the next Tears For Fears tour.

Early 1983, after some success with Tears For Fears, Caroline and I were suddenly property owners. Still twenty-one, we bought a small Georgian house, 2 Ainslie’s Belvedere, a five-minute uphill walk from the city center and with an incredible view across the valley and toward the south of Bath. A Georgian house needed antiques, and so we furnished it in a way that was in keeping with the house and entirely at odds with the way we’d been raised. We were comfortable in our little paradise, cozy in our Bath lifestyle of good food and wine, of gorgeous architecture, of the many Bathonian friends who popped in or ate out with us. But at the end of 1985, after a grueling eight-month world tour promoting Songs from the Big Chair, Caroline dropped a bomb that would burst our tiny bubble. We were at Rookery Hall, a fancy hotel in Cheshire, celebrating the new year with friends when Caroline told us all with steel in her voice that she was going back to school to get her A-levels, that she would go to art school, do a Foundation Course before studying for a BA in Fine Art. And all of this in London, big, bad London. Of course, now I applaud her ambition and her drive, her sense of purpose, but back then Tears For Fears was one of the biggest bands in the world and perhaps one of the coziest. We had written and recorded in Bath. Bath was where Curt and I met; it was where my mom ended up after her split with my father. Even our producer had moved to Bath, and then our A & R man. Bath was vain, Bath was pompous, and Bath was pop, unlike urban Bristol, with bands like the Pop Group and Rip Rig & Panic or even the brilliant Electric Guitars. And here was Caroline, tired of following me around the world and wanting to do something for herself instead. It was all news to me at the time, and the sounds of derision from the table summed up pretty much what everyone felt. But that wasn’t fair, I realized soon after. What was fair was Caroline having a chance to explore her own talent. So, in 1986, we did move to London. And true to her word, Caroline sat her A-levels and got straight As. She was far more qualified than I ever was.

It was at the first London apartment, an apartment we would have for only ten months, that Caroline secretly started taking recreational drugs. She was studying photography as part of her foundation course and had set up a darkroom in the windowless bathroom of a guest bedroom. She would take a stimulant while I watched TV and would eventually emerge sparkly-eyed and not very hungry. If I sound a bit puritan, that’s because I was. I was about to start Primal Therapy in London’s Kentish Town, about to “exorcise my past.” Then when she got into St. Martins on a BA course there would be other drugs: acid, mushrooms, days lost at Glastonbury. Our second home in London was a former art school in Belsize Park. In 1990, while Tears For Fears was on tour in the United States promoting the Seeds of Love album, I would call the house phone of 1 England’s Lane, and the voices on the other end would always be of people I did not know, drunken, drug-fueled parties in our four-floored house with students crashing everywhere and anywhere. For me it was not a big deal, such was the freedom we allowed each other: two islands doing their own thing. Caroline seemed to handle all substances well, and when she got pregnant with Raoul in 1991, the drugs and alcohol went out the window.

And this was how she was for most of her life: a slim, stylish party girl for sure, a cool, sexy friend of men and women, but a great mother and a great cook too, a real foodie. Even when we were eighteen years old and I was unemployed, receiving my dole check every two weeks, we would head straight to a nearby fancy restaurant and blow the lot on a meal. There were times in the South of France where she would cook for twenty-one people without batting an eyelid, unflustered and even tempered. Times when she would cook Wrapping Paper Beef or Shabu Shabu or Squid Ink Risotto for the boys and me as a treat at the end of the school week. A time when she cooked an incredibly complex vegan meal for our incredibly complex vegan keyboard player, Jebin Bruni, who had flown all the way from Los Angeles just for a few days. So what happened?

In 2005 when we returned from Los Angeles after a two-and-a-half-year hiatus writing, recording, and promoting the Tears For Fears album Everybody Loves a Happy Ending, we hit a low-energy, semiretired patch. Though incredible fun and a successful life change, the album had been a commercial disaster, and I certainly had no real desire to make another TFF album in the near future. We were back in the big house in the West Country, my recording studio, Neptune’s Kitchen, dysfunctional and decrepit from mold and years of neglect. For my sins I had discovered literature and began the slow process of learning how to write fiction. Caroline returned to the wonders of the garden, getting her hands grubby and waiting for the boys to come home. And they were growing fast. Our lives had become consistent and predictable with the evening wine and the sometimes-mindless television. And the wine was certainly flowing. One and a half bottles each per night. I couldn’t do that now if I tried. Caroline would match me, make sure I did not drink any more than she did. I was, at the time, at least fifty pounds heavier than Caroline, who was always slim and petite. I was also exercising, playing regular tennis, hangover or no hangover, working out while my younger son had tennis lessons of his own. In fact, Caroline, for her body weight, was drinking far more than I was, and, as I know now, alcohol is far, far worse for a woman and her natural body fat than it is for a man and his muscle.

It was around 2011 that people noticed a change in Caroline’s behavior. I’d always known her as feisty and strong-willed, but also soft and immensely loving—an attractive, edgy combination of the Moon and Mars. But she started to strike out at friends, shrinking our circle as a result. She would come to LA with me then leave after five days, anxious and nervous and desperate for the safety of the sofa at home. She lost interest in regularly cooking for the boys, so I started cooking myself. While I was instinctively anxious about getting food in their stomachs, she was laissez-faire, cigarette in one hand, a glass of wine in the other, eyes glued on the TV. She would talk about her parents, both dead by then, that she was an orphan, and how much this had affected her mentally. There was depression, but it was called the empty nest syndrome, or perimenopause. There were tears for no apparent reason. An unnerving whimper like a child lost deep in a forest. So we went to a psychiatrist, a supposedly good one at The Priory in London. I wasn’t allowed in the room during the session. Caroline would spin a yarn and come home with an antidepressant called mirtazapine. The change in her was remarkable. She regained her aggression, her energy, couldn’t wait to get back on the tennis court. But of course, this was all short-lived.

The spiral downward continued with her inability to leave the couch: on mirtazapine one minute, off the next, our circle of friends shrinking even more, our lovely next-door neighbors becoming more and more worried and wary. Food became a real issue, with Caroline struggling with solids, and so it was kids’ meals in the pubs, meals that were only ever half-eaten. And then, after a couple of years, she was on liquids: Complan, a liquid supplement, all washed down nicely with a glass or three of Chardonnay. There were seizures and hospitalizations, bizarre ideation, an inability to cope with the simplest stresses, a body that had its own embarrassing autonomy. And I just watched it all, seemingly helpless as the woman I loved slowly melted away. People often recognize the struggles you have as caregiver, but they don’t know the anger you have to bury, and without my knowing it, that was affecting me.

While Caroline maintained it was the menopause, I never seriously believed that it was alcohol. As a habitual wine drinker, myself, it never crossed my mind. Or perhaps I wouldn’t let it. There were blood tests of course, tests that would tell us that Caroline had high ferritin levels in her liver. High iron. They said that this was perhaps hemochromatosis, the Irish disease, and that since Caroline had stopped her monthly bleeding, alcohol was now toxic and that the hepatologist could ease this symptom with a monthly bloodletting of just a pint of blood. If only it were that simple. Though it was never diagnosed while she was alive, Caroline had stage-four cirrhosis of the liver and, with no transplant to perhaps elongate her life, there would only be one devastating outcome.

There were a few songs about Caroline that I wrote during this period, two of which ended up on The Tipping Point: the title track: Who’s that ghost knocking at my door? You know that I can’t love you more. And “Please Be Happy”: Please be happy ’cos you know I cannot bear to see you in this state of melancholy, curled up in your chair. Caroline’s alcohol-fueled depression was like a heavy blanket over all of us, father and sons, her too. Her mania became a thing to be ridiculed and avoided, the nonsensical fights as well, her threats of divorce. Any notion of a physical relationship with Caroline had gone out the window more than five years before. When those social workers and psychiatrists descended upon the house, in 2016, to commit her, I thought it was the worst day of my life. But no, that day was July 24, 2017. Caroline always said, after the psych ward, that she would never ever go back there again, regardless of what happened, that instead she would go to a place where no one could find her. Well, she certainly did that.


Pluto Transits

In my experience, and in the astrological world, Pluto represents Fate, with a capital F, like no other planet. With its movements, you can literally see what aspect of your inner and outer world is going to be tested and transformed over long periods. The planet of birth, death, and rebirth moves slowly and can inflict the most damage if you don’t understand what it’s asking of you. Structures that have outlived their usefulness are broken down so they can be refreshed and reassembled. Information (the information contained in the soul: everything you touched, smelled, tasted, felt, imagined, sensed, recorded) is never lost, but the mortal body, the recording device, is eventually let go.

Pluto transits do not necessarily coincide with physical death. They can be a psychological, metaphorical process, where buried events from one’s past are brought to the surface: a previously cluttered and cobwebbed room in the brain is suddenly empty and filled with sunlight, or that skeleton in the closet is eventually buried on consecrated ground and is finally at peace. Nor does it necessarily signify death in terms of timing because it is a process that gets rid of things that are already dead. It forces the decay process, sweeps that which is rotten aside to allow space for new life. This in itself can still be extremely painful, especially if you are not aware of what the decayed aspects of your life are. Especially if you are bad at letting things go.

During this time, I knew the transit of Pluto to my Moon was happening. I could see it coming and even warned my younger son about it years before, because it would be happening to him too. The Moon in a man’s chart represents one aspect of the feminine given that there are essentially three: the maiden or young woman (Venus), the mother (the Moon), and the crone (Saturn). I have observed that in a typical heterosexual relationship the woman generally carries the feminine aspects and the man, the masculine aspects. But the man’s anima can be projected upon the woman, and the woman’s animus upon the man. The energies are shared, a psychic agreement is made, and so follows that a woman can act out a man’s inner turmoil while he remains above it all, oblivious to the chaos within, viewing his wife as the emotional, irrational, or hysterical one. It is within this projection that I believe a man’s transits can be expressed by his wife. Some believe it goes even deeper and is a contract made between two souls. And the eighth house, where my Capricorn Moon lives, is not the easiest of places given its association with mortality and death. I do wonder how much of a transit we have power over, whether its thrust is inevitable. It’s a question I ask myself to this day.
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Chapter 2

Georges and Margaret


Did you know all mothers come from heaven?

Did you know all fathers come from hell?

That is why they’re at sixes and sevens,

That is why their marriage isn’t well.

—“RAOUL AND THE KINGS OF SPAIN”



Born on a Friday, the day of Venus, Margaret hid her beauty behind horn-rimmed glasses, her dark hair pulled tight in a bun, and a shopkeeper’s apron obscuring her ample bosom and slender waist. Men who could see through the disguise would spot her, perhaps flirt with her, then go back to their chisels, hammers, and drills, hands covered in building site dust. She had a poise about her, a nobility, which was uncommon for the working class of the area: the newly built sprawl of a council estate, a redbrick leviathan called Leigh Park. Her posture was excellent from all her years studying and practicing ballet. This had been her dream, to glide with grace around a stage to the delight of an audience, a dream that was ended by one ballet school closure and then a new teacher who stepped up the rigor of the exercises, introduced new movements, and gave Margaret a sense that she would never be quite good enough. With the dream diminished and the glamour gone, Margaret was sucked back into reality and the habits of her culture, getting married at the age of seventeen, becoming a mother at nineteen to her first son, Stephen, who was later adopted by his grandparents. They treated him like their own child, and brought him with them as part of the great sixties exodus to Australia.

Margaret’s urge to perform, her desire to be seen, her love of dance and music, was a daemon inside her that for many years sat quietly in a corner of her heart waiting for the right moment to burst forth. Margaret would need a catalyst for this to happen, someone to come along and recognize the part of her that was unlived: the performer, the coquette, the vamp; someone who desperately needed a partner in a psychic dance of his own that would one day play out in front of three children. For Margaret, that person was Georges.

Born in Paris’s 15th arrondissement nineteen years before Margaret, Georges had been abandoned by his mother to be raised by his grandmother and aunt. Perhaps it was the fact that Georges had been an unwanted pregnancy, the result of an encounter with an Argentinian student, Arturo, who had traveled from Buenos Aires to study at the Sorbonne, that had turned his mother away from him. Whatever the case, this pattern of desertion, of interruption and abandonment, was imprinted on my father’s soul even before he was born.

My first living memory was at the age of three years old. I was sitting on the floor in the front hall where my mother could keep an eye on me and my older brother, Carlos. We were playing with toys, and I could sense the competition between Carlos and me as to who could build the tower of bricks the fastest. I so desperately wanted to win. At the same time, the back door to our council house opened, a door that led to the kitchen, where she was cleaning, and in walked my father, Georges, unusually early. He looked broken, old, and in tears (he was forty-eight by then). He fell into my mother’s arms and sobbed. At five foot five, he should have stood taller than my mother. But in that instant, she appeared strong and robust while he was stooped, shoulders slumped, defeated. I believe that when we are young and vulnerable, we identify with the parent that symbolizes survival and growth. At that point it was clearly my mother. Dad was unreliable and, to be safe in the world, I would have to father myself. Of course, now it seems incredibly sad: Dad had suffered a nervous breakdown and had joined the ranks of the mentally ill, a diagnosis often misapplied in those days. That day was the last day he would ever work: an electrician who would go on to have electric shock treatment to cure him of his depression. This was no coincidence: Electricity, progressive politics, rebelliousness, marching to the beat of one’s own drum, and breakdowns are all facets of the planet Uranus, a planet which featured heavily in my father’s life.

Like so many of us, Georges struggled with arrogance and insecurity, with instinct and ignorance. He was reactive to the situation and the time he was born into. Being rejected by his mother must have left a black mark upon his soul, a sense that he was not worthy of love. Growing up in poverty without a father, and learning that his father was from a rich and successful Argentinian family, must have weighed heavily upon him. The idea that he came from wealth that was mostly out of reach surely created a dilemma for my father. Those close were inferior to those who were distant. His father was a god. His mother, a harlot.
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My beautiful mom.
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This may explain Georges’s early predilection for prostitutes. He was only thirteen years old when he became an apprentice electrician in prewar Paris, and soon became acquainted with the demimondaines. These were not the courtesans of the Belle Époque, but women walking the streets and hollering out for passing trade. No doubt their nonjudgment made young Georges feel at ease, and their services at least momentarily filled the void inside: Love was something to be bought, to be made, and not something to feel in your heart.

This familiarity with prostitutes got Georges into trouble when, at seventeen, he finally traveled to Buenos Aires to meet his father, Arturo, and his father’s new family. He was put to work as an electrician in the family’s film studios, studios that would eventually host the likes of Eva “Evita” Peron. With his tastes already established, and with an instinct for rebellion, he sought out the local ladies of the night, eventually shacking up with one of them, much to Arturo’s horror. Arturo’s bastard son was an embarrassment to the great Quintana name, and so the family conspired to teach him some respect and discipline: He was enlisted in the Argentinian navy and sent to the Island of Martín García detention center to tend the island’s generators.

And this was where things got strange.

In exile amidst the lush flora, the hummingbirds, and the fig trees, away from the bustle of the city and the company of women, Georges had a mystical experience. He “awoke”—if you can call it that—to find himself on the ceiling looking down at his supine body. An out-of-body experience is not that uncommon, but the effect it had on him was life-changing. He began to question the fabric of reality, the nature and locality of consciousness. He became obsessed with God. The fact that Georges was born on Christmas Day didn’t help his obsession. The fact that three of his initials were G. (Georges) O. (Orzabal) D. (Didier) didn’t either. Georges Albert Orzabal de la Quintana Didier, before I was born, spent six weeks in bed because he thought he was God. You have to admire him for that.

After seven years in Argentina, Georges returned to France to find the world at war once again. He joined the French Navy and continued his erratic, rebellious behavior, spending ninety days or so in military prison, before eventually being stationed in Portsmouth, England. But his mystical experience did not leave him, and he began to devour books on philosophy and metaphysics. He had the ability to hold within his mind many competing theories and belief systems from the idealism of Plato to the materialism of John Hume and Bertrand Russell. Yet if anything is going to throw you into an existential crisis, war is. It was while operating sonar equipment in the North Atlantic between Scotland and Newfoundland that he felt the compulsion to jump ship. His crew had rescued many sailors whose vessels had been sunk by German U-boats. But it was the ones they could not rescue that left their mark.

Once his warship docked back in Scotland, Georges quietly sneaked away. You would have thought that being a deserter, he would have kept his head down, but there he was in Glasgow, Scotland, sporting his Free French Croix de Lorraine badge, cigarette in his mouth, playing mandolin and banjo with a French friend of his, living a life of civilian gay abandon. Also with him was his teenage lover Betty, whom he’d met while stationed in Portsmouth. After a short and sweet affair, they married when she was only seventeen—Georges by now was twenty-six—and settled back in the south of England, living with Betty’s family. But because of the age difference, and possibly Georges’s caustic personality, a family member unhappy with the marriage alerted the military police to Georges’s desertion. He was arrested and once again detained, this time on Thorney Island in Sussex, until the Germans were defeated, and he was free to go.

The end of the Second World War saw the birth of the welfare state in Britain: free health care, free education, and low-cost social housing. Leigh Park soon became the largest council estate in the nation, having previously been an area of refuge for those who had lost their homes during the German blitz. This was where Georges and Betty settled, at 31 Bramdean Drive, Havant, Hants, the place of my birth. And for ten years or so, life took on a semblance of normality: The estate was growing, new redbrick houses, clones of their own, rising up like Legos all around them, lawns for kids to kick a football on, trees for them to climb; Georges in regular work as an electrician, with two children, Norita and Gerard, to keep him occupied. I am always amazed by how different siblings experience the same parents; for Norita, Georges was a loving father, charming, witty, and intelligent, who doted upon her, and therefore his bursts of anger were more forgivable, at least until the age of nineteen. For me, however, when it came to my father, I always felt like I was walking a tightrope above an active volcano.

It must have been a complete shock when, at 6 a.m. on October 23, 1956, Betty suddenly upped and left, leaving her children in tears, begging her to stay. Yet, within two weeks, my mother, Margaret, moved in. I can only imagine what must have been going on. Margaret was twenty-one, Norita was twelve with a shock of strawberry blond curls and an infectious chuckle. They seemed to get on well, with Margaret helping Norita with her homework and teaching her to knit, crochet, and sew. Georges by this time had joined the Philosophical Society of Great Britain and had ventured into Utopian postwar politics: the World Association of World Federalists and the pro-European British political group, the Federal Union. Norita remembers how Georges would hold mini lectures on Sundays for young men who were keen to learn philosophy, and later, meetings for the Federal Union, which eventually became too large to hold in the small council house. He would go on to exchange letters with Julian Huxley (Aldous’s brother) and Bertrand Russell himself. He even self-published a pamphlet called Towards a Biocratic World, a treatise on a theoretical meritocratic society.

When Margaret became pregnant with Carlos, it was decided that Norita, now fifteen, would leave school to look after the new baby. Margaret could then return to work, as she had a higher earning capacity than her stepdaughter. And so, Norita became a surrogate mother to her half brother, sleeping in the same room as Carlos and treating him as if he were her own. She also became housekeeper, shopping for food and preparing meals. When Margaret could no longer work, pregnant with me, Norita sought employment and became the breadwinner, but there were tensions because one child had been born out of wedlock, and another was due. It was a cardinal sin in those days, and Norita, seemingly, was the only one in the house with a strong moral compass.
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Georges and Betty.
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Cut now to the doorway between the kitchen and the front hall: Margaret is pregnant again, this time with Julian; the two-year-old Roland is in her arms, and Carlos is at her knee looking up at Georges, who is standing next to Margaret. Norita, no more than five feet tall, is in the hall facing them both. Georges, for a reason known only to himself, is teaching a four-year-old Carlos to swear: “Say bugger, Carlos, say bugger!” Norita, quite rightly, is fuming, outraged by this behavior. She challenges her own father, stands up to him, tells him he should not be teaching a child to swear. And then, out of the blue but not out of character, SLAP! Georges strikes Norita across her face with the back of his hand and tells her to mind her own business.

I feel sick as I write this, sad for everyone in the picture. I wonder what the impact was on Norita, for whom this was the final straw: devastating, no doubt. I also wonder what the impact would have been on the witnesses: a four-year old Carlos, me in my mother’s arms, and my mother, who remained passive and fearful throughout so many of Georges’s abuses. And I wonder what impact this would have had on the abuser, Georges. For someone with such a fragile ego, to see the effect this would have on his daughter would only have added to his mental issues. Norita walked out of the house immediately; one more woman Georges loved, unable to live with his craziness. She was the closest my father ever had to a long, healthy loving relationship, and she would be the only family member with him at his deathbed. There would be remorse, but his pride and anger would subsume it, at least momentarily. And there would be no apology. The soul craves wholeness, but our stupid selves have a cack-handed way of seeking it.

Four years later, there would be no more philosophy mini lectures, no more meetings of the Federal Union; instead, as if someone had sprinkled fairy dust upon 31 Bramdean Drive, the house was now full of entertainers and cabaret artists: semi-clad ladies with tassels covering their nipples, country and western singers, the odd magician or clown, a hypnotist, a circus strongman, a ventriloquist, all clients of the newly formed Melita Quintana Promotions. I’m not sure whose idea it was to run an entertainment agency from our small council house, but that was exactly what Georges and Margaret did. I assume it started with their need to make a little cash on the side, given that Georges had been declared unfit to work as an electrician due to his nervous condition. But he was fit enough to wield a beautiful Rolleiflex, a medium-format film camera with which he took topless pictures of Margaret showing off her remarkable breasts. In the sixties there were what were called “bum and tit” magazines, ultrasoft porn, readily available on the top shelf at the local newsstand. One very popular magazine was Flirt ’n Skirt. A picture of Margaret sold to the publication would bring in a little much-needed money; unfortunately, it would also create a little notoriety when the local men recognized the woman from number 31 in nearly all her glory. The kinkiness of this must have appealed to my father. Here, the woman he loved was being sexualized. He had a hand in lowering her, putting her out for sale, much like the prostitutes that had filled his early life. But, more important, the move set up a toxic dynamic. With so many men desiring her, where would he be in all of this? Unwanted? Abandoned? Be careful what you ask for, be careful what you seek.

Upstairs, bedroom number three was turned into a photographic studio and darkroom. Blankets were hung over the windows to block out the daylight and lamplight, a red safelight sat next to the developing trays. This moved quickly to Margaret putting an ad in a local paper offering belly dancing lessons to women as a form of weight-loss exercise. The daemon was waking. Belly dancing somehow mutated into striptease. Margaret would perform again and defy the ballet teacher that had condemned her to a normal life. And then Melita Quintana Promotions was up and running, a headshot of my mother in full makeup, a flower in her hair, adorning the header of the agency stationery. Georges, of course, maintained a managerial role, deciding it was best if he watch Margaret instruct women how to remove their clothes in a slow, seductive manner. It was a tough job, as they say. There was a comical photograph in a local paper that showed Georges in the foreground, bespectacled, a look of utmost concentration on his face and reading the Philosophical Journal, while Margaret and various scantily clad women threw shapes in the background.

It wasn’t just my father who was happy to witness this spectacle of flesh. I remember my younger brother, Julian, who couldn’t have been more than four, and me sneaking downstairs to watch, through the crack in the front room door, a door that would never properly close, these ladies with their boobies out. Everyone seemed to be having so much fun, with glasses of cheap sherry or Mateus rosé, while we kids were consigned to our bedroom in front of a black-and-white TV. It was nice to see dad smiling too. Maybe this whole scenario was far better for him than electric shock treatment, or maybe this was the calm before the storm?

There was a lot of joy within this circus-like atmosphere, our house filled with so much life and movement. These healthy young men and women were always so kind to us kids. Some of the strippers came from London: I recall a beautiful, curvaceous Cypriot girl who stripped under the name of Marula. There was Angie, a cute, slender blond with a squeaky London accent; and there was Donna, a refined, sultry young lady from Germany. A trio of singers, The Difference, would come round and perform, with harmonies so tight and clever it emphasized their camaraderie. But the act that left the biggest impression on me was a solo artist, a country and western singer named Johnny Elk. Johnny was warm and personable, a gentle giant, six feet tall with a black belt in judo. He was the physical opposite to my Napoleonic father. Georges had a reel-to-reel tape machine and would tape-record the singers to send off to other agencies and promoters to dig up more work. It was with awe that I saw him record Johnny Elk singing, “Heaven must have been short of an angel, what other reason was there for you to die?” And if the first take wasn’t good enough, my father would have him do it again, until tears rolled down my father’s face and he knew he had the one. That scene in a nutshell would describe my future career, but the truth is, I wanted to be the big, strong guy with the guitar and not the small, angry man at the tape machine who lived on a diet of antidepressants and blood pressure pills.

And so it was that for a substantial part of my early childhood, women took their clothes off in public, men sang like Elvis or Johnny Cash, and my father remained an aloof, semi-intellectual figure unconcerned with his progeny, the airing cupboard upstairs stuffed full of copies of his self-published pamphlet, Towards a Biocratic World, warped by the heat, a symbol of his waning interest in politics and philosophy.

There is a dark side to all of this. You see, I had two mothers back then: Morning Mom and Night Mom. Night Mom was ravishing in her makeup and stripper’s outfit, hair curled provocatively. She was a temptress, a goddess in fancy dress; she was Delilah, Jezebel, Aphrodite, the performer, the coquette, the vamp, leaving us all behind to go out into the night, where she would perform her titillating dance in front of men in strip clubs up and down the south of England. She was utterly desirable and somewhat unobtainable. Morning Mom was bitter, tired, and short-tempered, the makeup washed from her face, her hair a bush of rope. This was the person who would get us ready for school while Dad slept in, sedated by his Valium. There was a very good reason she was so tired and irritable. Georges would send a driver to go with Margaret, not just to drive her but to keep an eye on her lest she talk to other men. By encouraging her he had turned my mother into his mother, tempting her to betray him. The driver would report back to Georges and then, when Margaret returned home, all hell would break loose. I don’t know how many nights this happened, but it was certainly more than I care to remember. I would hear Mom come back, the bedroom door closing behind her, my father’s thick French accent accusing her of all kinds of indiscretions. She would object, plead her innocence; he would raise his voice to a terrifying level. The argument would ramp up and up and up until Margaret, defeated, would be reduced to tears. I would hear all of this from our kids’ bedroom next door. I would follow every nuance of emotion, every note, every rise and fall of the hellish melody, my heart pounding, my nerves on edge, tears in my eyes.

And then, reconciliation.

They would fuck, my father would finish, and the seven-year-old Roly could finally get some sleep.

Then one morning, my mother, as she was getting us ready for school, got down on one knee and looked at the three of us, desperation and remorse on her face. She said:

“I’m leaving your father; do you want to come with me?”

The words sent shock waves of panic throughout my young body.

I’m leaving your father; do you want to come with me?

It was 1969. Carlos, my older brother, was nine; I was seven; my younger brother, Julian, was five years old. Did we want to go with her or stay behind with a man who had never bathed us, never fed us, wouldn’t eat with us, and barely talked to us?

What would you have done?


Uranus

The astrological chart provides a prescient picture of our parents, which uncannily predicts how we experience them and how they behave toward us. The Sun, its sign and aspects, represents the father; the Moon, its sign and aspects, represents the mother. Our birth chart may be a snapshot of our parents’ development, of where they are in life, but it’s the road map to our soul.

For instance, I was born on August 22, 1961, when the Sun (which represents the father) was conjunct Uranus. As I was born late in the night, this conjunction falls in my fourth house, the house that represents the home, the homeland, one’s bloodline, and one’s roots in general. The first planet to be discovered by a telescope, Uranus was located in 1781 by a German musician and astronomer named William Herschel. He made the discovery in Bath, England, which is where I grew up and have spent most of my adult life. Herschel came to England as a musician after deserting the German army. Herschel named Uranus the “Georgian Star” after the English king at the time, George the third. It was a German astronomer named Johann Bode, unhappy about this association, who named it Uranus after the Roman god, father of Kronos/Saturn.

Uranus is called the electric planet (and thus connects to my father, the electrician, receiver of electric shock treatment). It has an unpredictable quality: the sudden shock, the unexpected event, the smashing of a glass dropped accidentally on the floor. It is associated with sudden upheaval, earthquakes, eureka moments, revolution, Liberté, Égalité et Fraternité, things the French know all too well. In his brilliant book Cosmos and Psyche, Richard Tarnas plots the movements of Uranus (intensified by Pluto) around the Sun over centuries and correlates them with the progression of human rights, of women’s rights, of racial equality, of progress in technologies, of sudden breakthroughs, of acts of genius, all of which increase freedom and quality of life, albeit in sometimes tumultuous ways. But Uranus has another quality, an inhuman one. Devoid of feeling, of compassion, of empathy, Uranus lives in the world of ideas where form or matter appears gross, sullied, unworthy of the brilliance and perfection that exists in the plan, the idea, the beautiful symmetry of an equation. Uranus the sky god, god of the stars and heavens, despised his offspring, the Titans, and hid them away in the bowels of the Earth. He saw them as ugly and imperfect. It reminds me of a very sad fact about my Uranian father: that he would not eat with us his children because, in his words, we were animals. We barely saw him after his breakdown; he went to bed and ruled and roared from the smoke-filled atmosphere of his bedroom upstairs.

My father was born when Uranus was in Aquarius, a sign that Uranus thrives in, a sign in which the planet can have the most effect. My father’s Moon was in Leo opposite Uranus, which perfectly describes his mother being emotionally cut off from her son, so much easier to give him away. After the Second World War, his Uranus in Aquarius would have encouraged his progressive politics while his Leo Moon would have encouraged him to be at the center of things. I was born when Uranus was in Leo, a sign that the planet is not comfortable in, a sign in which the planet is said to be in exile. Uranus does not like dealing with anything personal or too spiritual. Leo is the sign of the king (and his divine right), whereas Uranus and Aquarius much prefer the idea of a democracy or republic. They prefer a society of equals, as opposed to the private sanctity of the individual or the process of individuation. Yet armed with upheaval, Uranus is one of the most exciting planets, and where would we be in a predictable world, a world without turmoil or progress, a world without surprises or rebellion, a world without freedom? I believe that Uranus is a force that is central to evolution. Not seamless evolution, which many experts doubt is the case, but the sudden appearance of a new species, a break from what went before, as though life, like David Bowie, can intelligently and purposefully reinvent itself.
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Chapter 3

You Would Cry Too If It Happened to You


The ninth house in the astrological chart represents any relative who is not a parent or a sibling or a spouse. So, cousins, nephews, nieces, uncles, aunts, grandparents, etc. If you have Saturn here, you will experience frustration, difficulties in this area. If you have Jupiter here, you may well have relatives who are giants. I have both Jupiter and Saturn in the ninth house.



It was the fact that Mom gave us a choice that killed me. The fact that she didn’t feel so possessive of us, so desirous of our protection, our well-being, that she didn’t just tell us we were all leaving together because she couldn’t leave or live without us. Where was the bond that I felt so deeply? There was no doubt in my mind as to what I wanted, but was there doubt in hers? And yet I know now that for simple legal reasons she had to give us a choice. She couldn’t just steal us away; we had to want to leave. I also understand that in her position she just had to get the hell out of there; it was a question of self-preservation, of survival. The straw that broke the camel’s back was a plate of food my father threw at her, which smashed on impact upon her knee, raised in a protective brace as the plate flew forcefully toward her. It cut deep into her kneecap, the doctor was called to stitch it up, and once again Georges was full of remorse. But Margaret was full of resolve.

I sometimes try and imagine what it must have been like for my father to wake up and find that when he shouted out for his morning coffee, no one replied. Where was his servant-wife? Had she popped out for some milk? The boys would have been at school, surely. And then the emptiness of the house would have crept up on him like a karmic ghost, smothering him and consuming him as the cruel realization took hold in his brain. History repeating, but this time with no replacement wife waiting in the wings.

I assume we left in a taxi, I can’t quite remember, or perhaps Mom had arranged for a driver. It doesn’t matter. Our first stop was at an antiques shop in Portsmouth Harbor. Its owner was a man named Gerry, “Uncle” Gerry. He was a slight man, meek and gentle, with a wrinkled brow, a look of concern resting too easily on his face. He gave Margaret some comfort, some tea, some sympathy, while she cried and cried and cried. I don’t know if I’d met him before, but Mom seemed to know him well. When I examine the scene in my mind’s eye, I see no luggage, no bags packed with clothing, just a lot of fine, dusty antiques and three young boys who were clueless and paralyzed. “Would you like a sandwich? Some ice cream from Verrechia’s next door?”

A phone call was made, and we were in a car again, or maybe on the ferry, this time headed for my mother’s sister’s house in Gosport, just across the sea from where we were. The house on Vernon Close was a small three-up, two-down, but more respectable and ordered than our house with its mismatched floral wallpaper that my father had hung himself. My Auntie Jean was a little older than my mom, without her obvious beauty, and with a pronounced nasal whine to her voice. Jean’s husband, Ray, was a six-foot-six ex-navy man with huge ears, a booming voice, and shoes that had to be custom-made for his feet. Their three sons were also giants, and their daughter, Anne, tall as well, though by this time she had moved out on her own. I found it difficult to adjust to the unfamiliar atmosphere of this house: There was no magic, no imagination, no danger, no intensity of emotion, no grandiose thinking, just a snide, somewhat sarcastic way of communicating and belittling almost everything. Mom seemed to be able to slip into this mode a little too easily. I’d never heard this from her before.

And there we were for months, their three giant sons in one bedroom, me, my mom and brothers in another, Julian sleeping alongside Margaret, Carlos and me at the other end of the bed. The four of us were packed tight like sardines, my mom crying every night, and even though it was deeply disturbing, it was nowhere near as bad as listening to her fights with my dad. Although now as an adult I am grateful for the generosity shown by Uncle Ray and Auntie Jean, as a child I was so deeply upset by my parents splitting up I could see no positives, and as a result my personality changed. I was no longer the smiley, respectful young boy with good intentions. I withdrew, became prickly and somewhat distant. At the ordered dinnertimes with everyone sitting together, I wouldn’t eat the food they gave me because I didn’t like it and was given the disparaging nickname Finicky Fred. I could not identify with my cousins, whom my brothers seemed to get along with quite well. The constant drip of sarcasm wore on me, its intention to put you in your place. I became privately elitist. I’d been a keen student, and I’d always felt the pressure to better myself, to get out of Leigh Park. I remember when I was only five years old, I gave myself a good talking-to because I realized how impoverished my surroundings were. It’s as though I was born with high material expectations (Jupiter in Capricorn), perhaps some kind of foreknowledge passed down from my paternal grandfather. Here I was with a family nestled in suburban culture, with low expectations and, as a result, fewer prospects. I did not approve. And, despite all I’d heard and seen, I missed my father: his fire, his eccentricity, his imagination, his foreignness, his irreverence, his rage. It seemed like we had gone from color to black-and-white, brown bread to white bread, coffee to tea. French to English. I’d had no idea how much my father’s inner world, his culture, had permeated the outer world of our home in Leigh Park. There was no filter, no editing, no sign of the quiet oppression that exists in the English lower-middle-class suburbs.

To make matters worse, my father would turn up on occasion unannounced. He knew where we were, no doubt through “Uncle” Gerry. The same driver who would rat on my mom would drive him across from Leigh Park, and then operation “Hide from Dad” would spring into action. We would be bundled heads down into the garage at the back of the house and told to keep silent, while my Uncle Ray, all six-foot-six of him, stood at the doorway as a bodyguard, denying any knowledge of our whereabouts. Not a lot my father could do.

This alienation of my father was also an alienation of a part of me, a part I could not express. As a child the conservative, controlled side of me was always at the fore, and the fire was relegated to the shadow. Later in my life I would seek out my father’s fire and irreverence in other people: one young tearaway named Curt Smith, for example, and a young girl named Caroline Johnston, whom I would be married to for thirty-five years. And then there was the new school, a Church of England school. England, England, England. It struck me every time I turned up in the morning: Church of England written at the entrance in bright gold letters just to remind me that I did not quite fit in. My father had been a lapsed Catholic who prevented me from receiving any religious instruction or, at one point, sitting in assembly with the other schoolchildren. (He didn’t want me indoctrinated, while indoctrinating me himself in agnosticism/atheism.) I had to sit by the headmistress’s office, sucking boiled sweets, and listen while the other kids were huddled together singing “All Things Bright and Beautiful.” And where were my friends at this new school? And why was I suddenly struggling with the lessons? Why was I so defensive, unpopular? It was as though we had moved to a foreign country with a language I did not know how to speak.

I found solace in music. There was a small record player that I had made my own. I managed to get my hands on three 45s: Val Doonican’s “Walk Tall,” Adam Faith’s “What Do You Want?” and Lesley Gore’s “It’s My Party” (It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to. You would cry too if it happened to you). Listening to these three songs over and over gave me so much comfort. They opened up my world and sparked my imagination; I hung on every word as though the singers were talking to me and only me. There had been records at Leigh Park, music that my mom stripped to, like Richard Strauss’s “Dance of the Seven Veils,” David Rose’s “The Stripper,” even Black Sabbath’s song of the same name, music as a backdrop, an accompaniment to dance. But here in isolation, in my loneliness, music became a part of my secret world. A room was slowly being constructed in my brain to house these melodies and their meaning, shelves containing the seeds of future songs, not so much a memory palace but a music studio made of pure thought. I became obsessed with pop music and its message as a way out of the mundane environment I had been thrust into, as a connection to the circus of my past, as a way of holding a rich, creative, and protective space deep within me.

Eventually we would settle, albeit for a short period, in our own house on Elson Road, Gosport, a five-minute drive from Vernon Close. This was around 1970, I was eight years old, about to turn nine. Ted Heath and the Conservatives had been elected and ushered in a new war against the trade unions, which had become more and more mobilized, more powerful, under union leaders Hugh Scanlon and Jack Jones. There was trouble brewing that would result in major strikes and power cuts, no TV, and freezing houses full of candles, families huddled by the fire. Mom, by this time, had lost a bit of her spark, her faith, no doubt from raising three children on her own. She was no longer Night Mom and Morning Mom; she was a muted version of her former self, keen in the absence of a father to discipline us in a way she had not before, condemned to work in a nine-to-five.

Then one day, to cheer us all up, Margaret brought home a dog: a black-and-white collie that had been abandoned at a shelter. The dog seemed friendly, at least in the day, but when the sun went down, it would snatch someone’s shoe and hide under a chair, chewing and mauling the shoe with its sharp canines. Every time we would try to take the shoe away, it would growl, bark, and snarl with flashes of needlelike teeth. I realize that a lot of puppies do this, but somehow it seemed like a symbol of the violence we had left behind and we were too bruised to handle it. We briefly christened the dog Georges. The next day, the dog was returned to the shelter.

During this period there was some reconciliation with my father. We would all hop on the ferry across to Portsmouth on a Sunday and meet him for ice cream at Verrechia’s. The sky was always the color of lead, moody and fitful, a pathetic fallacy. Seeing him once again impotent and remorseful made me feel sick to the stomach, knowing the rift between him and my mother was unbreachable. On the ferry on the way back, I would vomit, and seasickness was only half of it. During this period, my mother accepted a few more stripping gigs, but the panache, the excitement, had gone. Aphrodite was slowly morphing into Hera. It was at one such gig in Bristol that Mom met a barman named Alan. Shortly after, she announced we were moving to Bristol’s neighboring city, Bath.
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Chapter 4

A Place of Dreams

I had no idea that cities like Bath existed. If “I thought I’d died and gone to heaven” sounds like a cliché, it at least sums up a little of what I as a nine-year-old child, bruised from a breakup, felt. No red brick anywhere, nothing but gorgeous sand-colored Bath stone, and buildings, startling in their symmetry, proud like the pillars of ancient Greece. The historic Georgian architecture couldn’t have been more different from the council estate where I was born, even from the suburban neighborhoods of Gosport. What kind of people inhabited this paradise? They seemed very amenable, easygoing. Gone were the chips on shoulders, the grating Pompey sarcasm. Pluto is the planet of death and rebirth; well, I had clearly entered the rebirth phase. And our new home—a detached house—in Badminton Gardens was so spacious, with easily enough lawn to play football or cricket on. It all seemed too good to be true.

Because it was.

I was heartbroken when my brother, Carlos, told me that the house was a rental and we had it for only one year. I craved stability. I yearned to put down roots and start to rebuild my confidence and faith in life. Still, it was a far better prospect, a healthier atmosphere, than the one we had left behind. Alan, my replacement dad, seemed nice enough. Like my Uncle Ray, Alan was six-foot-six but not so loud, not so emphatic in his speech, not so domineering.

He was softer, both in appearance and manner. The power of Margaret’s allure was enough for Alan to put up with three boys who were not his own. He didn’t seem to mind, slipping into a natural paternal role; he was a healthy counterpoint to my mom who, no longer having to raise us on her own, seemed far happier, far more like herself.

Alan was, by trade, a cabinetmaker. He worked at the Herman Miller factory in Bath. My mom also got a job working as a secretary in a toy wholesaler. She would bring us home toys almost every week. For me, it was a Matchbox car to add to my burgeoning collection, seldom played with but often admired. But one thing I desperately wanted was a guitar. After much begging, she brought one home: a Parrot, a toy guitar made in China, but the perfect size for a child. She also bought me Bert Weedon’s instruction booklet Play in a Day, the springboard for many a guitarist’s career. And then I was off, learning two chords very quickly: C major and G7. These were enough for me to write my second song, a country and western ditty in the style of Johnny Cash. (I had written my first song at the age of seven; it was a big hit among my friends on the council estate. I sang it to my parents once and they thought it must have been something I’d heard on the radio. Ho-hum.)

My new school, Newbridge Juniors, was a twenty-minute walk away. I seemed to fit in right away and made friends easily. I knew that Bath was not known for its soccer, so I had high hopes for myself. But playing in the schoolyard, I soon realized that there were kids who were far more adept at the beautiful game. I was good enough to play left back though, one of the least favorite positions. And although we weren’t the most talented or largest team, our sheer grit and determination took us to the schoolboys’ final that year, played on the full-size pitch at Twerton Park, where Bath’s men’s team played.

We were to play before the men’s league match in front of a packed stadium. The large pitch had me flummoxed. I had no idea about the offside rule, and a large gap opened up between me and my fellow back and where the action was—somewhere upfield. We were soon under attack: The ball lumped over our midfield and into the space in front of us, and the other team’s rushing, rampant forwards were heading our way. This gave rise to me giving away a penalty and putting one in my own net. We lost 3–2. Altogether a bit of a disaster, a humiliation, in front of the home crowd. My form teacher, also the football coach, was not best pleased. He did well not to scream at me. I walked into school the following Monday morning with hair that was beginning to curl awkwardly, and my tail firmly between my legs. That was the point at which I abandoned any dream of becoming a professional soccer player.

Luckily, there were a few boys who were also into pop music, and we formed a fledgling band, walking through the graveyard on the way home and singing our favorite pop songs of the day at the top of our lungs: “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing.” This had to be curtailed when a complaint was made to the school, and we were hauled up and berated in front of morning assembly. So, we adjourned to the dining room at Badminton Gardens, me on guitar and everyone else either singing or banging on paraffin heaters. It must have been one hell of a racket. I’m not sure how my mom put up with it.

Another positive feature of my new life was the fact that Alan had a car. This was a first for us. Unfortunately, it meant that Mom and Alan could drive us kids down to stay with our father for the summer break, not just for two weeks but for the entire holiday. This seemed more than a little unfair. I’m sure it was part of the custody agreement, as was the Sunday phone call to my dad that I would dread every week. I was acutely aware that we had abandoned him. There was guilt mixed in with the fear I had always felt around him. More guilt now that we were in a beautiful city. We really had left him behind in that sprawling council estate with his mental health obviously getting worse. No longer king of the hill, he sounded at best eccentric and at worst slightly mad. And yet he had still managed to find another woman to move in with him: a hollow-cheeked, skeletal ex-model from Sweden named Sylvia. He had also found a new obsession—extrasensory perception—and was working on a book based on this subject.
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Me and my Parrot (guitar).
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In the days when psychological terms were easily bandied about, Sylvia would have been called a classic neurotic: sensitive and disturbed, always slightly on edge. Deadpan also. If she ever smiled it must have been in private. When we turned up, she would be wearing dark glasses to hide the black eyes my father had given her; no doubt there were fights because she did not want to clean and cook for three young boys, but his actions were once again reprehensible. Sylvia’s private loathing of us hung on the walls along with the mismatched wallpaper. But she kept it in check as part of her Scandinavian stoicism, her repressed nature filling the house like a winter chill. Dad would claim that the black eyes were due to Sylvia walking into a door. Hmm, a fist-shaped door.

Sylvia was also clairvoyant. She had a few times played the part of the gypsy fortune teller at garden fetes, but had apparently been a little too accurate for the cheating husbands who would leave her tent in a red-faced huff. It seems bizarre looking back, but we would spend the summer evenings watching my father hypnotize Sylvia for his ESP experiments. This was our entertainment instead of the TV. He would put her under and do all manner of things to her: run the flame of a cigarette lighter under the exposed flesh of her outstretched arm, the fire not causing an ounce of conscious pain. He would place her head on one chair, her feet on another, and stand on her midriff, her body as stiff as a board.

The most fascinating thing that would happen during our nightly entertainment was that my father would hypnotize Sylvia and have her do what’s called remote viewing. This is a method the CIA would use a long time before Google Maps or satellite photography. They would give longitude and latitude coordinates to a psychic and have them describe what was in that location or even draw the setting if they could. A form of extrasensory spying. Ingo Swann was the most renowned psychic used by the CIA. Remote viewing was also used to find murder or kidnapping victims. On any random evening, Dad would have Sylvia mentally travel to a place that only one of us would know: a friend’s house, for example. She would describe as best she could what was there: a long oar hanging on a fence as decoration, green plastic chairs around a kitchen table, a table lamp made from an old wine bottle. One evening I asked her to visit the office in the toy wholesaler where my mom worked. The man who owned the company was also deeply involved with the RSPCA (Royal Society for the Protection of Cruelty to Animals). Behind the coat stand in the office was a map of the world with every breed of dog placed at its country of origin: an Afghan hound in Afghanistan, a Chow in China. I was obsessed with this map. On this occasion, Sylvia, in her state of hypnosis, found it difficult to get into the building—the door was locked, she said—but with my father encouraging her she finally managed it. She described loosely what was there in the office, the layout of the desks, an easy thing to guess, but when I pushed her for what was on the wall behind the coat stand, she drew a blank. “Nothing” was what she said. This was deemed a failure in my eyes. A map of any kind would have been a hit, a map with dogs on it even more so.

When my mother and Alan finally came to pick us up, we all sat, as amicably as the situation would allow, in the front room with Sylvia and my father. I asked my mother what was behind the coat stand in the office so that Sylvia and Georges could hear.

“Nothing,” my mother replied.

“But what about the map of the world with all the dogs?” I asked, somewhat confused.

“Oh, that was taken down two weeks ago,” said Mom.

Make of that what you will.

My father had also tried to hypnotize me. But the fear inside the young Roland, the mistrust, would not allow it. One person, however, did manage it. His name was Raymond Hek. Ray was a colorful character and friend of my father’s. He’d been a circus performer for many years: a strongman, a knife thrower, a fire-breather, a clown, even an elephant handler. Perhaps that was why I trusted him. He would describe his latest strongman stunt in graphic detail: how he would take an eight-foot spear and place the sharp end at his throat just above the sternum while two men from the audience would hold the other end and push against it to knock him over or back or even worse. Inevitably they would fail, and the spear would merely arc and bend to the amazement of the audience while Ray held his ground. He showed us the thick callus that had developed in the place that the spear would rest, a callus almost as thick as a tortoise shell. He also showed us the secret: that if you lean forward and drop your head slightly, there is a gap that opens up between the flesh and the bone which, even without a callus, might be strong enough to protect you against the not-so-sharp point of a spear.

When Ray hypnotized me, he did nothing particularly magical or outrageous; he merely told me to relax and close my eyes and said that he would count from one to ten, and that on the count of ten I would raise my right arm. I was seated, my hands in my lap, my father looking on. While Ray was counting, the voice in my head was one full of skepticism. There’s no way this is going to work, it’ll be another failed attempt. And yet, lo and behold, at the count of ten, my right arm rose seemingly by itself. It was the most bizarre feeling, to have one part of you doubtful, untrusting, imperious, and another somehow ceding control. But isn’t that just like life? There must be a part of the brain, probably in the right hemisphere, that is open to ideas and suggestions, whether they are the instructions of a hypnotist or the subtle messages from our culture that inform us of the latest trends in music, fashion, or politics, trends that we are compelled to respond to, to follow, at least when we are young and more impressionable. It would serve an evolutionary purpose in terms of knitting individuals into one united tribe and making them responsive to the declarations of the leader, or even the commandments of God. A place of passivity, a place of surrender, a place of dreams. We call this place Neptune. But more on that later.

Another string to Ray’s circus bow was escapology. He would ask a member of the audience to tie the rope that ran around the neck of the sack he had immersed himself in and instruct them to tie it tight in complicated knots such that it seemed impossible to escape. Ray would tumble around the circus floor for five to ten minutes while the audience watched. Then, just when you thought he’d been defeated, Ray would emerge triumphant, somehow unknotting the ropes from within. Just like magic. I was spellbound when I watched Ray do this, and once again, sparkling light that he was, he taught me how to do it too, even roping me in to work as a young escapologist during a Conservative Party fundraiser where the guest speaker was the future deputy prime minister Michael Heseltine. I wonder if he remembers me. Thus, I added escapology to my list of talents that included songwriting, a few magic tricks, and even ventriloquism. I guess, like my mother, I was determined to get on the stage. Ray certainly made an impression on my young life.

Luckily, we managed to rent Badminton Gardens for another year. Continuity and stability at last. To make ends meet Mom took in lodgers, two young Indian students from Kenya, Rohit and Raj, who were studying at Bath University. They were so cool, playing cricket with us and cooking the occasional curry. I remember Raj, who was studying to be a doctor, reading his medical books out loud, repeating each paragraph over and over in an attempt to memorize the words. His doctorly skills came in very handy when Carlos threw a twelve-inch darning needle at me, which ended up piercing my right calf. (This was an accident; we were being boisterous.) Raj managed to pull it out without causing any pain, no scar either. By this time, I had moved up to a secondary school, a comprehensive called Culverhay in Rush Hill, south Bath. Comprehensive schools had been introduced by the Labour government to replace selective schools, a more inclusive form of education that didn’t discriminate between rich and poor. They replaced grammar schools and technical colleges, hence a real cross section of society in my year, some posh kids, some middle-class kids, and some kids from estates, like me.

When the lease for Badminton Gardens was up, we moved to another rental, a much smaller terraced house in Clarence Street, east of the town center but still within walking distance. It felt like a downward move and was the first of many over the next few years. We weren’t there long before a kid on the same street recognized me from school. His name was Paul Noble, not in my class but in what was the secret A stream. The classes were titled according to the name of the school, with C, U, and L being the A stream and V, E, and R being the B stream, and so on. All designed to prevent elitism. Walking to school together we struck up a friendship over a common love for music, but our tastes weren’t the same. I was very much into glam rock and the chart hits of the day: Marc Bolan, Bowie, Wizard, Slade, The Sweet. I would run down to the local newsstand and buy a magazine called Disco 45 that had all the song lyrics of their singles printed inside. I would wait with bated breath for Top of the Pops to come on TV and sit there, singing along with untold joy, never imagining that one day I would be on that very program. Paul, however, had more progressive tastes. He would play albums on his cassette player by obscure bands like Budgie, a rock trio from Wales. Other bands too, like Uriah Heep and some band called Led Zeppelin. I didn’t know them because they weren’t on Top of the Pops, my mecca of music, even though their song “Whole Lotta Love” was used as the theme tune. But I would listen along with Paul, hoping that by a process of osmosis this more progressive form of music would enter my soul. Then one day it did. While falling asleep at night, my red cassette player by my head, I heard a song by Budgie. A song called “Parents.” It was a slow, wistful piece of music full of regret and loss, one which an adolescent Curt Smith would later play on his acoustic guitar without knowing that these were themes we would go on to explore throughout our career together.

Paul was impressed by the fact that I could play guitar. He wanted to learn too, and I taught him some of what I knew. (Paul would go on to become a much better guitarist than me, a successful London session player, eventually teaming up with soul singer Gabrielle.) He then managed to acquire a bass guitar from somewhere. A kid at school named Simon Heal had a set of drums, and so, with my brand-new Kay electric guitar, my second band was formed with rock music in mind. Paul looked very much the part with his huge flares over platform shoes, his iron-straight, shoulder-length blond hair. It was now time for me to grow mine. At this point I was singing and playing guitar, but I wasn’t convinced or convincing. Lead guitar was hard enough; trying to learn the solos of Jimmy Page is tricky for the best of adult guitarists, but for a young teenager it was nigh on impossible.

Fast-forward to a time when my family had moved yet again to a town called Keynsham, halfway between Bath and Bristol. Some distance from my school and my friends, I would stay with Paul sometimes on the weekends. One morning he said that we should call in on a friend of his, a friend from junior school who was now at a rival comprehensive called Beechen Cliff. We walked the short distance to Snow Hill, a large block of tenements, a council estate which, although made from Bath stone, sat as an uneasy reminder of Bath’s underprivileged. We climbed the stairs to one of the flats. Paul knocked on the door, and when it opened, he asked for his friend Curt. Eventually Curt appeared at the door. He was surprisingly swarthy, and in my mind I immediately questioned his ethnicity. I wondered if he was Spanish or Sicilian perhaps. I was the one with the French and Argentinian heritage and the strange last name, but Curt Smith was the one who more resembled a Latino. Cue the castanets.

Curt explained that he wasn’t allowed to leave, as he was grounded for pushing someone down the stairs in his block of flats. This worried me. Was this kid trouble? Easy to say in hindsight, I admit, but although I was a little apprehensive there was something about Curt that felt like the missing piece of a jigsaw. He was a strong counterpoint to my conservative, academic self. He was fearless, confident, constantly arguing with his mom, constantly in trouble. And also a bit of a kleptomaniac. I remember a time when we were kids walking in Bath town center and a police car pulled up beside us. An officer got out of the car and told Curt to get in and accompany him to the station. I wasn’t sure what was going on, I assume he’d been caught stealing. Trouble indeed. I also remember a time when Curt broke into his school during the summer break and stole two violins, handing me one as a birthday present. I didn’t even play the violin.

But one day, when we were in his bedroom in his new digs on Walcot Parade, Paul Noble and I heard Curt singing along to a song by Blue Öyster Cult called “Then Came the Last Days of May.” I was impressed by how he managed to not only sound like the singer but was able to match his phrasing exactly. Curt was also not at all self-conscious while appearing emotional, heart on his sleeve, lost in the music. He was also easy on the eye like the pop stars on Top of the Pops. It was soon after that Paul and I asked him to become lead singer in our young rock band. And so began a musical relationship that was to last a lifetime. But it would not be without its ups and downs.
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Chapter 5

The Age of Aquarius

When I was fourteen years old, I read a book by evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins called The Selfish Gene about life on this planet, its accidental beginnings, and its ruthless, seamless evolution from single-cell organisms to the magnificent creatures we are today. I liked it, I must admit. I completely bought the idea of Darwinian evolution as fact and felt better in myself for the knowledge it provided. In the book Dawkins paints a picture of how life began on Earth with the caveat that he wasn’t actually there: the ferocious and volatile atmosphere of a time when the planet was being formed, the cauldron of chemicals, the nuclear hotbed of interactions, bosons bouncing off each other, until the world eventually cooled and a thickening broth known as the primeval soup was formed, a delicious soup brimming with potential. Add to this a dash of primordial lightning, a soupçon of ultraviolet light, and, lo and behold, the first replicating molecules: genes, genes that were purely accidental and incredibly selfish. They had to be selfish, right? Or else they would have been created and then destroyed. Instead, they replicated and survived. To survive, according to Dawkins, you have to be selfish. I do wonder in all this how anything can be selfish without first having a self.

Dawkins is (still, fifty years later) selling the idea that life came about from matter and energy as a natural process without any need for a divine spark or God-consciousness. It is an essential part of the atheist myth: to quietly remove the father. In the early fifties, research scientists managed to create amino acids in the laboratory. So pleased with themselves they maintained that within five years or so they would be able to create life in the same environment: life from matter and energy. Seventy-odd years later we are still somewhat perplexed by DNA, which turns out to be the longest series of letters in the English language, a lot like computer code. In fact, Bill Gates said that DNA is like a software program but far, far more advanced than any we’ve ever created. Stephen Meyer, author of Return of the God Hypothesis, talks about cave drawings and asks that if we witnessed one would we assign it to a designer or to the wall of the cave itself? Meyer is a proponent of a theory called Intelligent Design. The idea is that information, the information in DNA, comes from a mind and not a material process.

It was atheism or materialism, or what’s nowadays called physicalism, that was the prevailing belief system when I grew up. I would say that my school education was almost entirely secular, with Christianity only ever mentioned in religious instruction and seeming fuzzy and vague next to the hard facts we were being taught in physics and chemistry. My home life never interfered with this viewpoint. And still today there are several witty and smart atheist commentators who are reaffirming this belief, from Richard Dawkins all the way through to comedian Ricky Gervais. The god they so dislike and rage against is the Christian god, an image or face of God that is not one all theists hold in their minds. If you make God entirely good, you will inevitably end up with doubt and disbelief and a moral quandary. And while science can be baffling, it can also get us to the Moon and provide great leaps in technology that seem to make life so much better. We tend to believe in things that favor our survival. In this regard, science becomes the new religion. In fact, there is a word for it: scientism. But is there something beyond what our senses tell us, something that transcends science?

I have spoken about the myth of Christ and monotheism arriving at the beginning of the age of Pisces, a sign very much associated with the martyr-redeemer. There is much talk and even a darn fine song about the age of Aquarius, whether we are in it or at the beginning of it. I would say that we won’t be fully in it while we are dealing with the beliefs and petty arguments of the previous age. With a new age comes a new image of God: in this case a technological wizard, a genius who occasionally takes selfies.

The ages are determined by what constellation the vernal equinox point (go google it) is pointing toward. (Although I’m not convinced about the constellations, other than the fact that they are a useful backdrop.) It is not an exact science, I will admit, unlike the astronomy of planets and signs. The ages are moving backward through the signs. Before the age of Pisces was the age of Aries with the mechanics and militarization of warfare. Every age lasts around 2,000 to 2,100 years or a twelfth of what is called The Great Year. It’s hard to know exactly when the age of Aquarius started or starts. But when we look at everyone carrying a mobile phone, the explosion of computers, man landing on the Moon, talk of quantum fields, of consciousness, it seems obvious that we are alive at the beginning of an exciting age. Technology and technological advancement all fit so neatly with the sign of Aquarius. It’s hard to buy into the parable of the loaves and fishes when you can order takeout on your phone.

Each age also contains the opposite sign as a niggling presence, perhaps just to keep it in check. The two signs are a bit like protagonist and antagonist. If Pisces is the protagonist, then rational Virgo is the antagonist. This is summed up beautifully by the fight between Christianity and atheism. And if you want to see a good one, check out the debates between Richard Dawkins and Dr. John Lennox. Classic stuff. The age of Aquarius contains within it the sign of Leo, the two most egocentric signs of the zodiac. And what is this new age promoting other than the notion of individuality, of man conquering Olympus and stealing the fire from the gods?

There was a time, many moons ago, when you were not an individual with rights, you were a serf or a knight or a monk or a prince or a king or a handmaiden or a soldier, you lived in a sea of souls, and God was the higher principle. You had a specific role within a hierarchy. And that role defined you. But now with the new technologies and social media, almost everyone becomes a person of some note. Just look at the pictures. We even have human rights, a very Aquarian concept, in certain places at least. The notion of the individual is sacrosanct. As someone once said, there is no such thing as society. Or rather . . . society is a systemized collection of individuals, and Aquarius is the expression of the ego through the group. It is also the home of astrology.
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Chapter 6

Driven to Tears

My very first experience of performing music was traumatic. I was five years old. On day one, my inauguration into Riders Infant School, my mother accompanied me along with my older brother, Carlos. The state school was a five-minute walk around the corner, so following that day Mom trusted us to walk without her, such was the safety of the council estate in the mid-sixties. And I loved the school. I couldn’t understand the few kids who didn’t, the kids who were in tears, unable to detach from their moms, moms who would be consoling them in the playground. And I was popular with the girls in a way I’ve never been since. I would literally hold hands with around ten of them in one long line in the playground. Roly’s beautiful anima or Venus in the third house of lower education? The structure within the school appealed to me and was so different to the chaos at home. I took to reading like the proverbial duck. It all seemed easy to me. While some of the other kids would ask how I managed to read without sounding out every word, I got a reputation with the teachers for being reliable when confronted with text. And so, I was asked to read out a hymn during the following day’s morning assembly. I felt so proud, skipping home with that page with the words of the hymn printed on it. But then I got confused: I said to myself that hymns were meant to be sung and not read. Had they asked me to sing it? Shouldn’t I? So I made up a tune. A kid’s tuneless tune. Unrepeatable, never the same twice, and, if possible, in different keys at the same time.

The following morning the big moment arrived. I was introduced by a teacher and went proudly to the center position on the stage. I looked at the text and began my hymn with its discordant tune. I sang and sang in a totally uninhibited way: the joy of the reckless child. And the whole school, the children, the teachers, the assistants, all started laughing. It felt like they were laughing at me, not with me. And I died. In that moment I became utterly self-conscious. In that moment I realized I could not trust myself or my thoughts. It is no surprise that I learned the absolute structure of music to prevent myself from ever feeling that horror again. It is no surprise I became a songwriter.

And so, I held within me a great fear of music, but also a lust to master the secret language, never feeling as though it was an easy path and always looking for a way into that majestic building, which was hidden behind high hedges and had a gatekeeper in the gatekeeper’s lodge. I realized my only way in was to roll my sleeves up and go work in the kitchen, Neptune’s Kitchen. This was what my musical education felt like during the ages of fourteen to eighteen. The rock band was one thing, but by its very nature it was one color, one of many ways of exploring and expressing music that was essentially rainbow colored. One of the few shows, the first I believe, that we played was at Curt’s school, Beechen Cliff. I dressed for the occasion, for some reason, in a teddy boy outfit: long drape jacket and round, dark glasses, my hair halfway between a Beatles cut and a frizzy Jimmy Page. I remember my absolute stage fright, sitting in darkness backstage, barely saying a word to anyone while Curt and Paul acted as though it was no more than another teenage disco. Backstage, I was still a five-year-old kid waiting for people to start laughing at my attempt. The nerves weren’t there during the second and third shows, but the discomfort was, a sense that a target had been painted on my forehead. I was acutely aware of our musical ineptitude and amateur sound. We were dressing like the real McCoy but just playing cover songs, never truly able to sound like our heroes. Then one day when Curt brought in a punk single by the Damned called “Neat Neat Neat,” I accepted that three chords and anarchy were the new gods; I would have to forget the intricacies of the rock guitar I was struggling to master. And even though the new style would have suited my basic talents, I knew that rock was too monochrome for my tastes. I wanted the rainbow.

And there were other influences at the time. I was drawn to the music monster in any form, regardless of whether it was cool or not, cutting-edge or hackneyed. For instance, I learned trumpet to play in the school brass band. Despite having the lips for it I just could not make that thing sound effortless and warm. I was demoted to second trumpet, to third trumpet, then baritone horn; the cold steel of the mouthpiece against my lips on an icy winter morning would send shivers down my spine. And when I could be demoted no further, I was told to play percussion. Sixty-eight bars of counting silence, before the odd explosion of tympani, followed by another ninety-two bars of counting tacet before a quick paradiddle on the snare drum. And yet I loved it. Hidden within an ensemble, I felt little of the nerves and none of the stares. The choir too. I was one of a few boys who could sing alto in falsetto, sing like a lady, or even hoot like an owl, as one choirmaster called it. The majesty of Handel’s “Zadok the Priest” in the stunning Bath Abbey was overwhelming. The discipline it took for choir singers or orchestral players was inspiring, that there exists a form in idea and musical notation that can be brought to life and surround you with the warmth of the womb, to worship this elegant form from within while helping to create it. Just pure magic.

As a young teenager, teachers, mentors, what I call Chironian figures, were incredibly important to me. I was very fortunate that at Culverhay School the vacancy for music teacher was quickly filled by a man who had previously been the Religious Instruction teacher. Mr. Fenning was a chubby, unmarried man with a high-pitched voice, glasses, and a brush moustache. He became the new head of music. He was moved to, and virtually lived in, a separate building, a music block called The Rosaries. His love for the arts was as clear as his enthusiasm and discipline. And, with the occasional pipe and a Dad’s Army attitude, he created a scene in a good way. It was where I would spend most of my free time. If you were hanging out in The Rosaries you were surrounded by music.

Another mentor was a female music student at Newton Park College who was only four years my senior. Her name was Pauline Moore. It was Curt’s older brother, Shaun, who told me about a woman who had put an ad in a local newsstand’s window asking if any young teenager would be interested in free guitar lessons. Well, sign me up. Curt and Paul Noble declined, so both Shaun and I went along to a well-kept apartment on The Paragon, a short walk away from where we lived. Pauline had lank blond hair and was jolly in a Mike Leigh Nuts in May way, unashamedly hippie with the value system to boot. But within this trusting and free environment there was also order: beautifully stacked jars of dried leaves and coffee beans in the kitchen suggesting a lifestyle I had not yet dreamed of. I remember the soft gurgle of the percolator and the inviting smell of freshly ground coffee, even the loose-leafed Darjeeling tea, all things that were foreign to me. I could sense that Pauline and her smart and witty husband, Michael, knew how to live a better, more cultured life. Little did I know that her carefree exterior belied a troubled past in working-class Basildon.

Although I was advanced in the guitar for my age, there were things Pauline would teach me that became invaluable: clawhammer, or fingerpicking, a style much used by singer-songwriters like Paul Simon, for instance, in songs such as “For Emily, Whenever I May Find Her.” I still use it today, and it became the technique employed for songs like “Sketches of Pain” on the Raoul and the Kings of Spain album. And Pauline got me singing: Newton Park had a folk club with an open night, and anyone could get up and sing. So we did—Shaun, me, Pauline, and a woman named Dierdre: Arise young hare the morning is clear, the Larks are singing all in the air. Simple songs: “Dorset is Beautiful,” “Leaving on a Jet Plane” too.

At school, in The Rosaries during lunch break, I also taught acoustic guitar. A few friends, Richard Gunton, Tim Sewell, and lifelong pal John Baker, were keen to learn. I realized that becoming some kind of mentor or musical director suited me: It took away the nerves and gave me some control. The wit and sarcasm pinging between the four of us made those lessons enjoyable. So enjoyable that we formed a small group called Bursa, performing in youth clubs, but really cracking gags for ten minutes or so between songs that lasted three or four. Tim Sewell, in particular, wore his humor like armor; he was hilarious. He went on to play bass in the swampy blues-rock band Eat, featuring Paul Noble on guitar, and then on to play bass for the Wonder Stuff. Punk perhaps did not kill folk music, but it certainly injured it. It wasn’t long before Richard Gunton had traded in his flares for some drainpipe jeans while listening to Never Mind the Bollocks loud during the lunch break.

Another person who got me singing, in a very different way, was Mr. Fenning. It was at The Rosaries that he, seemingly out of the blue, announced that we were to perform Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance. He later mentioned that an all-girls school called Oldfield Girls was joining our all-boys school to put on the performance. It all sounded too good to be true. Amidst this fervor, Fenning started dishing out parts: John Baker, tenor that he was, would be romantic lead, Frederic; and I, slightly lower on the scale, was to become the Pirate King. I’m not sure why Fenning picked me for that role, perhaps he saw something a little dark in me, something a little roguish. But I’m certainly glad he did because I took to the part with relish; my Jimmy Page hairstyle was perfect for the role of pirate, and my voice deeper and more operatic than I’d ever sung before. And this was where I had my first experience of romantic love: a Geminian twin named Gilly, while John dated her twin sister, Katie. The show went well, people in the audience mistaking me with all my makeup and deep voice for a teacher. The musical director asked if John and I would audition for Bath Operatic and Dramatic Society, which we did. I got a part immediately: Lieutenant Tranisch in Noël Coward’s Bitter Sweet. While performing the operetta at Bath’s Theatre Royal, John and I were approached by a voice coach, Jill Fowles, heavily involved in the more serious Bath Opera. Once again, we were offered lessons for free, but this time they were voice lessons in opera. For six months I followed Jill’s scales and techniques, practicing at home. One exercise made my forehead vibrate, but most of them created strength in my diaphragm and space in my chest, which had grown two inches in the process. I look back at these lessons as the thing that would change me forever and make me realize that I could sing, albeit slightly operatically.

At school I was sitting my A-levels and studying existentialism in the form of Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus in French, and Samuel Beckett (though half-French) in English. And these books were getting to me, subtly and insidiously. I took them very seriously, identifying with the French philosophers and the meaninglessness, the pointlessness of life without a purpose, without faith, without God. Echoes of my father were sounding. I became a little argumentative while getting good grades. School was starting to become meaningless. The previous year, a very smart working-class kid had got a conditional offer (get good grades and you’re in) from an equal-opportunity college in Oxford University. Now, as a working-class loudmouth with opinions of my own, my school wanted me to go for it too. I was at one point, in preparation for Oxford or Cambridge, learning O-level Latin from scratch while doing four A-levels: French, Spanish, English, and Music. And I was left alone. No advice. No advice as to which college I should be plumping for, which college might look positively on a working-class kid like me. So, I made my own dumb choice based on its name alone, and a subject: French Literature, where I had to cram books and plays by Molière and Racine. Then came my interview at St. John’s College. I went to Oxford by bus with no one accompanying me. I made an absolute pig’s ear of the interview, bluffing badly, entirely out of my depth, and was eventually told to sit the entrance exam like all the other hopefuls, which meant another year of study. Higher education was another mountain to climb. And so, I dropped out entirely, suddenly questioning the meaning of life, beginning an existentialist, faithless journey of my own.
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With John Baker (left) in The Pirates of Penzance.
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And the astrology? Could the same Saturn in the ninth house, the one that meant frustration with my cousins, uncle, and aunt, be the same planet that signified frustration in the realm of higher education (ninth house)? Could Saturn in Capricorn, the atheist that he is, be responsible for my loss of meaning? (The ninth house being the house associated with the belief system. And atheism, believe it or not, is a belief system.) Could Saturn in Capricorn, that numinous force, be urging me to stand on my own two feet? Why now? It’s simple: I was getting older and leaving childhood behind. And Saturn, grim reaper that he is, will measure your life and mark your age as clearly as the rings of a tree.

All this time, John and I kept playing our acoustic guitars and making harmonious folk music. We would play mostly Simon and Garfunkel on a Saturday in a hairdresser’s salon for money. Another side gig we had was playing guitar and bass in a small pit orchestra for the youth section of Bath Operatic and Dramatic Society, the Bodlets. The director and choreographer was an effete man with pockmarked skin named Colin. Colin was also a hairdresser and had a salon on the first floor of George Street at the top of the center of Bath. At that time, John and I went largely unnoticed as Colin danced and directed the young children like the pied piper he was, until a time after one performance when John suggested we sing a song that I had written myself. We passed the audition and were suddenly included in this mini cabaret. Colin was impressed enough that he offered to manage us, then we quickly recorded a demo tape at David Lord’s (Camden) Crescent Studios using some of the Korgis’ musicians, all the time John’s easygoing, friendly openness and banter making us popular wherever we went. In hindsight, I do wonder whether John and I had the chemistry to make it in the harsh, competitive world of pop music. There was no stress, no grit in the oyster around which the pearl is formed. Things were so easy; we were on the same page, never challenging each other. In fact, we wouldn’t have been out of place in Melita Quintana Promotions, such was our old-school approach. Colin went ahead and sold our tape in London. Funnily enough, he returned to Bath with positive news and a sense that we, now called Graduate, had to play some shows in big, bad London if we wanted to get anywhere.

A band was put around us: bass, drums, and keyboards, but secretly I was panicking. I was acutely aware of the state of pop music in 1979–80. I had records by the Jam and the Specials sitting next to Paul Simon’s Still Crazy After All These Years, and I knew we had to seriously change in a way that ran opposite to what John and I had been doing for pocket money. We needed an edge, and this was reflected in the songs I quickly wrote. I also became some kind of lead singer through necessity not desire, an actor who could play the part, bending my voice like a poor man’s Elvis Costello. And we seemed to be going through bass players, all of them simply unreliable and not enjoying the same level of communication as John and the crew. Faced with this void I knew the answer: Curt Smith. Curt hadn’t been doing much musically, tucking into schoolwork and heading toward becoming a teacher, but I went to his flat and secretly taught Curt, who had never played the bass before, the parts to the new Graduate songs. They were pretty simple. He walked through the audition and our lineup was complete, with Curt providing some much-needed attitude. What I couldn’t have known was by adding Curt to the mix I was also sowing the seeds of Graduate’s downfall.

As a band we started to play some shows both locally and in London. We weren’t quite there though; we weren’t totally believable. Our sound was on the tawdry side of what was going on in the industry, and our songs were nowhere near as developed, sounding like a derivative version of whatever was in the charts. But we were fun, young, and close enough to the fashions of the day, kinda mod, kinda ska, kinda entertaining in a jerky kind of way. We even secured a record deal: The old Pye Records became Precision Records, and we made a record, called Acting My Age. Curt and I, from behind the mixing console, watched the process like hawks, gaining a little experience that would go on to serve us well.

The marketing department at Precision became heavily involved in our image, cutting the lapels off our mod suits in some subtle nod to the Beatles. This inane act made the band even more of a pastiche in my eyes. Curt and I then added to this indignity by wearing red suede shoes on the album cover. Would anyone save us from ourselves? Then came a little TV: One of our songs got traction at Radio One, another became a radio hit in Spain. We went over to Madrid for some promo with Spanish female fans camping outside our hotel, our first experience of fandom and what it was like to be a pop star. And then one sad day, December 8, while we were in Spain, John Lennon was killed. Curt and I had gone into a radio station for an interview. It was very early. The DJ told us the horrible news, that Lennon had been shot. I was just shocked, shocked in an existential way. I came to learn that Lennon meant so much more to me than I had ever realized. I fell ill with some unknown malady and spent the rest of the promo trip, which the band completed, in bed.

During this whole period, sixteen to eighteen years old, I had remained in contact with Pauline Moore, no longer my guitar teacher but without question a good friend. Curt and his partner, Lynne, and my girlfriend, Caroline, were also friends. Pauline and her husband, Michael, had moved to a house in nearby Corsham, and Curt, Lynne, Caroline, and I would go over for meals, Curt and I bringing our guitars with us. We would eat and we would sing, with me singing a song that I had written and Curt singing a song that he had written, once again lost in the emotion that was so good to watch. The atmosphere was convivial and easy, a similar vibe to what Pauline had created in their apartment in Bath. There may have even been a little wine. And then one evening Pauline said something deeply upsetting and disturbing. It came completely out of the blue. She was moving to Los Angeles, not her and Michael, but just her, initially. Why Los Angeles? She told us about a form of psychotherapy called Primal Therapy that was available only in LA and New York and cost around three thousand pounds, a fortune to us back then. I had no idea that Pauline felt she needed therapy. I didn’t even know what therapy was. But clearly something in Pauline’s working-class Basildon childhood was disturbing her and she felt the need to get to the bottom of it.

She told us about John Lennon and how he had popularized this form of therapy, how his first album, John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band, and his song “Mother” reflected the idea. She told us about a book called The Primal Scream by Arthur Janov that had been sent through Lennon’s mailbox. She showed us the book—the cover featured Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream—then gave it to us to read. What I read changed my life and gave focus to my thinking. Since leaving school early, I had gone into free fall. I was without structure and competition, and thus untethered. Some psychic Copernican inversion had happened to me; the questions were stacking up, running deeper and deeper: Who am I? What is wrong with me? I knew I wasn’t that kid at the front of the class doing his (and everyone else’s) homework. My inner world was speaking loudly. Whose was this new voice? What was it saying? Depression followed. I would stay in bed till 2 p.m. and wonder if fate would get me up and going. Whether I was meant to get up at all. Whether there was a God. Sound familiar? I continued to read existentialism, a book by Colin Wilson called The Outsider explaining what Kierkegaard had in common with T. E. Lawrence: an overwhelming sense of detachment, of the futility of life. And here finally was the answer. Primal theory made total sense to me—the simple fact that my damaged childhood, all the violence, repressions, and conditions from the womb onward, had given me this sense of living life behind glass, and was the cause of my depression. I bought into it one hundred percent. And so did Curt.

The two of us together had found another common bond because of our damaged childhoods. We became evangelical about Primal Scream, trying to tell our friends and band members about it. They looked at us as though we were mad, as if we’d joined some kind of cult, and they didn’t understand simply because they did not come from broken homes themselves. We believed we had the answer to life, the cure to heal the world, if only people would just listen. Of course, this was simple psychology, from Freud onward, that trauma in one’s childhood would lead to neurosis in later life. But there was something different about Primal Scream. It promised so much, it promised wholeness, a wholly spiritual concept, or at least something close to what Jung called Individuation. It promised a quick fix. Arthur Janov was the god, the guru, and Primal Therapy took on a cultlike status. At least to Curt and me. And it all flew in the face of what Graduate was doing. Slowly, we accepted that we were at odds with our bandmates, chill, fun-loving people though they were. Primal Therapy remained on the back burner while Curt and I bopped, jogged, and pogoed our way around the stage in Bath, in London, and in Germany.

It was while listening to the countdown for the top ten on Radio One in Curt’s apartment that Curt and I realized just how out of step with the cutting edge we really were. Number one, straight in I believe, was Gary Numan’s “Are Friends Electric?” The sound of humanoid-android synthesis was upon us, not just upon us but clearly popular. The fads and fashions were coming thick and fast, too fast for us to keep up. The alienation that Numan expressed was at odds with our modish power pop, his cool detachment far more in line with Margaret Thatcher’s black-clothed, shoegazing Britain, and even existentialism. It would be back to the drawing board for Curt and me. But we kept this one in our pockets as we became aware of other bands using synthesizers: Human League from Sheffield; Depeche Mode from none other than Basildon; and from Liverpool, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark (OMD).

It was a two-week tour of Germany that gave Curt and me the impetus to throw off our besuited shackles. Graduate had changed its manager to sound engineer Glenn Tommey. Glenn, a schoolteacher no less, had introduced some kind of workman-like structure that appealed to everyone in the band except us. We were to tour Germany in two vans, a two-week venture during which we’d drive ourselves and cover our mod suits with matching blue coveralls as we lugged in our PA and set up our equipment. Just in time for the show, we’d strip off the coveralls. Et voilá! Sounds like a plan.

But that ninth house of foreign travel and distant places kicked in yet again, not just for me but for Curt, with his Pluto sitting right there. We both felt terribly homesick, our soft Cancerian underbellies crying for home. There were tears, I suffered from suicidal ideation, and all within two weeks while sharing a bedroom together. It was toward the end of the tour, sick of the mundanity, sick of touring, that we decided to leave the band. And we waited till we got back to England to tell the others.

Was there bad blood toward us? A little, but there was no turning back even though our Tigger of a keyboard player, Steve Buck, had quit Cambridge University to join the band, a fact that leaves a sour taste in my mouth to this day. But Curt and I were suddenly a duo. No playing live for us, no touring, just the comfort of our armchairs as we sat in the studio making records. We would become the Steely Dan of synthesizers. What could be simpler? We just needed songs and a name, a synthesizer, and a drum machine, and maybe a studio too. We went through several names—Die Laughing, History of Headaches, the Upside-Down Clinic—until one day Curt came to my apartment and said, “What about Tears For Fears?” It came straight from a Janov book: tears as a replacement for fears. It sounded good to my ears. And so, we were off. That’s how we started. And like I’ve often said, all we wanted to do was to get rich, get famous, and get therapy. Three thousand pounds was a fortune to us back then; Primal Therapy was only available in LA and New York. By the time I got to do it, in 1986, I would do it alone. It would be available in London and would be a completely different undertaking altogether.


Jupiter and Saturn: The Great Conjunction

Jupiter and Saturn have a cycle whereby their coming together occurs every twenty years or so. The conjunction occurred in 1961, the year of my and Curt’s births, and gives a specific quality to people born then. Like Venus and Mars, Jupiter and Saturn are complementary energies. Where Jupiter seeks to expand, Saturn seeks to contract. Where Jupiter provides meaning, Saturn provides structure. Where Jupiter goes over the top, Saturn reins it in. Think of it as the accelerator and the brake.

The zodiac is a circle around the Earth, and it is split into twelve signs, like twelve musical notes in an octave. And like music, the signs and planets have lower and higher octaves, lower and higher modes of expression. The signs can also be split into three sectors of ten degrees each, giving what are called decanates or faces, offering increased subtlety and meaning to the astrologer. When Jupiter and Saturn are together in your birth chart, you can’t have one without the other. Ideally. Which makes for balance if nothing else. Each sign contains thirty degrees, each degree representing its own specific area of experience. And these are too numerous for me to process or explain. And probably too subjective. I was born when Jupiter was at twenty-eight degrees Capricorn, and Curt was born when Saturn was in the same sign and degree. It makes for a strong connection, not without its inherent difficulties as you can imagine, given the specific energies involved. And it becomes a tender or highly relevant point in our charts, which can be triggered by transits simply because any transit to Curt’s Saturn is a transit to my Jupiter. This gives a sense of timing, of the highs and lows, the stresses of a career and relationship.
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Chapter 7

Mad World

Graduate soon replaced Curt and me with other musicians. I felt good about that, less guilty, happy to see the boys moving on. The man who would take my place as lead singer was Darren Hatch, son of music impresarios Tony Hatch and Jackie Trent, or Mr. and Mrs. Music, as they were cutely known. Jackie, a successful singer in her own right, along with Tony, had written many great songs for artists such as Petula Clark, Matt Monro, Val Doonican, Frank Sinatra, and Shirley Bassey. Tony Hatch had even written the theme for the popular British soap Crossroads. Kudos, my man. He’d produced David Bowie when Bowie was still called Davy Jones and part of the band the Lower Third, and became the model for the not-so-nice music judge on talent shows that would give rise to the likes of Simon Cowell. It wasn’t that Tony Hatch was nasty, he wasn’t; he just was forthright. He got a bit of a reputation.

Given their status, it was no surprise when Colin, our hairdresser manager, took the first Graduate tape to Mr. and Mrs. Music. Tony was out of the office, so the tape was left with Jackie’s sweet brother, Les Burgess, and also a young Darren Hatch, both of whom worked for Mr. and Mrs. Music’s publishing arm. But it was Tony who accidentally heard the tape while Darren was driving, and went above the A & R man of Pye Records and signed Graduate to his Pye-affiliated production company. Tony Hatch then produced Graduate’s first album.

When Darren joined Graduate as my replacement, he was wearing two hats: musician with the band that we had just left and publisher selling Curt and me as the newly formed duo Tears For Fears. And we have to thank him for that. He was the person who had Precision Records (the rebranded Pye Records) pay for the recording of “Suffer the Children,” Tears For Fears’ first-ever song and single. The recording was to happen at the new Crescent Studios, an exciting professional recording studio based in funky Walcot, an area known for its antique shops and hippie vibe. Walcot Street was also home to Bath Arts Workshop, the crazy collective of street performers, artists, and musicians, the eccentric underbelly of conservative Bath. In the late seventies the group held the magnificent Walcot Festival in a field adjacent to the village hall, the closest Bath ever got to Glastonbury Festival. Our producer and engineer was to be David Lord, the conductor of Bath Youth Orchestra who had established himself as a solid talent in the world of recording. David was part owner of Crescent Studios.
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Graduate, circa 1979. Front row, me and John Baker. Middle row, Steve Buck. Top row, Curt Smith and Andy Marsden.
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Immediately popular, Crescent Studios became a hub for local musicians, whether from Bath or nearby Bristol. There was a corkboard inside, pinned with flyers advertising Heartbeat Records’ Avon Calling, a compilation of obscure Bristol bands like Glaxo Babies; Sneak Preview, featuring our future guitarist, Neil Taylor; and Apartment, featuring my future musical partner, Alan Griffiths. It made you realize that there was real life in the area postpunk and highlighted the competition and difference in personality between cozy Georgian Bath, with its swell of summer tourists, and urban Bristol, one of the largest cities in England. Of course, this was years before Massive Attack and Portishead, so you might say that Bristol definitely won that one.

As a newly minted synth band Tears For Fears was surprisingly keyboard-less. I had written “Suffer the Children,” a lament to an ambivalent mother, on an acoustic guitar, but luckily David Lord had been trying out the new Synclavier, an extremely expensive modern digital keyboard, with small flashing red buttons, that sat imperiously behind the console. I was scared to touch it, I must admit, but David promptly recorded everything on that synthesizer, arranging as he went, water off a duck’s back for a consummate, classical musician. Drums were real and courtesy of Graduate drummer Andy Marsden. And the kids’ vocals at the end were sung by my soon-to-be wife, Caroline. But Precision Records was not enamored with the recording. Perhaps it sounded too dreary, too derivative. Who knows? After a little begging from us Precision promptly let us go. We were extremely happy to be rid of what we felt was a low-level pop label with baggage. Our experience with Precision during the Graduate time had been negative. We had a sense that this new label did not have its finger on the pulse, did not really know what it was doing, from the shooting of the album cover to the pressure to immediately record a second Graduate album. At this point Curt and I had one song in the bag, we just needed another.

I had noticed one guy visit Crescent Studios when we were recording “Suffer the Children.” As I said, it was a hub for local musicians. I think this guy had popped in to have some cassette tapes copied; it might have been that simple. But he wasn’t one of us, whatever that means. He was four years older, tall, unkempt, ill at ease with himself, and wearing shoes that were falling apart. His name was Ian Stanley, a young man keen to hook up with local musicians in an entrepreneurial kind of way. Unbeknownst to me, Ian had started recording demos with the new iteration of Graduate. He was friends with Darren Hatch and had heard about my arranging and songwriting skills through that grapevine. Moles in Bath was an alternative club in the evening and a vegetarian café by day. The music played at night gave you the feeling that you belonged to some unstoppable underground movement. There was early Cure, early Simple Minds, all swirling above our heads as we danced to the new gods of oblivion. It was at Moles that Ian introduced himself to Curt and me, and, more important, offered us some free recording time. We just needed the address.

Up a long hill called North Road in the south of Bath, not far from Bath University, sat a house called Fourwoods. It was not Georgian or built with the famous Bath stone, in fact it was unashamedly modern. Looking at it now, I would say it resembled a ski chalet, at best a house at home in LA, but at the time it was a vision beyond our dreams: large, moneyed, and utterly unlike the houses or apartments that Curt and I had grown up in. I was stunned further when I walked in, up the stairs past the guest bedroom suite where the studio was, and into the double-height dining room complete with a long pine table, bright wall art, a grand piano, and a very large dog. The first words I said to Ian were “Is this your dad’s house?” And I meant it. He laughed. Ian was married to a Greek Cypriot, the daughter of a multimillionaire; her name, or her nickname, was Oscar. Perhaps that was where the money came from? Fourwoods was to become a pivotal place in our career—a house of hedonism too hardcore for me, a house of small crimes and great achievements, a house that would become the base for our greatest-selling record.

Before long we were down in the demo studio: a four-track tape recorder; a simple synthesizer, the Roland Jupiter-4; a basic drum machine not unlike the ones that would play a salsa or rumba accompaniment to the home organ; and a lone piece of outboard gear called an MXR pitch transposer, designed to thicken vocals by putting them slightly out of tune. And that was it. But it was majesty to Curt and me. This was where we recorded our second song, again written on acoustic guitar, “Pale Shelter.” It was a love song to my parents; the title was taken from one of Caroline’s art books, a depiction of homeless people by Henry Moore. I’m not sure what experience Ian had had in the realm of recording because he was incredibly quiet and unopinionated. His greatest talent at the time, it seemed, was owning the equipment. When it came to getting a snare sound his simple mixing desk was of no use. Turning the knob one way and turning it back made little difference. It seemed evident that Curt and I had learned a lot more than Ian about sound sculpting from working on the Graduate album and recording “Suffer the Children,” or perhaps we were just more opinionated.

But Ian was a quick learner and a person who liked to work quietly behind the scenes. When the demo of “Pale Shelter” was almost finished and we were safely tucked up in bed, he invited Darren Hatch, a houseguest at the time, to secretly play some bass on the track. It was 3 a.m. following a drunken evening. Darren came up with the odd disco octave bass that is featured as almost a middle eight. Without saying much, Ian presented us with the part when we showed up next. We liked it a lot, put it in the song, but didn’t find out until recently who the player was. Sneaky.

Armed with a two-track demo, we just needed some photographs so Tears For Fears could be presented to the world. A local photographer was hired, capturing us nicely in black-and-white as two young guys looking aloft but very much the part, Curt with his Adam & the Ants braids spooling from the back of his head, and me with my slightly asymmetric hairstyle and just enough eye makeup. Duos had become de rigueur: Soft Cell, OMD. Though it was a new world to me, I had found Ian’s synthesizer easy to play and program. We were confident that one of the songs would be a hit. All Darren Hatch had to do was go and sell us.

Rejections come in many shapes and sizes and at extremely odd times. Every artist knows that. The fact is that many labels simply turned us down. We were so close with the A & R guy at A&M Records. He seemed interested. But it was David Bates at Phonogram, a label with momentum and vigor, who took a liking to the recording and the images. Though we had been released from the label, the recording of “Suffer the Children” was still owned by Precision, and Bates was keen to buy it off them. In 1981, Curt and I signed a record deal as Tears For Fears. We were nineteen years old and secretly thrilled. We went immediately with Bates into the recording studio to remix “Suffer the Children” once again with David Lord, who was now busy producing Peter Gabriel’s fourth album. The mixing took place at Ashcombe House, just outside Bath, where Peter was living, writing, and recording. I remember the bucolic setting, the huge Solid State Logic (SSL) mixing desk, pages of A4 paper hanging on the walls of the studio with song titles for the Security album: “Shock the Monkey,” and a song called “LA,” which would become “San Jacinto.” It was unnerving, real adult stuff. Gabriel was the real deal; his third album became our sonic bible with its distorted vocals, its big ambient drums, and absolutely no hi-hats and cymbals. And he was in the flesh the most modest, unassuming man, also my eventual tennis buddy. Gabriel’s talents are legendary. Luckily for me those talents did not extend to tennis. I can hear Roger Federer breathing a sigh of relief.

“Suffer the Children” became our first single. Reviews were on the bad side of neutral; my vocal was dark and dour, depressing even. It was a derivative sound without question, an immature attempt to sound contemporary. It is no surprise and no real disappointment when a band’s first single doesn’t bite. The next to follow had Curt on lead vocal, “Pale Shelter,” a plaintive, more individual sound with acoustic guitar strums, a Giorgio Moroder synth, ambient snare, and claps straight out of a Blondie track. We were put in the studio with Mike Howlett, producer of OMD’s “Enola Gay.” And recording went well; the sound of the demo was reproduced almost exactly. But, before it could be released, we would need a B-side. I had this song lying around that I wasn’t sure about. It was called “Mad World.”

At the time, Curt and I were meeting in each other’s apartments. We traded books by Janov. I stole lyrics and chapter titles like “Ideas as Opiates,” “The Prisoner” from Prisoners of Pain, which would become the basis for our first album. The fact that I had a musical partner who saw the world in the same way gave me some reassurance that I wasn’t completely mad, and in fact cemented our friendship. Detachment, alienation, those existentialist catch words, are themes that crop up time after time in the world of pop and rock music. So, was our perspective purely adolescent or was it universal? Or was it, in fact, both? It doesn’t matter, really. The perspective was important to us and inspired us to take on the adult world.

As a writer I seemed to be able to pluck ideas from Curt’s mind. There was once when he’d been to a gig of a brilliant Bristol band, Electric Guitars, where the drummer walked in with his drumsticks tapping on the floor (see the “Shout” video). Curt described their rhythms and vocals split into octaves, and within minutes I played an idea back to him on the acoustic guitar, a song that would become the first album’s title track, “The Hurting.” This felt powerful. But even with this psychic connection with my bandmate, I would watch the world below through my window in my apartment above the pizza restaurant and feel at odds with the people going about their business blindly, their “daily races.” I felt like a voyeur, not a part of society, whereas a few years before I hadn’t questioned a thing. I couldn’t grasp if the problem was me, or the world itself.

Plagued by insecurities, I spent a lot of time on my own while Caroline worked two jobs as bartender and waitress. The radio played constantly as I listened for something new to catch my ear and push me into writing. Tucked in amidst the chart-toppers was “Girls on Film” by Duran Duran, crackling through the radio’s speaker, proud and slightly glam. It was the rhythm of the guitar that spoke to me. I decided to try it out. “Mad World,” the song that I had been unsure about, now came easily. It was partly inspired by Janov (The dreams in which I’m dying are the best I’ve ever had) and the dreamy world-watching of Paul Simon’s “Still Crazy After All These Years.” I still felt ambivalent about the song, something was not right, but knew it was good enough for a B-side. And so Curt and I headed up to Ian Stanley’s studio at Fourwoods to record it.

The first thing I did was program Ian Stanley’s drum machine to play a rhythm with cheap, percussive sounds that would seem provocative and gritty enough once pitched down with that sole piece of outboard gear, the MXR pitch transposer. That remains the rhythm that pricks your ear at the beginning of the track. Glu glu glik glu glik. Then, I layered a simple bass drone or synth that would play the root notes of the chords. I carried on like this until I had a simple backing track made up almost entirely of synthesizer sounds. I then sang and doubled the lead vocal, one vocal coming from the left speaker, one from the right. I listened to it, and once again it left me cold. I was a little frustrated by my inability to sell the tune, to interpret the song, and so I asked Curt to go in and give it a try.

What happened next would become pop music history. I don’t know how or why but something quite magical happened. By singing that song Curt completely transformed it. I believed it, I bought it. The lyrics came to the fore. I grew to love the song. But in my mind it was still a B-side.

I felt quite proud playing this obtuse little track to Dave Bates in his office at Phonogram. “This is our B-side,” I said.

Dave listened to it poker-faced. He listened to it again and deep furrows appeared on his brow. And then he finally spoke. “This is not a B-side,” he said with a confidence I never quite got used to, “this is the next single.” He could obviously hear something in that track that I could not. I was a little shocked. From an A & R perspective, from a fan’s perspective, from a listener’s point of view, Dave had unknowingly written our destiny. And Curt’s vocals were far better, more relaxed, more expressive than mine. He was looser, built for the times, singing as though he were speaking. I would recede into the background and work on the songwriting and production while my more confident partner would become a true pop star. At the time, it was a dance that Curt and I were not aware of: the introvert and extrovert, the brake and the accelerator, swapping places at different times throughout our career together. But it is a dance that has suited us over the years.

We had attempted to record four of the songs from The Hurting with producer Mike Howlett: “Memories Fade,” “The Hurting,” “Watch Me Bleed,” and “Mad World.” We weren’t a true, what one journalist called, utopian synthesizer band like Depeche Mode or Human League, purists who seemed to play their synthesizers with one finger. These bands were exploding, and they so efficiently expressed a new genre and the music of the day. These bands were urban. For us, in the West Country, in Georgian Bath, Peter Gabriel was a much greater influence than Kraftwerk. We were using real, ambient drums, real bass, and guitars; we had big ideas and wanted a multilayered, more complex sound. And, of course, Curt and I were bassist and guitarist, respectively.

Electronic music was influencing many established artists who were adept at incorporating it into their rock sound. Aside from the new electronic bands, these were our influences, these were the records I repeatedly listened to: Bowie’s Scary Monsters, Peter Gabriel’s Melt, Talking Heads’ Remain in Light. All complicated, dense music that was far more evolved and futuristic than we would ever be. Mike Howlett saw things differently. He thought we could and should make Dare by Human League. We couldn’t or wouldn’t, and there was a big disagreement once he surreptitiously replaced our real drums with the new, fashionable Linn drum machine. Sterility beckoned, and Curt and I became a little caustic, a little sarcastic, counterproductive. We complained to Dave Bates, and he listened—it seemed he didn’t care for the direction Howlett was taking us in either.

Enter Chris Hughes.

Chris had produced Adam & the Ants’ number one album, Kings of the Wild Frontier. More digging and we discovered that Chris was actually “Merrick,” one of the drummers in Adam & the Ants and a bona fide pop star. But secretly, Chris was no dummy. The son of British Constructive artist Malcolm Hughes, and Joan Hughes, former PA to the famous psychologist, Erich Fromm, Chris hid his mathematical mind behind a wall of Putney nous. Dave Bates set up a meeting with us and Chris, due to visit Bath from London, as his mother coincidentally lived in our hometown. The meeting, at Curt’s apartment in Lansdown Crescent, was a tentative but relaxed affair. Seven years our senior, Chris seemed very amenable, sensitive to both our tastes and certainly intellectual enough, with experience in many styles of music. We gave Chris a green light, a pass into the world of Tears For Fears. What we didn’t know was how close he was to Dave Bates, school buddies who spoke the same language, and where Dave could not express himself musically when talking to us, Chris could. It was the start of a hierarchy that, although uncomfortable, would go on to serve us well. Ian Stanley would later become part of that hierarchy.

The idea was for Chris to produce “Mad World” as the next single. He would also have a go at “Watch Me Bleed.” Joining Chris in the studio was engineer Ross Cullum, a John Coltrane–loving, quick-witted sonic enthusiast, and again a little older than Curt and me. We were to meet at Britannia Studios in London. The atmosphere between the four of us was healthy with humor, banter darting around like soft barbs. There were gags and strange sayings: “Stupidity like Helium is one of the basic building blocks of the universe,” Chris would utter, hand on chin. He created a fictional planet called Halarge, which made it into the “Mad World” lyrics.

And his production was additive while not interfering with the arrangement. It sounded warm, heavier, and due to the friendly atmosphere, Curt sang it, like the dreams in which he was dying, the best he ever had. Even “Watch Me Bleed” sounded a million times better with Chris suggesting a strummed acoustic to give the song the pace it so badly needed. I was happy, Curt was happy, Chris, too, was happy, as was Ross, although I’m pretty sure he would have preferred to listen to John Coltrane. Dave had his next single and we had a crack team to produce The Hurting. What could possibly go wrong?

Recording The Hurting took far too long. Months and months. Holed up in Abbey Road’s penthouse studio, I could see the struggles fester like an amateur trying to solve a Rubik’s Cube. Chris, Ross, Curt, and I were involved in the decision-making of every element of that record. Every single one. We would talk, argue, ruminate for hours before something was committed to tape. We seemed to expand into endless detail. It became competitive between Chris and Ross. There was point scoring between Curt and me for reasons I cannot explain. It was democratic and tiresome. Everything became painstaking and painful. Perhaps the music was too simple. Perhaps Chris and Ross were enjoying themselves too much. We would work until the early hours of the morning, seven days a week. We would come in the next day so tired we would not do anything until 2 p.m. Vocals would take hours. I would go down to the toilets in Abbey Road and hear Curt secretly crying. He could feel some emotion at least. But for me, I became battle hardened with thick Capricornian skin, each memory stored in a file drawer of resentments. I grew tougher and colder. Dave Bates became worried, unsure of us as a viable, moneymaking option. At one point he called in the MD of Phonogram to have a listen just so he could get some backing, so he could be sure of his investment. The Hurting was taking too long, and consequently it was costing too much money.

In September of that year, 1982, with me freshly married, we were still working on The Hurting. “Pale Shelter” had been released and had failed to make its mark. The follow-up, “Mad World,” was next, and Dave Bates for some bizarre reason had advertised its release on billboards and buses in London with a giant pink duck. I mean, it was strange enough to make sense, certainly attention-grabbing, as most people must have wondered what the hell it meant. But the reviews were good, as was the response from listeners. Elvis Costello played the track on US radio as a strong example of the new wave of British music. We had traction at Radio One. We started to get press. One journalist called us “the thinking schoolgirl’s Wham!” That made me smile. In those days not many singles and albums went in high and then dropped. No, it was the reverse. They started off slow and perhaps weeks or months later they would peak. So we got news of “Mad World” ’s slow climb up the charts. Week by week we watched it as it went higher and higher. If I smiled, this success was not enough to make me happy. I was far too resentful of the process. I knew there had to be a better way.

I see the recording of The Hurting as Curt and me cutting our teeth. I remember my crazy dancing, a good way to let off steam. Careful of my elbows, everyone. And how Dave Bates had me repeat it in the video of “Mad World.” I remember being dog-tired, working overnight in Air Studios to witness Paul McCartney walk in fresh as a daisy early the next morning. I remember how beautiful and kind Linda McCartney was, but also highly protective of Paul as she made sure our girlfriends, Caroline and Lynne, didn’t get too close to him. I remember the Beatles stories from the Abbey Road tech guys who were still there at the time. And I remember celebrating turning twenty-one in Abbey Road’s café with egg and chips.

But there was no single experience better than the recording of “Mad World,” and by the time that single was looking like a hit, I had been pummeled into becoming a professional. It was a job, and success was not ours alone; it was the success of the engineer, the success of the producer who’d had many hits beforehand, one more success for the A & R man, the success of the record company. We were a band in the beginning that tapped into a trend, a duo who looked the part. It would take years for me to get somewhere close to feeling great about my vocals, years before I would become a strong, convincing singer of my own songs. But before that could happen, Tears For Fears would have to follow up the success of “Mad World.”


Understanding the Astrology of Monumental Life Passages

You would have thought that being a young wannabe pop star was a world full of awe and wonder, of bluff and bluster, grasping any chance that came along. Unfortunately for Curt and me, all the joy, irresponsibility, and adventure had been sucked out of the experience. We ended up in the school of hard knocks and I’m still not sure why. The experience was what I call Saturnian: a rite of passage, nose to the grindstone, a coming of age, if you like. At twenty-one years old we were three-quarters of the way through the Saturn cycle, which culminates at the Saturn Return (around the age of twenty-eight or -nine). It’s as though Saturn was questioning how serious we were: Can you stick with this? Can you do this day in, day out? Saturn brings the greatest rewards, but by the time you get them, because of the hard work, because of the toil, you never feel the high, the ecstasy of the surprise “overnight success.” Saturn amounts to experience, the university of life. It’s that nine-to-five job where you finally get a promotion after years with the company. You have become reliable. It is a planet more at ease with age, or maturity, than youth. It is the planet of age-based hierarchy. Curt and I were young and maybe had to go through that experience if only to toughen us up for what was to come: massive success. As a psychic force, Saturn never feels expansive; you won’t feel jubilant, but you can feel satisfied and safe in his predictable world. And what you achieve through those periods should, like bone or teeth, stand the test of time.
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Chapter 8

The Dog That Ate the Furniture

I’d last seen my father when I was eighteen. By that time, despite his age and mental frailty, he was in a new relationship. Sylvia was long gone. A woman had moved into the council house next door but was being harassed by her ex-husband. My father had heard the ruckus and allegedly threatened the man with a knife. The man then ran away. As a result of this courageous and somewhat illegal act, the woman moved in with my father. And so began a beautiful relationship.

I was about to go to Germany with Graduate. John Baker drove us in his dad’s Cortina to Leigh Park, where I was born, to get my birth certificate so I could get a passport. I had not warned my father I was coming. I knocked on the door of 31 Bramdean Drive and waited. The window upstairs opened, the window to my father’s bedroom, and he popped his head out and peered at me. “Julian?” he asked, mistaking me for my younger brother. It was understandable that he didn’t recognize me, and it reinforced the distance between us. I corrected him. “Roland,” I said.

“Roland, it’s Roland!” he repeated, seemingly full of joy. He let us in, and we were soon divided: John in the bolted front room with Dad’s girlfriend, and me in another room with my dad. Was there to be a lecture? No, I sat with him while he, in tears and with his heavy French accent, cursed my mother and then in the next breath expressed deep love and remorse for her. It was hard to understand him because of the tears and the accent. He really did seem as though he had dementia of some form. Now inches smaller than me, Dad was no longer the enraged giant he was in my childhood. He was once more the impotent man who’d walked through the back door a nervous wreck.

It was now 1982, and I was twenty-one. Tears For Fears was suddenly visible, in the press and on the television, appearing on Top of the Pops. People noticed, every friend and member of the family. Aside from the passport incident, I had not seen or spoken to my father for years. Not one to keep quiet, and with one of his sons in the spotlight, Dad wrote to the Radio One DJ, John Peel, complaining that my mother was preventing me from seeing him. John Peel was a highly respected late-night DJ who’d promoted many unknown and alternative bands. In the letter, Dad asked whether Peel could contact me or pass the message on. I was outraged and embarrassed. This was simply not true; this was attention seeking of the highest order. I mean, we were brand-new, and I didn’t want any blotches on the blank canvas or skeletons grasping at my coattails from a closet somewhere in Leigh Park. In my mind at the time, my father was mad and a little dangerous, and I didn’t want to have anything to do with him. Sounds a little harsh now. Stupidly, and this was before therapy, I wrote him a letter full of rage and vitriol, telling him in no uncertain terms to, er, back off, comparing him to a, um, common garden invertebrate. Unfortunately, that letter would come back to bite me years later when we were at our commercial peak. Be careful what you put in writing.

While we were recording The Hurting, we would sometimes pop up to Fourwoods as friends of Ian Stanley and his wife, Oscar. It was during one such visit that Ian played me an instrumental that he’d been working on. He’d bought a modular synthesizer called a Roland M100 system. There was no recall on this machine, no process by which you could save the sound you created. There were red mini jack leads going from gray module to gray module, but it was all wonderfully complicated, scientific even. And beautiful to look at. I was impressed by the depth of Ian’s instrumental, its yearning and maturity. I wondered if it was one to tuck away for the future. This was truly Ian’s strength, Piscean that he is; he could tap into that other world of loss and longing and come up with a musical metaphor to express it. But the instrumental caught on tape was almost impossible to re-create because once one sound was recorded and the mini jack plugs removed, unless someone took detailed photographs, which they hadn’t, the sounds were lost until someone with a sharp ear could try and re-create them. (Ahem.)

That instrumental stayed with me as we finished The Hurting. It was more evolved than what we were doing: filmic, gentle, alien to the chart music of the day, which we were about to become a vital part of. Soon after that, “Mad World” became a big hit. A heady time, with Curt and me suddenly all over the teen and music magazines. Tears For Fears had arrived. There would be two more top five singles off that album: the rerelease of “Pale Shelter” and a simple marimba-based song called “Change.” Each hit had been sung by Curt, whereas the bulk of the songs on The Hurting had been sung by me: the darker, more painful material. Curt was a great pop star, and I was the lesser-known one, a backroom boy. And I was happy about it.

It was also during the recording of The Hurting that we were introduced to a management company. I recall Dave Bates bringing in a portly man with a crooked nose and a nervous grin, his right hand holding a briefcase. A man who would grease the wheels, a man whose demeanor said, I’m harmless, I’m fun, you can trust me. His name was Paul King, and his management company was called Outlaw. Perhaps I should have paid more attention to the name. Curt and I flew with him to Los Angeles to record a video for “Pale Shelter.” Due to the strong headwinds, the flight took sixteen hours instead of the usual eleven. We had to stop and refuel in Seattle, then San Francisco, before finally touching down in LA. Not a promising start, but we made it. All three of us stayed at the Sunset Marquis, the infamous rock and roll hotel just off Sunset Boulevard. This was our first slice of LA as a place of glamour and work, the West Coast center of the US music business. Exhausted from the flight, I walked in and looked at the inviting pool, wrapped by the pink building and the twinkling lights of the rooms. There was a figure standing there. The true summation of rock and roll. It was none other than Bruce Springsteen, dressed as though he were about to go onstage. What is this place? We went up to Le Dome for a meal on a Sunset Boulevard that was yet to be built up, and there was Lionel Richie sitting at a table with a glass of wine. I kept looking around every corner for more celebrities.

One very positive aspect of being the backroom boy was that my publishing income from songwriting was suddenly worth something. I received an offer from Virgin Publishing promising a fifty-thousand-pound advance. I was twenty-one and that was a lot of money. There was a big fuss made at the signing with Richard Branson present along with the man who signed me, Richard Griffiths. So this was the shadow side to pop stardom. I liked it. This money helped buy a Soundcraft mixing console, which was installed in Fourwoods.

Ian had demolished a small side room, which gave us more space, and with the demo studio relegated to the recording room, and the main lounge becoming the recording studio, it became a far more professional setup. We installed large speakers, elephant-gray with bright blue cones, and a creamy white twenty-four-track tape machine. Ian, being the son of a builder, erected soundproofing above and behind the speakers.

In this space we would continue to experiment, driven by the incessant need to explore new technology, which was arriving thick and fast. Conscious of our peers, we were searching for a sound that was progressive, electronic, and unique, allowing it to inform the songwriting. In the early eighties, with every new keyboard (Yamaha DX7, PPG Wave, Emulator) came new sounds and fresh ideas. We indulged ourselves on B-sides, unencumbered by commerciality, writing and recording them quickly. Soon, with a base of ethnic percussion and a jerky 12/8 rhythm, we had a song called “The Way You Are.”

Perhaps that song should have been a B-side, but Dave Bates heard the demo and, keen to follow up the hits from The Hurting, said that this was the next single. So, Curt and I packed our bags, and off we went to a residential studio called The Farmyard in Buckinghamshire, not too far from London. The team from The Hurting was reunited, and we set about turning that rough demo into something a lot slicker. There were no guitars on the record other than sampled ones. Chris Hughes turned what were real drums into a sampled and accurate mishmash. And Curt once again took lead vocals. But in truth it was not such a great song. In fact, it was a little annoying: “Catchy wailing,” I think someone described it as. Thus far we’d had three top five songs from The Hurting, but “The Way You Are” peaked at number twenty-four. Maybe it was time to return to our original approach—focus a little less on synthesis and more on songwriting? After all, “Mad World” and “Pale Shelter” had been written on acoustic guitar.

Plus, I had other songs going through my head, songs that perhaps were not suited to the rarefied atmosphere of our current musical direction. One such song was “Head Over Heels,” a love song written from an adolescent heart but one that would become a secret joy as I grew older. We tried with a scalpel to deconstruct it, and then a sledgehammer to push it into a more complex form, even though it had been inspired by the languor and simplicity of Al Green’s “Take Me to the River.” The blending of simplicity with the obtuse proved problematic to me. I knew the lyrics had to be somehow different from boy meets girl. Curt, no stranger to the obtuse, would end up writing half the lyrics. Thank you, Curt. But it was a stubborn animal, refusing to take the new shape. It wasn’t until the rehearsals for 1983’s In My Mind’s Eye tour that the song began to play itself. What was also working for us was the fact that a B-side called “Broken” borrowed the piano theme that was at the beginning and end of “Head Over Heels.” Or perhaps it was the other way round. We put the two songs together in a segue and the claustrophobia of “Broken” allowed “Head Over Heels” to shine.

These were the first rehearsals where we would ask Bristol guitarist Neil Taylor to join our live band. As a guitarist Neil was and is a cut above most. In 1981, Curt and I would go and watch Neil’s band, Sneak Preview, play at the Rockspot, Lesley Flanagan’s alternative nights at the Weston Hotel, Bath. Neil was lead singer and main guitarist. His style was frenetic and eccentric, and when we asked Neil to solo over “Broken” he did so in his own inimitable style. It was bold, prog rock even and, dare I say, world-class. Neil would also provide the guitar part for another emerging song, “The Working Hour,” and, many years later, the guitar arpeggio for a track called “Woman in Chains.”

Another addition to the live band, and a strange one if you ask me, was world-renowned drummer Jerry Marotta. Not on drums, however, but on other percussion and, um, saxophone. Jerry was known for his drumming on Peter Gabriel’s superb third album. Phil Collins also featured heavily on Gabriel’s album track “Intruder” with those ominous, thunderous, gated ambient drums. Jerry was someone our drummer at the time, Manny Elias, had based his whole schtick on. He had the same kit, the same layout, and would try and emulate him entirely. Jerry was also a friend of Manny’s. Perhaps that was why he was invited. It was Jerry who played drums on the recording of “The Working Hour,” slipping very easily into the role. God bless those who hit things for a living.

Manny was a superb drummer for us. With Peter Gabriel as a supreme influence, Manny knew exactly what to do. But while Tears For Fears was a delicate, fragile synth act at that time, Manny, eight years our senior, was a little less fragile. It was his appetite for rock and roll that caused so much worry one morning during the Big Chair tour in the US. We had all assembled in the bus except for Manny, who was disturbingly late, especially for a man used to keeping time. There had been phone calls to his room, loud knocks on his door, but no response. My mind, as it sometimes does, envisioned the worst-case scenario, and my thoughts went to Manny’s wife and two sons. We had just lost James Honeyman-Scott of The Pretenders to a drug overdose. But an unnerving amount of time later, relief washed over us as Manny dragged himself onto the bus, his face a crumpled mess, eyes half-closed, not a word to anyone, and went immediately to a bunk to continue his, er, beauty sleep. Manny, yet another Piscean, may never have been in mortal danger, but for Curt and me the chance alone had shortened Manny’s tenure as Tears For Fears drummer once and for all.

Back at Fourwoods we had to contend with Ian and Oscar’s pets. The couple had a penchant for big dogs. Big house, big dog. The trickiest was an Irish wolfhound named Jaz. Tall, lean, muscular, and with wiry, dirty-blond fur, Jaz would terrorize anyone who came in the house. You would literally make it up the stairs and grab a chair from the dining table and use it as protection, much like a lion tamer, until Ian came along and restrained the hound. Ian saw the humor in this; I, however, did not. I’m not sure how long it took the dog, or in fact which dog it was, given that the Irish wolfhound was eventually replaced by a Great Dane named Jude, but at one point I noticed that a large animal had eaten the leather off the sofa and chairs in the upstairs TV room. Or perhaps he had just chewed it off. If that’s not a red flag, I’m not sure what is. Of course, in Ian’s bohemian way he did not get a new couch but simply put blankets over it. Nor did he get rid of the dog. The skeletal sofa was not so comfortable once that leather had been chewed off. It was as if Ian was enjoying making us uncomfortable, keeping us on our toes. There was an incident later when a large, uncontrollable dog bit Oscar’s face and left her with a small scar on her cheek. At what point do we learn our lesson? Shortly after, there were no more dogs, big or small.

Regardless of rogue animals, things were not good between Ian and Oscar. I’m not sure what was going on in Oscar’s birth chart, but I think nearly everyone had a crush on her at some point: myself, Curt, even Caroline. And yet it all remained platonic. On a bright March morning I walked into the dining room and heard Ian playing a motif on his grand piano. Another, sad, strange, and uneasy melody, it summed up a beautiful sense of loss, a questioning of everything. It was also a statement of great loneliness. That motif would be used for a B-side called “When in Love with a Blindman,” a lyric and melody I had written about Ian and Oscar’s relationship. That motif, along with a guitar part, melody, and lyric of my own, also became “The Working Hour.”

I was never privy to the innermost strains of Ian and Oscar’s marriage, though there were glimpses for anyone who was paying attention. But one day, something happened to cause a fundamental shift, an end point. I certainly witnessed the aftermath, the sense of devastation: Ian stumbling around an empty house like a drunk, trying to work with us but in no fit state to. Like so many of us Englishmen, Ian could not express verbally what was going on, yet the pain inside him was palpable, a pain that he’d tried to deaden with God knows what. I wish I could have been more supportive at the time. I wish he could have unburdened himself. Eventually, there was a divorce and Ian ended up with the house. And Oscar returned to Cyprus, tail between her legs.
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Caroline at Durdle Door. (RO)



It is often said following a death, or the death of a relationship, that men don’t grieve, they replace. And that was what Ian did with a young vivacious lady named Holly. Along with Caroline, Lynne, and Chris Hughes’s girlfriend, Mary, the four ladies would give us a much-needed slice of femininity in a house dominated by men. The atmosphere had never felt so alive.
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Chapter 9

She Wants to Sit Beside You in Your Big Chair

Around this time, I was listening to the jazz-influenced band, Weather Report, specifically a song called “Teen Town.” Jaco Pastorius’ bass had hit unreachable heights. And I loved the rhythm, that crazy hollow kick drum pattern. I put that rhythm in the Linn drum machine, and it led to a song called “Mothers Talk,” a song about the threat of nuclear war, which was constantly hanging over our heads in the early eighties due to US-Russia relations. Good to see that things have changed (?!). I was aware of the graphic novel and cartoon by Raymond Briggs called When the Wind Blows. It was also about nuclear war. And there was a phrase I had heard as a kid growing up in the sixties. If you pulled a sour face you were told by your mother that you’d stay like that when the wind blows. It’s a good example of parental advice that was hard even for a child to take seriously.

And yet “Mothers Talk” was guitar light, very much based around an ascending and descending marimba riff. This was fascinating to me but not really to many others. And once again, it was deemed the next single. Within all this Curt and I demanded change. Tired of working with The Hurting’s team, tired of the sterility and the musical handcuffs, the Chris and Ross one-upmanship, we suggested we try a different producer. Dave Bates listened and presented us with a producer-engineer named Jeremy Green who was known for his work on the fabulous Fun Boy Three records. Jeremy had also worked with the Clash, something that would eventually prove a little uncomfortable for us. He would come down to Fourwoods and stay the night, but once he’d had a drink inside him, he got a little surly and made it clear that, much to his disappointment, we were no Clash. Though I was acutely aware of the band, I’d never heard a Clash album. They were exciting and uplifting, but I never identified with their perspective. I wanted to escape the street not embrace it.

[image: The author playing guitar and singing into a microphone.]
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There was little great about the first recording of “Mothers Talk.” In fact, Jeremy did not interfere much. He was proficient and, when in London, suggested that Stevie Lange (producer Mutt Lange’s wife) come in and sing the woman’s reply in the chorus. She was immense. I had never heard a voice like that in a recording studio. I wanted that voice. And she really was the best part of that recording. But Dave Bates did not like the finished product in any way. And he was right not to. Perhaps it didn’t sound enough like the Clash (?!). Bates was very conscious of our direction, our commerciality; our success was his success, and gently, very subtly, he was pushing us to move away from pure synthesis and toward rock and roll, or perhaps a combination of the two. Though it went against my instincts, we must thank him for that.

Enter Chris Hughes, again. His first real foray into Fourwoods, Chris, no doubt primed by Bates, began to take apart “Mothers Talk,” chopping up the first bridge, adding guitars. I remember Ian encouraging Chris, like he was suddenly in his corner. It was tough for me, control freak that I was, every cut like a knife to the gut. Actually, there was only one cut, so just one knife to the gut. But once again, Chris was right. And he seemed to get on very well with Ian. I’d never seen Ian so vocal and inspired. A new order was slowly emerging.

And so, the finished article, so different from the original version, was accepted by the record company and would become our first single featuring me as lead vocalist. Was I happy about this? Not really. It was early 1984; I was twenty-two and nervy. Although the single did better than the previous one, I did not feel comfortable being out front. I was much happier writing songs and working behind the scenes, being the Plutonian partner. I was used to hiding behind Curt. And it was a huge relief when Bates told me I had one month to come up with more ideas for the upcoming album. One month at home. Bliss.

Armed with a Linn drum machine, Chris Hughes’ Prophet-5 synthesizer, my old acoustic guitar, and the ether, I set about the task of writing songs for the new album in my empty dining room. Rhythms were always crucial to me; they are the carrier, the skeleton, if you like. They decide whether a song is danceable, frenetic, or slow, angular or smooth. Borrowing from Talking Heads’ Remain in Light, specifically the song “Listening Wind,” I programmed a rhythm for me to play along to, one that was mesmeric and allowed you to float off on some fluffy, meditative cloud. On the Prophet 5 I programmed a patch that when low down sounded like a deep bass drone and when higher up, like a spitting, attacking note. I played around with the two, all the time surrounded by the dull pink walls of the echoey room. And then suddenly, from the ether came Shout, shout, let it all out. So simple and eminently repeatable. It was a seductive phrase, halfway between Janov’s The Primal Scream and a simple protest song: These are the things I can do without. I had no immediate plans to write a verse or middle eight or anything more. In fact, I originally envisioned the song as similar to Plastic Ono Band’s “Give Peace a Chance,” with a large crowd singing the chorus over and over again.

Another rhythm I had programmed in the drum machine was what we call a shuffle, a bouncy 12/8 rhythm. I took the beat from Simple Minds’ “Waterfront,” that compelling bass, and translated it to the programmed kick drum. There was a cool black duo floating around at the time called Lynx. They had a hit song called “Throwing Away the Key.” Another shuffle, what drew me to that rhythm was the offbeat hi-hat playing square to the 12/8 rhythm. Very hip. It was this rhythm, along with the majority of those Linn drum sounds, that was used on the record. The only sound we changed was the snare, which was the same ambient one we’d used on “Shout.” It was still in the sampling machine and we raised its pitch to make it snappier. With the beat in place, I took up my acoustic guitar and retuned my bottom E string to a D. I played around with it until I had a simple two-chord phrase. A melody followed and the rise and fall of the bridge and chorus chords that ended with the title, “Everybody Wants to Go to War.” I wasn’t sure about it, that title sounded a little bleak, but Caroline really liked it, so I kept that one in my back pocket.

[image: Two men seated on a sofa.]
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A great influence of mine at the time was Robert Wyatt. Once the drummer of the seventies band Soft Machine, Wyatt did too much partying one night and thought he could fly out of a top-story window. He ended up in a crumpled heap on the ground, paralyzed from the waist down and destined to live the rest of his life in a wheelchair. Wyatt’s voice has an unknowable sadness about it, a high-pitched Cockney twang that melts your heart. The song “I Believe” was my attempt at sounding like him and yet another I came up with in that productive month.

I was in my early twenties and still a keen watcher of Top of the Pops. The previous year I saw Depeche Mode’s video for “Everything Counts” and on that same night there was a duo called the Lotus Eaters playing their single “The First Picture of You.” I remember feeling so deflated, as if it was not worth Tears For Fears continuing. Everyone else seemed to be doing things so much better. Little did I know that the song ideas I’d come up with in that month in my Georgian house would change our trajectory entirely. But of course, they were not quite finished. I took them to Fourwoods and played them live for Chris Hughes, Ian Stanley, and Curt. The response was a simmering positive. I remember Ian being especially pleased as though he could hear the finished article.

Around this time, Curt and I had to remake the video for “Mothers Talk.” The first one had not gone so well; we were kept waiting and waiting while the director filmed the peripheral shots. Finally at around eleven at night, we got to perform . . . under blue light. That, and no makeup, is a sure way to make a twenty-two-year-old look tired and pasty. The record company by that time had appointed a new video A & R man simply because of MTV and the awareness that videos were becoming increasingly important. We had a meeting with him—Nigel Dick was his name, a pleasant, chirpy man who said, “Fine, we’ll reshoot ‘Mothers Talk,’ but we only have five thousand pounds, and you will have to come up with all the ideas.” And Nigel Dick himself would direct us. Not a problem. We wrote the entire script, with some of the filming to be done on Solsbury Hill near Bath, the place in the song of the same name by Peter Gabriel. Given freedom, Curt and I responded in kind as we always did. It was all fun and slightly mad. But when I walked into Fourwoods after the filming of the video, I was shocked by what I heard.

It was “Shout,” but not as I had intended it. Chris had added to my small, borrowed rhythm with a big snare and kick drum, samples of John Bonham from the Led Zeppelin track “When the Levee Breaks” and courtesy of a drum machine called a Drumulator. It was fat and heavy and even a little hip-hop. On top of my bass drone, Ian had introduced some Fairlight flutes, two playing in harmony. The sound was joyous, arrangement at its finest. And it was heavy, so much heavier and positive than we’d ever tried to achieve before. I was a little awestruck, frightened even, worried about whether we could get away with a sound so big. With this incredible noise it was obvious what to do. The track would support heavy rock guitars, even a rock guitar solo à la Stuart Adamson of Big Country, and crowd vocals at the end. But it needed a verse. Ian suggested a couple of notes that were complimentary to the chorus—from minor to major, that simple. From those notes my verse melody came swiftly, and the song aside from the lyrics was virtually complete.

In many ways Dave Bates, Chris Hughes, and Ian Stanley had transformed us through that single track into a different animal. There was a new confidence, a sense that perhaps we shouldn’t be afraid to be bombastic or commercial. With that came a new ambition: breaking America. And also a clear hierarchy. If Dave Bates and Chris Hughes spoke the same language, then Ian Stanley could fully articulate Chris’s desires. It was a chain of command, from Bates to Hughes to Stanley. And from Stanley to us. Ian was no longer beneath us as a budding producer learning the ropes, he was above us now, keen for us to become bigger. And this had a lot to do with descending ages. Curt and I were younger, and as artists we were now at the bottom of the hierarchy. A new engineer was introduced, a man who would not compete with Chris, someone who would quietly go about his business and allow chaos to reign around him. His name was Dave Bascombe. We had the new team in place, the team that would create the second Tears For Fears album. But Curt and I were the workers, at the bottom of the pile. At some point there would be rebellion.
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Without question, “Shout” opened the flood banks. Following that we quickly cobbled a set of songs together. From our live set, we introduced “Head Over Heels” going into “Broken (Live).” Where once we struggled with the simplicity of “Head Over Heels,” trying all manner of devices to make it more artsy, Chris saw it for the simple pop song it was and recorded it in a direct, no-frills manner. “The Working Hour,” a track about being another experiment for the record company, was always a beautifully arranged song that we did live with the wonderful Mel Collins and Will Gregory adding saxophone. It was time for Ian’s instrumental as well, a song that would become “Listen.” “I Believe” was another tune welcomed into the fold, very sparse and a joy to record.

All this was happening amidst a vibrant scene in Fourwoods with the five of us and our girlfriends. We ate together, drank together, even dieted together (one week of hell, thank you, Mr. Scarsdale). But there was one song that proved elusive, at least at first. All this time Dave Bates had been harping on about some drive-time US radio song. He even mimed steering the wheel of a car with his left elbow perched on the open window. Chris and Dave decided that my shuffle was that very track. But I was not convinced, mainly because “Everybody Wants to Go to War” as a title did not sound very uplifting to me.

At the end of each day, Chris would have us play the song until it emerged fully. I introduced the high-life guitar that so many people recognize today as the intro. Sometime later, Chris would change bass notes while Ian came up with a catchy motif that spoke of unfiltered happiness. We were assembling parts but needed a middle eight. Ian suggested some simple chords that gave rise to my melody, and we had it. Except for the title. In a eureka moment I changed that title to “Everybody Wants to Rule the World,” and I realized what the song was about. With Bates having an eye on America, and with Hughes and Stanley sensing Tears For Fears could be so much bigger, it was a song about personal ambition and how it flew in the face of what Curt and I had previously been singing about on The Hurting.

We learned very quickly that we’d recorded the song at a tempo that was a little too slow. To listen to it in its full glory we would speed it up, pushing it into a place between keys. It had a warmth about it, easy to work on; the track almost made itself. And it gave rise to not one but two guitar solos: the first was hacked together by Chris and me. I knew what it needed, but the analysis and the drop-ins were very much welcome. It was not at all free-flowing, that would be left to the second solo featuring the brilliant Neil Taylor. Neil took only a couple of takes, he understood entirely what we were after. Fast-forward to Munich, Germany, and Union Studios, when we were putting the lead vocal together ahead of mixing. I had the evening to finish the lyric. For the first verse I had, It’s my own design, it’s my own remorse. For the second I had, Welcome to your life, there’s no turning back. Curt would sing the vocal—an obvious choice given the warmth of his voice. But it was a unanimous decision within the studio that the second verse should become the first and vice versa. Welcome to your life was a perfect opening line.

By then “Shout” had been recorded and mixed and would become the next single featuring yours truly as lead singer. It was a track I felt much more comfortable with, a suit I was happy to wear. On to the video. Once again, Curt and I scripted it, opting to film one half in the studio, the band surrounded by the audience as in the Beatles’ “Hey Jude.” And the other half, outside on the south coast of Dorset, a beach in Lyme Regis bearing a rock formation called Durdle Door. It was a place that Caroline and I would visit with our cameras, me with my Olympus OM2 and Caroline with her Zenza Bronica. She would drive us from Bath in her white Morris Minor years before I learned to drive. The sound of Tears For Fears had suddenly become more epic, and it needed the epic scenery to do it justice. Filming the guitar solo on top of Durdle Door would become iconic.

As I said, the songs for our second album were cobbled together. Whatever we had lying around was slung on that album. Unlike The Hurting and its Janov-inspired lyrics creating in some ways a concept album, the new album did not have a theme; it was just a collection of songs that needed a title. I’d always liked Songs in the Key of Life by Stevie Wonder, because it seemed such a broad-brushstroke, all-encompassing title. Something like that, perhaps? One film Curt and I had been a little obsessed with was Sybil, starring Sally Field as a psychotic patient who has multiple personalities, a cacophony of voices within her. At one point, Sybil says to her therapist about one such female personality, “She wants to sit beside you in your big chair.” The big chair being a place where the patient felt safe to express her feelings. Songs from the Big Chair? It was obvious to me. But only me. Curt would insist on The Working Hour as the title. There was a battle of wills in some hotel conference room in London involving management and record company. The first time Curt and I had publicly locked horns. In that meeting I suddenly became the immovable object, standing my ground because I had a vision of bringing these disparate elements together with just five words.

“Shout” would end up as another UK top five hit around Christmas of the year 1984. The next single was “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” and would become an even bigger hit in early 1985. Interestingly, they switched the order in the United States and made “Everybody” the first single. By the time we played our very first US show in Hartford, Connecticut, it was creeping up the US charts.

Shortly after this show, we were due to film a video for “Head Over Heels.” It was set in the library of Canada’s Toronto University. Once again scripted by us, it featured me as a young man borrowing books from a library simply to get the librarian’s attention. It was a fun video to film with all the members of the live band featured in cameos. In the evenings we had multiple nights booked at Toronto’s Massey Hall. We were also filming those shows courtesy of Nigel Dick for a video called Scenes from the Big Chair. Early the following mornings we would mime to the previous night’s show so Nigel could get more footage, mainly close-ups.

It was a busy schedule, four days of late nights and early mornings, recording the video, then the Massey Hall shows at night, which were uproarious. There were fans staying in the hotel. The bar at night was teeming with fandom, everyone mixing with a band that was approachable, unbothered by the hysteria. It was like being at your best friend’s Greek wedding.

On set for “Head Over Heels,” I received a phone call from our manager, Paul King. In his jubilant tones, he said, “Congratulations, you’re number one in the US.” Number one, eh? So, how did it feel? Well, we were working so hard in that period I could not think of anything except the task in hand. I was a little shell-shocked. I had a migraine when the call came through, so the chart position was of lesser importance to me at the time. I believe that Curt was grabbing forty winks as the news emerged. But once we ventured out on the road, our journey became one exhausting, rewarding high after the next, a roller coaster that would take us to Orange County, California. We would start the show with a tape of “Listen.” For that performance, the promoter had arranged for two helicopters to suddenly fly over the brow of the hill, shining their lights on the audience while that haunting, wistful melody played. I admit, I was in awe just being a part of it.

Just like that, we were number one in the United States. The clamor of attention was a given. The record company was keen for us to do as much press as we possibly could. This meant doing interviews before shows and interviews between shows and interviews between interviews. We were once again at the Sunset Marquis hotel in Los Angeles when we spoke with a journalist from The Sun newspaper. The tabloids have been called the gutter press for a very good reason; those journalists were hired to dig up as much dirt and gossip as possible simply to sell newspapers. This was before the days of social media, which has somewhat purloined that arena. I should have been wary when speaking to a gutter journalist. And yet, I lost my tongue for a moment. Unfortunately, I mentioned my father and our rather strained relationship. It could have been left at that, but this journalist then went down to Leigh Park to interview my father, as gutter as it gets. Long story short, excerpts from the letter I wrote to him in 1982 were published in The Sun with one short sentence claiming the front cover headline. Dirty laundry was aired in public.

I was devastated. My family was devastated. Tears For Fears was on tour in New Zealand when the news broke. I remember going onstage and feeling numb as if I couldn’t hear the audience, couldn’t feel the music, cotton wool blocking my senses. The joy had been sucked out of me. Our crew was incredibly supportive, and I thank them for that. A couple of days later a cartoon remarking on the whole ordeal appeared in the same newspaper. The humor of the drawing deflated the stress of the headline. After all that, it was just another piece of newspaper in which to wrap your fish and chips, a good dollop of vinegar to blur the words. This was the negative side of fame. Good and bad were happening at the same time, interweaving in some kind of gaudy fabric. Having my insult, DAD YOU’RE A WORM, emblazoned on the front cover of The Sun was a perfect example of how exposed we had become. And this was a band that had set out to merely pay for Primal Therapy.

In that magical year of 1985 “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” hit number one in the States. “Shout” followed and hit number one as well. “Head Over Heels” hit number three. Songs from the Big Chair hit number one in the album charts, ahead of both Sting and Michael Jackson. Everything Dave Bates, Chris Hughes, and Ian Stanley had hoped for, Tears For Fears had achieved. We had broken the States. We were lucky and perfect for a time when the US market had opened its clamshell and allowed the British to invade once more. Although I will take a little credit for those songs. Now, as I write this decades later, “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” gets over a million streams a day. We are close to achieving two billion streams on Spotify. Without Chris Hughes having us play the song every day, it wouldn’t have come together so easily. Without Chris’s production, “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” might well have ended up sounding like the Clash.

Fast-forward to a time post–Big Chair when we were huge around the world, and all the main protagonists were sitting at a long table in a London restaurant following an exhibition of a mutual friend who had turned hats into an art form. Joe Strummer of the Clash was also there, sitting at that long table in a cloud of cool with two ladies. All three eyed us warily as though we displayed the leprosy of commercial success. Joe looked over and spoke to me provocatively. In his slow rock and roll drawl, he said . . .

“Hey Roland, you owe me a fiver . . .”

“Huh?”

“. . . because on Sandinista! I said, And everybody wants to rule the world.”

I’d never heard Sandinista!. I didn’t have a fiver, I had a tenner. And when I made to leave, I signed it and gave it to Joe. That made the great man smile.

Joe Strummer RIP.
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Chapter 10

A Process of Becoming

As mentioned earlier, Primal Therapy was the thing that brought Curt and me together. It was difficult for friends, or bandmates, to understand. It certainly made us a unique entity, gave us our name and a goal, gave us something to talk and sing about, but I’m not sure it did us many favors with a British music press that was interested in artists who were relatable. Artists that spoke the same language: love, death, and socialism, not some psychobabble about Janov, Primal Scream, Los Angeles, and therapy. In a way we should have kept what was essentially a belief system to ourselves. Then we could have been just another fashionable synth duo. But we were evangelical. And young.

There was also a strong neurological element to Primal Theory. At age eighteen, Curt and I were literally reading about the brain, especially in Janov’s book Primal Man: The New Consciousness. We were learning terms like corpus callosum and hippocampus. I can’t see that working for the TikTok generation, but you never know. And there was a very appealing sense in all this, that the child (or patient even) was a victim. Unblemished and innocent. It was appealing to Curt and me from a Cancerian, feeling perspective. Cancer, the sign of the mother, has a strong nurturing side. It views the world through the lens of mother and baby, at best empathetic and caring, understanding the pain of others. Think Princess Diana (Cancer) with her big, watery eyes, her bedside chats with AIDS patients.

Janov, obviously, was not the only or the first psychologist. We are all familiar with Freud, at least in name. When Freud visited the Paris Morgue long before he’d made a name for himself, he witnessed the telltale signs of sexual abuse on the bodies of the dead victims.* He immediately saw the link between childhood trauma and adult neurosis and called this his Seduction Theory. When he took his paper with his findings to the Viennese Psychoanalytic Society he was greeted with a stony silence, “an icy reception from the jack asses,” in his own words; his peers and elders did not want to see an organic link of cause and effect. In the days of Charcot, the revered psychologist whom Freud had studied with, the patient was not seen as a victim but as someone who couldn’t be trusted, someone who was probably a little degenerate, a little mad, and had something physically or fundamentally wrong with them.

But desperate for success and the respect of his peers, Freud changed the story to one where it was not what happened to you that was important, per se, but how you experienced it. And in some ways, this is correct. At least Freud gave the patient a role in their own undoing. They were not necessarily degenerate or victims but conscious observers. Curt and I wanted a judge and jury. Janov didn’t just talk about trauma in the obvious sense of the word, he talked about almost every experience having a negative impact upon us. He talked about the birth experience, traumas even within the womb. That in so many ways we were raw, and the simplest response of a bored and tetchy parent could do all kinds of untold, psychological damage, make us feel worthless and unloved.

Janov’s perspective attracted a lot of people, his therapy became a cure for all ills. In the 1970s, Primal Therapy became cultlike, rivaling other groups like EST (ego state therapy). But Janov, due to the seduction and promise of his books, his convincing writing style, and the largesse of his character, became a charismatic leader. There was talk of the devastating effect he would have on patients in group therapy in LA. How they would, through his mere presence, immediately go into the deepest feeling—or “primal,” as it was called—crying, writhing on the floor uncontrollably. In many ways this was like the congregation of a Southern Baptist Church who would shake and faint at the touch of a pastor’s hand. Janov was a Christlike figure, a Neptunian figure, if you like. This fitted well with our psychology: Therapy became a religion, an answer to all our woes.

What Curt and I didn’t know was that Janov was keeping tabs on Tears For Fears. He might have heard about us because of The Hurting, I’m not sure, but when we released Songs from the Big Chair and hit number one in America, we were too big to ignore. We were strong proponents of his therapy and theories. And whether we liked it or not, patients and notoriety and book sales equaled money for our dear doctor. What we also did not realize was that Janov had musical ambitions of his own.

When we played multiple nights in London in 1985, we received news that Janov and his new wife wanted to meet us after a show. I was more than a little pleased by this. Imagine hitting number one in the States. Well, to me, this was as big if not bigger. Nothing spoke more to me of making it than Janov asking to meet us. Curt was very nervous, he’ll admit that. But I relished the fact that Janov was there. I was also a little detached and cynical—perhaps that was just Englishness, or a defense mechanism. I don’t know, you’d have to ask Freud.
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Curt Smith, circa 1985. (RO)



And so, with our wives, Caroline and Lynne, we met the great Janov backstage. With a film star’s charisma, he had a measured, therapeutic way of speaking and soft white curls adorning his big, leonine head. He seemed very relaxed but also somewhat businesslike. He gave off an air of self-importance, as if he could walk out at any point. And he kept saying, “I have something to offer you that you may or may not be interested in.” What did he mean? Curt and I kept asking each other. Was he going to offer us Primal Therapy as he’d done with John Lennon? This was big, this was serious, this was scary. We all went out for lunch a few days later at a fine restaurant in Chelsea, with Janov again repeating that line: I have something to offer you that you may or may not be interested in. I was getting a little bored by this point.

But he took my home phone number in Bath (this was before the invention of mobile phones or the internet as we know it). I was in bed, I think, and he called, his voice suggesting he had a head cold. Once again, he stated that he had something to offer us that may or may not be of interest. I remember for some reason I mentioned my father being a deserter in the Second World War. This makes sense, Janov said knowingly. And then he finally came out with it: He’d written the lyrics to a musical called Primal Scream and wanted us to provide the music.

Imagine God asking to borrow a fiver. Actually, I would definitely give it to him, and a little more probably. But this was supremely disappointing. Janov had come down to earth and exposed himself as the center-stage, theatrical Leo he was. Not that there is anything wrong with musicals, or Leos. It’s just we had placed him on such a pedestal. Personally, though, I saw a huge difference between the figurehead and the therapeutic approach. And so did a lot of the therapists. So much of Primal Theory became integrated into modern therapeutic thought, it no longer needed the cult hero who had sold the idea in the first place. Primal Therapy itself had come down to earth, not so much a Primal Scream as a Primal Whisper. The therapists realized that it was not a miracle cure that could succeed within a finite period of, say, six months, but a powerful process based on feeling what was once unfeelable, of descending psychically to the source of the trauma and, through the empathy of the therapist, bringing that trauma into the light of a safe place. The process itself was mythological and alchemical. In many ways there was nothing new about any of this. Think of the knight who goes into the cave and faces the dragon. This dragon symbolizes the ugliness that protects the trauma, that vulnerable place in ourselves. It is fiercely protective; its only aim is to keep us alive. Once the knight defeats the dragon he finds the buried treasure. It is a wholly Plutonian perspective. Pluto, or Plouton, means riches. If you unearth the trauma and show it to the light, you will be rewarded in innumerable ways, and mostly with the sanctity of your mental health.

At one time Primal Therapy was available only in Los Angeles and New York. A little later, it was available in Paris due to Janov having a French wife. It was getting closer. And then, just as the Big Chair tour was finishing, it was suddenly available in London. Now that was a nice coincidence. I was at home in Bath when a package was put through my mailbox. Though I would never compare myself to him or any of the (godlike) Beatles, I can now see the link with the book Primal Scream being posted through John Lennon’s mailbox. The letter and accompanying book were from a woman whose headed notepaper said, “L.A.P.P.” (London Association of Primal Psychotherapists).

The book was by Swiss psychologist Alice Miller, and its title was For Your Own Good: Hidden Cruelty in Child-Rearing and the Roots of Violence. I would say that Miller’s writing was not as dramatic, not as scorched-earth or cerebral as Janov’s. It was gentler. So was the tone of the sender, a female therapist in London named Sue. Her goal was merely to let me know that a breakaway group had formed in London, and that the rest was up to me (my words). I spoke to her on the phone, and she sounded incredibly civilized, and I knew this was something I simply had to do.

You see, all the time I had been living through the success of Big Chair I had not forgotten about what had inspired Curt and me. I was still one hundred percent sure of Primal Therapy, if not the great man himself. I was alerted to just how much money I was earning, but it made very little difference to me spiritually. I felt there was something deeply wrong with me, and I needed to get to the heart of the matter if I were to truly become myself, whatever that meant.

So let me explain a little of how I see it . . . As humans we have three reactions to danger: fight, flight, or freeze. If we struggle with or fight off our assailant, or run away from them, the harshness of the experience will be short-lived. We may shake but we are safe. But if we cannot do either of those things, then we freeze and unwillingly allow the experience to occur so as not to further anger our assailant and put our lives in more danger. We will hopefully switch off and not feel the feelings as the horror is occurring, but will later, when in a safe place, express in a natural, instinctive way the outpouring of emotion, those bitter, dark feelings. Tragically, this happens when women are raped.

And feelings themselves cannot be ignored. They have an energy in their own right and will need to be expressed. If not, they will create mental problems from within: a complete lack of empathy or a nervous twitch, undiagnosable diseases, abusive behavior, egotism, addiction, suicidal ideation, self-mutilation, or a simple sense of detachment from the here and now.

Primal Therapy was that safe place, a place I could grieve what I saw as the traumas of my childhood. Know thyself, as someone once said. It took a lot of empathy and time for me to drop my guard, closed book that I was. But in 1986, I started the process and stuck with it for five years.

The L.A.P.P. was in a basement apartment in Laurier Road, Kentish Town; there were two therapy rooms with padded floors and walls. When I say padded, I mean foam mattresses covered in some kind of cheap stretch material, but they did the trick. There was no sitting in chairs opposite your practitioner or even lying on a Freudian couch, no formality of an office. You would sit on the padded floor next to a therapist, and in the time allotted they would try and direct you toward the memory, to the scene of your trauma, to that lonely boy hiding behind the front door. It was a very fragile and sometimes frustrating process. There’s no doubt that I went into therapy because of my father and his violence, and so I requested a therapist who was of the gentler sex. The woman who got in touch with me, Sue, became my therapist, but at some point, she recommended I start seeing a male therapist as well.

This, of course, was terrifying to me. But through trusting that man I learned to open up. They were both important, mom and dad. And then Sue asked me if I would also do group therapy, another truly scary idea. At one time, I was receiving therapy three times a week: male, female, and group, by my own choice and not at too great a financial burden. Were there tears? Of course. Deep, grief-like crying. Was there a primal scream? I never heard one, but I will say this: Once you get in touch with those repressed feelings and lose yourself in expressing the traumas of your childhood, the feeling after is akin to an orgasm. There is such a lightness in the body, such incredible relief that you are, if only momentarily, walking on a cloud. And this all helped the creative process. I’m not sure if it weren’t for Primal Therapy whether “Woman in Chains,” a song about the domestic abuse I had witnessed, would have been written. That thirty-minute walk from our house in England’s Lane to Laurier Road certainly helped give air to that idea.

At this time, Caroline and I had made friends with a trio of smart women who lived in a housing co-op on nearby Haverstock Hill. They were involved in the world of film, a documentary or documentary series here and there. We would go over to theirs for lunch or supper and enjoy wine and whatever was on offer to eat. The conversation was always sprightly, a little intellectual and political. We were told that one lady was into astrology and could draw up charts. She was a little more secretive and private, unsurprisingly. But she agreed to draw up my and Caroline’s birth charts. And this was before computers had made it so easy.

I’m not sure why but Caroline and I agreed to join this lady for supper in a restaurant in Camden where our charts were to be presented to us. At first, everything seemed just fine. Perhaps it was the conversation, but at some point Caroline took a strong disliking to this woman and her ways, meaning an astrological reading was out of the question. I’m not sure what this woman was looking for, but perhaps Caroline sensed a stronger sexual, more manipulative aspect than I did. Caroline and I ended up walking home, with Caroline in a stink, and with two birth charts full of squiggles which we had no idea how to read. I was intrigued. If this chart was meant to describe me at birth, I was darn well going to find out how to read it.

And so I did. Still skeptical, I bought a variety of books on the subject in a London bookshop. I also bought an ephemeris that tells you where the planets are, were, or will be at any given point. I began to decipher the glyphs and signs. The first shock I had was that I was not born with the Sun in Virgo as I’d thought and sung about in Big Chair’s “I Believe,” I was twenty-nine degrees (thirty-four minutes) Leo, the previous sign. Most people wouldn’t care about this, but it changed everything for me, especially the lyric (?!). I also learned that I had three planets, including the Moon, in Capricorn. Oh, and there was that ninth house thing again that contained a rather powerful conjunction.

But what was the big deal? Well, when I looked at my father’s planets, I saw that he was a Capricorn Sun with a Leo Moon, to put it simply. And this I found hard to take. Why? Because it flew against what Janov had been saying about us being born a blank slate. I realized after investigating further that star signs are inherited, passed down from generation to generation, not just signs but degrees of signs, and they can change every four minutes. Another thing that is inherited is the “complex,” or configuration of planets and signs that can work against each other: It becomes a challenge to integrate them all when they are asking for entirely different things. I have the same conflicting T-square of Libra, Cancer, and Capricorn as my mom. Same problem for my mother, same problem for me. What I was learning flew in the face of my therapy.

So, I saw that I had more in common with my father, his eccentricities and high-minded ideas, his playful egocentricity, than I’d initially thought. No great surprise there for most people reading this. And like the obsessive I am I kept reading and reading, even going with Caroline to lectures at Regent’s Park College on Sundays featuring the masterful Liz Greene. Her school of astrology is called Psychological Astrology, based very much on Jungian archetypes: Saturn equals the senex, or wise old man; Jupiter and Mercury equal the puer aeternus, or eternal youth; and so on. Liz was tough and had a knowledge of myth way beyond mere mortals. This all bled into the Seeds of Love album, and you can see it on the album cover: Curt and I as the Sun and the Moon.

And how did this affect Primal Therapy? There was across the course of a few years a natural shift from going into therapy because of my father but staying in because of my mother. It’s with the mother that we experience the primal bond. Apart from that shift, my astrological exploration didn’t take me away from Janov. I still understood that the digging in the dirt, the exorcism, was incredibly important, but astrology certainly helped me in the process of becoming myself. That’s not something that most people have to worry about. And they’re right not to. It is an individual journey. As I said, go into the underworld, slay the dragon, and come back with the buried treasure. And what is that treasure other than one’s undivided self? It is the hero’s journey. It’s also incredibly Leonine and may not resonate with everyone. Janov was born one day before me on August 21 (Sun conjunct Neptune in Leo, Venus conjunct Pluto in Cancer).

It was midmorning in England’s Lane, the fourteenth of July, Bastille Day. I was slowly waking up, young musician that I was. Caroline came upstairs after speaking to my older brother, Carlos. “I have some bad news,” she said while I, bleary-eyed, propped myself up on my pillow. “Your father passed away.” She said this with sympathy and sensitivity. My immediate response was to offer a disparaging and harsh reply. I felt no sadness for his passing. I hadn’t seen him in years.

And it was a day of therapy with Hans Jorg, my male therapist. I took my usual walk of thirty minutes to Laurier Road, my head full of the new album Tears For Fears was working on. It was a peaceful walk, the summer air quiet and still. Down all the usual north London streets, past all the usual landmarks: Parkhill Road, Mansfield Road, a bus stop with those enticing words, Alight here for Gospel Oak. Album title? But the nearer I got the more this foreign feeling, like some internal earthquake, started to take over. I was about five minutes away from Laurier Road when this unspeakable pain came up from the pit of my stomach and into my chest. I started sobbing, uncontrollably. Grief, that cruel monster, was making me feel something I did not want to acknowledge. Something instinctive, biological. It was very fortunate that I had therapy that day because in front of Hans Jorg it all came pouring out. “My daddy’s dead, I can’t get it through my head.” But it shows you just how much our parents mean to us even if we consciously have cut off from them, even if we have utterly rejected them. We are of them, we are through them, we are like them. There is forever a fierce, biological (and astrological) bond. Our soul family.

Had I seen it coming? No. It took me decades to become even slightly proficient enough in astrology, having watched the planets like a solar-systemic clock, having acted in accordance with their whims whether I wanted to or not. Everything is so much easier in hindsight. But now I can see what was going on planet-wise. In a Plutonian sense, as one father dies another is born. Well, not quite. Pluto transits can take a long time; that’s why they can be so devastating. Three years later and under the shadow of that dark, indiscriminate but life-renewing planet, on November 18, 1991, I became a father. And as I looked at Raoul, this innocent, developing soul, I knew my childhood was over. And that the next childhood, the one blossoming before my eyes, was to be far more important than my own. Time to let go, Roly, time to grow up.


But What Does It All Mean?

Here is a description of the planets and lights. Bear in mind they are in part psychic principles within us, a more sophisticated version of ego, superego, and id, if you like.

The Sun: The magnificence and majesty of being. Ego, self. The I. The great I am. The image and description of the father. Your future self or sense of becoming. Spirit, pure being. What you grow toward. The nature of your personality. Active. Outward looking.

The Moon: Memory, the past, the inner world. Emotion. The image and description of the mother. Soul. Where you came from. Reflective. Passive (depending on the sign). Inward looking.

Mercury: Messenger of the gods, the modulator, the translator, the go-between. Communication. The small mind. The monkey mind. The verbal, left side of the brain. How you speak, how you think, how your family communicated. The imbalance of duality. Good twin, bad twin.

Venus: The female principle. The catwalk model. The ability to attract by looks and charm alone. Love. Aesthetics. Beauty. The young, fertile female. Tact, diplomacy. Harmony and fairness. The balancing of duality.

Mars: The male principle. The athlete, soldier. Drive. Desire. Getting things through action. The young, fertile male. Aggression. War.

Jupiter: The first planet formed and made of the Sun’s substance. Sense, meaning. Faith, philosophy. The large mind. Belief system. Adventure. Luck. Optimism. Inflation. Expansion. Flow. Youth. Fat. Actor. Politician. Preacher. Theist.

Saturn: Discipline. Hard work. Consistency. Routine. Preparing for the future. Fear. Pessimism. Deflation. Depression. That which you must do. Blocks, frustrations, responsibility. Rules and regulations. Solid structure of society. Police. Government. Old age. Bare bones. Skeleton. Nonfiction. The logical scientist. Doctor. Atheist. The cynic. The neocortex. The superego.

Uranus: Sudden shock. Sudden eruption. Earthquakes. Revolution. Electricity. Electronics. Buzzy. Futuristic. Unemotional. Radical. Change for the sake of change. Marching to the beat of one’s own drum. Genius. Foresight. The sky. The great awakener. The mad scientist. The cut of the umbilical cord.

Neptune: Merging with that which is greater than ourselves. The dream. Drugs, alcohol. Loss. Music. Poetry. Photography. Dance. Fiction. Disinformation. The image. Blurred lines. The sea. Sleep. Uroboric, intrauterine bliss. Amphibian. The cortex.

Pluto: Invisible. Behind the scenes. Power. Sex. Death and rebirth. Mining. Undermining. Tunnels. Waste products. Plumbing. Transformation through alchemical and biological means. Metamorphosis. Regeneration. Recycling. The underworld. Reptilian. The hind brain. The id.

Chiron: Chiron is a planetoid that has an elliptical orbit. It passes before Jupiter and behind Saturn. Chiron in myth was the wounded healer and represents, in our psyche, the wound, the trauma. He represents the problem and is the problem solver. Also, the nurturer of talent. The manager. The healer. The therapist. The teacher. The mentor.

Our psyches mirror the Solar System and together the planets form the algorithm which allows for life, in all its beauty and brokenness, life as we know it, to exist on this planet. There is little in the human experience that does not fall within the gamut of these planetary archetypes. But it’s worth bearing in mind that your birth chart is geocentric (from the Earth’s perspective); this is why we do not use the Earth. This does not mean our planet is without influence. Quite the reverse. It is the home of physical life, of stability and boundaries, of grief and love, of beginnings and endings. And perhaps that is why we’re here. To learn all that stuff.
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Chapter 11

Hope for a Badman

The Songs from the Big Chair tour had been an arduous affair, eight months of playing the same songs in the same running order, four or five times a week. Repetition, repetition. Like a lot of bands at the time we were using a Revox, a tape machine with the electronic sequences printed on it that we would play along to: the drums at the beginning of and throughout “Mad World,” for instance; and the drum machine on “Shout.” Hence, the running order of our shows had to be the same. We were also at the whim of the monitors, the speakers placed at your feet so you can hear yourself sing. In that respect, each night and hall was very different, so you didn’t know what you were going to get. Every sound check I would go to the mixing desk out front and listen to the sound of the PA. I would look at the sound man’s EQ and I would make changes, changes to the balance also. I was intent on making the sound in the room more like the record. There was no digital recall back then, no certainty that it would be the same sound every night. I admit I did not make myself popular with our crew because I was on people’s backs, especially the sound man’s.

One Sunday night we were playing in Kansas. The gig was much the same as any other. I certainly can’t remember it standing out wildly from the rest. After the same set, which included multiple hit songs, we all went back to the hotel, the Alameda Plaza, and, with a day off the following day, pretty much headed straight for the bar. That night, however, we had to pay to get in, a dollar fifty for entry into the Peppermint Duck Lounge. All because of a woman named Oleta Adams. She was performing that night, singing and playing piano along with a besuited drummer and bass player on a small stage inside the dimly lit bar. We paid and settled ourselves in, Curt, me, and a few of the band. And listened. This was an audience who had clearly come to see Oleta. There was a fierce amount of reverence for this woman. The atmosphere was church-like; she was the prayer master and the audience was the congregation. I soon found out why. I was immediately struck by her voice, soulful, deeply emotional, world-class; the drummer, John Cushon, his eyes rolled in the back of his head, made the gestures and barely touched the drums as he listened intently to her every dynamic. She was something special.

Everything Must Change, she sang, nothing stays the same. It meant more to me than I realized, a rallying cry perhaps. Oleta had tears in her eyes as she sang, I had tears in mine as I listened. Her music was a million miles from what we were doing. I couldn’t help but notice the gross inequality of us being number one in the States, playing theaters and amphitheaters, and this woman singing in a hotel bar. It didn’t seem right. And there was no rigidity in this band’s dynamics, they rose and fell, moved one way and the next, were utterly human and in sync with each other. Not a drum machine in sight. We had none of that subtlety. I yearned for it, and I yearned for change. I realized something that night, that whatever we did next would have to have some of that soul, perhaps a little of that gospel, and none of the rigidity that had informed our music, chart-topping music as it was.

But we didn’t know what to do. After the show Oleta went straight home. We didn’t get a chance to talk to her but did talk with her musicians. There was a call made to our A & R man: You have to see this woman. And, God bless Dave Bates, he did fly all the way from London to Kansas to watch her perform. He loved Oleta too, but he just did not know what to do with her, given his focus was alternative music. So that was that—back to our repetitive touring life.

I’m not sure where I was, possibly Denver, when, following another show, I was tucked up in bed but not sleeping. There was a party going on in one of the adjoining rooms, a party that was keeping me awake. I decided I should call downstairs and complain. But to make sure which room it was before I did so, I put a glass to the wall and an ear to the glass. It was indeed the next room, the room right behind my headboard. But what I heard shocked me: members of our crew clearly enjoying themselves, talking ten to the dozen, and bad-mouthing me. Roland this, Roland that! Wow, I had no idea this was how they really felt, since everyone was so nice to my face. And I was also shocked because however they were judging me was nowhere near as harsh as the judgment I laid upon myself. They had in many ways given me some kind of power, or reminded me of the power of self-awareness.

The following day we were in Oklahoma. I had some time, so I went to a nearby hairdresser for a trim of my eighties mullet. It was while walking back to the hotel that this tune came into my head. A tune with words: In my head there is a mirror when I’ve been bad, I’ve been wrong. Food for the saints that are quick to judge me. Hope for a bad man, this is the bad man’s song. It was as strong and as clear as any message I had ever received from the ether, the song not at all reminiscent of Big Chair, but in some ways sounding more like Oleta Adams. I took it with me to sound check, quickly working out the root notes to what I considered was a chorus. Nicky Holland, our second keyboard player, suggested some verse chords on piano, and I was suddenly struck with melodies.
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The Big Chair band playing “The Working Hour.”

Courtesy of the author



There were many sound checks during that time when our band would let their hair down and go into improvisation, an escape from the rigidity of the shows. Almost every band member played along to this new song. Everyone except one man, first keyboard player, Ian Stanley, who didn’t seem so keen to join the party. It was surprising for such a supremely fluid and inventive player. I look back now and see a clearer picture. Songs from the Big Chair had been made by a successful team accidentally thrown together and Ian had been a vital part of that team. If you were sensible and career-minded, you would not mess with that formation. But for me, its success was not enough. Rightly or wrongly, I had my eyes on a different prize.

Once we were off the road we decided to record demos of “Badman’s Song,” and another song called “Man with a Plan,” which didn’t see the light of day. The band assembled in Trident Studios in London, everyone except Ian Stanley. I had the sad task of telling him that his presence was a distraction. It was as though Ian and his house, Fourwoods, were one and the same; they could not be separated. He belonged there and so did Songs from the Big Chair. He did, however, once we were recording the Seeds of Love album, return to play killer keyboards on “Woman in Chains” and killer Hammond organ on “Sowing the Seeds of Love.” And so, the Big Chair team was reunited briefly.

He would also go on to become a fine producer in his own right, producing the Pretenders’ excellent “Stand by You,” among many other tracks. There was something genius-like about Ian Stanley, the incredible parts coming out of him too often to be considered chance. But he’d always preferred to be behind the camera, a backroom boy, and work within a hierarchy, perhaps too afraid of the overwhelming artistry he had inside himself, a longing that threatened to engulf him.

The demos were rough, but the direction was new. Nicky was a piano player, and could emulate a little of what Oleta could do. The drums were a little sluggish. We were moving in a new direction, and we needed a drummer with soul and flare. Curt was also enthusiastic about the new direction, keen to move away from the Big Chair experience, to evolve and explore. Life was changing for Curt, inevitably and exponentially. With his wife, Lynne, he had bought a huge house south of Bath not too far from Fourwoods, and by his own admission had begun to enjoy the indulgences that new money allowed.

Following those recordings, I started writing with Nicky Holland in her apartment in West Hampstead where her piano and a small recording setup were. Happy days with lots of Earl Grey tea and lunch at the Cosmo, Sigmund Freud’s old stomping ground on Finchley Road. Nicky and I came up with a new song: “Advice for the Young at Heart.” A piano-based pop song, less electronic than what we’d done before. Curt was very enthusiastic about the new direction, and that made all the difference.

The most brilliant piano motif that Nicky came up with, however, was for a song called “Famous Last Words.” Doleful and timeless, begging for calm. At the time, I had been reading a book by Jonathan Schnell called The Fate of the Earth, a factual, apocalyptic book about the end of the world through nuclear Armageddon. The usual happy stuff for Roly. When writing the lyrics, I asked myself a question: What would I do if I knew I only had one more night on this planet? The answer was easy—be with the person you love, go about your usual business, light a fire, make some food, then wait for the final moment to come, all while listening to the band that made us cry.

A little later I was in England’s Lane, up in the top room with its double-height windows overlooking the Edwardian art studios at the back. I had my own mixing desk, a pair of large speakers, a keyboard setup, a Linn drum machine, and a valve microphone live into the room. I’d also bought a Fairlight 3, a state-of-the-art, multichannel sampling keyboard. For the first time I had everything in place on that one machine. My orchestral, choral youth came to my aid. I could program drums, flutes, trumpet, bass, choir, strings, oboe, and get a quick idea of how things might sound once arranged and played by real musicians. Curt and I knew that the music scene was shifting. The rigidity of the early eighties was losing its grip on the charts. Things were becoming more fluid. We could see it and hear it, and although our new direction was worrying the record company, they were soon having hits with bands that sounded as if they had listened to classic soul music. But for me, getting to the top of the US charts, being such a huge part of the eighties, meant that we had planted a flag and no longer needed to explore the same territory. It was time not to look at our peers but to look at the classic artists that had come before us: the Beatles, Pink Floyd, Steely Dan, Little Feat. It was almost heretical, iconoclastic, arrogant to try and emulate them and turn away from what had made us famous. But could we do it? Probably not, but in the process we would come up with some interesting and compelling music.

We’d been huge fans of Clive Langer and Alan Winstanley, producer and engineer successful mostly for their work with the band Madness, but for us it was their work with the Teardrop Explodes on the album Wilder that had really impressed us. And so armed with the Fairlight 3, we recorded “Badman’s Song” with this brilliant new team. But the result felt sterile, and that was my fault. Although the drums on the Fairlight sounded slick, they were still emanating from a machine. It was not the track you hear now on the album, with the incredible Manu Katché on drums. Nicky had introduced complex jazz chords at the end of each chorus. They had to go. It did not sound like gospel, it did not sound like Oleta Adams. Lovely men though Langer and Winstanley were, Curt and I moved on.

Enter Chris Hughes yet again. Chris had remained a friend (he still is) regardless of the twists and turns and changes in direction that Curt and I were going through. It was one afternoon in that top room at England’s Lane that Chris heard me singing a song called “Rhythm of Life” to keyboard and drum machine. He got it. He got the emotion, those calm waters. It really was such a simple song, so little on the track, so much air, virtually finished. In fact, Chris said we should record it just like that. And so, with this grand seduction, Chris, having been rejected at the start, once again became our producer.

Six weeks later we were still working on the hi-hat part to “Rhythm of Life.” You can see a pattern here. I do admit some culpability when it comes to being detail oriented, I know how to do that stuff, and I do engage in those conversations. But to be honest, as many of the people around us were older, we naturally gave them the authority that perhaps they did not deserve. We were still young, yet to hit our first Saturn returns. Wisdom would come much later. Plus, we really did not know how to make the new album; it was as if there were a missing part. We were missing songs too, songs that would define The Seeds of Love.

Yet, unlike the previous album, there was no urgency. No month alone to come up with the rest of the album. Titles came at me as much from the newspaper and the radio as from my imagination. There was a small headline among all the news, literally a reference to knife crime: 1987 was the year of the knife in Britain. I liked that maxim. I, however, reinterpreted it as the dagger to the heart—the king was dead, and love was the knife. Add the beat from Tom Petty’s “American Girl” and we had another song for the album, “Year of the Knife.” Also floating around was the sorrowful and stark “Standing on the Corner of the Third World,” a comparison between the poverty within and the heartbreaking poverty out in the real world. My daily thirty-minute walk to therapy was always a great way to play songs back in my mind; lyrics would come, new sections would coalesce. And when I returned home, fresh with insights and a heartful of sorrow, I had further ammunition to play with.

I was also becoming more aware of politics having virtually grown up with (politician granny) Margaret Thatcher: those dark, gray days of war against the unions in her attempt to establish a free market economy and get Britain working again. But during therapy, while I was focused within, I began to pick apart the social fabric I found myself woven into, the knitted hierarchy of a Capricornian country called England. A book that influenced me was on the history of the working class in Britain, the history of the common man, how they as peasants had been forced from the fields to work in factories during the industrial revolution. Materialism treating working people like cogs in a machine. The injustice riled me. I needed to know more, so I read a simple book called Marxism for Dummies. My response might have been that of a dummy, but I was becoming mad at those who owned the means of production, mad at the oppressors, and once more identifying with the victim narrative. I knew I was working class, I just didn’t know how I’d got there. Time to sing about it. Time to keep the red flag flying here. Well, at least until Tony Blair and the whole Iraq fiasco made me leave Britain’s Labour Party for good.

There was a piece of graffiti opposite our house on England’s Lane, spray-painted badly on a fence. It read “I LOVE A SUNFLOWER.” No idea what it meant, but it obviously made some kind of sense to its author. And it stuck with me having to see it every day when I left the house for therapy or Maria’s coffee shop across the road. In one sense it was a symbol of the degraded urban environment, in another it was a source of inspiration, a question. Around the same time, I was driving from Bath to London on the M4 highway, listening to Radio Four, an English talk radio station. On that day was a program about a gardener called Mr. England who was going around the British countryside copyrighting traditional songs. One such song was called “The Seeds of Love.” It sounded too good to be true. I thought to myself, “Mr England Sowing the Seeds of Love.” Sounds like a Beatles song.

“I am the Walrus,” in my opinion, is one of the best pop songs ever written. I love so much of the Beatles’ later work, but that song came from a left field that was so far left it is hard to imagine the mindset of the person who wrote it (John Lennon). Or what drugs he’d been on (LSD). But anyway, I put its rhythm in my drum machine. And then once again I was off, singing through the mic, using a fake Wurlitzer piano, getting carried away with the music, sounding like Bob Dylan and his protest songs, not like the Beatles at all. I guess I’d caught a sniff of the second summer of love that was fast approaching, people growing their hair, raves, Ecstasy, and the Madchester scene. In fact, they were years away, but they did not arrive out of the blue. You could feel a change in the air. It was during this time that I put together the many sections of “Sowing the Seeds of Love,” even getting in that line of graffiti as a lyric. I was pleased. Pleased enough to sing it to Chris Hughes and Curt when they popped in. It was while I was singing this song that, when I got to what I thought was the chorus, Curt started automatically singing the melody that we all now know as the chorus. Where the hell did that come from? The great clouds of Neptune? It was perfect.

And Chris turned out to do a quite incredible Ringo impersonation (remember, he was one of Adam & the Ants’ drummers). He knew all the fills. We ended up in London’s Townhouse Studios with the brilliant Dave Bascombe engineering, Ian Stanley playing Hammond organ, Curt on bass, and me on Wurlitzer piano and vocals, all attempting to play the song live with no click track (metronome) to keep us in time. It took about a day, but when Dave Bascombe edited the best takes together, he found it was impossible due to the shifting tempos. I was not best pleased. The next day we knew we had to play the song to click track. We discussed the tempo we wanted, and how the song that was the track’s inspiration had shifting speeds. I programmed the click to the exact tempo of “I am the Walrus,” starting off at 84.5 beats per minute and eventually ending up at 88.5 beats per minute. With this template in place and its rise and fall in tempo, we had it by the following evening. And it was ultimately editable: The raspy lead vocal that you hear was taken from the live backing track because it was never bettered. Chris’s drums were immense and so Ringo. Curt had channeled his inner McCartney.

Another song that came to me around the same time was the delectable “Woman in Chains.” The pair of songs were like two different sides of a coin, male and female, beautiful counterparts to each other. Therapy had allowed me to access the emotions needed to write that song. My sadness for my mother, my inability to step in and save her when she was suffering from my father’s abuse. My awareness that she’d felt like a trapped bird, a bird in a cage. So free her. By this time, my mother had moved to Australia to be reunited with her first son, Stephen, and to become grandmother to his kids. I had not spoken to her for years. When she eventually saw the video for “Woman in Chains,” with its exotic dancer and aggressive partner, she knew exactly who it was about, and she was in tears. It’s sad that sometimes the only way we can communicate with our parents is through the power of music or the power of prose. But it is a gift if we can.

This was a song extremely close to my heart, easy to arrange on the Fairlight with its Peter Gabriel–like hypnotic flutes. It didn’t take long. But it was during the recording of that song, still without a female vocal and in Gabriel’s own Real World Studios, that Chris and I hit an ugly impasse. He was obsessed with a small guitar part and was once again intellectualizing something that I felt should have been instinctive. He was telling me to play it like Fleetwood Mac or Joe Walsh, whatever that meant. He kept talking, talking, talking, theorizing, theorizing. I became more and more frustrated. Things were getting heated—at least in my body and mind. To me, this man did not know a thing about this track. It was the closest I ever came to violence in the studio. I had a choice to hit him over the head with the guitar or walk out. I wisely chose the latter. And that was that. No more Chris. Curt came running out to talk to me, and I knew at that moment that the only way we were going to get this record finished was if we produced it ourselves. Perish the thought.

The sessions had stopped dead. There was panic in the record company. I took a call from Dave Bates and I told him that he and I needed to talk to each other now that there was no producer as go-between. And he listened. There had been much discussion about “Woman in Chains” being a natural male-female duet. And, I had written it that way. Talk from the record company (Dave Bates) and producer (Chris Hughes) was of Whitney Houston singing the female part. Imagine. Admittedly, that would have been the wise thing to do from a commercial standpoint, but Curt and I did not think that way. We were following the law of opposites (Uranus). I thought of the amazing singer we had witnessed in Kansas, and Curt agreed. Oleta Adams was the one to sing this song. And so, in November 1987, Curt and I got on a plane.

[image: The author standing close to Oleta.]

The beautiful Oleta Adams.
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By this point, Oleta was no longer with her band, no longer with her audience. She seemed a lonely figure playing solo in a different hotel with only a handful of people watching her. But we listened again and were still amazed at her voice. Thanks to management and our record company, she knew we were coming, but there was a defensiveness on her part that was understandable. Who were these two young white British guys who had topped the charts? And what did they want with her? Oleta is a proud woman, and she was making a good living doing what she was doing. She didn’t need any outside interference. But we needed her.

We met again at her house in Kansas and stood around the piano, swapping stories and songs. She was and still is such a bright light. We played her a little of what I thought she might sing. Again, slightly wary, she saw that we meant well and simply loved her voice. We talked about recording “Woman in Chains” in London and then recording some live tracks with world-class musicians, musicians that we were yet to assemble. She was amenable, and so at the beginning of 1988 a band was assembled in Townhouse Studios with Dave Bascombe engineering and coproducing along with Tears For Fears. On drums we had, from Peter Gabriel’s band, Manu Katché. On bass, the incredible Pino Palladino. Hammond organ, a keyboard player named Simon Clark, formerly of Be-Bop Deluxe and famous for playing the lead synth at the end of David Bowie’s “Ashes to Ashes.” There was New York’s finest, Carol Steele, on percussion, myself playing keyboard and singing live, and Oleta playing grand piano and also singing live. And having given up the bass momentarily, producer Curt was in the studio listening to it all with his good ears alongside Dave Bascombe with his bat ears.

I had updated “Badman’s Song” to be a duet as well, taken away the discordant jazz chords, and introduced some gospel. Oleta joined me on that song too. During those sessions it was clear that whatever had been holding us back had vanished. There was no longer any confusion. We were in full flow mode. It was as if Oleta’s inclusion on our new album was meant to be.

I will admit I was looking for perfection in dealing with the live band, regardless of how incredible they all were. And I did make them play “Badman’s Song” many times over many days. In fact, they got a little bored and started jamming. Luckily, we got it all on tape, and eventually edited everything together into the new arrangement.

This was the real beginning of The Seeds of Love. Dave Bates would pop in and appear very happy with what we were doing. He had reservations, he would later tell me, but he felt that being positive was the best approach. Cheers, Dave. Curt had been renting in London at this time, leaving his big house and its occupants to party on their own. There was trouble brewing between him and his wife, Lynne, trouble I was only vaguely aware of. Admittedly, the editing of the live stuff was time-consuming, and Curt was locked away with us. We were all back in the top room of England’s Lane with two huge digital tape machines in the hall downstairs, cables trailing up. Editing and bouncing was laborious, and Curt was not into the technical stuff, but we all knew we had captured something truly inspired.

It was when I was alone in that big room on a weekend that the phone rang. It was Curt, and he seemed upset. He told me that he and Lynne were divorcing. This was clearly a big deal for him, although to be honest I wasn’t shocked. I was just not a good ear back then, self-reflective though I was. I was not someone who, despite all the therapy, could empathize with him. I was too self-absorbed, too focused on the album and only that. Our life paths were moving in different directions, and Curt, so much more than me, had suffered from being a pop star, from the pitfalls of being famous and suddenly having money. He, a lot more than me, was aware that the great pop machine that sucked you in would eventually spit you out. He felt raw and hurt. And I added to his pain.

The next I knew he was in New York staying with the friends who could help him during that difficult patch. It was at some party that he locked eyes with a publicist named Frances. I’m sure that at that very point they both knew they were destined to be together. And knowing them now, I can fully understand why. I think in Frances he found someone who not only understood him emotionally but could protect him from the music industry and from himself—something that I, at that point in time, could not do. Our diverging life paths were becoming more apparent. We were the Sun and the Moon just like the Seeds of Love album cover suggested. Except, and as the creator had originally intended, it was the other way round. Curt would be the Moon, and have his life defined by family. He would go on to have two daughters and become the caring father he never had. And that in itself is enough.
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Chapter 12

What’s in a Name?

If Curt’s jet-set lifestyle got in the way of recording The Seeds of Love, I certainly was not conscious of it. He made absolutely sure that whenever he flew to New York to see Frances, Dave Bascombe and I were involved in something complicated and technical. He would joke about leaving and coming back to find us still involved in the same process, hunched over the same problem, scratching our heads. He was right. Issues that can be solved, or things that can be created in mere days or hours now, took weeks in the late eighties, when we made The Seeds of Love. Even editing the magnificent Phil Collins, who kindly played drums on “Woman in Chains,” proved time-consuming, simply because Phil would not play a Phil Collins–type fill. Or if he did it was half-hearted. We really had to hack that one together. But his drumming was still phenomenal, as was the recording by Hugh Padgham in Townhouse Studios’ stone room.

No, the thing that threatened our relationship during this time was not Curt’s absence but the allure of life in New York. He felt a sense of freedom there, of belonging, an opportunity for a new life and a new set of values. Another thing was at that point in time I found it very hard to write for Curt’s singing voice. I was singing almost every day, and my voice was changing along with my songwriting. Both were developing in step. And we were up against a world-class vocalist in Oleta. A lot is made of The Seeds of Love being my baby, that I was being megalomaniacal during the making of that album. That’s not for me to say. I would say that Curt was there for every decision, every overdub, every mix, every turn of the knob and push of the fader. And that, with Dave Bascombe engineering and coproducing, he and I made a very good team. Along with Bascombe, Curt and I were nominated for a Grammy for our work on The Seeds of Love. As producers.

We were not concerned about money or time. I was in Primal Therapy. I had no desire to get back on the treadmill of touring and promoting. Confronted with a smorgasbord of world-class musicians we indulged ourselves. Some might say we overate. Loving the trumpet playing of John Hassell on David Byrne and Brian Eno’s My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, we flew John in and had him play on the song “Standing on the Corner of the Third World.” Magical. The band Was (Not Was) played a show in London, so we had their guitarist, Randy Jacobs, come in and play on “Year of the Knife.” Just as Curt had given up the bass for Pino Palladino, I would often give up the guitar to better players like Robbie McIntosh, who played the slide and lead on “Badman’s Song.” Superb. Not happy with our drum sound on Manu Katché’s take of “Year of the Knife,” we got in another super drummer, Simon Phillips. It was easy. But we were so self-conscious because of producing ourselves. This led to an overindulgence and perhaps an overproduction on some of the numbers. An overanalysis too. One of the problems was that we’d inherited a kind of bloatedness from the early Chris Hughes sessions, arrangements that were possibly too long. And we didn’t change them or shorten them. The time spent in London recording studios was costly. We eventually spent over a million pounds on The Seeds of Love album, the most expensive album in the world at that point in time. But a lot of it was incredibly special and we knew it.

Another example of paranoia and indecision came from the record company during the mixing process. We were all convinced that the title track should be the first single. At the end of 1988 we mixed “Sowing the Seeds of Love” in Mayfair Studios. We took it home to ruminate; that mix was called the “overnight mix.” We listened and came in the next morning to simply turn down Curt’s backing vocals a little. It sounded perfect, we all agreed. That mix was rejected by Dave Bates. So, we spent another six months, on and off, remixing the track at our expense. We had the best mixer in the world, Bob Clearmountain, mix the track, and I would not even let him put it to tape because it was that far off. I am in fact the only person who has ever done that to Bob Clearmountain. The song just did not sound as we had hoped it would. It did not sound seventies enough, Beatles enough. Fast-forward to Dave Bates picking the mixes for the album. He’d come across the overnight mix for “Sowing the Seeds of Love” and suddenly swore by it. It was this mix that got to number two in the United States. Ho-hum.

I will say this about Bob Clearmountain, though. He also mixed “Woman in Chains.” All we said to him was “Avalon” in reference to the incredible-sounding album he had mixed for Roxy Music, then left him to his own devices. And I was blown away by “Woman in Chains.” I couldn’t fault it. Dave Bascombe could, however, and without Tears For Fears in the room, Bascombe worked on the drum sounds with Bob until he was finally satisfied. Nice to see Dave pull his hair out for once given how calm he normally is.

This wasn’t the first time I had worked with Bob Clearmountain. Some years prior, post–Big Chair, we rerecorded “Mothers Talk” specifically for the US market. The end product was far more robust and punchier than the original, which we’d struggled with as we made the transition to a more guitar-based sound. It was decided that Clearmountain, famous for Bowie’s Let’s Dance and Springsteen’s Born in the USA, was the man to mix it, in New York City in the height of the East Coast winter. Bob was set to start his session at ten, and so I trundled along, jet-lagged and bundled up for the snow and the freezing wind. When I announced myself to the receptionist and told him that I was joining Bob for a session, he looked down at his register and up at me. “No, ten tonight,” he said. What the hell? So at three in the morning UK time, I finally met Bob and listened to what he was doing. Unfortunately, we had not cleaned up the tapes (taken out everything that was not needed), so Bob had all the individual tracks playing without the appropriate cuts. It was a mess, with the needle of the desk’s inbuilt compressor hitting levels I’d never seen before. Bob also worked at an extremely quiet level. I was struggling to hear things. In my exhausted state I told Bob what was supposed to be used and what was supposed to be cut. This took a while. The whole thing sounded awful to me, and I was in a sour mood when I went into the US record company the following day to essentially put the kibosh on the mix. The record executive had other ideas, however. We listened to it loud and proud. And it sounded absolutely magnificent, with every element having its own unique place. Bob clearly knew what he was doing, and I did not.

By the middle of 1989 we were pretty much done. The album title was suggested by the cheeky marketing guy in the record company, the shortening of Sowing the Seeds of Love to something snappier. We liked it. He also asked me why I was growing my hair and commented that I looked like a hippie. I guess it was too far from my look in the eighties? It’s a sad day when the record company decides your hairstyle. The superb album cover was designed by David Scheinmann. We talked to him about astrology, about the Sun and the Moon, about the Spanish painter Joan Miró, about sunflowers. And the rest was up to him. He set up the photo session and had two suits made for us to wear representing the Sun with all its golden glory and the Moon with its dark reflection. We also knew who would make the video for “Sowing the Seeds of Love”: Jim Blashfield of Paul Simon’s “Boy in the Bubble” fame. It was all going swimmingly well. We chose a running order, careful not to put the title track first and confuse people with its Beatles sound. Instead, we went for the Oleta tracks, “Woman” and “Badman’s,” to confuse listeners, but in a different way. We then went off to New York to have one of the best cutting engineers, Bob Ludwig, cut the record for vinyl. It was just before the cut, in the lobby of the Parker Meridien hotel, that Dave Bates wanted the running order changed, to make the album allegedly more commercial. Perhaps this was where I got a little megalomaniacal. Over my dead body. The invisible fire-breathing dragon rose up behind me, and I absolutely stood my ground.

It was during a Saturn (boundaries) Neptune (dissolving of boundaries) conjunction on November 9, 1989, that the Berlin Wall came down. The end of the Berlin Wall was a monumental event for the Western world, the death knell of communism. We were rehearsing for our tour at Peter Gabriel’s Real World Studios, a tour that was due to start in 1990. It was a big band, almost a show band: Jim Copley on drums, one of the few British drummers who could play “Badman’s Song”; Neil Taylor on guitar; Oleta on piano and vocals; Carol Steele on percussion; Andy Davies of the Korgis on keyboards; Adele Bertei and Biti Strauchn on backing vocals; and Will Gregory of Goldfrapp fame on keyboards and saxophone. During a break Will went across to Berlin to fetch a piece of the wall and brought it back to show us. The little jagged piece of rock was history in the making.

Once on the road, both victims to our ninth houses, Curt and I soon split into two camps. There was the BBC (Bad Boys’ Club) of Curt, Jim, and Neil, sitting at the back of the bus, and there were the grown-ups—Oleta, Carol, and me, sitting in the front. It did not make for a convivial atmosphere. When you’re in a duo it’s very important to remain close. It’s better for the band. The moment one of the duo shows autonomy you are doomed. And this was happening more and more on both our parts. Instead of me seeing it and doing something about it, I ignored the problem and concentrated on myself and what I was doing. I was enjoying my newfound freedom of playing and singing songs without a recorded track, enjoying the offerings of America, the big cities, the malls, the weather. In one sense a load had been taken off me with Oleta being there. She was a talisman for me, a rich source of inspiration.

The Seeds of Love tour was in two legs. I remember sitting at home after the first three months, once again in the top room of England’s Lane, and not wanting to go out on tour again. There was pressure from our manager, Paul King. There was pressure from our drummer, Jim Copley, who said he needed the money. What I didn’t realize was that our manager also needed the money. I’d never liked Paul King. There was a joke that suggested Paul King managed Curt and Curt managed Tears For Fears. It was true. Certainly, I could not speak to Paul King. I did not respect him, didn’t like the way he seemed to take life and our careers so frivolously. There were no walls for Paul, no closed doors, just wheels that needed greasing. Everything would work out for the best, surely? But Paul King wasn’t just a manager, he was also a promoter. Turns out he’d taken a huge punt on an outdoor Genesis show, which ended up losing money. I had no idea what financial trouble he was in. That wasn’t our problem, but it didn’t help that we had taken so long to finish the Seeds of Love album.

During the second leg of the tour, I was sunning myself by a very elaborate pool in North Carolina or somewhere similar. A waiter came across and told me there was a phone call for me. A phone call? At the swimming pool? For me? It was Tears For Fears’ UK lawyer, Paul Woolf from Woolf Seddon. Why was he calling me? He told me things that were hard to believe, unsettling, to say the least. He said that Paul King had gone bankrupt and that to make sure he could continue to do business, King had taken all the profits from our tour and put them into his own account. Had he gone bankrupt with debts of over a million he would have been barred from business. The money he stole from us saved him from that fate. This was obviously a bolt from the blue. I was mortified. The lawyer also said that we had options to sue Paul King, but that would be down to us and dependent on how we felt about him. Well, just imagine. It seemed obvious to me. It wasn’t just the money, it was the sheer incompetence. Of course I wanted to go after him. Of course I did not want him to manage me ever again. I was sure Curt would feel the same way. (We were both twenty-eight when this occurred. Remember that number.)

Alas, I was entirely wrong. Not only could Curt forgive Paul King’s indiscretions and illegalities, but he also chose to get another lawyer in the UK because he didn’t like what our lawyer was saying. To put it mildly, I didn’t get it. So, there we were with different lawyers, both competing against each other. And once there were two lawyers there would only be one conclusion. Divorce. There was a meeting in LA at the Sunset Marquis with Curt, Paul King, and me. I’m not sure where the hard-ass in me went, or the megalomaniac, but I told Paul in the meekest way that I could not have him as a manager anymore. And I never gave a strong reason even though it was blatantly obvious. And let me say this about Paul King . . . following his bankruptcy he made some shady deals. He tried selling a cure for hangovers and got convicted of fraud in 2004, then spent three and a half years in prison. Maybe I was a good judge of character, or perhaps his situation had made him so desperate he had no choice but to try and extricate money from unsuspecting people.

So, our tour trundled on with Curt and I at loggerheads, barely interacting onstage. There was talk of Curt doing a solo album which, although not threatening, was divisive. Toward the end of those dates I had made up my mind; I’m sure he had too. The concert at Knebworth was the last show we played together that century. It sounds good to me even to this day. The year was 1990. We were helicoptered in and helicoptered out, each separately and with our own destinations. I didn’t say goodbye to Curt, I just left as surreptitiously as I could. I was angry. I knew what was coming next.

Curt had opted for the biggest and baddest lawyer in London, a man named Tony Russell. But now my lawyer, Paul Woolf, a brilliant mind with an underlying aggression, had something to prove. It was a battle done slowly through paperwork and accounting. The record company, aware of the split, was keen to tie us down with solo deals, me signing in London and Curt signing in New York, where he now lived. And because of Paul King, we were horribly in debt. I had no desire or plans to carry on Tears For Fears. I was already working on names for a new band, confident about my creativity, the prospect of having children, safe in my marriage and in therapy, and excited for the future. And Curt was also keen to make a fresh start. But with the state of the finances being so bad, Dave Bates suggested to me that I take on the Tears For Fears name, for obvious reasons. The last conversation I ever had with Paul King was when he offered me the name so that I would take over the debt. The record company gave me a sweetener, in a sense made it worthwhile. And who was I to say no?


Saturn Returns . . .

Curt and I were experiencing our Saturn returns. The first ones. The first rings on the tree of wisdom. They happen to each and every one of us around the age of twenty-eight, twenty-nine; the second comes around the age of fifty-seven or double the initial figure. And what does Saturn reward? Consistency. Hard work. Saturn wants you to be independent, to grow up. What seemed like Curt throwing away a career felt like a gain to me. Although Curt had gained personally in innumerable ways. He stopped drinking and started running consistently. Born on a Saturday, in many ways Saturn has defined Curt’s life. Did I think of him at the time? No. I was utterly Roland-centric, brimming with confidence and eager for the next chapter. I was almost twenty-nine, the same number as the degree of my Sun in Leo. Time to become myself. Time to feel the full heat of the Sun. And yet the second Saturn return for the two of us was wholly different. Having been following a musical path for decades, we were rewarded with the experience of making and promoting The Tipping Point. The Saturnian bump in the road that can occur during the first Saturn return had smoothed itself out into a clear way forward.
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Chapter 13

Achtung Baby

Sometimes in life we meet the right people at the right time. Whether they are truly right is a matter for debate, but certain people become so important and influential that they prove to be crucial for one’s development, for one’s process of becoming. It could be coincidence, synchronicity, or destiny. Take your pick; they’re all the same thing. In astrology we associate the planet Pluto, more than any other, with hidden power, the power behind the throne. In myth, Pluto was god of the underworld. When he came up from that subterranean world he wore a helmet that made him invisible. And that’s the point: If you can see the power, that’s not where the power is. I realize that astronomers have now relegated Pluto to non-planet status. And this is perfect for him. He does not want to be seen and he does not want to be named. He wants to do all his work behind the scenes. There are people in life who work quietly in the background, pulling strings, seldom applauded but with a great and subtle influence. This chapter is about two such people. Oh, and a baby or two.

In 1989, I was on holiday with Caroline on the west coast of Mexico. It was roughly in the same time zone as Portland, a city where Curt and I were due to film the “Sowing the Seeds of Love” video with Jim Blashfield. I was getting over jet lag, sunning myself, and doing a little jogging. I guess that despite my longish hair I was still recognizable from the success of Big Chair. The hotel was teeming with Americans, no surprise there. Caroline and I spent a lot of time by the pool and soon began chatting with everyone. A couple that were incredibly relaxed and talkative were Debra and David Baum, a married couple from LA. David, a little older than me, was working in radio; Debra, around my age, was a newish manager who had nurtured Paula Abdul, the American dancer-singer. Along with two other couples who were also on vacation, we formed a unit and would end up eating together and hanging out with more margaritas than I care to remember. Once the Seeds of Love tour started, Debra and David kept in touch with me. They would fly out to a show in the later stages of the tour and could see the terrible divide between Curt and me. They would witness the two camps, and the stilted, passive-aggressive atmosphere. They were aware of how Paul King had taken our money. They were my champions, I think that’s fair to say. Debra had a reach and a political awareness of the US music industry. She was to become a kingmaker, the power behind the throne.

Another person who played a vital role in my life at this point was a Bristolian musician named Alan Griffiths. He was in a band called Apartment around the same time I was in Graduate. Alan was lead singer and guitarist and had clearly listened to a lot of Tom Verlaine and the band Television. Apartment was Bristol-cool and Graduate was Bath-uncool. One night we found ourselves playing on the same bill in Tiffany’s, one of Bath’s few hot spots for budding musicians. We chatted, and despite Alan looking a little like Sid Vicious with a quiff, he proved to be friendly and earnest. Alan was keen to make connections with other musicians. Perhaps he saw in me someone else who was keen to master the music monster.

Fast-forward to 1985, Dave Bates had signed Alan’s new band, the Escape, to Phonogram. Tears For Fears was playing live on a program in Newcastle called The Tube, which featured Paula Yates (RIP) and Jools Holland as presenters. That night, the video for the newly signed the Escape was also playing. This brought my attention to Alan once more. Suddenly on our label. Because of his guitar skills, Alan also did session work for another Phonogram band, Vitamin Z, and even played on TV appearances with the outstanding Talk Talk. The Escape then supported Tears For Fears on the road. By that time they also included a keyboard player, a certain Nicky Holland.

In 1985, on our tour for Songs from the Big Chair, we were very privileged to have Andy Sanders of Bristol’s brilliant Electric Guitars as second guitarist. At least for the first half. Unfortunately, Andy said the wrong thing to our manager, Paul King (it must have been the truth). And Paul decided we needed to sack him. It was suggested that in his place we use Alan Griffiths. Alan was also our keyboard player Nicky Holland’s boyfriend, and they would share a room on tour. Though I don’t think economy was behind the move. I liked Andy; he was chipper and witty, sadly no longer with us. But Alan had an intensity about him that I had never truly felt from a musician before. He had the swagger of a rock god, and you truly felt his power when you were onstage with him. What I didn’t know was that Alan’s father had died young and unexpectedly in Alan’s arms. His last words to Alan were “Look after your mom.” It was a curse that Alan would live out until his dying day.

Alan was due to join us for the second leg on the island of Maui. The hotel was the beautiful Kapalua Bay. We were stationed there along with the crew for a holiday before jetting off to Japan. I spent time with Alan on my room’s balcony, teaching him the guitar parts as we overlooked the busy pool and lush grounds. In the background the muted TV was showing pictures of Phil Collins, who had just flown from London to perform in Philadelphia for Live Aid USA. Learning those parts came easy to Alan. He’d done his homework and was ready to join the tour. His first show was to be in Japan. There would be no opening act.

We went on at 6 p.m., when the curtain separating us from the audience opened to reveal a sea of Japanese faces. There were thousands of girls screaming at us. And because they could not pronounce our names, I was Loran-san and Curt Cato-san. It was as surreal as I’d ever experienced but for some reason it completely relaxed me.

When it came time for Alan’s solo, I turned round to watch him as he played something entirely different from what was on the record, from what he’d learned. It was brilliant and totally unique. All the time he held an intense glare, leaning into his guitar and playing as though his life depended on it. Despite being a lead singer, Alan’s true strength lay in the ability to be an intense and natural supporting partner, and like Debra Baum, he would eventually and silently urge me on to be the one in the limelight.

After the Seeds of Love tour, Debra Baum was keen to manage me. We had, still have, great communication. Not once did she question my marketability as the new TFF. We got on very well in that Leo-Sagittarius way. (See Mick Jagger and Keith Richards.) I also got on very well with (Aries) Alan Griffiths. His birthday was two days after Caroline’s. Debra, Al, and I were a trio of fire signs who completely clicked. My lawyer was still the aggressive Paul Woolf. In many ways Debra had to get past him if she wanted to manage me. She met with Paul, and he essentially put a legal straitjacket on Debra, creating guardrails in the post–Paul King world. This, however, did not deter her. She became my manager and formed a management company called Whirlwind. What’s in a name?

Alan, since the demise of the Escape and the end of his time with Tears For Fears, had been in a duo called the White Hotel. We had kept in touch, and he would often play me what they were up to. I had always encouraged him and his music. After the White Hotel ended, he approached me and asked whether we might try and write some songs together. I was a little perturbed because I was used to sealing myself off and writing alone. At least the initial ideas. But a little later Alan brought around a keyboard, a computer, and a guitar. We were now on the lower floor of England’s Lane, my former studio having been turned into a plush, double-height living room. After a few hours I realized, and this is a metaphor, that Alan had musical Tourette’s like me. Or perhaps I developed it through working with him. Idea after idea spun from his hands, whether it was a rhythm, a keyboard part, it didn’t matter. A lot were like sketches and some were far more. One thing I’d always struggled with was standing before a blank canvas and making that first mark. I would never call myself a fire starter or spontaneous when faced with a void. I would always wait for the ether to start talking to me, and that would take time and a certain state of mind. But here was Al—or Big Al, as he came to be known—unhindered by thought or expectation.

[image: Alan with a mustache and goatee.]

Big Al. (© Pam Springsteen)



In the studio, we would record everything to digital audiotape (or DAT), sometimes a thirty-minute jam, part after part, a verse here, a middle eight there, choruses, intros, tunes that I would listen to on the weekend and distill into four-minute songs. But before we could do anything new, Al had to help me with the extra tracks for Tears For Fears’ greatest hits album. When an artist signs to a label, they generally sign for three albums, with the company having the option to release a compilation or greatest hits following those three albums. It is usually a contract that runs for ten years. Following that period, the artist could be released. Companies realized then and now that artists have a shelf life, that the wind that blows them into fashion would scuttle them away as another trend took over. Such is the disposable life of a recording artist. So, for this compilation, I was encouraged to add something new to bolster the collection.

I had songs lying around: one called “Fish out of Water,” for instance. It was a rather derogatory song about Curt that I’d written while we were still recording the Seeds of Love album but felt appropriate now. Perhaps I had been more troubled by Curt’s decision not to do Primal Therapy than I admitted at the time. Another idea I had was a verse and bridge for a track that would become “Laid So Low,” with the chorus coming from a B-side, written by Dave Bascombe and me, called “Tears Roll Down.”

With “Fish out of Water,” Al and I worked as though we’d been together for years. He played piano, he came up with the chorus guitar part, we used the “Shout” drum sounds. It was simple. We were very self-contained. At one point Dave Bates and Chris Hughes came in to listen. Al and I were working on studio monitors but were also putting the track through a boom box to hear it in a way that everyone else might. This was how we played it to Dave and Chris. They suggested a key change and guitar solo. No problem for Al and me. But the US record company thought using a song that maligned Curt on a greatest hits record was a bad look. Of course they were right. It was a dumb idea fueled by resentment. It was without a doubt my attempt at writing some kind of John Lennon’s “How Do You Sleep?” But, as the great man said, we can only ever truly write about ourselves. You’re dreaming your life away . . .

We ended up with “Laid So Low (Tears Roll Down)” as the sole extra track for the greatest hits package plus a Hendrix-inspired B-side called “Lord of Karma.” Now we needed a producer. Tim Palmer was known for many things; One of them was Texas’ “I Don’t Want a Lover”; another, the recording and production of Bowie’s Tin Machine; and, of course, mixing Pearl Jam’s Ten. Bates knew Tim from his work with the House of Love, and it was universally agreed that Tim Palmer knew how to work with drums and guitars, showing no fear when it came to recording. And he proved a dream to work with: sensitive, witty and lively, and patient, a great engineer, and very much a musician. Back in the writing room, Al and I were moving full steam ahead. “Break It Down Again” was the first single that I had ever written as a distillation of a jam. The very first recording of the jam had all the parts and a whole bunch of vowel sounds, my musical Tourette’s, leading to the actual lyrics. I realize that the brain’s right hemisphere can throw these things up. But it’s the left hemisphere that must decode the meaning and turn this gobbledygook into words that make sense. Another song that came quickly was based on a slowed-down wah-wah guitar sample taken from “Lord of Karma.” Al added a percussive piano part that reminded me of the music at the beginning of each film at the cinema in the sixties (Pearl & Dean). This would become the basis of the title track “Elemental,” a song that remains a personal favorite of mine. During this time, there was a clear sense of starting over, of going back to basics, of economy. It was all in complete contrast to the bloatedness of The Seeds of Love. I was conscious of the money. And the time. My new situation with Al meant that the results were coming effortlessly and speedily.

In 1991, Caroline and I bought a big house in the countryside of England just north of Bath, specifically to raise children in and to build my own recording studio. Aware of the money that Curt and I had squandered during the Seeds of Love album, and realizing it had been unnecessary, I needed a professional recording studio that was essentially free. It was my assistant, Julian Lavender, also a Bath resident, who saw the details in an estate agent’s window for a house called the Old Rectory. It seemed too good to be true. So Julian Lavender, Al, and I went to see it. Though the house needed a lot of work and was joined to a neglected cottage, the outbuilding, a commercial photographer’s studio, was perfect for a recording studio. There were exposed stone walls and huge flagstones in one room, and in another, double-height ceilings with a wooden floor—that would make a perfect control room. I brought Caroline down to see the house knowing that it would be perfect for her too; the backyard was like the South of France leading on to a small river. She had a smile on her face that spoke volumes. It was a house that in many ways suited Caroline more than me.

We were looking to remodel the studio economically. On the Seeds of Love tour, we were very lucky to have an electronics engineer named Al Smart, who was also a very good friend of Julian Lavender’s. Al Smart knew a thing or two about recording studios. Mine was designed at relatively little cost. I bought an SSL mixing desk from Paul McCartney. Fully automated, and with a huge computer caged silently at the back of the room, it would become the hub of our recording. The soundproofing went up, and glass doors to cut out standing waves were installed between the control room and the stone recording room. Glass doors were also installed looking out on the gravel courtyard. A dead room for vocals or drums was built into the back of the recording room. There was air-conditioning, an office, and a garage for storing tapes. It was in so many ways a dream and yet surrounded by competence and goodwill, it all seemed to flow freely, as though it was meant to be. That year Neptune’s Kitchen, a name taken from a fish and chips shop, was born.

In the large control room, Al and I set up two workstations on either side of the room with keyboards and computers that were linked to each other. If Al pressed play, not only was the music recorded onto DAT, but the midi (pure, soundless notes from the electronic keyboards) was caught on computer. If we liked something entirely ad-libbed, we could immediately access the notes and change sound if we so desired or edit them. We also had dueling guitar setups, and a microphone for me that we could hear through the large studio speakers. Not only was Al a consummate musician, but he was also a tech head. There were new keyboards and rack-mounted synthesizers and samplers for us to experiment with. In many ways this became a grown-up version of Fourwoods from my teens and early twenties, and a bigger, better version of my studio in England’s Lane. And we continued our work, arranging further the music we wrote together at England’s Lane. But at least Al could go home every night to Bristol to check on his mom. Being back in the West Country suited Julian Lavender, Al, and me: the space, the peace, and the tranquility.

In 1991, when Caroline became pregnant with our first child, we were still living in London. We’d chosen a natural childbirth clinic in Hendon to monitor the pregnancy. We also intended to use the facility for the birth, careful in a Janovian way to not impart any birth trauma on the child, or as little as we could control.

Months later, Caroline was bursting at the seams. We were hanging around in England’s Lane, way past her due date, waiting for the arrival of a baby boy. Days had passed, dark, cold days, with us both getting very frustrated. When we could not stand it any longer, we decided that we should head back to the West Country, to our new home, the Old Rectory. It was Sunday, November 17, 1991. That night, I put some food together and lit a fire. Believe it or not, we watched Look Who’s Talking Too, a dumb comedy about babies. At 6 a.m. the following day, Caroline was up unnaturally early. She walked from the bathroom into the bedroom. “I think my waters have broken,” she said. Panic? What panic?

Luckily by then I had learned to drive, and on the busy streets of north London, no less. But instead of heading to a nearby hospital we headed straight up the M4 to the natural childbirth clinic in Hendon, north London. On a Monday morning. With Caroline on the back seat having contractions, we hit traffic, not once but many times, especially when we got to the nation’s capital. At one point I drove off the road and onto the hard shoulder. There were drivers flipping me off as I wove between lanes. It was a dangerous, stressful thing to do. Not something I recommend. It must have been near eleven by the time we arrived.

The nurses were not pleased. “Why didn’t you call and warn us?” And there were to be no drugs and no epidural, a water birth if you required it. I’m sure that many fathers would attest to this, but Caroline was animalistic. And I was pretty useless. She was in and out of the bath, constantly attended to by one of the nurses, and experiencing a pain that only mothers know. But at twelve minutes past three in the afternoon, Raoul was born, one ounce under ten pounds, his head egg-shaped because of the birth process. I quickly and mentally designed haircuts for Raoul, not knowing that his head would go back to normal. I thought of what hat he might wear. The doctor, a leading light in the world of natural childbirth, came in the room and saw Raoul lying there. He looked shocked. “Did anyone tell you he was going to be this big?” he asked. I could have said something.

It was November 18, 1991. On that day, an envoy for the Archbishop of Canterbury named Terry Waite was finally released from captivity after being held hostage for 1,763 days. He’d been taken hostage in Lebanon while trying to secure the release of other hostages. It was a huge relief for the whole country, and the relief for us was echoed by the birth of our son. Also on that day, a band named U2 released an album called Achtung Baby.

Once the greatest hits album was released, as the one who’d inherited the name, it was up to me to promote it. Which I did, flitting around the world with (whirlwind) Debra Baum as manager, Caroline, and a six-month-old Raoul, who was on the large side as a baby. Kinda sumo. One morning, we were having breakfast outdoors at LA’s Sunset Marquis with Raoul lying in his stroller. The side doors opened and out came Bono in his Fly shades, holding one of his young daughters in his arms. Achtung Baby had been flying high in the charts all around the world. It is certainly my favorite U2 album and one of my favorite albums of all time. Bono saw me and headed over, then upon seeing Raoul, asked in his southern Irish brogue, “Is that yours?” And he meant it. With Caroline and I (at the time) being rather svelte, it might have looked like we were babysitting. A lot is said about Bono, but you cannot deny his generosity. He invited Caroline and me to U2’s show that night and even arranged a room backstage for Raoul and the babysitter. It was an incredible show to say the least. The man knew how to perform, and he knew a thing or two about babies as well. Talking of which, as I write this, aged sixty-three and with the rain pouring down on LA, I am expecting another baby. A baby girl named Eula, due to be born in June this year (2025). More on that later.
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Chapter 14

Elemental

In decorating Neptune’s Kitchen, as much as any recording studio is decorated, we chose the colors of the sea. A light green material masked the soundproofing and the baffles, and the copper handles were patinaed to make them look weathered. On top of the building sat a weathervane, a weathered copper sculpture of a whale. A sperm whale and not a killer whale as in the song “Fish out of Water.” With our separate setups, which included multiple keyboards and guitars, Alan Griffiths and I were hardly ever stuck for a musical idea. We fed each other’s creativity in a way I had never known before. And we had different musical characters. While I could be sharp and angular, Al could be distant and ethereal (Floaty Al, we would also call him). The combination can be heard on the track “Elemental,” with Al’s high, echoey guitar and my single-coil bursts of a riff, both on the chorus: These days it’s all in the mind, it’s Elemental.

Ad-libbed solos were all captured by computer and were easily editable. The crazy synthesizer lead on “Mr. Pessimist,” and the jazz piano solo at the end of that track were all edited one-offs. The jazz guitar solo on “Brian Wilson Said” was completely ad-libbed along with Al’s piano, all recorded at the same time. There was only one song on that album that I wrote on my own and in an orthodox manner. That track is called “Cold.” Like “Badman’s Song,” “Cold” was inspired by another spate of criticism. I remember the moment in Europe during the Seeds of Love tour. Many performers get a little frustrated with photographers. Although it’s certainly nothing unexpected, it makes it difficult to concentrate while those long lenses are pointed at you. Nowadays there’s an unwritten rule that allows photographers to take pictures during the first three songs only. From the orchestra pit, a woman kept shooting throughout the whole show. I found it intrusive, and I turned my back many times to make it difficult for her to get a good shot. It became a game. She could see I was making her job difficult.

That night she found out what hotel and room I was staying in and slipped a piece of paper under the door. It read, “For someone who writes such warm songs you can be so cold.” And it stayed with me because I had to question whether it was true. With all the Capricorn in my birth chart, perhaps it was. But I had so much fun with the lyric: Cold, no heat on the horizon, guess I’m cold, and Capricorn is rising, yes I’m cold. I’m not actually Capricorn rising, but Gemini rising does not have the same ring or the same meaning. I even got in a dig at our old manager: King got caught with his fingers in the till, where’s your calculator? Will you leave it in your will? Revenge is a dish best served musically.

It was not long before Al and I had enough material for an album, material that was well arranged and strongly suggested the end product. Tim Palmer was an obvious choice to produce us. We all got on well, like old friends. Tim brought with him an excellent engineer named Mark O’Donoughue. And we were off. Not so much a nine-to-five job but more of an eleven-to-seven, five days a week. And if there was an impasse, we would take a table tennis break: healthy, playful competition that would alleviate the stress of recording. We even formed a league to keep tabs on the scores. Tim with his albatross wingspan was a tricky man to beat. And Caroline would often cook for us all at the end of the day. She prepared sumptuous meals in the Old Rectory kitchen. She would occasionally have to pop upstairs to breastfeed Raoul, and when she was done for the evening, I would often go up to get him to sleep with a nursery rhyme and a bout of gentle rocking. It was a healthy, family environment.

These songs were no longer about Primal Scream or politics, or about my childhood and adolescent experiences. So many of them had been written while Curt and I were getting financially divorced that there is an inevitable sense in that album of breaking things down and starting over. The song “Elemental” gives a strong clue: “Welcome to the free world,” I said, “Welcome to the me world” . . .

Of course I had to promote the album, and the inevitable question from journalists was about my no longer being with Curt and yet still retaining the name. I will admit I tried to make light of him, to almost write him out of the narrative, especially when it came to the Seeds of Love album. I was still bristling from our breakup, and there were times when I threw him under the bus. And there’s really no excuse for all of that, except the mild embarrassment of being asked difficult questions. I had to somehow justify being solo and retaining the Tears For Fears name.

Dave Bates was always welcome to pop down to hear what we were up to at Neptune’s Kitchen. He had a lot of respect for Alan, having signed him to Phonogram. He also had a lot of respect for Tim Palmer as a producer and mixer. Tim’s playful extroversion and ability to listen made for good communication skills and relations with the record company. I think Dave Bates was impressed by the level of creativity going on in my studio, the fact that there was never a problem that couldn’t be solved immediately and harmoniously. Everything was going so well. Until we delivered the album.

As mentioned, Debra Baum was my champion; she had my back and was ready to come out swinging for me at any point. I’m not sure whether Dave Bates had a particularly good relationship with my manager. With her being a strong American female, there was a tiny issue with communication and respect; the language might have been the same, but the philosophies were at odds. Debra was keen to move forward in an uninterrupted fashion and was conscious of the cash flow. And so was I. Dave had spent some time with the album and was worried about its commerciality. Though he couldn’t necessarily put his finger on it, the fact is that “Break It Down Again,” catchy song though it is, was not “Sowing the Seeds of Love” or “Everybody Wants to Rule the World.” Even I knew that. Although when played for fans live now, “Break It Down Again” is very much one of the big hitters. But after many listens, Dave wanted us to spend more time on the album. I had a choice. I was aware of Dave’s predilection for us spending money and wasting time, as had been displayed in six months spent mixing “Sowing the Seeds of Love.” Six months was the full time it had taken to record Elemental. And to be totally honest, I couldn’t afford it. In the end we decided to go with the album as it was. Come hell or high water. This was in many ways the final rebellion, or at least the penultimate one. We were taking control of my career, artistically and financially, rightly or wrongly. So much so we tried removing Bates from the project.
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Me, Big Al, and Tim Palmer in Neptune’s Kitchen.
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Now we needed a photo session and an album cover. The first thing Debra did was to send me to the hairdresser. My curls were soon gone, and in their place was a smooth, long-haired cut. Pam Springsteen, Bruce’s baby sister, was a friend of Debra’s and a talented photographer. Armed with her cameras, we headed to the desert just outside LA, where Pam took some remarkable images, one of which had me clutching some dead sunflowers, one that featured snow, and one that saw me with head bowed, hands in the pockets of my tan suede jacket. Alone. This powerful image would become the cover for Elemental.

Because of the Paul King debacle, I insisted that Debra make sure touring Elemental would be profitable. And she did. I looked at the spreadsheet she created, and began to breathe more easily.

But we needed a band. Al was an obvious choice for guitar. I met a drummer in LA called Brian MacLeod. He was a solid and musical timekeeper, peaceable, relaxed, who told me how both his parents had died tragically. I felt for the guy. With that as a backdrop, it was extremely difficult to form a healthy mental base from which to move forward. It left a deep mark on Brian’s soul and encouraged him to drum, if only to keep out the noise from within.

In England, I was then introduced to the one and only Gail Ann Dorsey. I was aware of Gail as an artist. She had made some noise with her debut album. I had seen her on TV and was aware of her incredible looks and musicianship, and her wonderful voice, which could fill in for Oleta. Her bass playing is fluid and effortless.
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The beautiful Gail Ann Dorsey. (© Pam Springsteen)



While at Neptune’s kitchen, Al and I auditioned a keyboard player who’d flown over from LA. I was concerned because of the complexity of some of the keyboard parts on Elemental. These proved absolutely no problem for Jebin Bruni. After a brief audition we all retired to the Old Rectory kitchen to enjoy Caroline’s vegan meal cooked specifically for Jebin. The last person we added was talented guitarist and songwriter Jeffrey Trott. There were overlapping guitar parts on Elemental, and so three guitars were needed. The fact remains that this was an incredible band of musicians who looked entirely different from the band that went on tour with The Seeds of Love. Welcome to the world of Libra.

The video for “Break It Down Again” was the first glimpse of the new-look Tears For Fears, a new band stripped to a four-piece. The director, Dani Jacobs, had come up with the brilliant idea of filming the video and then distressing the footage. The result was compelling, warped, novel, and perfect for the song. My performance was filmed in the desert outside LA, echoing Pam Springsteen’s images.

And yet with all the creativity and progress there was an issue with the record company in New York, the company that had signed, and was favoring, Curt. Debra was acutely aware of this and went on a charm offensive. Instead of me being a little bit prickly and smart-ass and relying on Curt’s people skills, I was suddenly thrust under people’s noses, shaking hands and kissing babies, metaphorically. Dressed like a rock star I would enter people’s offices, whether they were record company or MTV. My presence, thanks to Debra, made a lot of difference. Because of her push and political awareness, and the fact that it is a darn catchy song, “Break It Down Again” became a big summer radio hit, reaching number one in the alternative charts. Elemental would go in high in the charts in most countries, reaching number five in the UK. It was not a screaming success in any way, but a moderate one and, more important, a fresh start for me. But had fans figured out that Curt was no longer part of Tears For Fears? I’m not so sure. I think it took a while to sink in. Whatever the case, I had allowed joy to enter the picture. I had entered the “Me” world and it felt good.

Amidst this fervor, Debra and I found ourselves getting on planes quite regularly. Sometimes it would be the remarkable British Airways Concorde delivering us from London to New York in less than three and a half hours, and in a sense, arriving before we took off. One day at the Concorde check-in we saw Paul McCartney’s live band, which included Robbie McIntosh, who had played on the Seeds of Love album. It was good to see him, as well as the lovely Hamish Stuart from the Average White Band. They were on their way to rehearse somewhere in Canada. We all chatted, and I thought nothing more of it as Debra and I made our way through security. Once we made it through, I noticed quite a few people rushing toward me—autograph hunters, I assumed. I didn’t realize I was that popular, until they all rushed past me and I realized I wasn’t. I turned around. It was the man himself, that darn Beatle, Paul McCartney, with Linda by his side. Unsurprisingly, Paul did not recognize me, but Linda did and nudged her husband while whispering in his ear. Paul then addressed me.

“How’s the boar . . . ?” he said in that pronounced Liverpudlian accent.

The boar? I thought. The boar? What was he talking about?

“How’s the boar . . . ?” he repeated with a little more insistence.

“Huh?” I couldn’t understand what he was saying, I began to panic. This was Paul McCartney two feet away from me. All I needed was for the ghost of John Lennon to appear and start talking Chinese. My mind was racing. Did Paul mean the boy? How’s the boy? I mean, Raoul had just been born. Confusion reigned and anxiety beckoned. Paul could see my confusion.

He then, with both hands facing down and in front of him, wiggled his fingers. “The SSL!”

Ugh! The penny dropped. He meant the board, the console, the mixing desk I’d bought off him.

“Oh, great,” I said, or something like that. That interaction didn’t go well, clearly some kind of communication problem, with autograph hunters swarming all around him. (They’d be after me if it weren’t for that Paul McCartney, said in the voice of Ringo.) And it wasn’t the only time I’d had some confusion with McCartney. While recording the Seeds of Love album, Paul swanned into Mayfair Studios with his whole entourage. He confused me with a tape operator (or maybe not?) and was rather short with me when I didn’t immediately take him to where he was working, with Chris Hughes no less, in the adjacent studio. Ho-hum. Maybe we should have played him “Sowing the Seeds of Love.” Perhaps he could have played tambourine on it, or something. But watching McCartney interact with his band at the Concorde baggage claim in New York, joking around, goofing around, making them all laugh, you could see the charismatic Beatle that he was and is. Paul McCartney is a remarkable human being. At least he didn’t mistakenly steal my luggage, like Michael Jackson did once. Not kidding.

Touring the Elemental album was an entirely different experience than any previous tour. One positive was that there was finally no tension, no longer two camps split into bad boys and adults, and no management that was privately falling apart. We were professionals with one mission and one mission alone. And the band was all so adept musically that when I introduced a song in sound check that would become “Falling Down” from the Raoul and the Kings of Spain album, they would all come up with their own individual parts with no one going on strike. Even on the road, the next album was being crafted.

And yet, I felt a tremendous amount of pressure to perform, to win over the audience, to succeed. Saturn was on my midheaven (career) and I had to prove myself in a way I never had when in a duo. I was finally alone. And so I danced my way across the States, danced my way through South America. I had never resembled my mother so much. And even though that Saturnian energy was hanging above me like the sword of Damocles, I used my ego in a novel and fierce, even self-protective, way. The kingmaker had turned me into a king, a Sun King. During this period, I felt like a real pop star, or rock star, for the very first time. I even acted like one. There’s something about being in a duo that keeps you in check. And with others enjoying the fruits, the irresponsibility of their pop stardom, I too often became the responsible one, even acting like the fun police on the Big Chair tour. But no more. The confidence was surging. It was all-singing, all-dancing Roly. And did my ego interfere with my personal life? Absolutely. The persona I was expressing was so much more selfish and single-minded. And a lot more hedonistic.

And Caroline, who was on tour with me a lot of this time, noticed. Noticed when I left her and Raoul to go and get a massage and my hair straightened for hours before each show. She noticed the narcissism, the way my attention turned away from my child. Turned away from my wife. She noticed the attention of other women toward me and me toward them. I used to say that if your career is going well, then your family life will suffer. And vice versa. It’s the typical Capricorn-Cancer dilemma. And I could see the Uranus/Neptune conjunction in Capricorn coming along to oppose my Venus in Cancer as clear as storm clouds gathering on the horizon: I knew all this was coming, ain’t that odd? Some things come out of nothing as with God. The transit predicted a rocky road ahead for my relationship (Venus). It was predetermined at my birth. (How does that happen? I hear you say.) The best way to look at transits is not to think that this is something happening to me, but to realize it is something happening inside of me which requires my actions and the actions of others to materialize. It requires your free will within a conspiracy of events. Transits are waves in the sea of life. Some are tidal waves and some are mere ripples. You cannot go through life unscathed and untouched. Unless you’re an excellent surfer, which I am not. Trouble was brewing in my relationship. But I couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do anything about it. We were renting in LA at the time: a house just above Sunset Boulevard that was owned by Chris Blackwell, owner of Island Records. Caroline and I were at loggerheads. She could smell deceit, so much so that she went back to England with Raoul. It was a few days later that she spoke to me on the phone and told me she was pregnant with our second child.

Elemental had sold around two million copies. A relative success, it had sold about half of what Seeds of Love sold, which in turn sold half of what Songs from the Big Chair sold. The diminishing sales were noticed by the record company. The worst thing I could have done then was to make a concept album. Oops.


A Word on Progressions

The zodiac is a circle made up of 360 degrees, thirty degrees in each of the twelve signs. I was born with the Sun at twenty-nine degrees Leo. For Solar progressions, the Sun progresses one degree per year. So, from the age of one, my Sun had progressed into Virgo, and it would be in that sign for another thirty years. The progressed Sun has an influence that is not automatically obvious; it’s a color and flavor to add to what is already there. Virgo without question has a rational side. It is the arch problem solver and also the arch problem finder. With the Sun placed there, even in progression, that person will find fault with themselves. Michael Jackson (Virgo) was a classic example, and so was his plastic surgery, sometimes trying to improve what needs no improvement.

The sense that there was something wrong with me, the drive that led me to therapy, was Virgoan. As a sign, it certainly abetted my controlling instincts; it is the opposite sign to formless, otherworldly Pisces. And it’s a very good sign for sobriety. At thirty-one, my progressed Sun entered Libra. This coincided with the birth of my first child. At that point I no longer felt the need for therapy. Just like that.

Libra is a sign that still has a sense of improving things, but it’s done in an aesthetic way. It seeks beauty, both personally and in its surroundings. I was no longer that ramshackle man with a crumpled shirt fresh from his suitcase singing the song as in the “Sowing the Seeds of Love” video. No, here was a man with three made-to-measure velvet suits all in different colors, made specifically for him, as seen in the “Elemental” video. I was in a professional relationship with musician Alan Griffiths, engineer Mark O’Donoughue, and producer Tim Palmer. I had my home studio, Neptune’s Kitchen. No longer the control freak, I could leave the studio with the knowledge that when I returned the tracks would be better. Tim and Mark knew what they were doing, and Alan was insanely creative. It was an immensely productive time, one that I look back on with pride. It is worth trying to work out the degree of your Sun and see whether the next sign has an influence and when; perhaps your progressed Sun might enter the sign after that. I’d be surprised if you didn’t see the huge shift in emphasis.
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Chapter 15

Raoul and the Kings of Spain

I was not born Roland, I was born Raul. Like my brother Carlos, my Christian name was in keeping with my Spanish surname, Orzabal de la Quintana. Raul was a family name, the name of an uncle. It was my father’s idea, of course, but my mother was concerned with how the name might be interpreted in the wonderful land of England. She thought it might be pronounced like “Paul” with an R and not “Rowel” like “towel” or “vowel.” And so, to avoid confusion she changed my name to Roland and thus transformed me from a feely four to a rational six, making me more English in the process. I do wonder when we name our children whether we consign them to some invisible fate.

In 1990, when I’d split with Curt, I had no intention of using the name Tears For Fears. I had a new band name in mind: Raoul and the Kings of Spain. Raoul (now with an o) was my nickname, a name I gave myself, a term of endearment. When we were looking for names for our unborn son, there were a few lying around—Emile, Otto, Raphael—but Caroline really liked the name Raoul. It would become the second time I lost that name, a name with history and gravity that would really suit our firstborn. I now can’t imagine him being called anything else.

When my parents split and we were spending the summer with our father, he would make me write in a notebook. I still have it. I was a good student, so I was an Orzabal. My brothers, however, were not treated in the same way, they were ignored or abused; my father would throw a cigarette pack like a missile at them, and one of them would have to repeatedly pick it up so my father could throw it at them again. (I wanted to kill him.) But never at me. I had to write in this special book. He would tell me about his family on his father’s side, how there was once a Presidente Quintana, how there was a village on Las Pampas called Jose de la Quintana. The irony, though I could not express it, was not lost on me. Here was a man who idolized one half of his family, the half that had not raised him. And this same man could not keep his own family together.

[image: The author at a microphone in a recording studio.]

Singing in Neptune’s Kitchen.
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When I returned from LA to a young son and Caroline pregnant with our second, I was acutely aware that I too might not be able to keep my family together. There was talk of separation, and we saw a marriage counselor, but I was determined to not let it all go so easily. I felt that home was a place of healing and that the stresses, strains, and the temptations were coming from the section of my life called career.

At least normality reigned in my studio, Neptune’s Kitchen. Aware of the bands coming out of the northwest of America, bands like Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Soundgarden, Al and I once again picked up our guitars. A guitar riff emerged which sounded compelling and desperate, very much of the times. It led to a melody with a searing falsetto that spoke of pain, a song with a title that was once the name of a band. My own desperation poured into that song: “Raoul and the Kings of Spain.” Raoul, myself and my son. Nearly every song on the next album would be about the pain that I put Caroline through and my anguish at trying to keep things together in this period. It would not be easy.

Post tour, Debra Baum and I had to attend a meeting with the accountants. They told us we had a cash flow problem, despite my tour for Elemental having been a success. I have to say now that in every accountant’s meeting back then they would say you had a cash flow problem. I stopped believing them at some point and I was right to. Debra and I, however, took their word as gospel and based our lives around it. We talked about options, and one of them was doing what was called a “tax year out”—stay out of England for a year and pay far less tax. The fates, it seemed, were wanting me to travel and keeping me away from home. No surprise with Uranus and Neptune stationed in my ninth house. I’d already spent many months away touring and recording in LA, so the concept felt easy to wrap my head around. The question was where? It was my main accountant, Lionel, who suggested Cap d’Antibes in the South of France. He had friends who were doing exactly this same thing. And so, I took a plane down there and met up with one of his friends, a lady called Lesley, and began the process of looking at a few houses to rent.

One house stood out a mile. It had large grounds and was right on the Mediterranean, on a bay called Millionaire’s Bay. The house was named Nelleric. It had been the honeymoon home to a US president, so you can picture the kind of grandeur it possessed. It had marble floors, was full of antiques, and had a remarkable sea view. It also had a young family that acted as staff: cooking, cleaning, and gardening. I looked around and noticed a room on the ground floor that seemed perfect for me and Al to write in, regardless of its fragile antique nature. I took the house for three months, from April to June 1994. These would be three months when Al and I would write the remainder of the tracks for the next album. And so we packed up and drove down from the West Country with a van full of equipment and set up our dueling workstations in a lovely old room overlooking the Mediterranean. Caroline and Raoul would come down and stay from time to time. Those periods were precious. But once she returned home, the jealousy and paranoia would come to the fore once again. And all this while she was pregnant. This period was our trial separation. But we weren’t very good at it, such was the strength of our bond. At the forefront of our minds was our unborn child and the life we had built together.

For those three months, living with Al was supremely easy. We were partners in crime, partners in wine and dine, checking out the local restaurants in old Antibes and the beach restaurants of nearby Juan-les-Pins. One night we got talking to a table next to us in a Thai restaurant. Captain Mike was an Englishman surrounded by his lovely French lady friends. He looked after a beautiful wooden sailboat in Antibes harbor. The boat was always spotless. Captain Mike and his friends would visit Al and me many evenings, evenings stacked with local cheeses, French baguettes, and bottles of Provence rosé. I kept in touch with Lesley and her husband, Thierry, and I would often see them and their children at a beach restaurant. I was invited to parties with all manner of interesting expats. Rumor had it that one partygoer, acting very dignified, had arranged for his wife to be murdered in a villa just outside Cannes: What’s the matter with your life? Did someone come and shoot your wife just as you planned? Aside from that alleged ugliness, it was a beautiful lifestyle. And it was strange having a supposed cash flow problem but being able to afford this house on the Mediterranean and such a wonderful life so easily. Note to self.

Al was a night bird, he liked to work very quietly late into the night and then sleep in. I, however, was a morning person who liked to get up. I’d been invited to play tennis with Lesley and Thierry, mixed doubles, to be precise. My tennis partner was another expat, a lady whose husband worked in London during the week. I could barely get the ball over the net but I was keen to learn, so I started having lessons three times a week on French clay, which led to my obsession with the sport. I would come home from Provence Tennis, shower, and change then listen to what Al had been up to. Pretty much every time I would be surprised by what I heard, what he’d created under the cover of darkness. Without fail, I would hear a beat, sometimes the chords of a verse, sometimes grunge, sometimes electronica, and I would know immediately where the song should go musically. One vocal effect that I had on my voice was the harmonizer setting stolen from John Hassell, trumpet player on the Seeds of Love album. I would sing out loud, nearly every song written with Caroline in mind: What do I have to do to save you from worry? Cut off my nose to spite my face?

Al had been analyzing a song by Porno for Pyros called “Pets.” This was the new band featuring Perry Farrell of Jane’s Addiction fame. It had been on the radio in the United States while we were touring there. Al took that beat, and the hint of a guitar arpeggio, and added some electronic noises and keys. This would become the basis for a song called “God’s Mistake,” another anti–love song written with Caroline in mind: Even now, God’s Mistake sets us up for one more heartbreak. God, you look mighty fine, dressed as the Devil in a cosmic pantomime. And the chorus would sing: Love is God’s Mistake. The arguments Caroline and I were having, mainly on the phone, made me feel as though I was actually going insane. But that cloudless blue sky, the red clay I would bring home on my shoes after tennis, the babble of French voices I couldn’t quite understand, those exquisite cheeses I would buy in the fromagerie in old Antibes, would restore my sanity. So much of life is a fiction we create, a drama we compound. Deep down, I knew that Caroline and I would get through this.

Al and I continued to write within our Mediterranean bubble with little awareness that the waves in the sea outside our windows would eventually kiss the coast of Spain. The same John Hassell effect that I put on my vocal also went on my guitar. This is how I came up with the strange chords in “Los Reyes Católicos” (the Catholic Kings). The song’s Spanish title, like “Raoul and the Kings of Spain,” spoke of the divine right of kings, the God-given power that royalty (or Leo, the father) possesses: When time is like a needle, and night is the longest day, a home is a cathedral, a place where a king can pray. A theme was emerging, one that examined my roots, my family, the difficulties with Caroline, the ridiculous pride that my father felt regarding the family on his father’s side, and how that somehow made him important regardless of the fact that he was a very sick and poor man in a council house. There was another song which I came up with that refenced Spain: “Sketches of Pain.” Stolen from the Miles Davis title Sketches of Spain, it talks about the works of art that are already lying there in the ether, waiting for us to pluck them out of thin air, if only we had the imagination. When we came to record that song later in Neptune’s Kitchen with Tim Palmer and Mark O’Donoughue, we would add a middle section of flamenco. It’s a beautiful song if I say so myself.

One morning when I got back from tennis, I heard something Al had prepared that was very unlike him. It had the atmosphere of a Lennon ballad, so different from what he’d been writing so far. Very quickly this became “Secrets,” a song expressing how I had fucked up, a love song for my wife and children, born and yet to be born. Previously, Al and I had recorded a quantum-physics-inspired B-side called “Schrodinger’s Cat,” which featured me doing a bad Ringo impersonation on the live drum fills. We took one of those drum fills and slowed it down. Having that Ringo sound really added to the Lennonesque ballad and made it a little postmodern even, the sloppy fill over the square programmed beat. Around the same time, I received a phone call from the rental agent, Veronique. She said that someone wanted to come to see the house for a possible July rental. I told her that was no problem, and that Saturday morning would be good. That Saturday Al and my brother Julian, who was visiting us during that time, went into old Antibes to get out of the way while I stayed back at the house. Veronique’s smiling face brought two gentlemen with her. Imagine my shock to find that one of them was the man himself, Ringo Starr.

So, what was Mr. Starr doing in Cap d’Antibes? Well, he and his wife, Barbara, had an apartment in Monte Carlo. Renting a house nearby for beach weather seemed an obvious thing to do. He came with another man who wore a panama hat, had long hair and a long beard, wore round glasses, and looked incredibly like Lennon. I was confused and on tenterhooks. I asked Ringo whether that man was in the music industry. “No,” said Ringo, “but he likes music.” He explained that the man’s name was Hillary. Phew! It was a weekend. Millionaire’s Bay was full of yachts and sailboats. We could see them clearly. Ringo turned to me and said, “Do you ever get problems with paparazzi?” I told him that being a minor star, this was not an issue for me. He then said, “They’d be after me if it weren’t for that Paul McCartney.” All of this was delivered in those wry Liverpudlian tones, sounding very much like Thomas the Tank Engine. Every sentence that came out of Ringo’s mouth was a gag. On his way out he turned to me again. “Thanks for the tea,” he said. I hadn’t offered them a drink of any kind, starstruck idiot that I was. He placed a hand in a top pocket and made to pull something out. “I brought my own tea bag.”

If this isn’t an example of Uranus/Neptune in the ninth house, I don’t know what is. Uranus describes the shock I felt at the sudden appearance of Ringo. Neptune describes my godlike worship of this world-famous musician; and the ninth house, as I’ve said before, is associated with foreign countries. This is astrological analysis and not just fanciful, esoteric thinking as some might wish (and some will say). I would have shown Ringo the music room, but I was embarrassed because of the drum fill we were using. In fact, he did see it with Veronique and mentioned that he could put his drums in there. It would make a racket, but how often can you say you’ve listened to Ringo practice while dusting the furniture?

There would be another visit, and this time Al and my brother Julian were present. I think that Ringo was happy to be with fellow Englishmen, fellow musicians, paparazzi or no paparazzi. And he brought his wife, Barbara. We all sat together on the patio and this time I arranged for tea, Earl Grey, no less. Once again, everything that came out of Ringo’s mouth was a gag. He talked about Barbara calling him from LA, panicking during an earthquake while he was safely in England. “What do you want me to do about it?” he replied to his wife. He talked about the time when he and Barbara lived in England, with a habit which meant them staying up all night and waking up incredibly late. “The shutters were never open,” he said, “but those were the days I used to hide.” Of course, I took those words and put them in a song we were working on—“Don’t Drink the Water,” it’s called. When it was time to leave, he thanked me for the tea and said that he’d be buzzing all the way back to Monte (Carlo). I hadn’t realized that the two of them were clean and sober; all drugs were off-limits, and that included caffeine.

Once those three months were over, and armed with plenty of material, Al and I headed back to Neptune’s Kitchen to complete the new album. Again, producer Tim Palmer and engineer Mark O’Donoughue were contracted to round out our creative group. Relations with Caroline were back on track, the madness (of Roland) that I had felt was no longer there. Away from the transits of the ninth house, life became simple again.

It was the fourth of December 1994 and Caroline was ready to burst. We had a nanny, kinda. She was rather young, somewhat muted and inexpressive. We needed her around because Caroline was about to give birth. She could have gone into labor in the middle of the night and we had a three-year old. Obviously, we needed the nanny around. But the nanny had tickets to see Phil Collins. There was a negotiation but in the end we let her go, as in we relieved her of her position as our employee forever. At least she got to hear the live version of “Sussudio.” Toward the end of the evening, Caroline started to get those pains. She knew the baby was coming. We called the nearby hospital, the Royal United in Bath. We had planned on having a home birth this time, and within the hour two ladies turned up, one nurse and one midwife. They were young and super relaxed and soon set about their business, giving Caroline encouragement and confidence, the knowledge that she was in safe hands. It was now early morning, December 5. The contractions were coming thick and fast, Caroline bent over the sofa in the kitchen, the sofa where we normally sat and watched TV. As many people will contest, birthing can be a long process, and there is a lot of waiting around for nature to do its work. I, of course, was concerned about the astrology (shades of my Uranian father). Well, maybe not concerned but curious. I already knew where every planet was, but I was interested to know the ascendant (rising sign). I had a computer in the study next door and was watching the planets doing their celestial dance. At one point the nurse and midwife came in and I predicted, astrologically, when Pascal (because that was his name) would be born. They both shook their heads. “No, much sooner than that,” they murmured. The fact is, real-life experience will trump wishful thinking most of the time. They were right. At 4:41 a.m., when Venus was rising in Scorpio, the joyous moment arrived and we got a full view of our second son. Pascal was a fine-looking baby, born with a slight smile on his face as if he’d known what to expect. He settled into my arms very easily, and I felt sure I recognized him from somewhere. But Caroline was not well. She’d suffered a vulvar hematoma while giving birth, and both mother and baby had to be whisked off to the hospital.
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The birth chart is extremely complicated. You can spot the obvious right away, but there may be other things that may be difficult to interpret until hindsight gives you a eureka moment. I eventually realized that Pascal’s birth chart described his brother. How is this possible? (Moon/Uranus/Neptune conjunction in Capricorn in the third house of siblings. Raoul with the Uranus/Neptune conjunction bang on his midheaven.) I also noticed that Pascal has a similar description of his mother in his chart to his older brother. It was a description that I did not fully understand. In fact, I was quite surprised given its complexity. But I learned that whatever transits happened to my Moon (woman in your life, mother, wife) would happen to my sons’ Moons also. This would all come to fruition in July 2017. It makes me wonder how much of life is written.

The album, Raoul and the Kings of Spain, was a joy to record. Al, Tim, Mark, and I were being wholly creative. Mark even provided vocals. We were aware of its themes, the Spanish influences, and knew that it was the most cohesive album I had ever made. It told a story about family and fate. In many ways it was a concept album, written and recorded without the interference of an A & R man. From the first track, “Raoul and the Kings of Spain” sequencing perfectly into “Falling Down,” both live tracks recorded with the touring band, all the way through “Sketches of Pain” and into the reprise of “Los Reyes Católicos,” it is probably the album of which I am most proud. Was I thinking of its commerciality? Not at all. The pain behind the album needed to be expressed. We were incredibly happy, all of us. Now it was time for Debra to play it to the record company.

Drumroll.

They didn’t like it. Talk from the record company was about writing another “Everybody” or “Shout,” an attitude that would plague not just me but Curt as well throughout our careers. At that time, we had no ally in Phonogram, I hadn’t even met the new managing director. I have never been a political animal. But Debra had a trick up her sleeve. And this would be a brilliant rebellion, the final show of strength. She played the album for Richard Griffiths at Sony in New York. Richard was the man who’d signed my publishing to Virgin back in 1982. He was now the head of Sony US, and he loved the new album. To cut a long story short, he offered to buy that album off Phonogram, and me with it. The whole deal cost Sony a lot of money, more money than I had seen before, changing hands between labels and coming my way. It was brave to switch labels, it was a godsend, but it did not in any way guarantee success.

It was Sony who picked the first single, “Raoul and the Kings of Spain,” the album’s title track. A strange choice to me, but who was I to argue with the new record company who seemed so keen on me as an artist and this album I had made. It was while filming the video that I found myself in a spooky Spanish-looking hotel in Riverside, California, called the Mission Inn. Admittedly I had terrible jet lag that night. We’d had a wonderful meal with lots of red wine, and I retired to my bed hoping to get some sleep before the morning’s shoot. I did fall asleep but woke up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom, wearing only a T-shirt. I got back into bed, drowsy and half-asleep, and as I lay on my side, I felt invisible arms wrap around my waist from behind. The arms felt malevolent and sexual. I was so scared. The nerves running up and down my spine were telling me that I had to be on guard. And so, I screamed, “I love Jesus! I love Jesus!” And with that, those arms disappeared back to the ghostly realm from whence they came.

Was this sleep apnea? A red wine dream? Probably. But why would an agnostic person brought up outside the church scream, “I love Jesus”? We live in a Christian sea, I’ll admit that, but there are many, many people, atheists included, who during a near-death experience will describe the Christlike figure they meet on the other side. I believe that near-death experiences are proof that consciousness is not created but filtered by the brain. Christ either is real or, as I suspect, is a symbol of ultimate forgiveness (Neptune). There’s only one way to find out, I guess. But faced with malevolence there was something else I was crying out to: Christ, not just as the martyr-redeemer but as the warrior and protector, a sense deep within that good will ultimately triumph over evil. It’s worth bearing in mind, and I still do. That was, needless to say, an unsettling evening.

The video turned out brilliantly, but “Raoul and the Kings of Spain” was dark, guitar-driven music and, as I suspected, not a commercial single. Direction-wise it was a total departure for Tears For Fears. It was a departure from Elemental, even more so from “Everybody Wants to Rule the World.” It was in line with the music scene, but unfortunately, I as an artist was not. Our next single was “God’s Mistake.” More pop, more like “Break it Down Again.” I scripted the video myself, with two monkeys getting married in Vegas by an Elvis impersonator. It also featured Adam and Eve emerging from the desert and a performance by us in the same desert where I’d shot the Elemental cover. There was real hope that this single would break through.

It did not. With two singles down, the damage had been done. Doors were closed in a way they hadn’t ever been before. No one likes commercial failure. Sony had taken a gamble that didn’t pay off. It’s a shame because the people involved were witty, friendly, and smart. I see now that pure creativity is not enough; you need a narrative for the music press and a song that sums up the zeitgeist. And a lot of luck. RatKos, as it is affectionately known, will always be my favorite album, a fan favorite too, and it will always be the one that got away. There were many internal problems with Sony, as I found out later, but I can’t truly blame the lack of success on them. It was a gorgeous album, a dark album, that financially proved very rewarding for me, but that was not due to the sales.

At this point I received word that Brian MacLeod and Jeffrey Trott could no longer play live with me. They had been members of the Tuesday Night Music Club and were going off to record the album of the same name with Sheryl Crow. Power to their elbows. I had also lost Gail Ann Dorsey. In the very early days of producing her solo album in Neptune’s Kitchen, the phone rang in the house. Caroline answered. It was someone calling for Gail. Caroline asked who was speaking. “David Bowie,” came the voice. Huh? David who? Now Caroline was a huge fan, she was the original girl with the mousy hair. Shaking, she quickly transferred the call across to the studio. David wanted Gail to become his bass player. He offered her a good wage. And who was I to stand in her way? This was David Bowie. I wished her well. She was perfect for him. The next time I saw Gail was at the Shrine in LA playing onstage with Bowie, who bore a wide smile and had the charisma of Elvis. They started with “Rebel Rebel,” an amazing beginning to an incredible show.

We soon found replacements. On guitar and vocals, and recommended by Gail, was Louise Goffin, daughter of Gerry Goffin and Carole King. I couldn’t name-drop any more if I tried. On drums was a guy Brian recommended, the multitalented Nick D’Virgilio. On bass, brilliant racquetball player Dave Sutton. On backing vocals, the delectable Linda Dalziel. Now we had another great band that we toured with throughout the States and beyond.

Following a successful tour of South America, I returned to England and walked into the back garden of the Old Rectory. It was a beautiful summer’s day. I had been gone for six weeks. My two young sons were playing by a plastic toy car. They did not come running up to me with open arms, but the electricity I felt from them both was palpable. They were so glad I was finally home. And so was I. It was 1996. Around this time, I heard Richard Griffiths had been sacked by Sony. That seemed strange, given what a professional he is. It took a while, but essentially any act signed by Richard would also be let go. I had not sold enough records, so I was toast, suddenly without a contract. I went into freefall, partly through no choice of my own, but directly in line with the fates. I gave up my career to focus on my family life. I also gave up Tears For Fears. I had no need of that name anymore.


A Word on Near-Death Experiences . . .

A near-death experience, or NDE, is a mystical and vivid experience that happens in the time between someone’s physical death and when they are resuscitated, which is becoming more frequent these days due to the amazing capabilities of modern medical technology. If you’re an atheist, you would expect to experience nothing, only the eternal blackness of death. But this is, for thousands and thousands of people, so often not the case. If you believe that the brain merely filters and limits consciousness, that a field of consciousness exists external to the brain, then these experiences start to make sense.

I was aware of my father’s out-of-body experience, of how his consciousness had somehow separated from his body while he was still living. I first heard of NDEs much later when I read the book by Raymond Moody called Life After Life. I had an open mind, of course, but was somewhat put off by the immediate religious connotations these experiences suggested. They seemed far removed from the evils of the world, from homelessness, war and famine, or even bone cancer in children. In many ways the frilliness, the fluffy clouds, the light of forgiveness, the lush meadows, the meeting of one’s dead relatives, friends, and pets, seemed too good to be true. I will say this, there is something very different in reading about cases where the author is painting a cozy picture with his gentle narrative voice, as opposed to listening to or seeing people who have actually gone through a near-death experience. This is where YouTube is particularly helpful. These tales are not always positive.

As I mentioned, a lot of secular scientists will dismiss the NDE as some kind of dream due to hypoxia or the hallucination of a dying brain even when that brain shows no life whatsoever, when it is clinically dead. The case of a Georgia musician, Pam Reynolds, is a particularly striking one. While undergoing a rare operation to cure a brain aneurysm, Pam’s eyes were taped shut, her “body temperature was lowered to 60 degrees Fahrenheit, her heartbeat and breathing stopped, her brain waves flattened and the blood drained from her head.”* This resulted in a total brain shutdown. She was clinically dead for the hour during which the operation occurred. And yet during this time Pam had the most vivid experience of leaving her body, popping out the top of her head and watching the operation from a viewpoint close to the surgeon’s shoulder, detailing and later describing the equipment used, viewing the entire procedure, dismayed that someone was working around her groin area when this was a brain operation, hearing a surgeon say that the arteries of the left side of the groin were too small and then another surgeon telling the first surgeon to try the other side. This was later verified. All the while, Pam was experiencing “a sense of awareness far greater than she had ever experienced before.”* Following this she encountered dead loved ones. And finally, it was a dead uncle who pushed her back into her body. Hard to believe? Possibly. But as of now, we have no materialist explanation for any of this, and even from a materialist perspective it pushes the boundaries of the relationship between mind and body.

Regardless of whether they are real or not, NDEs are remarkably consistent. Most NDEers talk about a thing called the Life Review. These can appear like a film of your life played on screens around you. It is where the conscious dead person experiences the positive and negative aspects of their life from other people’s perspectives, where you yourself are the judge and jury. Imagine. Imagine feeling that torrent of abuse that you threw at your loved one as if it were directed at you, or the life-shattering results of the terrorist bomb you planted, or even the anguish and terror of the woman you assaulted. Sounds like hell to me. Or karma.

The question that I wrestle with is why people consistently experience and describe the Life Review. Why is there, beyond pain, beyond death, even if it’s all a dream, an overarching sense of morality, of the effects we have on other people? As though we and the other person are one and the same? The NDE is not dependent on religion or culture, although the symbols experienced may be. Even atheists experience these mystical and quasi-religious experiences. Needless to say, when resuscitated, they are no longer atheist. I posit that religions are simply distillations of one man’s mystical experience, whether that’s Buddha or Christ or Krishna. The details get lost in translation and over time. What would happen, in this day and age, if lots of people reported the same experience? No distillation, no text written centuries ago, all from the horse’s mouth, where you can see that mouth move and can hear what is being said as it is being said. This still begs the question: What is the force that asks us to do and be better in a moral and spiritual sense? Do we even have a word for it? Is it pure consciousness? In the words of Federico Faggin, “Something holistic, dynamic, and that wants to know itself”? Are we all part of something bigger that in its own way wants to evolve consciously and relies on our experiences to aid that evolution? Perhaps.
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Chapter 16

Why?

I found myself at the end of an album cycle with the promotion and touring having been completed, with two little boys at home and one big happy family. And, I had no recording contract for the first time since 1981. It was 1996. Coincidentally, my manager, Debra, was out of contract with me too. She was keen to continue, but she did not know my mind or the depth of feeling I had about changing my life path. In the end, great friend that she was and is, I had to let her go. By that time, I had a new personal assistant, a man named Jason, who ran Neptune’s Kitchen. My previous assistant, Julian Lavender, who was also our stage manager for many years, had been slowly upping his value. He went on to become stage manager for the Spice Girls and many others. He was on the way up as I was on the way down.

I decided to stop worrying about the cash flow. I was confident that I could let everything slide and continue our current lifestyle. Imagine: no boss, no pressure, no job, no politics, just an effortless floating though life like mist through a maze. These were peaceful times. At home. I might have given up my career (Neptune/Uranus on my Jupiter/Saturn in Capricorn and conjunct my midheaven) but that did not mean giving up music. I was still intensely ambitious, keen to venture into musical areas previously unexplored, keen to try on a new hat, wear a new set of clothes, so to speak. Al was getting strange vibes. It was when we had recorded to DAT and I had named that tape OSLO, an anagram of “solo,” that he began to see that things were not what they once were. I was suddenly without an obligation to work in a company or hierarchy, following a muse that took weekends off, a voice that only I could hear and only occasionally. I think that Al lost a little enthusiasm in the process. Even worse, I got my hair cut short.

One thing I was adamant about was building a tennis court at home. I planned to have it placed on the site of an old grass court we never used. I’d become a little more proficient due to all the lessons in the South of France. It was a friend’s birthday and I wanted to buy him a tennis racket. My assistant, Jason, found out that the best racket shop in Bristol was in a nearby suburb called Downend, the same suburb where Al lived with his mom. We found the shop. A pretty young blond lady was at the till. I inquired about the rackets, and she called to the back. A small older man came through the curtains, a little like the Wizard of Oz suddenly revealing his presence. This man, around fifteen years my senior, then went on to sell me the most expensive racket they had. Then, in his broad Bristolian accent, he offered to give me tennis lessons for eight pounds an hour. I looked him up and down and seriously wondered whether he could actually teach me anything, but we agreed to meet up in Victoria Park in Bath, in the weatherproof bubble enveloping the courts. Needless to say, I barely got a point off him. The man’s name was Mike; the blond lady was his daughter, Michelle. Mike would go on to play tennis with me around the world; he would become a truly great friend and later get sucked into the events of July 24, 2017.

Al and I continued to work together five days a week, but I was honestly sick of my own voice, sick of being the only singer, sick of my schtick, sick of the dancing clown I had become, sick of the rock and roll animal too. In so many ways my voice was the thing that tainted everything that I touched. It would inevitably sound like me. Of course. But could I once again find a new direction, a new sound? We were aware of the noises coming out of Bristol: Massive Attack, Portishead. I knew I could not match them for atmosphere or relevancy or even sound production. Jason, my assistant, could sense the frustration. Though nowhere near as technical as Julian Lavender, Jason was a real music man who had his finger on the pulse and a large record collection to boot. I wonder whether he felt a little sorry for me. I would come in late morning and find Jason playing a CD in the studio. There was a lot of drum ’n’ bass: Roni Size, also from Bristol; Alex Reece; the incredible Photek. Secretly, Jason was trying to influence me. In many ways he was saying, Listen to this, you old . . . Or maybe he was just listening to the music he liked. Either way, through a process of osmosis, that music got under my skin.

I was starting to compile a lot of sample CDs full of cutting-edge sounds and beats designed for musicians to pilfer. When we weren’t writing, Al and I would listen to them and feed them into the samplers. Without being conscious of it, we were amassing a new palette, all the time being tortured by the genius of other artists who were so much better at that genre of music. We came up with songs, that was never a problem. One was called “Bullets for Brains,” a song about an atheist being assassinated by a fundamentalist Christian: Hey now, read my lips, bullets for the brains of the atheist. Not sure where I got that idea from. But it sounded too much like Tears For Fears. Al, a Bristol man, with links to Massive Attack through their guitarist Angelo Bruschini, was hip to the sounds. He bought an Akai MPC, a sampling drum machine, and loaded it with Massive Attack vibes, even stealing kicks and snares from those very records. (Many years later I would end up working with Mushroom, Andrew Vowles, from Massive Attack in LA, providing lyrics for an amazing track with a singer named Dwele. Whatever happened to it?)

Personally, I loved drum ’n’ bass. It spoke to me so much more than heavy rock or punk ever had. It was frenetic, a musical style twice the tempo of reggae. If reggae, a slowed-down ska, had been influenced by marijuana, then drum ’n’ bass had been influenced by crack cocaine or speed. And the interplay between the two tempo-wise was addictive. You knew if you were working at 80 beats per minute, you could double the tempo to 160 beats per minute and get the best of both worlds.

But I was still unsure of what we were doing. Al’s absence at that point was due to frustration. Alone in the studio, I put a lot of strange, cut-up trip-hop and techno sounds into the sampler, 909 bass drums rapidly repeating, all kinds of frenetic fills, ghostly noises from rave modular keyboards. I was working slightly slower than the drum ’n’ bass tempo, and I came up with a jerky rhythm that played frantically beside ambient sounds from some new device. I could feel the shimmer of electricity in my body. In no time at all I had a track called “Hey Andy!” There were no guitars; it was pretty much all samples and cutups. This was the first evidence that I was getting somewhere. I couldn’t wait to play it to Al. He came in and listened and suddenly understood what I was trying to achieve. From this point we were on the same page. Al added the solo that sounds like guitar but is actually a rapidly oscillating synth. The song was rather morbid, about the death of a friend and how they might be waiting for us on the other side: Wrap things up in dreams of glory, ’cos when I die you’ll be waiting for me. I didn’t realize it was portentous.

And I was off. Once again, we were amassing a lot of material. I don’t think I ever spoke to Al about what was going on in my head or the fact that I was so tired of my schtick, but the creativity exploded. We were ready to record, and we asked Mark O’Donoughue to be our engineer.

A lot of the album still sounded like Tears For Fears, but I realized I could sing the progressive stuff, my voice was softer and less interfering. I let the tracks breathe; I was not so dominant. And listening to those tracks now, I feel so proud: the beautiful “Maybe Our Days Are Numbered,” the otherworldly, psychedelic “Under Ether,” the stoic “Day by Day by Day by Day by Day.” We finished and mixed Tomcats Screaming Outside with no A & R man and no record company.

And then I scrapped it.

I had lived through Caroline’s mom’s Alzheimer’s and watched her die from dehydration, something that was harrowing to witness. Mia and her fragile madness was a constant feature of our weekends when the kids were very young. In the end she became a danger to herself. Alzheimer’s is truly a terrible disease where the person entirely disappears and the body no longer functions. It was cruel watching that gentle woman slip away. There is an interesting phenomenon called terminal lucidity, whereby a person with Alzheimer’s who has not functioned at all for years can suddenly return to clarity and conversation prior to death. It’s as though the mind now freed from the ravages of the brain can function normally. Unfortunately, Mia did not experience any clarity at the end, and perhaps the sight of her dehydrated and dying body was the reason for a certain darkness appearing in the song material.

By this time, I had lost Jason as personal assistant. He went off to LA where, with the help of kingmaker Debra Baum, he formed a publishing company of his own. He would go on to become an extremely successful and popular Brit in the holy land of California. Soon after losing Jason, I was approached by a record company called One Little Indian to see if I would write with one of their up-and-coming artists, Emiliana Torrini. Like Björk, also on One Little Indian, Emiliana is Icelandic. Because she is Icelandic, to the untrained ear at least, or even to my tennis buddy Peter Gabriel, she sounded like Björk. I believe the connection came through a man called Scott Roger, who managed Björk and had been our road manager for the previous tour, a solid Scottish guy who would go on to manage Paul McCartney. (Those darn Beatles again.)

I figured, why not? I was in a directionless slump with little regard for my own material, my own artistry. Writing with a new artist could be a new frontier. So Emiliana came down to Neptune’s Kitchen with her very personable Icelandic manager, Arne. She was so effervescent, so charismatic and joyful. And young. I should have spent time with her and her manager to find out exactly what was going on, where she was in her musical journey, where she was in life. But I treated it too much like a chore, as if I were doing the washing up. And I did not follow the instruction carefully enough, to actually write with Emiliana instead of for her. This was a mistake, and I became too much of a musical steamroller. Using one of Al’s beats I immediately came up with a song for her called “Baby Blue.” It was a somewhat morbid song about losing a baby: I keep my daughter in a jar, she won’t get out, she won’t go far. I wrote some scratch lyrics and Emiliana sang the new song for us. Another song we had in the works was called “Scatterbrain.” She sang that as well, and her voice did to that track what Curt’s had done to “Mad World.” During a break, Emiliana played us some of her own material, which sounded so good, so compelling and playful, so darn modern. One track that Emiliana played us was a song she’d written with a promising songwriter who shall remain nameless, so let’s call him X. No, let’s call him Y (as in why?). The song was called “To Be Free.” It was superb and had all the lo-fi sounds and beats that we had been listening to and playing with but was far cooler than what we were attempting. Emiliana’s voice dripped with innocence, wisdom, and wide-eyed wonder. It was beautiful.

She and Arne went away with the two demos from Neptune’s Kitchen and played them to One Little Indian. They were more than happy and, with her other material, could see an album emerging. They asked me to produce it. What could possibly go wrong? I said yes, and One Little Indian signed Emiliana as an artist. Unfortunately, there were machinations stirring beneath the surface of this promising project; no one made it clear that by taking on the role of producer I was stepping on someone’s toes. Left to their own devices Emiliana and Y could have easily made a great album. I’m not sure exactly why One Little Indian was looking elsewhere, I assume they were seeking some kind of overseer that could work to a schedule and budget. To be honest, it would have been so much easier if Y had produced Emiliana’s album. So much easier. She would have been happier, and I could have continued my sweet simple life without so much bother.

I really wasn’t prepared for the politics. Not in any way. I had no idea that Y was, in the words of John Lennon, a jealous guy. He seemed seriously miffed that I had become producer. I thought I could weather that storm and get the sounds from the demos off him so we could start compiling the backing tracks. I went up to London, to his house and basement studio, where he made some backhanded comment about Tears For Fears being the eighties equivalent of Oasis. I have a lot of respect for the Gallagher brothers, the songs, that voice, but this didn’t feel like a compliment. Unless I imagined it, this sounded like good old resentment; I was being objectified, something I would have expected from a traffic cop or an immigration officer, not a fellow musician. Even then, I thought I could let that go, but when it came to putting his sounds across to our machines, we realized that it was not as straightforward as it should have been. The first song included an evocative orchestral sample and it sounded strangely discordant. I was confused and played around to try and make it work. When I couldn’t, I called Y and he gave me the settings of the pitch that would correct it. It was a simple fix. If Y had been affable and cooperative, I would have brushed it aside as an honest mistake, but I had a growing sense that the overseer was being undermined.

When it came to recording the album, Emiliana suddenly had a strong opinion about a guitar part on the chorus of one of our songs. She wanted it removed. There’s nothing wrong with the artist having a strong opinion, in fact I applaud it. The problem was that the strong opinion came from Y. Now things were not so straightforward. I wasn’t sure who I was answering to: Emiliana, One Little Indian, or Y (why?). So that was the timbre of how things would progress. At one point Y came down to stay the night. Caroline and the kids had gone on holiday, and even though I had plenty of bedrooms, he chose not to stay with me in the main house. Instead, he slept in a sleeping bag on the floor of the recording studio, in the drum room to be precise. He even asked me at some point what my intentions were with Emiliana. Um, I believe I was hired to produce her debut album. Wait, did he mean romantically? Sitting there, just the two of us at the kitchen table, we were suddenly in a Jane Austen novel. I suppose the most positive thing about all of this was that, with the competitiveness that Y displayed, he busted a gut to complete the songwriting for Emiliana. At one point, he even announced in a voice more suited to grouse shooting than rock and roll that he was in pole position publishing-wise (he had written the most songs on the album). Don’t spend it all at once, pal.

To be clear, Emiliana is a wonderful singer who brings such a calm aesthetic to each song. And I was used to good singers. But Emiliana was not used to doing so many takes and taking so much time. Nor was Y (why?). “Oh, I normally get it done in three takes,” he announced with the confidence of a politician. So, we let him sit in on one of Emiliana’s vocal takes. We did it three times and had a listen. “Maybe we should do it once more,” said Y (why?). And it would go on and on until Emiliana sang the same number of takes that I would have had her do. And then we compiled a brilliant vocal. I could say more, but you get the point. There’s no question that through all this, Y showed a great level of commitment to Emiliana. He was a supremely talented musician and writer who wrote some gorgeous songs for that album. He would go on to have many hit records with other artists. To his publishers, to his wife, he was a sweet man, but to me . . . I was surprised how a project that promised so much beauty and serenity had descended into an ego-driven competition.

In the end, with me biting my lip and pulling my punches, Love in the Time of Science was a brilliant album for Emiliana. Producing her with all the stresses and strains that came with Y was utterly unlike my experience with Oleta or even the worst stresses of The Hurting. It put me off producing for good, full stop. Production, at that point in time, was a thankless task. It was time to listen to my own work again. And I did, and it was much better than I’d remembered, fresh too, and I knew that as an artist I was far, far better off focused on my own work.

Emiliana’s album came out, and word spread in the industry. I was contacted by some record companies to see if I would work with other up-and-coming artists. If only they’d known. Among the record’s many fans was the excellent singer-songwriter Seal. He called me at my house in the West Country and wanted the Love in the Time of Science team to write with him and produce him. I love Seal, but there was no way I would work with Y again. I gave Seal the contacts for Big Al and Y independently. Fast-forward a couple of months and a big black limo was parked outside Al’s semidetached house in Downend, Bristol. Seal, all six feet four inches of him, was squeezed into Al’s tiny recording room. They managed to write some songs together, and I believe Seal spent some time with Y in London. I look forward to the stories.

I had no record company or manager. My solo album was not a Tears For Fears album, even though it could have been. I didn’t have a title either. I was leaning toward Buffalo Standing, a repeated lyric from the song “Kill Love.” Around this time, Caroline received some disturbing news. Her Irish father had collapsed in a supermarket in central Bath. He’d fallen backward on the back of his head and had been taken to the hospital, unconscious. In yet another NHS horror story, he was left in an ambulance instead of being taken straight into the emergency room. We went to visit him when they finally found him a bed, but he remained unconscious. It was late one evening and Caroline was due to visit him once again. As she was leaving, she called out to me, “There’s a tomcat screaming outside.”

Tomcats Screaming Outside, I thought. It had a nice ring to it. I was aware that a Tomcat was also a supersonic war plane. I had no idea, however, that the day the album would be released in the United States would coincide with the worst terrorist use of planes the world would ever witness.

Unfortunately, Ken, Caroline’s father, didn’t make it. He joined her mother, Mia, in the sky, something I’m sure he would have wanted. Caroline had now lost both parents to that Neptunian void, a void that she would somehow try and fill. She dyed her hair darker. She was in mourning, and in many ways she never got over it.


The Houses

I seem to be harping on about the ninth house quite a bit. It’s not the only one, of course. If you look at your birth chart, you will see it divided, often unequally, into twelve sectors or houses. Where the planets are specific energies, and the signs are like filters, the houses are arenas of experience, stages upon which the gods can act out their specific drama. The houses correlate to the elements, roughly to the signs, which, in turn, correlate to the planets. It goes something like this:



First House = Fire = Aries = Mars

Second House = Earth = Taurus = Venus (Earth-side)

Third House = Air = Gemini = Mercury

Fourth House = Water = Cancer = Moon

Fifth House = Fire = Leo = Sun

Sixth House = Earth = Virgo = Chiron

Seventh House = Air = Libra = Venus (Mercury-side)

Eighth House = Water = Scorpio = Pluto

Ninth House = Fire = Sagittarius = Jupiter

Tenth House = Earth = Capricorn = Saturn

Eleventh House = Air = Aquarius = Uranus

Twelfth House = Water = Pisces = Neptune

Now, imagine you are pinned to a wheel in a Christlike pose. Your feet are at six o’clock, the fourth house cusp, or the IC, as it’s called. They are touching the Earth, your roots are spreading downward. These are the roots of your family tree and this is your bloodline. Your head, however, is at twelve o’clock. This is the tenth house cusp, or midheaven. This is where you are headed, how you get ahead. A king is crowned on his head and not his feet, although his bloodline is the thing that made him king in the first place. Your right hand is at the easternmost point, where the first house cusp, or ascendant, is. Given that you are right-handed, this where you are most dexterous; it is the hand that grasps the sword. This is your power and a place you can control. Conversely, your left hand is at the most westerly point, on the descendant. You can do much less with this hand, perhaps hold a shield, but you look and see another person in the same situation as you. Their right hand can reach your left hand. This is the seventh house cusp, the house of partners.

This is a metaphor of course and not one which all astrologers will like. Most people don’t go round with a sword in their hand, thankfully. Another way of looking at it is that the ascendant is the face we show the world in as much as we don’t normally present our feelings (Moon) or our true nature (Sun) until we’re in a familiar situation. In my mind, the ascendant describes the type of energy we have at our disposal, it feels natural and we naturally identify with it. The descendant, which is as much a part of us as the ascendant, describes the opposite energy, one we experience in interaction with others on a one-to-one basis. The energy comes from us but is drawn out by the other person. This interaction is sometimes not so easy; the house of partners is also the house of open enemies.

These four points on the chart represent your physical incarnation, the time of which is taken from the minute you are separated from your mother (or the moment you take your first breath) and therefore have an individual fate. They represent very strongly the physical body. For instance, when Jupiter by transit hits your ascendant, you will feel more positive, more optimistic; things will be more expansive, including your waistline. Conversely, when Saturn makes the same transit you will take things a little more seriously; you may feel a little down, you may go on a diet.

The first house, or ascendant, describes how we assimilate things, either practically, emotionally, intellectually, or spiritually. It is the sword in your hand.

The second house represents your value system, the things you place your ego over. (Again, are they material, emotional, intellectual, or spiritual?) It is the house of possessions, and how they represent you as an individual. It rules property as real estate and investment and not as the place you call home. It is a money house: your money.

The third house represents your siblings (from the same family), communication, the immediate environment, your neighborhood, your neighbors, and short journeys. It also rules education up until college.

The fourth house represents your home, your family, your roots, your bloodline.

The fifth house represents your creative progeny, your creative output, your children. It is also the house of love affairs and theater.

The sixth house represents the workplace and your coworkers, relationships with a power imbalance. It is a house of health and daily ritual.

The seventh house is the house of partners, equal relationships, and open enemies. Also, the house of your first marriage.

The eighth house represents things that are hidden or secret, things we do in private: sex, death (most of the time), and paying taxes. It represents secret enemies and is also a money house, the house of shared finances.

The ninth house represents any relative who is not a sibling or parent or partner. It rules higher education, philosophy, and one’s belief system, how one makes sense of the world. Also long-distance travel and foreign places, plus your second marriage should you have one.

The tenth house represents your career, your status in society, and what you aspire to.

The eleventh house is the house of friends, groups, organizations, and societies. It’s also the audience, the house opposite the fifth, which represents the stage.

And then we come to the trickiest house, the house associated with the sign Pisces and the planet Neptune. It represents hospitals and prisons and anyplace where we cede control, like being a passenger on a plane, for instance. It also rules sleep and dreams and nighttime in general. It is the house where we finally let go.
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Chapter 17

The Return of the Young Oik

In 1999, I still had a fax machine in the office of Neptune’s Kitchen. It was how I would receive communications from my music publishing company. I must admit, sometimes I barely read them. I remember one fax coming in and mentioning some film being made. They wanted clearance for “Mad World” and “Head Over Heels.” I didn’t log the name of the film, but I noticed that Drew Barrymore was one of the producers, so I signed off and promptly forgot about it. Around the same time, I received a message from a lawyer at what was now called Seddons, Paul Woolf being no longer involved. It was about Curt. He was involved in some business transaction in New York or LA. It had nothing to do with me personally, but because of our intertwined business interests I needed to get the paper signed in front of a notary in Bath. I didn’t have to (have to), and Curt later told me he was worried about my possible refusal. But reasonable man that I am, that was not the case. I went to the notary and returned the signed form to the lawyer. I then received a fax from Curt, seemingly out of the blue, saying, “Thank you, and here’s my number if you fancy calling.”

I didn’t know what to think. In those nine years I had barely thought about him. Life goes on, and when you have children, they take over and become the primary consideration. Raoul was seven by this time, and Curt had only just started thinking about having children. Music was very much a consideration, and I was deeply embedded with Big Al.

I cannot remember how exactly, but Curt and I ended up on the phone, talking for the first time in more than nine years. I was standing in the kitchen of the Old Rectory; Curt was somewhere in America. The first thing I noticed was that his accent had changed; gone was the young oik from the Snow Hill flats, in his place was someone with a mid-Atlantic accent sounding rather sophisticated. He hates me saying this, but he was using words like direction, inspiration, and motivation. Wow. I kept thinking about all those holidays and my connection with the South of France, all that eau (water) under le pont (bridge). I kept looking around at the wonderful environment I was living in, the lush gardens, the tall trees. And the other thing I noticed was that any animosity between us had utterly disappeared.

At this time, I’d also found another manager who could plug Tomcats Screaming Outside for me. His name was John Arnison. He was working for Hit and Run management, a large team that was also looking after Genesis. John was a submanager, very gentlemanly. He did not possess the mother hen instincts of Debra Baum nor the criminal bluff of Paul King. He was personable and easy to get along with. His own calm induced my own. He’d taken the album to many people. He’d spent time in LA, even came across Curt at some point, and seemed to get on well with him. I was once again on holiday in the South of France when, on the phone, John suggested that Curt put a few vocals on Tomcats Screaming Outside. It would make John’s job a lot easier. Clearly the record companies were saying there was value in Curt and me getting back together. I wasn’t being stubborn or difficult, but I knew it was the wrong thing to do. Tomcats was my solo album. If I was going to work with Curt again, it would be very important to see how our relationship panned out first. That, in a sense, was more important than the music.

That fall, Curt had to visit Bath; it’s where his mother and older brother lived. When he was settled in, we got together for a meal along with Caroline and a few others. We met at an old haunt called the Beaujolais, a French restaurant whose walls were adorned with semipornographic images. Wine corks two feet deep filled the gap between the bench seat and the window, which was where we were sitting. Once again, there was no malice. The atmosphere was light and friendly. I wouldn’t say it was just like old times, but Curt was no longer the enemy in any way. We were grown-ups who had lived separate lives and had both personally thrived.

For many years Curt had been working with a songwriter-producer-guitarist in New York named Charlton Pettus, a smart, witty, and talented East Coaster with a penchant for polo shirts. They had made an album together and Charlton had been involved in Curt’s response to “Fish out of Water,” a song called “Sun King.” While I was seeking a new passport in Newport, Wales, I heard one of their songs on the radio. It was pleasant on the ear, and I could sense the intelligence behind the recording. Now that we were talking again, Curt would send me music that the pair of them had made. There is a case to be made for the place, or city, influencing the music created there. Al and I were very entrenched in the darker side of things, driven by the urban Bristol environment. The music that Curt and Charlton were making together seemed very light, almost carefree by comparison. It sounded as if they were always in 3/4 or something and with bars at odd lengths. It was a lot more muso (musically technical) than I was used to. Also, a lot more orthodox, if that makes sense, and without question a lot more American.

While in Bath, Curt popped up to see our house and the studio, and we sat chatting for a while. I was still in the throes of selling Tomcats Screaming Outside. Curt was kinda smiling at my obsession, my seriousness, and the fiscal value I was placing on art. At the time, John Arnison was talking with a London-based independent company who liked the record. Though they would have preferred it if I’d used the name Tears For Fears. Ho-hum. We went ahead with this company. My hair was thankfully long again. I did a photo shoot with Darragh McDonagh, his blurred images so perfect for the atmosphere of the album, and with the brilliant Curt Evans, we designed the cover and booklet around it. A terrible video was made for the song “Low Life.” But lo and behold, there was little desire for a Roland record in the UK. And there was little promotion to go along with the appetite. John Arnison had also secured a US release. I went there specifically to promote the record. A few flights got switched around, and I ended up at the Sunset Marquis hotel in LA on September 10, 2001. In the morning, the phone rang. It was 9/11, album release day. “Switch on the television,” the voice requested. So, I did. And of course, we all know what happened. Any press I’d had was immediately canceled and it really didn’t matter to me. The album I had struggled with was of little significance compared to the grief, the trauma, and the fate of the people whom we lost. I let it go, and once again let my career go into free fall. There were far more important things.

It had been suggested that I at least try and work with Curt again. He had moved from New York to LA mainly because of his wife Frances’ work. She as a publicist was switching companies to LA-based Dreamworks. So, Caroline and I booked a rental in LA for when our sons were on their Christmas break, and took them with us. We chose a large, dark, wooden house within walking distance of Curt’s. Curt and I were to try writing with Charlton at his studio in the valley. I was open to new ideas. It must have been quite strange for everyone to see me walk in, because at one point I had been the bogeyman, the Sun King that they so eloquently wrote about: The gloves are off, there are no rules, I’m a regicidal fool. I could possibly have helped them with that lyric.

I guess I had low or no expectations and felt no pressure to perform. I was enjoying LA’s winter sun, which felt so much hotter in the valley. I was used to the absolute fluidity of working with Al, the spontaneity, the genius. Here in Charlton’s studio, brick walls abounded. Metaphorical brick walls, perfectly placed to bang your head against. Stalemate is the word that springs to mind. Stalemate and a lot of coffee being consumed, I noticed. Knowing Charlton as I do now, he seemed a little ill at ease, unsure of this Brit and his prickly, confident manner. But only for a few days. I would walk to Curt’s and he would drive us to Charlton’s. Charlton’s wife (another Al, as in Alexandra) was one hell of a cook. It seemed lunch was always a priority. It was a wholly different approach to the workday from the one I was used to with the stolen sandwich. I was quite shocked, to be honest, shocked that these guys could hang around like this. As though life was more important than music.

I felt, without question, frustration. I have noticed, certainly for myself, that if I follow the same routine day after day (Saturn), I will get bored and frustrated, but then there will be some kind of breakthrough (Uranus) that could take me to another level. This was true for tennis and is for music. But on this occasion, it wasn’t me who got frustrated, it was Curt. He literally banged out a chord. For those in the know, it was E minor ninth. He must have learned that chord during our nine-year hiatus. It was music to my ears. I got on the upright piano and immediately sang the verse to what would become “Closest Thing to Heaven.” Possibly even more. Frustration over.

I had a sense that Charlton was a little surprised by the way this sudden eruption of creativity led to completion. I’ll have to ask him. But this was where his talents kicked in. We quickly finished the songwriting and with all manner of non-electronic instruments recorded the demo: a piano here, a sliding bass there, me doing a terrible Ringo impersonation on the drums, a mellotron, various percussion. And Curt’s vocals on the chorus. Wait a minute . . . it sounded like those darn Beatles again. In fact, it sounded as if the last record that Curt and I had recorded together was The Seeds of Love and this was the follow-up. Strange.

But this was the spark that made us all relax. We knew that now, in that environment, and with that cast of characters, we could create. From then on, we wrote other songs. Charlton and I had a mutual love for all things Beatles; we also had a love for any band who had been influenced by them, XTC being one of them. We would compete when it came to guitar, bass even. He started playing an arpeggio. “What’s that?” I inquired. The instruments changed hands as we worked out who would be better at playing a specific part, who could complete the song. There would be long pauses and much frustration, but we had confidence that something would eventually come. It was so different from working with Al, but it sounded like Tears For Fears, at least pre-1990 Tears For Fears. Charlton seemed to understand Curt, and over the years he would begin to understand me too. He was and is in so many ways a brilliant communicator, modulator, and translator between Curt and me. He must have been born on a Wednesday.

I mentioned before about how important twenty-eight degrees Capricorn was to Curt and me. Curt has his Saturn there, I have my Jupiter there. The two work together in concert: one brake, one accelerator. Wouldn’t it be uncanny if Charlton also had a planet there? Pause for the obstinacy of static. Well, guess what? He has Mercury at twenty-eight degrees Capricorn. And what is Mercury great at: translating, modulating, communicating. Mercredi is the French word for “Wednesday.” It is the day on which Charlton was born. Many years later, when Saturn was once again at twenty-eight degrees Capricorn, the true nature of our coming together would mean something to the world. More on that later.

Once the session with Curt and Charlton was over, I would fly back to England. I would come away replenished from working in LA, and let melodies and lyrics appear in my head from the deeper recesses of my mind. It was now post-9/11. George Bush Junior had been talking about how America should no longer be the policeman of the world, but following that devastating attack, he had no choice. I remember the look on his face in the classroom of that children’s school when a Secret Service agent darted in and told him that America was under attack. Bush had no option but to eat his words. Regardless of what politicians say, Fate will always determine the course of action. Following the attack, Bush talked about each American child sending a dollar to the children of Afghanistan for food and medical help. Afghanistan was home to the Taliban and was seen initially as the source of the devastation. He said, “We’ll kill them with kindness.” I thought that was such a strange thing to say. No surprise, “Killing with Kindness” became a song on the new Tears For Fears album.

Perhaps now is a time to introduce something I learned reading Richard Tarnas’s Cosmos and Psyche. In one long chapter he talks about the Saturn-Pluto orbital relationship. He talks about them coming together in the sky (a conjunction) when they are opposite each other (in opposition) and when they are at ninety degrees to each other (square). Without any mention of star signs (and there are none in the book), he talks about the devastation that arrives during these moments. There is no question astrologically that Saturn and Pluto are the heaviest, darkest forces. In their own way, both signal death. Together they are certainly not a walk in the park or the harbingers of great joy. Tarnas describes the social trauma that occurs during the peaks of those planets’ interwoven relationships. At the time of 9/11, Saturn and Pluto were in tight opposition. I was curious. Cosmos and Psyche was published in 2007. As I was writing this book, I wondered when the last conjunction was, so I looked on my computer. It was exactly the tenth of January, 2020. Death and fear combined. And for those with short memories, this was the time of Covid-19, a virus that would shake the world and change the way we lived.

Back in LA, Curt and I were starting to make some noise in the industry now that we’d reunited. We met with a few A & R men and played them a couple of demos: “Closest Thing to Heaven” and a song called “Ladybird.” Curt and Charlton had a chorus, funnily enough in 3/4 and with odd-length bars. And it was good old Chris Hughes, who was kinda delighted about Curt and me getting back together, who sat with us in Neptune’s Kitchen and imparted his psychic wisdom (and his Putney nous). I came up with a verse, and once again Charlton finished it by playing a couple of wonderful chords for a middle eight. These two tracks were starting to garner attention.

In addition to record companies who were aware of our renaissance, so too were management companies. We got word that a very large LA-based company wanted to hold a meeting with us. It went by the name of The Firm. Strong, solid, emphatic and powerful, these were warriors in business suits. The Firm was located in an endless building in Beverly Hills. It looked more like a record company than a management firm. With gold and platinum discs of Linkin Park and the Dixie Chicks on the walls, The Firm had to be doing something right. We were shown into a room and led to two chairs. Before us sat seven managers, all different shapes and sizes, ages and sexes, too, each with their own high-profile acts. The leader, the man who had brought all these managers together in this Olympus-like formation, was named Jeff Kwatinetz. This was LA at its very best. The Firm wanted to manage us, but first there had to be some peacock-strutting dance. It makes me smile thinking of it now, that it was one more in a line of management fuckups, but at the time we felt that this power septet was the best way to move forward. After the meeting, Curt and I went to lunch at Kate Mantalini, a swish diner in Beverly Hills. Courteney Cox and Jennifer Aniston from Friends walked in. They smiled at us. Surely this was a good omen.


Alan Griffiths RIP

Jason, my ex-assistant, was thriving in LA. Due to his friendly, knowing nature, he was making good connections and was soon in a position where he needed some background music for a TV program called CSI: Miami. A fellow Bristolian, Jason had kept in touch with Big Al and offered him the role, which he could fulfill from his music room in Downend. Al had a home setup. It was based in a small upstairs room and right next to his own bedroom, which was stacked with guitars in their cases. Al had sealed the windows to keep in the noise. He was surrounded by musical gadgets, keyboards, speakers, amplifiers, and all manner of elaborate electrical toys. He was literally encircled by electricity in a tiny, airless space. And he worked like this for years. Without knowing it, and without anyone telling him about the dangers of electromagnetic fields, he had created a cancer-prone environment, in a town where cancer was already prevalent. Within this sealed environment, surrounded by electricity, he would shorten his life and be outlived by his mother.

[image: A man outside, his face partially obscured by the leaves of a tree.]

The late, great Alan Griffiths. (RO)



We were all shocked when we entered the semidetached house in Downend following Big Al’s death. It was not a healthy environment to live in simply because of the air he was (or wasn’t) breathing. Jason’s brother and I looked at all the musical equipment and talked about what we would do with it, whether it should become part of a shrine, whether a blue plaque bearing Big Al’s name should be put on the house. There’s still time.

Al was a monster of creativity. He was obsessed with music and production and never stopped thinking about it. I never saw him exercise, and he was not one for vacuuming either. He could have moved to LA and had an outdoor lifestyle, made use of one of LA’s many superb hiking trails. We talked about it, and so did Debra Baum. After all, Al never spent the money he earned. But his father’s dying wish was for Al to look after his mom. And Big Al was supremely faithful, supremely supportive.

In early 2017, I was at home at the Old Rectory, about to go on tour. He called me on the phone. He told me he had cancer. Not one to give up easily, I said, “Okay, what about the Royal Marsden Hospital in London?” Caroline and I had a friend who had been successfully treated in that place. It had a very good reputation. “No,” he replied, “it’s too late.” Al had gone into the doctor’s office with a repetitive cough that he couldn’t shake. He’d had a scan, and they saw tumors, not one tumor and not in one place. He was admitted to the hospital. Two weeks later he was gone. Big Al is a vital part of my story, of the Tears For Fears story. I just know I miss him and will never forget him. Wrap things up in dreams of glory, ’cos when I die you’ll be waiting for me.*
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Chapter 18

Everybody Loves a Happy Ending

When Saturn reacts with Pluto the worst tends to happen, and our reaction is entirely in line, it is fear based. Saturn is the grim reaper and Pluto is the (invisible) face of indiscriminate, not timely, death. We are straitjacketed; we go into lockdown. Flights get canceled; security is increased. Authority has more power and a perfect excuse to exercise it. But it’s not too long before that all changes, before people are reminded of the freedoms they once enjoyed. There is an almost opposite orbital relationship to that of Saturn-Pluto, and that is the one of Jupiter-Uranus: optimism through change, change through optimism. Freedom. It was the latter that I was suddenly caught up in during this period of working in LA. And it felt wonderful.

Many of the trips we took to LA were based around our sons’ school breaks. I would write at home and work on the song ideas that were floating around. But it was in LA while working with Curt and Charlton in person that things really came together. Once again, there was a sense of moving toward something, a cloud of an idea that was already formed perched on that hill over there, speckled in sunlight, but still some distance away. It was summer break, so Caroline and I could turn the trip into a holiday. We rented a house on Ozeta Terrace, a short walk from the now bustling Sunset Boulevard. It belonged to a commercial photographer, had the usual pool and one hell of a firepit, which was where we spent most of our nights drinking Chardonnay. The house also had an upright piano that came in very handy when I was struck by ideas. A lot of the title track, “Everybody Loves a Happy Ending,” was embellished on that piano. And its counterpart, “The Devil,” was written on it: The Devil, take me now, before I’m ushered out. ’Cos you are like me, but I can bleed.

During that month, we even hosted my mom, her sister, and my Uncle Ray. We had friends from England come and stay, we had LA friends over, and we entertained. There was peach, Parma ham, and mozzarella salad to go along with other summer plates that we would put together. With the superb weather, the cobalt sky, the kids in the pool, it was an inviting lifestyle. In the studio, the ideas were flowing. Once again, fire starter Curt played a short sequence of notes on a Korg synthesizer preset called “Bouncing Ball.” This led to a song called “Last Days on Earth”: Ties that are tested and tried, like the crashing of the waves, will be lost in the tide. And on that track in Charlton’s small, tight drum room, Fred Eltringham played. I’m running out of superlatives, but Fred became the featured drummer for the whole album.

With The Firm behind us, we were soon signed to a major label in New York called Arista Records. Our A & R man, L. A. Reid, was once part of a music writing and production team called L.A. and Babyface. He was highly regarded in the industry. There was so much forward momentum that when we returned to England after the summer break, I put it to Caroline that we move to LA for the duration of the album cycle. Optimism through change. We were in a funk back then at the big house in the West Country, the kids were young enough to be pulled out of school, and that blue California sky beckoned. It would be good for us. In March 2003, Caroline single-handedly started packing up the Old Rectory and storing a lot of the furniture and box after box in Neptune’s Kitchen’s stone room. We planned to rent the house out. This turned out to be a huge mistake. I traveled ahead of my family and found a place for us in LA. Once Easter came and the school term finished my family would join me.

The house on Iredell Road, just off valley-side Laurel Canyon, backed on to one of LA’s popular hikes. In fact, you could access it from the back garden gate. It was also about five minutes from the Studio City tennis courts and ten minutes from the school where Curt and Charlton had enrolled their children. This was where we put Raoul and Pascal for the short term. The Country School could not have been more different from Clifton College, the school in Bristol. Both of our boys were used to intense structure, the wearing of uniforms, an unspoken pressure to perform and conform (Saturn). Clifton College has its own theater and its own chapel, a place we would occasionally have to attend on a Sunday and sing all those hymns that I was forbidden to sing as a young child. There was a sense of grandeur in that school; it took up many streets and buildings within Bristol’s wealthiest area. It still is one of England’s finest public (private in the US) schools.

And now the boys found themselves in The Country School. It was free-living, relaxed, progressive (Uranus) in ways that had not yet taken hold culturally. Instead of uniforms, the boys couldn’t dress down enough. Long hair was the norm for boys and girls, along with baseball jerseys and flip-flops. In fact, if there was a pressure to conform, it was to conform in the opposite way. You still had to show that you were one of them. You still had to have the same values. Perhaps this was inescapable.

As an independent school with a relaxed and alternative (Uranus) approach to education, it attracted celebrities. We would sometimes rock up in the morning to see Gary Oldman (Harry Potter, Slow Horses) serving breakfast. You would come across John Taylor of Duran Duran, singer Macy Gray, Robert Patrick (Mercury Man from Terminator 2). It was a far cry from Clifton College, where certain inhabitants were academics who seemed as old as the buildings themselves. I won’t stress a preference. I would say that the new school suited Raoul better, but not Pascal. And when we returned to England, Raoul would end up thriving in a Catholic state school’s art department. And Pascal would thrive in Clifton College’s drama department. But that was down to individual teachers more than the schools.

But I loved the LA lifestyle. I mean, who wouldn’t if you were used to the dark misery of the winter school drop in England. Leaving in the dark and returning in the dark, stuck for hours in the Bristol traffic. I started looking at LA property. One house caught my eye. It had triple-height windows that looked out at the pool. I went to see it, spoke to my accountant, and got a huge sense of the financial freedom on offer in the US compared to the UK. Tax breaks for buying houses that have been slowly removed from the British system, certainly since I bought my first house in 1983. It was as though the US culture wanted you to spend money and would support you when you did. Easy for me to say, I know.

We continued to write and record over at Charlton’s. One arpeggio that Charlton came up with caught my ear. We turned it into a song called “Call Me Mellow,” a song about attraction and age difference, something I would get to know very well in the future: If I was only half my age and she was older, we’d live on ice cream, on Coney Island. Another song that I came up with on acoustic guitar was called “Secret World.” It seemed that the general tone was up, was about the positive aspects of love for the most part, aside from “The Devil” and “Killing with Kindness.” But even those tracks are light and sunny compared to where I had been going with Big Al. The location was influencing the music. It was a fun, breezy album that we recorded while having fun. Apologies to my darker self. Every once in a while, L. A. Reid would fly to LA to listen to what we were doing. He would stay in a high-end hotel and set up some sweet-sounding speakers. He was always laden with assistants. Curt and I would drive across and play the new music to him. It sounded good. Alive and up. Every time, L.A. would close his eyes and nod his head. And when the music stopped, he would look at us and smile with a flash of perfect teeth. He was happy. It was such an inspiring way of recording. We felt utterly supported by Arista and The Firm.

We were headed to the business end of the album. All the songs had been written, so we moved to a professional recording studio. Neil Dorfsman, known for his work with Dire Straits, was set to engineer. Once again, recording the drums was a dream: short, quick, and problem free. No two weeks editing thirty-two takes of “Badman’s Song.” For “Secret World” we had a string arranger named Paul Buckmaster, who lived down the canyon. He wrote the parts out for a string orchestra, first using midi so we could hear what he was doing, and then with a full orchestra recorded in a few takes in a big LA recording studio. The sound was magnificent, and the album was seriously taking shape. A problematic track that I had tried out with Gail Anne Dorsey called “Size of Sorrow” was sent to upstate New York musician Kenny Siegal. He rearranged the whole song in a sloppy Led Zeppelin Houses of the Holy way, and even, with his wife, provided backing vocals for “Who Killed Tangerine?” And then we were done recording. Just like that. The song “Everybody Loves a Happy Ending” perfectly summed up Curt and me getting back together. And it felt that way. It became the title of the album. But it was not the end. However, following this album there would be one hell of a pause.

For the artwork, we decided on an LA-based artist, an Englishman named Alan Aldridge, known for his psychedelic work with the Beatles and the Who. Following a photo shoot with Zoren Gold, the first photo shoot Curt and I had done since the eighties, we had the complete booklet designed. Musically and artistically we felt very proud. And very confident. We listened back to it all in Charlton’s studio one early evening and celebrated. There was perhaps a little too much Chardonnay for me that night. I now had my own car. In high spirits, Curt and I raced each other back home. I got to a corner first in my Audi and took a sharp right turn onto Laurel Canyon. I didn’t see the police. I was pulled over while Curt drifted slowly past. It’s fortunate having an English accent in LA—you sound more sober than you are—and even more fortunate having an English driving license, with its long series of numbers and letters. Long story short, the rookie cop let me go. I learned my lesson that night. And Curt won the race.

A year before the family moved to LA, we welcomed my ex-manager Debra Baum once more to the Old Rectory. She’d flown in for some other business and brought a CD with her. It was the soundtrack to the film Donnie Darko. I vaguely remembered signing off on it via fax. Produced by Drew Barrymore, that’s right. We had a boom box in the kitchen and Debra insisted we put on the film’s version of “Mad World.” I was shocked, quietly blown away by what Michael Andrews and Gary Jules had done, recording the song in such a slow, stripped-down, reflective manner, exposing the lyrics in the process. Pascal, eight years old at the time, sang along: Children waiting for the day they feel good, happy birthday, happy birthday . . . It mentally stopped me in my tracks. The irony, I thought: the pain I had felt as a child, the pain that inspired those lyrics. And here was my own child singing those words back to me. I felt incredibly guilty. Guilty for the abandonment of my own inner child, perhaps?

Word of that track spread like a slow, quiet rumor, but a singer had heard the stripped-down version and decided to sing it in that manner on a talent show called Pop Idol. She did rather well, and there were moves for her to release it. In fact, she did. But certain DJs on Radio One were familiar with the Andrews-Jules version and felt that it was more authentic, so they started playing that instead. By December 2003, against the odds, “Mad World” was once again heading up the charts. On December 21, coinciding with my mother’s birthday and an earthquake in LA, it hit number one in the UK. This all seemed too good to be true with us making our new album at the same time. What could possibly go wrong?

The album Everybody Loves a Happy Ending was due to come out. Reluctantly, Curt and I agreed to go on a radio tour with Charlton and our drummer, Nick D’Virgilio, where we would play a collection of old and new songs acoustically. Reluctantly, because you really want people to hear the new material in all its glory. The Firm was all for it. We were to hop around the States hitting major markets. There were, honestly, some ugly mornings, but listening to it now, it worked well enough. We were in the van, all of us together, when we heard that L.A. Reid had resigned from Arista due to restructuring. This was not good news, to say the least. What would happen to the record? It was now down, in large part, to Clive Davis, one of Arista’s bosses, a man who had been responsible for launching the career of Whitney Houston. Clive Davis is an elder statesman in the American music industry. Unfortunately, the only noise we heard coming out of Arista was of a radio being retuned. Curt and I had a meeting with Jeff Kwatinetz at The Firm. We wanted to know if our champion, L. A. Reid, would take us to wherever he landed. Jeff wasn’t confident. L. A. Reid had gone AWOL. Jeff talked about us recording more material, maybe material that sounded like “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” and “Shout.” Ho-hum.

In the end, The Firm got the album released through the path of least resistance. I’m not sure how much hawking around the album to labels in New York or London there was because the feeling was one of disappointment and failure, a sense that the album was dead on arrival. Tears For Fears still had little sway within the industry, despite “Mad World” getting to number one in the UK and despite Curt and me getting back together. Tears For Fears as an artist mattered very little in the modern world of record sales. The album came out in the United States in 2004 on a Universal label that dealt with heritage acts. We did some US television and noticed that people were actually going into record stores and buying our records as a result. Well, Tears Roll Down (Greatest Hits 82–92) to be precise, but not the new album. There was no escaping our past. We had been huge in the eighties and then essentially disappeared from the public’s eye. It would hamper us forever. But that’s the choice you make. Do you care about your development as a human being? Do you care about your family? Or do you care, more than anything, about your career? Curt and I enjoyed the ride, but we never saw ourselves as being any more special than anyone else. It was not important enough to us: life is a minestrone, as someone once said. But we were proud of the album, and we very much wanted the world to hear it. You naturally want your progeny to be successful. Otherwise, why make new music at all?

Bizarrely when we were promoting the album, doing interviews, we were accused by the British media of riding on the coattails of Michael Andrews and Gary Jules’s success. As if we could magic up an album that quickly. I’ll talk about timing later, but things were certainly not going our way during that period. On a positive note, we started playing live to support Everybody Loves a Happy Ending. How things had changed. There were new in-ear buds to help us hear everything perfectly; there were laptops with the backing tracks. We were now a five-piece band of grown-ups. (Doug Petty from Curt’s band was added as keyboard player.) We had fun, and because we were not number one in the world, there was no pressure.

But all things good and bad must come to an end. We had come to the end of the album cycle. Back home in LA, my family had a talk. Regardless of the boys being young, Caroline and I wanted to hear what they had to say, we wanted them to have a voice. Raoul was easy; he was being homeschooled by now and was enjoying it. I very much liked the lifestyle. Pascal missed his school in England, missed his short-haired friends. He did not enjoy being a foreigner among young American students. And, with the greatest influence and the most to say, Caroline wanted to go home. She had become so healthy in LA, hiking regularly, doing yoga in the sunroom with an instructor, swimming, living well, and leading an outdoor lifestyle under a deep blue sky. She was in great shape. Life is full of what-ifs. I do wonder what would have happened to Caroline if we’d stayed in LA. But maybe Fate has the final say in everything. We decided to return to England and to a lifestyle that, for one of us at least, would prove to be lethal.


A Little Knowledge Is a Dangerous Thing

There is too much casual ignorance when it comes to the subject of astrology. You may have heard a skeptic or two proudly announce that the constellations have shifted (due to the wobble of the Earth’s axis), so everyone’s star sign is no longer correct. For instance, when we say the Sun is in Virgo, it is no longer in the sector of the sky where the Virgo constellation is. What does this mean for star lore? Let me explain something that relates, among other things, to the tilt of the Earth . . .

When the Sun is above the equator and headed to the northern hemisphere, it is said to be at zero degrees Aries: the vernal equinox. When it is above the tropic of Cancer it is said to be at zero degrees Cancer: the summer solstice. When it is once again above the equator and headed toward the southern hemisphere, it is said to be at zero degrees Libra: the fall equinox. When it is above the tropic of Capricorn, it is said to be at zero degrees Capricorn: the winter solstice. This has nothing to do with constellations and every bit to do with the time of the year, the angle of the Sun, and the tilt of the Earth.

The zodiac is a thin band of sky through which the Sun, Moon, and planets travel simply because the Solar System is relatively flat. Where the Sun rises in the east and falls in the west, the planets do also. Let’s take the constellation of Leo, made up of nine bright stars. Does that look like a lion to you? It doesn’t to me. The constellations that make up the names of the signs in the zodiac go back more than three thousand years to Babylonian times. The signs are merely sectors in the zodiacal circle, twelve to be precise, just as there are twelve notes in a musical scale. Instead of saying you were born when the Sun was in Leo, we should actually say you were born when the Sun was in the fifth sector.

The human qualities or traits that are aligned with the signs are projections of the human personality onto a sector of the sky, initially the old constellation, which happens to correlate extremely well. As above, so below. It was the human quality that originally turned the constellation, or sector, into an animal, a fish, a crustacean, or the scales of justice, and not the other way round.

Star signs are the thing that most people are familiar with when it comes to astrology. There are many books and websites that describe the nature of those signs, so I won’t delve into that here. But I will mention that the signs are split into four elements, all of which are states or stages of matter:

Earth (Capricorn, Taurus, Virgo): Solid. Corresponds to the body (the physical world and the senses, form, order) and the Hippocratic humor/temperament Melancholic.

Water (Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces): Liquid. Corresponds to the soul (emotions, subjective, internal, instinctive) and the Hippocratic humor/temperament Phlegmatic.

Air (Libra, Gemini, Aquarius): Gas. Corresponds to the mind (thinking, objective, external, reasoning) and the Hippocratic humor/temperament Sanguine.

Fire (Aries, Leo, Sagittarius): Plasma. Corresponds to the spirit (life force, energy) and the Hippocratic humor/temperament Choleric.

The signs are also split into three dynamic types:

Cardinal (Aries, Cancer, Libra, Capricorn): The cardinal signs exist at the beginning of each season—Aries at the beginning of spring, Cancer at the beginning of summer, Libra at the beginning of autumn, and Capricorn at the beginning of winter (in the northern hemisphere). All cardinal signs have something in common. They want to impress upon you whatever element they possess. The cardinal signs are assertive, pushy even: the attack of the wave at the beginning of the new season that wants to declare itself different from the one before. For instance, Capricorn, a cardinal earth sign, is instructional (to put it nicely). It will see things as a working structure and impress upon you the hierarchy that comes with responsibility (or success or privilege), the rules and regulations, the timetable and the timeline.

Fixed (Taurus, Leo, Scorpio, Aquarius): In the middle of each season we find the fixed signs—Taurus, Leo, Scorpio, and Aquarius, the flat line of the wave that was ramped up by the sign before, less of a need to assert oneself, less of a need for or sense of change. These are the stubborn, unbending signs that want to hold on to things, whether that’s possessions, valuable or not (Taurus), or feelings, positive or negative (Scorpio).

Mutative (Gemini, Virgo, Sagittarius, Pisces): These occur at the end of each season. They are the more adaptive signs, the decline of the wave, the sense that things are changing. They will translate or modulate whatever element they possess. For instance, Pisces, a mutative water sign, will transition from one feeling into another, perhaps too easily. It won’t impress its feelings upon you, it won’t hold on to them. When expressed fully, it has a universal empathy. It understands that feelings are a human experience and as changeable as the sea.
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Chapter 19

Sweet Dreams Are Made of This

2003–2019

It’s a beautiful day in sunny LA, 2003. Look at that sky. It’s a blue that you just don’t get in England. A cloudless, deep blue that isn’t going anywhere, the constant backdrop to your everyday life, silently telling you to GO FOR IT! I’ve just played two hours of tennis with my coach, Hally. Once again, it was a tough match. I can’t seem to beat her no matter what I do. Is she toying with me? Prior to the tennis I dropped the boys off at their new school in the valley. We’ve made friends very easily. One of the greeters at the school is a Nigerian lady called Nikki. We went to her fortieth birthday party in San Diego and met two more Nigerians, Wonie and Dola, men who were playing pool and talking trash, not knowing what to make of this white pop star. I challenged them, talking trash myself. We became instant friends, good friends, and soon they were coming round to the house of an evening, talking more trash, talking politics, and drinking too much wine. Even when there was a huge pile of mud in the backyard from all the construction, they still came round. We sat outside and talked about England: Caroline, Nikki, Wonie, Dola, and me.

Nikki and Wonie used to say that they were a princess and a prince back in Nigeria. I wasn’t sure if that meant the same thing as it does in England. But they were certainly regal. Wonie was a strong, healthy African guy with a penchant for kendo. He would turn up at parties in full kendo dress. The women loved it. Other days he would show up in his full gear, mask and all, and teach Pascal the moves. One of my enduring memories of our time in LA is of Pascal in the backyard, a tiny white kid with this kendo stick, yelling, “MEN!” and hitting the giant Wonie. And Wonie was so kind. Unbelievably kind. Every now and then he would tell us that he had some kind of congenital heart problem, that he only had five years to live. But he was so fit it sounded like hypochondria to me. One of the saddest days of my life was when my family and I were flying back to England. We found him in the airport lounge looking ill, so ill, but he was still Wonie. We bumped him up to first class so that he could lie flat as we flew across the Atlantic. A couple of weeks later, he was dead. I still keep in touch with Dola, with his irrepressible laugh and his home-cooked soul food. You might say we are united in grief. He will be a friend for life.

But I need a shower after that game of tennis in full sunlight. I’m in my bedroom in the house that we bought in LA, about to go to Charlton’s where Tears For Fears is recording the Everybody Loves a Happy Ending album, an album meant to signify my reunion with Curt after nine years. The TV is on, I’m not sure why. The cleaner must be here; she likes to have some background noise. There are so many ads. I look at the TV and see a middle-aged couple asleep in bed, on their backs, right next to each other. The ad is for a sleeping aid called Ambien. It promises undisturbed sleep with no side effects. I must admit, that couple does look blissful.

Actually now that I think about it, I have been waking up in the middle of the night. This is new for me. After a bottle of Chardonnay I sleep deeply, but only for about four hours, and then wide-awake frustration. If this drug is so good, it might be worth trying, if only for those frustrating times.

A day or two later I have a strip of this wonder pill, straight from my doc. Well, that was easy. Five milligrams per tablet. I probably won’t need that much. Another perfect day, another blue sky. We get a lot done in the studio. Working with Curt now feels strangely positive. This lifestyle change is positive too. We were in a rut, Caroline and I: the school run, the constant gray, the wine in the evening in front of the TV in that big country house in the quiet of the English countryside. But look at us now. This is the life. Wonie, Nikki, and Dola are coming round tonight. There will be so much banter. The Nigerians were schooled in England and have so many opinions about the motherland and Thatcher. So funny. It’s like we’ve known them all our lives.

I go to sleep as I usually do, straightaway, next to Caroline. That was a lot of Chardonnay but that’s okay, I don’t ever seem to get a hangover. I’ll be up to take the boys to school as usual and then on to tennis. But around three thirty in the morning I’m wide awake. This must be a product of getting older. Hmmm. Can’t sleep. Luckily, I had put a pill right by my bed on my nightstand. Just five milligrams. I break the tablet and take two and a half milligrams with some water. Let’s see what this miracle drug can do. I wait for five minutes. Wow, I am actually falling asleep, no monkey brain. I can feel it. This is amazing. The next thing I know, my alarm is going off and I’m awake, surprisingly awake and at the right time. Well, I’ll be . . . yet another incredible aspect of this new American lifestyle. What more could you ask for?

Two years later, my family and I decided to leave LA. The album came out and was a commercial disaster. We toured and that was a very rewarding experience, flying under the radar as we did, free of expectations. A great band made up of adults. But once the project cycle was over, the family made a joint decision to go back to England. Living in LA was such fun.

I’m not sure why, but it isn’t long before two and a half milligrams of Ambien isn’t quite cutting it. But that isn’t a problem. I can step it up to five milligrams. This is well within what is prescribed, although to be truthful, they do recommend Ambien for short-term periods only. Just over a week, I think? But a man must get some sleep, everyone would agree with that. It’s also incredibly useful for planes. Overnight, long journeys back to the UK are so much easier with this wonder drug. And if you wake up, you just take another. I know, not recommended, but needs must. Oh, and another thing I’ve noticed is that if there’s turbulence, and I hate turbulence, a little Ambien will suddenly make you fearless. Clearly, the positives outweigh the negatives here.

The years roll by, and Caroline is changing for the worse. I’m in England and my manager is telling me that iHeart Radio is keen to have Tears For Fears play a few songs at their concert, but it’s back in LA. It will be good for us, he says. I tell him that Caroline is not very well, and I need to stay with her. There is a negotiation; it’s only five days inclusive of travel. I’m thinking that I’ll be going onstage around four in the morning according to my body clock, but reluctantly I say yes and soon learn that just a little Ambien at the right time actually can keep you awake. It blurs the lines, makes you forget what time it is back home. It also makes the show so much easier. No nerves. Singing like a baby.

But, yes, I am taking a little more these days. I find I can’t sleep without it; I can’t nap either. But I’m still functioning. Look at me: tennis, gym, cooking, school runs, performing as needed. I’m also writing fiction, or at least trying to. I’m not so keen on music now, my head no longer full of tunes. Maybe I’ve lost my mojo?

Well, okay, I suppose it is a way of life now. If I take two ten-milligram tablets at night, I will sleep for four hours. If I wake up, I can take another twenty milligrams and get back to sleep for another four hours. That’s eight hours. We need eight hours of sleep, right? Actually, who made that rule? And Caroline really isn’t well at all. But at least I can get eight hours of sleep, which is what I need to deal with all of the problems.

And then suddenly I’m on tour again. Tears For Fears is opening for Hall and Oates. A tiny amount of Ambien once again making the whole thing so much easier. I’m enjoying this tour, the band sounds great once more, we’re having so much fun. That is until my wife dies and life changes forever. What the fuck!

I fly back to England and take more pills to sleep. The scene is horrific, and I feel incredibly sorry for my sons. After the funeral and the wake, I have such feelings of guilt. Grief and its ugly waves are threatening me, threatening to come up from the depths of my gut, through to my lungs, to break me down into a sobbing wreck at all hours of the day. I remember this from when my father died. I know what’s coming. But I can stop it because I have Ambien. That will stop the onslaught of grief. Fuck that monster. Fuck anyone who reminds me of Caroline. Fuck feelings. I am moving on, for God’s sake!

I can’t live in this goddamn house. It smells of Caroline. I can’t go into her dressing room. It makes me feel sick. Moving to London has got to be a good thing. I have a young girlfriend who is full of love and light and understands my loss. She holds me when I break down and cry. But she doesn’t know about the Ambien. She must not know about the Ambien. The erectile dysfunction? The mood swings? Oh, that’s just stress, grief. Sure, my life is changing. I’m learning a lot more about what foods are healthy: organic, not so many carbs. I am opening up. I could get used to this. But, no, I need that drink, thank you very much. A bottle and a half of wine is what I’m used to. Please don’t look at me that way.

I must say, though, that getting hold of this Ambien is now a little tricky. I’m having to lie to doctors, different doctors. I look at my stash. It’s wearing a bit thin. I need to get some more, secretly. Quickly.

I know! I’ll have it delivered to the West Country, then my girlfriend won’t know about it. I’m almost there now, in my big country house all alone. Oh my God, there it is. Count out the strips. So many. This is good, this will last a while. Though I will admit, I seem to be getting through them very quickly lately. But once I take a pill I forget about Caroline, I forget about my girlfriend. I’m back in the West Country, big fish small pond, isn’t it wonderful!

After a week in the big country house I’m starting to get those feelings again. I need to return to London and carry on my new life. What was I thinking? I’m so lucky no one can see inside my head because it’s a mess: old life, new life, it’s all too much. With my girlfriend we see the boys for supper every week, we talk about Instagram and football, but no one mentions the C word. The word Caroline is not even whispered; it just brings up so much pain. My girlfriend mentions therapy. What? I did therapy. In my twenties.

Then suddenly it’s Christmas. My girlfriend never celebrates Christmas without her family, but I can’t leave the boys. I also don’t want to go back to the big house in the country. So, we choose to celebrate it in London, one big happy family. We buy a Christmas tree. She and I go shopping in Marylebone, collecting furry ornaments and shiny baubles. We eat in nice places. I’m living a normal life, right? But as the day approaches, that haunting feeling creeps up on me, the knowledge that this will be the first Christmas without Caroline. The old life has its claws in me and is dragging me back. I book a car last-minute to the West Country, wall myself up with alcohol and Ambien, and tell my girlfriend I’m staying there for a few days. While decorating the tree alone, she finds out her mom has breast cancer. I tell her I’m not coming back for Christmas. That she should go home.

Christmas is a mess of unspoken grief for part of me. Another part is still that guy onstage, the confident Leo with the dark, curly hair who has clearly moved on. With my boys I go to Mike’s house; he was the friend who was called when Caroline died. I’m talking about going back to the South of France for a holiday. I want to go back to Cap d’Antibes and pretend that nothing has changed. Mike questions this. He shows me a picture of Caroline on holiday in the very house I want to rent.

And it hits me.

What the fuck am I doing? Why can’t I just feel the loss? The answer is clear: Ambien. I am an addict. One hundred percent an addict.

My sons are headed to New York for the new year; that should keep their minds off things. I return to the London house and ready myself to leave the next day to join up with my girlfriend in Colorado. I’ve just bought a new iPhone but I can’t seem to make it work. I am tech savvy, but this new gadget has me stumped. I’m getting very, very anxious and I really don’t feel well. I look at the news. Oh my God, the singer of the Cranberries has just died. What did she die of? Alcohol, pills? Am I taking too many pills? She’s similar in age if not younger. In a hotel in London? What the fuck is going on? Will my name be in the headlines next?

Then I feel it. A pain like no other, coming up from the pit of my stomach and into my chest. What the fuck is that? Am I having a heart attack? Should I call an ambulance? I can barely move. This pain won’t go away. I am dying. I think of my boys. I don’t want a stroke, please God, don’t give me a stroke. I need to get up to my bedroom, but the stairs are the sheer face of a mountain. I am crawling. I need pills. I need any pills I can get my hands on: paracetamol, Nurofen, blood pressure pills, and, of course, Ambien. I pass out on the bed. It’s early and I sleep, but at least I’m alive.

The phone is ringing, and my girlfriend is worried because she can’t get ahold of me. I miss her, and I leap for the chance to fly out to Colorado for New Year’s. But once there, I have those searing pains again, centered in my chest. I clutch the area and tense the muscles. Something wants to get me, but I fight it back by sheer determination. My girlfriend nags me to go to the doctor, especially when she sees me fall debilitated onto the bed. But I take a half a pill and then suddenly I am that guy again. I see a doctor and tell him about the pain. I also ask him for Ambien, but he looks at me like the addict I am. The X-ray he orders reveals nothing.

When we return to England I am not in a good way. Again, my stash is running short. I have jet lag, which makes everything worse. I try economizing my pills. My odd behavior is noted by my girlfriend and the nagging to see a doctor is constant. I’m walking up the stairs and down the stairs over and over again for no apparent reason. I’m smacking my lips, mouth-breathing, waiting sleeplessly until the time I can take a pill. And then, bliss, albeit short-term.

And today I run out. I didn’t get any sleep last night. It’s Sunday, March 4, 2018, and my girlfriend wants to go to a hip Spanish restaurant for lunch. But I find it impossible to enjoy any form of pleasure, even after a few drinks. All I can think of is survival.

It’s Sunday night. What am I going to do? Once again, I could order some Ambien to the West Country. I book a car for the morning and start packing even though I am beyond tired. My girlfriend is resting on the bed. She is remarkably beautiful, and that should be enough to bring me joy. She wants me to join her on the bed. We look into each other’s eyes, and then, without knowing it, I spit out a guttural scream and immediately black out. Tongue rolling back in my mouth, I am having a full-blown seizure, arms stiff, legs kicking, eyes in the back of my head. And though my girlfriend has never seen anything like it and is shaking like a leaf, she is wise enough to call 999. Much later, I wake up, I’m not sure when, and there are paramedics in the room. “Is this your first seizure?” they ask. Everything is as foggy as last week’s dream. Seizure? What are they talking about? My girlfriend has to help me pee. I have lost control. I think I’ve bitten my tongue.

I’m ushered into the waiting ambulance, my long hair is dyed black, my T-shirt has a skull emblazoned on it, my coat is heavy and smells like a vagrant’s, my black boots are scratched leather and so rock and roll. I pass out again. From then on it gets hazy. I must rely on the details that I’ve been told. And though, thank God, I don’t die, that guy, that rock and roll idiot with the dyed hair and the skull T-shirt does. And I do not mourn him.

At the hospital I am rushed to emergency, only to lie there for several hours on a gurney in the hallway. Because I’m not seizing, I have to wait my turn. Finally, I am admitted to a room. My girlfriend, having just witnessed one seizure, sees another coming on. She tells the nurses, who don’t see anything that needs urgent attention so they turn their heads back to their computers. I still have not been seen by a doctor, hours later, and I pull my hood over my eyes to shield them from the light. I am clutching my heart in pain. Eventually a doctor comes in and has me stand up. At this point, I start seizing again. The nurses run in and help me as I fall toward the floor, then roll me onto another gurney.

I’m in a big private room, in the ICU, getting colder and colder. I am still clutching my heart, the grand mal seizures hitting that major organ over and over. If it weren’t for all the hours I’d spent playing midday tennis in the hot sun, I would not be here to tell the tale. If it weren’t for the rapid actions of my girlfriend, the same would be true. She acted immediately. I was no stranger to seizures because I’d seen Caroline go through them, though hers were less severe. And now I was feeling it from within. Karma. I became my dying wife, I was going through what she went through.

My girlfriend sees another seizure coming on. She tells the nurses. This time they listen and put something by my bed to stop me from biting my tongue. I have a third seizure and the nurses run in. They shove something in my mouth, and this time, they give me lorazepam. Exhausted, I sleep for the rest of the night.

After certain kinds of seizures, you become psychotic. This is an interesting state, to put it mildly. When I wake up the next day, I do not have a clue where I am. In the ward with me are three older male patients. My girlfriend sits at the end of the bed. I honestly believe I am in Bath, in the Royal United Hospital, but I am of course in London, in Hampstead in the Royal Free. Even when I look through the window, I see the hills of Bath. It’s crazy what the mind/brain can do. My girlfriend tells me once again that I’d had seizures. I don’t believe her. She has no idea about my nighttime secret. Her visiting time is nearly up. She has to return home and is trying desperately in all this madness to complete a master’s in creative writing. Looking back, with my grief, my moods, my addiction, I made things extremely difficult for her. My sons were still in the dark as well.

Once she leaves, I get more confused. I check my wallet and find there is cash missing. Did a nurse steal it, or a janitor, or a patient in the ward? I do not know why I am in this ward. I need to leave. I put my coat on and check my wallet again. I still have my black American Express card. I use it as some kind of passport or visa, shoving it at the nurse who is supposed to be looking after these elderly men. Do you know who I am? I get surly, my long, black rock and roll hair curled like snakes. I look dangerous, homeless even, as though I am about to get violent. As I move toward the nurse in an aggressive manner, she cries out for the guards. They come running toward me. And then . . . darkness.

I wake up the next day in a completely different ward with a large nurse as security, to make sure I don’t try and escape. I can’t talk. I can’t move. I am completely bedridden. My girlfriend turns up and has no idea what has happened to me because the day before I was seemingly okay and getting over the grand mal seizures. Today I am almost comatose. She checks the binder at the base of my bed to see if they’ve given me something. If they have, it must have been the night before when I’d tried to escape; either way, it was not written down. After hours, I slowly begin to speak, then to move. The nurses are playing old Tears For Fears songs in an attempt to get me to remember who I am. But my 3-D imaging has gone. I no longer see the world as you and I see it now; I see it as if it were on a screen. This is a play. A miniseries based in a hospital. The doctors are actors, and I am living in the future. I take my top off, for some reason, my hair on my shoulders. I look like Tarzan, one of the fellow inmates tells me. And I walk into the corridor looking at the passing staff as though nothing is real. And perhaps I am right. My girlfriend has called my sons, despite my pleas not to, and I am not happy about it. They’ve just witnessed their mother’s descent into madness, and now it’s my turn?

But Raoul and Pascal turn up and I, believing I am living in the future, ask them why they are wearing clothes from two years before. I do remember, in my madness, a meeting with the hospital psychiatrist, a dream within a dream. But he was not listening. I spoke about Caroline’s death, and though this is eight months later, he immediately questions whether the seizures were real or pseudoseizures made up as a grief response. And on the next day when I am discharged, this is what he writes in the report. Despite the fact that the first doctor who saw me and did scans diagnosed it as withdrawal. Despite the fact I’d had two out of the three grand mal seizures in the same hospital, just floors below, written and recorded in real time. God bless Britain’s National Health Service. If you break an ankle, if you get cancer, if you have a heart attack, you’ll be in good hands, but when it comes to withdrawal, they do not have a clue. This, I know from experience.

I could not see a neurologist in the hospital. They just didn’t have the time. I had to go to a private practice, which, luckily, I could afford. I was released and introduced to London’s famous Harley Street and all its wonders, which you’d think should be way better. To be fair, the neurologist there was very kind. But he told me he was ninety percent sure I was epileptic. I wasn’t. The seizures were withdrawal.

It was late March 2018. I was supposed to be touring in the summer, and given what had happened, it was advised that the tour had to be postponed. I was privately devastated because I was no longer a functioning, reliable musical partner. So, I decided that a new London home would be a good idea. I associated the Primrose Hill house with the seizures and wanted out. We moved from Primrose Hill to an even bigger house in Kensington. There followed a month of meetings at the neurologist’s office, wires strapped to my head, and more at the cardiologist. I had my heart checked, I had my kidneys checked, I had my head checked, all in an attempt to understand what the problem was. The problem was simple: Ambien.

I was still on it although my girlfriend, to some degree, now knew. After what had happened, I kept that magical sleeping pill to a minimum even though I’d been told to quit entirely. One a night. I was in this new large house on my own, trying to get a shower to work, any shower, to simply wash my hair, now gray at the roots, as I was no longer dyeing it. In the end, I went to the top of the house to a small bedroom with an en suite. I turned on the tiny shower, which sprayed me with cold, cold water. Raw and unable to tolerate the smallest inconvenience, I freaked out. This decrepit shower was my life. I looked in the mirror and screamed, “What the fuck am I doing here?” I had a life of so many options. Shortly after, I started to shake. Not a mild shake but tremors of the head, neck, body, uncontrollably for hours, with my chest and stomach muscles desperately flexing. And the only thing that would stop it? You guessed it, Ambien. This was a new phase of withdrawal.

My girlfriend upon seeing it rushed me, against my will, to the nearby hospital. And what did they say? After hours and hours waiting and convulsing on one of the top floors, the young doctor, overworked to be sure, looked on YouTube for similar tremors, and came back with another entirely wrong diagnosis.

I lost a lot of weight during those weeks, becoming gaunt and weak. It was back to neurologists, very good ones, including one who told me, without doing any proper testing or without witnessing them in person, that my shaking was dissociative, whatever that means (in the mind). Hell was that shaking. What I now know is that my body was trying desperately to rid itself of that drug. And yet my mind was telling me that everyone was an enemy, and I would be better if only I went back to the big house in the West Country, alone. So, I did.

It was so good to see Mike and his wife, Sally. Mike had received a little information about my health, my struggles with grief, and, as I mentioned, he’d lost two wives to cancer and knew full well about the madness that grief brings. I had lost weight. I was on benzos. Mike and Sally looked like health personified with their regular tennis. Beautiful people.

I was lost. I talked to my gardener, Mark, and told him he might see me shaking. He was so cool, telling me that it wasn’t a problem and that he knew a thing or two about anxiety. But no one knew about the magical sleeping pill I’d been taking far too much of. This went on every day. I would sleep with Ambien, rush out in the morning to get some food to cook, and then return and wait for the shaking to begin. And there was a time in this remarkable state of withdrawal where I was feet away from where Caroline died, when, reflexively, my arms went out rigid like Jesus’s on the cross, my face pointed at the ceiling, my back and neck arched as I stood completely on tiptoes. I felt like my spirit was being summoned upward, held in suspended animation as the fates decided exactly what they would do with me.

My girlfriend had mentioned many times that ugly word, rehab. I had no interest whatsoever. Nothing wrong with me. But I was in serious trouble. I knew it now, so I talked to a doctor in a rehab in Scotland. He sounded as though he knew the answer. Ambien’s effect was short-lived, but a benzo would live in my system a lot longer. He told me I should come to Scotland and he would see me right. That became my plan. With Ambien still in my pocket, and some in my system, I arrived at that hellish place, calm and completely normal. They searched me and I knew I had a few hours of normality before the withdrawal kicked in again. The food was inedible, the night was closing in. I was in danger of looking like a shaking, twisted wreck at any moment, but I made it to bedtime, which, of course, without my miracle drug would mean there would be no sleep. And that in itself was dangerous.

Come the morning, when I was still trying to sleep, the female attendant got me out of bed and issued me a warning. I should have been up, fully clothed, and downstairs like the other inmates. There had been zero sleep and I was withdrawing. You would think they’d have known about this, but much like the NHS, there was protocol. And so it was that a very kind inmate saw me walking with this ridiculous head and body tremor, looking worse than any other addict, regardless of whether it was heroin or crack, and led me to the office where they finally started to take me seriously. Rehabs had no idea about Ambien then—my counselor could not even pronounce it.

Long story short, I received a lot of counseling. I was put on a benzodiazepine. I would occasionally shake badly. The whole experience was harsh, almost purpose-built for addicts to re-offend. Each patient treated like a lowlife. The awful food was a constant talking point, and they were liberal with the caffeine, sugar, and cigarettes. And this all coincided with the most beautiful, hot summer in Scotland. But by the end of it I was no longer shaking. I got off Ambien. For two weeks.

In Winter 2019 Tears For Fears had a successful tour of England and Europe. The band sounded great. I was on mirtazapine, that same drug that Caroline had been on deep in her illness, and as a result I could function relatively well. Unfortunately, as the year progressed, Ambien crept back in. At one point during the summer tour of 2019, I was on 150 milligrams a day. That is a deadly amount, that is thirty times the recommended dose, that is seizure territory. Now hotheaded, belligerent, and slightly dangerous, I got through the tour by managing my meds along with alcohol, occasionally feeling the shivers of withdrawal around the edges, and occasionally pissing people off. I knew I was in danger of seizing again and skating near death. I needed to find another rehab, one that worked. And I had researched many in my days before and since the one in Scotland. My girlfriend recommended one in Colorado of all places. And, luckily for me, it was a damn fine place. Inner Balance is its name. It was quite remarkable: amazing food, incredible counselors, and absolutely no sugar or caffeine, not even sugar from fruit. It completely cured my addiction and, seven years later, I am still Ambien clean. Thank God. And if anyone reading this is taking that devil drug, taper down and seek professional help before it’s too late. I had to, once again, learn how to sleep naturally. It took months, many months, but it was absolutely worth it.

In all of this my girlfriend had stayed with me. That girl from Colorado. Through the grief, the madness, the addiction. She told me about the times when she could see the real me, and she knew it was all worth it. I’d forgotten who that man was. She remembered. During this remarkable rehab, with its DNA testing and dietary supplements, I stopped looking at the past, stopped clinging to Caroline, and instead started looking at the future. This girlfriend of mine was remarkable. Her name is Emily, and she is the girl that I call home. And I wondered, if I played my cards right, whether she might become my wife.

When I let go of Ambien, did I let go of Caroline? The answer is yes. But what does that mean? From an atheist perspective, letting go is merely a psychological function that allows us to get on with our lives. From a spiritual perspective, you are letting the deceased’s soul move on. In a bodily sense, Caroline died. But in an eternal soul-sense, she did not. Her job was done, sad though that may feel. I wish her so much peace. In letting her go, I found mine.


Neptune

The planet Neptune, and/or the sign of Pisces, will always feature heavily in the charts of musicians. Neptune is an awareness of, even a gateway to, another world, whatever you want that world to be. For instance, let’s call that world the sphere of imagination and longing. It may be something else, but for the sake of this discussion let’s stay agnostic. I am not blaming the planets for anything good or bad. They do not cause anything. The transits coincide or are synchronous with events. Synchronicity is a lovely word that implies coincidence with intelligence. Either way, it is extremely difficult to understand how this all works, even once you accept that it actually does.

When I was having seizures and hospitalizations in 2018, Neptune was forming an exact square to my ascendant (the first house cusp, the face we show to the world, the physical body) and my descendant (the seventh house cusp, the house of partners, the physical body). Remember how I describe the transits of the major angles representing the physical body—Jupiter and weight gain, and so on. Physically, Neptune can bring a weakness like no other. And it’s never stronger than when it is in Pisces, which it was in the depths of my addiction. Why? Because Neptune works though dissolution or dissolving. It is breaking things down, but not like Pluto, which is looking to break things down through death and decay and rebuild them biologically. Neptune, like the sea, is eroding the solid form or structure, forcing you to seek redemption, or even religion. It encourages you to let go. It is a very dangerous force, a force to be reckoned with.

It is the same daemon that inspires artists and musicians, even actors, everywhere. In U2’s music it is Christ. It does in fact want us to become one, because perhaps that is the underlying reality. In Kurt Cobain’s life, with five planets/lights in Pisces, it proved too much. Neptune without question is the planet of addiction. But what is addiction if not the desire to lose oneself, to cede control? And what part does Neptune play in our recovery? We learn to forgive and let go. As I sing in “Rivers of Mercy”: So come and drown me in the infinite sea.
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Chapter 20

Pop Star to Opera Star

2005–2014

We’d been living in LA for two and a half years and were now returning to England. We were lucky that we arrived home in the summer—July 5, 2005, to be precise—simply because of the weather: warm, humid, and almost sunny. There were three tall trees I would look at whenever I sat outside the kitchen. That spot was a real heat trap. The trees were in full bloom, talking to each other, jabbering away. One thing I failed to mention was that in LA, Caroline and Raoul had returned home one day with a puppy. They’d found her at a pop-up pet rescue down on Fairfax. I was not best pleased. Lola was a gray mongrel with scars down one side, and she looked a little like a pit bull. It appeared like she’d been scarred on purpose, her name or the owner’s name branded in her fur with a fiery stick. But she was the sweetest thing, surprisingly meek, until one day when some burly removal men walked into the house in the Hollywood Hills and she let loose with the deepest, scariest bark, even though she herself was tiny. Impressive. It took Caroline months to get Lola chemically quarantined so she could travel to England.

We had Lola fly on Virgin in a pressurized cabin below the cockpit. They even provided doggy videos to calm her down: Lassie Come Home, for instance, Lady and the Tramp, Turner & Hooch. When Lola arrived in London and had to go through doggy immigration, there was a small chance that the immigration officer would take a look at her, declare her a pit bull, and destroy her on sight. Luckily the officer decided she was a “nice family dog,” and Lola made it through. I was worried that she would be traumatized by the flight (or Turner & Hooch even) since she’d been a street gang dog, used to the small backyard in Los Angeles. But when we arrived in the West Country she leapt out the back of the van and ran around acre after acre as though she’d arrived in doggy heaven.

Sadly, our house was not heaven. It was in a bad state after the renters had left. They were the owners of many animals that clearly had been left to roam free. There were urine stains on the kitchen floor where a dog had marked the legs of the kitchen table repeatedly. And no one had done anything about it. But the decor was only half of it. There was a malevolent atmosphere as thick as a peat bog. So, we contacted an Irish woman who lived in Glastonbury. She came round with sage smudge sticks and said many pagan prayers. In her purple cloak and pagan cross, she blessed the house, blessed Caroline and me, blessed the boys, and even blessed Lola, who was asleep at the time.

At least my recording studio had been out of bounds, switched off and locked up. As I soon discovered, you cannot do that to large electronic equipment. When I turned the control room on, the SSL mixing desk, the “board,” now barely functioned. The outboard gear, the digital tape recorders, totally done. Gone many years before were the dueling workstations belonging to Al and me. Gone was the life, gone was the sense that this was a place of work, a creative and sacred space. And gone was any sign of a personal assistant. It was the ghost of Neptune’s Kitchen.

And in the stone room were packing boxes piled head high. They were difficult to wade through, and some were from the house in London, England’s Lane, that we had sold many years before. It would be my mission to clear those boxes, which felt like a daunting task. And there was a disturbing smell of mold. It was depressing. At some point Caroline walked in and, amidst that lingering smell, asked whether I still needed a recording studio. That’s how far I was from the center of the music business at that point. She was right. In the future, albums would be created and recorded on laptops and desktop computers. The laptop I’m writing on now has one hundred times more power than the SSL computer standing tall in that control room, now surprisingly silent. I was about to turn forty-four, and through no choice of my own I had become semiretired. That studio was a symbol of decay and obsolescence, of albums lost on the public’s ears.

So Caroline and I started talking about the building no longer being a recording studio. It was also in bad repair, so maybe this was the time to entirely renovate it. The boys were getting older, and as teenagers they would need a place to hang out. We could create more space for guests, even a place for parties with a huge walk-around kitchen at the center. We missed LA’s newness, the modernity. We could, if we got it right, get a little LA in the West Country of England. And that was what we did, employing an architect to transform the building.

Bye-bye, SSL. It was sad seeing that huge desk hauled out of the studio. What had cost me one hundred thousand pounds was sold for fifteen. And the provenance? I hope it went to a good home. Above the studio’s garage was an attic full of cobwebs, an attic that contained the history of the electronic keyboard. It was sad seeing them go as well. I also had a storage unit on a nearby farm. It was full of amplifiers, drums, and flight cases. They went too. It was a musical life laundry like no other. And now? Darn, do I wish I’d kept some of those keyboards.

Another thing I failed to mention was that in LA my sons started playing a game online that involved avatars. In many ways it was a dumb text-based game, but it allowed you to assume a secret identity and interact with other avatars while using words only. A lot of the time the virtual settings (a manor house, an island, a van down by the river), the places you would inhabit, would lead to rolling stories of nonsensical comedy, and it was your job to be obtuse and make people laugh. Like the collecting of Pokémon cards, which I was heavily involved with—I did it to show the boys that it was not something to treat lightly (or, like the cards, leave scattered around)—it was something you could actually take seriously. I still have those Pokémon cards, by the way. I think the invention of email forced me to write, and I hadn’t since essays and homework at school. And so I found myself trying to one-up other avatars in terms of inventiveness and humor, and apparent narrative. It was a wonderful distraction. And it led me to writing prose. I started to look at it as a creative medium and one that did not require a large, professional recording studio.

I should have started reading—reading is the key. I should have read many, many books in different styles. And when I looked at my library, it was full of nonfiction books. Books about quantum physics, near-death experience, and astrology. But as the story I was writing was gothic, I started reading authors like Edgar Allan Poe and Bram Stoker. I also read Dickens and Dostoevsky. All brilliant writers who could put you off picking up a pen entirely. And so, my early attempts were crude and self-conscious. At one point Caroline suggested I take a creative writing course. Maybe she was right, but I chose to do it the hard way.

Through my connections I started interacting with freelance editors. There was a woman in Gary, Indiana, who knew a thing or two about alchemy and gothic literature. She made suggestions, put words in characters’ mouths, was puppet master to one character, and was also a copy editor pushing semicolons around the page like crumbs on a bread plate. I am forever grateful to her. But the man who taught me the most was Tom Bromley, a Salisbury University lecturer. My interaction with Tom was painful. I was horribly naïve and ambitious, and he was brutal. After many, many years I finally had a finished draft for a story set at the start of the twentieth century, involving multiple characters. A draft that was still not right. It is a huge leap from writing lyrics to writing a complicated historical novel. But, as I had with music, I was following the muse. I also had no idea when the skills I’d accumulated might come in handy.

Yet life was great in that big house in the West Country. Raoul was homeschooled, and Pascal was back at Clifton College. During my years as a stay-at-home dad, I would still tour in the summers. We had kept our house in LA and used it as a holiday home. While I was there, Curt and I would play shows that were effortless, dumb fun amidst the wineries and casinos. Shows mainly on the West Coast of America, so we didn’t have to travel too far or for too long. I would still write songs, occasionally. Charlton was at the time producing a Canadian folk rock musician called Michael Wainwright, a talented songwriter in the Neil Young vein. It was Curt’s suggestion to have Michael as a backing vocalist when we performed. He would do so on “Woman in Chains” with us. Irony or progressiveness? Take your pick. Michael has a very big, bald head, a head the shape of a heart. I think it may have been on a plane one day that I came up with a song for him called “Heart-Shaped Man,” a McCartney-like ditty that I still love to this day. You can hear it and watch the cartoon made for it on YouTube.



A new year dawned. The previous year I had said no to every invitation coming from somewhere within the music industry. I was comfortable in my hermit-like life with my family. But this year would be different, I decided. I felt confident, it was time to get involved. If the Ivor Novello committee wanted me to join the panel of judges for best songwriting, I would say yes. A week later I received an email. It was forwarded to me by Tears For Fears’ CAA agent, Mike Greek. It was from a producer at ITV. It said they were working on another series of the hit show Popstar to Operastar, and would like me to go along for an initial meeting where I would spend time with an opera coach in front of a camera. They certainly flattered my voice (what were they thinking?) and mentioned how the singers of the previous series had enjoyed learning to sing opera and how beneficial it had been for their vocal stamina.

Well, I’ll be. I had opened the door and . . . Did ITV know I had operatic training, albeit for six months and when I was a teenager? I was confused, conflicted, but not paralyzed. Two separate strands of my life were coming together and I felt intrigued. I’d seen snippets of Popstar to Operastar but found it a little cringeworthy at times, especially watching some well-known faces struggling with the arias and having to face the indignity of an X-Factor-style vote-off. Was I any better? Certainly, going for an audition wouldn’t do any harm. I could always pull out before it went too far. And this was the year of saying yes. So, I did.

A month later, and after much practicing in the reverberant, rebuilt studio, Caroline and I went to stay at the Savoy Hotel in London just across the river from ITV. It was not our first time at the Savoy. In 1983, on April 10, I took Caroline there to celebrate her twenty-first birthday. Tears For Fears was playing in London, so between sound check and the show, Caroline and I checked in. On our manager’s American Express card. He then received a call saying that two punks were trying to check in on his credit card. Once that was cleared up, we were shown to our rather lavish room. In the magnificent bathroom I turned on the bath’s hot tap; out poured a little water and, worryingly, strings of green River Thames seaweed. I called Caroline to take a look. I then called housekeeping, who called the assistant manager. At one point we were all together in the bathroom watching seaweed coming out the tap. It was like a scene from Fawlty Towers. The upshot of all this was that we were upgraded to the Elizabeth Taylor suite for our trouble. Not bad for two young punks.

Back in the present: After a nervous hour or so doing warm-ups, I leave Caroline, who is reading her book on the bed, and get in a black Mercedes that takes me across the river, the same black Mercedes that brought us up from the West Country. In the ITV reception they have TVs that show all the programs currently on that channel. That doesn’t help with the nerves. I see cardboard cutouts of cheeky, Geordie X-Factor hosts, Ant and Dec, I see another cutout of Simon Cowell. Am I about to become family TV fodder? I am eventually led to where the producer and her assistant are sitting: a windowless room in the bowels of the ITV labyrinth. My stage persona is taking over, I must admit. I am chatty and witty and slightly nervous. But it’s only an initial meeting. In many ways, they simply want to know what kind of person they are dealing with and how malleable you are, how TV you are. They also want to know how much you want to do the show, how easy you are to deal with. Do you have a nice smile? Are you easygoing, professional? We have a nice chat. The producer tells me she plays percussion. I invite her to join our band. It’s all silly and good-natured.

I am then led through another maze of corridors to where the opera coach lies waiting for me. I am literally pushed into a room, where I see a handsome, large-chested, motherly, middle-aged blond woman sitting at an upright piano, and a young cameraman standing against the back wall of the room, which is no more than ten feet square and fully soundproofed. Right in front of me is what looks like a chair from a junior school classroom.

“Ready for one more,” I ask the woman, “or have you had enough for the day?”

“Oh,” she replies, feigning exhaustion, “I think I could just about squeeze another one in. I’m Jo, by the way.” She stands up to offer her hand, which I take. I’m not sure she knows who I am, and I’m not sure how many people she’s seen before me. She seems pure opera, pure coach, probably never listened to the Beatles, let alone Tears For Fears.

“Roland Orzabal,” I say, but she doesn’t reply. In fact, she seems a little wary of me, nervous, perhaps.

Jo asks me to take a seat. Now, she’s not very tall and this chair must have been built for a Munchkin, but I do as I’m asked and sit with my legs splayed in front of me. Jo then stands behind me and places her hands on my shoulders. The camera has been rolling since I walked in, and it’s still rolling as Jo’s strong hands begin to massage my deltoids.

“Just let your head drop forward,” she says, “relax, take a deep breath.”

This is weird: I thought I was here to do some singing, not take part in an antenatal class.

“So have you sung any opera before?” she asks, her thumbs pressing into the nape of my neck. Mm, that feels good.

“When I was a teenager,” I reply.

“Tenor?” she asks. Her hands move up to my temples and shake my head gently, physically encouraging me to loosen my neck.

“Bass-baritone. I played the Pirate King in a school production of The Pirates of Penzance.”

“That’s how I started,” she replies, pushing me forward a little so she can work on my back. “Gilbert and Sullivan. Now . . . I want you to take another deep breath, then breathe out and sing a note, any note that feels comfortable.”

This is all very silly. Maybe it’s some test to see how flexible I am, literally and metaphorically. Again, I do as I’m asked and produce a very weak note that is more confusing than revealing. I’m a little embarrassed; this is not how I sing. Immediately, Jo leaves me half massaged, sings the same note, and rushes to the piano. She prods away for a second, trying to locate that note, which she does eventually, and then asks me to stand.

“Let’s try some scales,” she says, settling herself on the piano stool.

She hits a piano key and with the most glorious and wholesome operatic tone sings a scale for me. It’s such an inspiring sound, I could marry this woman right now—the massage, the voice, I bet she even rolls her own pasta. I copy her, or the notes, at least. The scales get higher and higher; Jo has the lungs of a deep-sea diver, the rallying cry of Boudicca, but she’s dragging me way out of my range. When is she going to realize that I’m not a bloody tenor?

Right now, it seems.

She drops half an octave and then I’m in my comfort zone, really singing out, loud, strong, with a practiced operatic tone, nailing the scales, almost matching her for volume. I realize the nerves I’ve been trying to hide are adding an emotional, passionate quality to my singing. Suddenly, I’m not doing vocal exercises, I’m lamenting the death of my father, pulling from some well of grief within. Jo compliments me, she seems impressed; are those tears in her eyes? I notice the cameraman is smiling and nodding.

“Do you read music?” Jo asks. Even she’s smiling now, looking at me like I’m not just another pop star she hasn’t heard of. There’s a small pile of sheet music on the piano, which she browses before settling on something.

“Yes, I do,” I reply.

She hands me a piece. I study the title. “Caro Mio Ben,” it reads in Italian. “My dear beloved,” I say, pretty much to myself.

Fifteen minutes and two arias later, Jo seems thrilled and announces that she’s heard enough. She jumps up from the piano stool and hugs me like I’m a long-lost member of her family. “What a lovely way to end the day. I do hope you’ll be joining us,” she gushes.

The cameraman is saying the same thing. “So you think you’ll do it?”

I’m not sure if this could have gone any better. I tell them both I’d be delighted, but something is playing on my mind.

“All that stuff earlier,” I ask Jo, “with the massage. What was that about?”

“Oh,” she says, slightly embarrassed, “it was to relax me, not to relax you; to put me in a dominant position, to put me in control. It’s simple psychology, really. When I knew you were up next, I got all flustered. I’m a big Tears For Fears fan. That video for ‘I Believe’ where you have your shirt off . . .”

Back in the West Country, I waited for days for a gushing email confirming how brilliantly the initial meeting had gone. And while I waited, I got surprisingly nervous. Did I really want to do this show? I didn’t need to. And this says something about me and my mind. I’m not sure if this was the result of childhood trauma, but I started to fictionalize the whole thing. In fact, the whole idea became far more appealing to me as fiction. And so, I started another book and came up with a fictional West Country pop star named Solomon Capri who becomes obsessed with opera. But this book was to be written in first person, in present tense, and would hopefully make people (and me) laugh.

In fact, what you just read was lifted from that book almost word for word. It’s called Sex, Drugs & Opera. There are still a few copies lying around. I have fifty or so in my airing cupboard upstairs, warped by the heat.
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Chapter 21

The Absolute Principle Underlying the Universe

In the end I didn’t get back to the producers of Popstar to Operastar. I preferred the world of fiction with a make-believe, semiretired pop star of my own creation who I could control. And ITV didn’t pick me anyway. In my place they chose a household name: Midge Ure of Band Aid and Ultravox fame. He was voted out in the first week. I guess I dodged a bullet there. But the line between fact and fiction had been redrawn, at least in my mind. Be careful with what you read from now on.

Back in LA, Curt had run into a man named Gary Gersh. Gary has a natural gravitas and is well-known in the music industry. He’d been a label boss and A & R man for Geffen Records. He’d signed grunge kings Nirvana, and noise rock merchants Sonic Youth, among others. He’d also been A & R man for Peter Gabriel’s So album, which spawned Peter’s massive hit “Sledgehammer.” Pretty impressive. Gary was now a manager in LA working with Chris Cornell of Soundgarden fame, among others. He also had a management company called TAO, built around a team of managers who had pooled their resources together. The dictionary definition of the word Tao is “the absolute principle underlying the universe.” TAO is also an acronym for The Artists Organization. That’s clever. So all in all, a name that is very unlike the robust, emphatic, and businesslike “The Firm.” In fact TAO was a little Zen. These weren’t businessmen in business suits; these were spiritual beings who understood the artistic urge, meditated, practiced yoga, and had clearly reincarnated.

Curt connected easily with Gary. Gary’s Sun in Scorpio falls in Curt’s eleventh house, the house of friends. But it falls in my sixth house, the house of coworkers, day-to-day business and unequal relationships (mentor/student.) Not so friendly. The sixth house is also the house of small, furry animals and domesticated pets. Make of that what you will. It’s a shame that Gary had to deal with me when I was dealing with Caroline, because I was not at my best or my most creative, at least initially. Certainly, Gary is a man who has seen a lot of tragedy during his musical career (Kurt Cobain). He had also seen the dark side of addiction. The upshot is we signed with TAO, the absolute principle underlying the universe. And with new management came new responsibilities.

It was Curt who mentioned the ugly words new album. We’d joked about it when we were recording Everybody Loves a Happy Ending. We were in our early forties then but still relatively old for pop stars. We would laugh about being in our fifties and doing another Tears For Fears album; “fat and fifty” was a phrase we often used. It really was a joke and neither of us could see it happening. And then we were suddenly in our early fifties. I had become used to my semiretirement. I was writing fiction, and still writing the occasional song, which I would send off to Charlton and Curt. Although the response was always positive, I never got the sense that these songs were the basis for a new album. They were random, catchy but diverse and in many ways meaningless.

But the experience of playing live was always positive. We knew how to hook an audience. When Gary finally saw us play, he was pleasantly surprised. Very early on he pushed us to play bigger shows. These were no longer wineries and casinos that we played for fun, free Chardonnay, and a little pocket money; these were hip festivals that included multiple acts. And a festival crowd is open to all kinds of music. We would up the tempo of the shortened set, even include a Radiohead cover. Sorry, Thom. We went down as well as the younger bands with the festival crowd and word soon spread to other promoters. And it seemed that since the Andrews-Jules version of “Mad World,” we were on a musical pedestal. Our first album, The Hurting, never a hit in the United States, appeared to be very popular now to fans in their late teens and early twenties. As Curt rightly points out, the songs for The Hurting were written during adolescence, that fragile period where we leave our parents behind, where we no longer need them but still blame them for the sins of the world. We feel sure we will make a difference. Every generation that comes to that album is going through what we did, and thus it still makes total sense to them. As we became elder statesmen of pop, our audience was changing, and the young front row knew every word.

But while younger artists and a younger audience were discovering our earlier work, we were stuck in the deadly morass of middle age. Being out of step or somewhat removed from the music scene was not unique to us as artists. To stay relevant through decades of shifting fashions is a tough ask—it requires acts of genius or a cynical business model, or perhaps both. You have to be chameleonlike and you have to really want it. For us, life and relationships had taken over in terms of importance, whether that meant fatherhood, addiction, or the illness of a partner. Ultimately though, in that period, we were not coming up with the goods, not being self-sustaining or self-promoting. We were not being ingenious. The TFF machine needed a serious kick-start and Gary knew that. Unfortunately, he was no longer our manager when the machine was back in fully functioning order.

Curt was a little tired of playing the same songs live. Living in America, Curt had his finger on the pulse much more than I did. He could feel the groundswell of support we were slowly getting. Holed up in the West Country and watching Caroline become more and more agoraphobic, more and more isolated, I could not. Gary was also aware of the groundswell. He wanted to turn us into serious contenders again. Some artists give their lives over to the muse, nurturing it like some delicate houseplant, but I needed that daemon to knock me over the head and remind me that what I was doing was vital. I could not hear it. The life of a carer had taken over. Neptune was sitting on the sofa and hardly moving.

Gary was also aware of how much we had influenced younger artists. In a “you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” kind of way, Gary suggested we record some covers of current songs while he arranged for some young artists to cover our songs. This wasn’t planned as a major release, just a toe in the water: vinyl that was making a comeback and social media only. And so, Gary gave me a list of ten tracks from bands I knew little about, and I picked “Ready to Start” by Arcade Fire. It’s a tremendous song that is in my range, a song I could sing along to. I had set up a small music studio in what was the old dry drum room of Neptune’s Kitchen. In the spirit of Tomcats Screaming Outside, I rearranged the Arcade Fire track into an orgy of drum and bass. In LA, Curt and Charlton recorded a slowed-down, mournful “And I Was a Boy from School,” a song by Hot Chip that was originally up-tempo and danceable. Then, pooling our resources, we recorded a rampant version of Animal Collective’s “My Girls,” with its crazy, overlapping vocals. This at least got us sharing files, got us focused and recording again. The release made some noise, telling the world that Tears For Fears was still alive.

Lo and behold, another important cover of a Tears For Fears song emerged later that year while we were covering songs by other bands. Again, I was approached by our publishing company, not by fax this time but by email. It was a license request for a film called The Hunger Games. And the song, no less, was “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” to be sung by a young female artist from New Zealand called Lorde. Other than the melody and lyrics, her version bore no resemblance to ours. It was slow, dark, somber, and haunting. Like Andrews and Jules’s “Mad World,” Lorde and her producers and arrangers had turned the song on its head. It became highly successful in the world of film and ads and would become the version of the song played before we went onstage to perform the exact same song as it was intended. We were getting a sense that our earlier songs had a life of their own, venturing shamelessly into the modern world, and in a way we were playing catch-up.

By this time, Raoul had gone to art school in London, to the very same school that Caroline had in her early twenties; Pascal had gone to drama college in London. He would then go on to LIPA, Paul McCartney’s Institute for Performing Arts in Liverpool. (That darn Beatle again.) Curt was aware of my troubles at home with Caroline, that it was tough to leave her for extended periods, so he and Charlton flew across to England, armed with a whole load of beats and synth loops, a starting point to open the floodgates for me. In honor of Curt’s arrival, I moved to a larger building that was built when the studio was being redesigned. It was supposed to be a double garage. But it had a wooden floor, underground heating, and a barn ceiling. It didn’t look much like a garage. And this was where we worked, searching for new songs and a new direction for a potential Tears For Fears album. And despite me not knowing where it was all leading, we came up with ideas very easily: “Landlocked,” “Let It All Evolve,” songs that would be part of (what we thought was) the next album.

Knowing Curt and Charlton would want lunch, I would pop across to the studio kitchen and cook for us: rotisserie chicken, potatoes, and sweet onions basted in the chicken fat. Caroline, however, would not leave the house. She would not eat with us. Her fragility allowed her to reach the front step where Charlton and Curt briefly interacted with her. They saw just how frail she was. It was and still is incredibly sad. The last time they’d seen her was at a concert in Orange County, California. While I was at my professional best, she was in tears backstage, falling apart, and for no reason that anyone could put their finger on. That was the last concert she ever attended.

When you are in a relationship with a long-term partner who has a diagnosable illness, you fight it together, even when it’s a losing battle. The doctors know what it is, you know what it is. It has a name. You can tell your friends and family what the name of the illness is. But when your partner is suffering from an undiagnosed condition, a personality change due to that unnamed illness, increased volatility and fragility, you cannot. Though all the symptoms were there—the bruising, the fragile bones, the confusion, the jaundice, the inability to eat—we were horribly ignorant to what the cause was. Once again, because of Caroline’s mother’s Alzheimer’s, we were confused and in denial.

Curt and I eventually ended up in LA for a short period with the task of recording four new tracks. It was a strange bag of diverse music, clumsy and unsure of itself. I’ll take the blame for that. In many ways we were floundering, devoid of direction, treading water. When we finally had something to play, we invited Gary over to Charlton’s studio to have a listen and share in one of Alexandra’s delicious lunches. Gary seemed to enjoy some of the material, almost as much as the lunch, especially a song called “Kings of America,” an up-tempo track that has never seen the light of day. But once Gary left, he told Curt and me privately that we would “never get the album done in that place with that person.” Meaning Charlton and his studio. I see now that not trusting Charlton meant not trusting us. But that sentence from Gary was the start of a very long process that would take Curt and me into the writing studios and recording rooms of people we really didn’t know, opening ourselves up to the impact of our legacy.

If this all sounds very passive, it was. Curt and I are seldom without a strong opinion, but we were a little shell-shocked by our experience with Happy Ending, and I had spent many years trying not to think about a Tears For Fears album at all. We didn’t trust ourselves either by this point. And yet we were curious to see exactly what would happen in this world where our past meant so much but our present meant so little. We were happy to trust Gary, who would often listen to new music and share it with us as a reminder of how things were changing, of where the pulse was. One album he was besotted with was Tremors by an artist called SOHN, a beautiful blast of ambient pop from a superb singer and producer. SOHN, the artist Chris Taylor’s newest incarnation, was working with various artists in LA at the time. Gary arranged for us all to get together in a professional LA studio. SOHN is an Englishman. We had a lot to talk about, soccer being one of them. And like a lot of musicians, he very much approved of “Woman in Chains.” At that point the quality of “Woman” and the inspiration behind it felt inaccessible to me. SOHN quickly put together a backing track before our very eyes. It was slow and dark and atmospheric and very much like SOHN’s album Tremors. In a day or two we had a track called “Man of the People,” but the lyrics proved hard to come by, the song would not complete itself. And it did not hold a candle to some of the atmospheric music I’d made on Tomcats Screaming Outside. Unfortunately I felt that SOHN was getting a low-energy, straitjacketed Tears For Fears. Or perhaps the chemistry was not quite right. Perhaps everything came too easily to him, coming up with a track before we had time to influence it. We will never know because it was decided we should move on.

Curt and I then found ourselves essentially speed-dating with jobbing LA-based songwriters. This was modern recording. I mean, it worked for Britney Spears. We would turn up at their studios and find that one or two of them had already prepared a song that sounded uncannily like an old hit of ours, our legacy. And we toyed with these ideas, my musical Tourette’s often leading to melodies and lyrics on top of a derivative backing track. In the professional word of songwriting it’s vital that someone comes up with a result very quickly. It makes everyone’s job a lot easier. And I could. Though slow to start I would end up leading from the front. Curt, however, found it very difficult to influence proceedings. There’s no doubt that he felt more comfortable working at Charlton’s, where there was always an open discussion and an infinite amount of coffee. But he didn’t speak up at all during the songwriting sessions; he just bit his lip, waiting for the right moment to come, which unfortunately never did.

One day he secretly went into Charlton’s studio to put his feelings into music. The result was a beautiful song called “Stay”: Speak, don’t speak, go, don’t go. Damned if I do, damned if I know. For our Tipping Point tour and beyond, the band walks on to that song when we play live. Listening to it for me is a reminder of how fragile things are in any relationship. Hearing Curt’s forlorn vocal calms me down.

Yet during that foreign writing process we met some fantastic people. We worked with Englishman Chris Braide in his Topanga studio (Sia, Marc Almond, Lana Del Rey); we worked with Jacknife Lee in another Topanga studio (U2, Radiohead, REM). His collaboration, with Curt’s ascending bass line, ended up as a song called “Secret Location.” Continuing in this vein, we worked with Bastille in Battersea, London. That collaboration ended up as a song called “I Love You But I’m Lost.” That was a tough session in a windowless room in a former council block. I think both Curt and I were ready to walk out after about twenty minutes. But we stuck with it. I wrote the lyric that night and we recorded the vocals the next day, ending up with a very rough-sounding demo that promised a lot more. The icing on the cake for us, though, was working with Mark Foster of Foster the People. As I’ve told him to his face, Mark is a genius. In better, brighter times we would have made great music together.

While we were in London, we were set to meet another songwriter/producer named Sacha Skarbek. Sacha was known for cowriting “You’re Beautiful” with James Blunt. But we won’t hold that against him. The guy is a special talent, a superb piano player, and utterly amenable. With his assistant, Flo Reutter, we were presented with two backing tracks that were decidedly edgy: one became a song called “Up Above the World” (yet to see the light of day) and the other gave rise to a frenetic slice of synth rock called “My Demons,” which is a joy to play live. In fact, we all got on so well that Curt and I felt that Sacha was a natural producer for the next album.

Back in LA, Charlton was slightly miffed that we were writing with other songwriters who were dipping into the Tears For Fears back catalogue. It’s not as if he couldn’t do that himself. He was just never given that mandate. So, one day when I was at home in England, he sent me a backing track that was so Tears For Fears it sounded as though it had been crafted in the studio at Fourwoods during the Big Chair sessions. In that instrumental track Charlton had in so many ways cracked a very difficult nut. For me it was a gift, a desolate, mournful sound that perfectly summed up my situation with Caroline. I had watched her as she became more and more debilitated, more insular, a ghost of her former self, to quote the cliché. Putting the melody and lyric to Charlton’s backing track allowed me to express a little of the darkness that was engulfing me at home: Who’s that ghost knocking at my door? You know that I can’t love you more. This song became “The Tipping Point,” and in this work Curt, Charlton, and I knew we had something deeply poignant, a harrowing echo of Tears For Fears’ distant past. If I could have stepped outside of my life for a second, perhaps I could have seen the emerging theme. Perhaps it would have helped if I believed, like some people do, that I’d signed up for the experience, for the rough ride, before I was born. But during those hard times, faith of any kind was difficult to come by.

With Sacha’s additions we certainly had more than enough songs for an album. We were signed to Warner Bros. in LA and planned to record in London at Kenway Studios, where I could commute from the West Country, musician by day, carer by night. And this is what we did: recording a twelve-track album relatively easily and with very few disagreements (although Curt still had private reservations). There was a brief spell recording in LA where I heard Sacha playing some chords on the grand piano, doleful, full of regret. He recorded them on an iPhone and I wrote a song on top called “Please Be Happy” using the original iPhone piano recording. But as a song it was once more about Caroline, so deeply personal that it fell by the wayside amidst the noise and clatter and electronica of the original upbeat album.

I’m not sure why, but once we were finished Gary Gersh decided that Warner Bros. was not the best record company to promote the album. Perhaps Gary had a master plan. He thought we would be better off with Universal, who owned our entire back catalogue (except Raoul and the Kings of Spain). And so, a negotiation began which meant us buying ourselves out of the Warner Bros. deal and allowing Universal to release another greatest hits record (Rule the World) while taking two extra tracks from our album as a promotional tool. Following the success of this, they would then release the new album. Sounds like a plan, doesn’t it? I mean, this was what they did with Jeff Lynne—what could possibly go wrong? But what was signed allowed Universal to release the greatest hits (which did very well) and with no obligation to release the new album. And, surprise, surprise, they didn’t. How did that happen? You’d have to ask the absolute principle underlying the universe because, in the end, it proved to be a darn good thing.
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Chapter 22

That’s My Wife

In early 2016 we had postponed a tour in the United States because of Caroline’s health. With her not eating, and with a sudden bout of pneumonia, we had the weekend to see how she would fare in intensive care. The doctors told me there was a chance of losing her, and I broke down on the phone to Curt and Gary. That was a dark weekend; the possibility of Caroline dying turned the foundation of my life into one huge sinkhole. But Monday brought good news. Faring better, she was transferred to a different psych ward, where the nutritionist made a nurse stand over Caroline while she drank the calorie-laden drink they had prepared for her—a gentle form of force-feeding, but it worked. That psych ward for the elderly on the outskirts of Bristol was a desperate place, a purgatory for lost souls. It was scary, even to me as a visitor. God knows how it must have felt for Caroline. After months, and when social services could no longer legally keep her in the psych ward, Caroline was discharged and returned home. Back in her usual surroundings, propped up by pills and having had months off alcohol, her spirit shone through, golden and luminous. But Caroline’s liver disease was a ticking time bomb. The harsh truth was that “healthy Caroline,” the real Caroline, that joyous, feisty woman, had gone, replaced by an apparition, a blessed reminder of the person we had lost.

For financial reasons, the tour that was postponed was rescheduled for the fall of that year and would take Tears For Fears to Colorado’s staggering Red Rocks amphitheater. Red Rocks had entered my consciousness years before due to U2’s early live film there with the flag-waving Bono trying to whip up an already frenzied audience. Like the Hollywood Bowl, Red Rocks had taken on mythological proportions; I was excited to play it despite everything that was going on at home. By this time, my relationship with Caroline had blighted my relationship with all women: I did not trust them, they were going to let me down, they were going to die. I was incredibly wary of them. I was cynical and suspicious of the fairer sex. I was scared.

October 2 was a day off before the big show. As usual our tour manager, JB, had arranged a meal for band and crew in a special restaurant—Mercantile in Denver’s Union Station. The restaurant that night was particularly good, my first experience of Colorado’s farm-to-table fare. We were all well-fed, on a culinary high, when we left in one staggered line, trailing through the busy restaurant, the long corridor past the open kitchen and into Union Station itself. I was one of the last to leave. In Union Station, I looked around ten feet behind me and noticed a young lady walking together with another woman who might well have been her mother. The young lady struck me in a “where do I know you from?” kind of way. There was a dramatic sweep of blond hair over one eye, her burgundy dress was short, and she wore a small black jacket over her shoulders matching her black ankle boots. I did a double take. She seemed strangely familiar, as though we’d both been whisked here from another time, destinies intertwined. And then three words sounded in my head, loud and clear: That’s my wife. I did another double take. I’d been around the world many times and had seen and met many attractive women, but I’d never heard those words before. They didn’t make sense, either, because I was already married and this woman looked nothing like Caroline. It felt like my future self, or higher self, tapping me on the shoulder and saying, Pay attention, this next bit’s important.

It would have been left at that if it weren’t for the fact that this woman came bounding up to me and said, “What did you think of the food?” I fumbled a response. I told her I thought the heirloom corn risotto was superb. (Was it on the menu?) It turned out she worked at Mercantile as a barista but it was her day off. I also mentioned the weather—I mean, I am English, and it was a beautiful, balmy night in Denver. And there I was with long, curly black hair, dressed in black and speaking with an English accent. Tears For Fears was dining in a private room, it was common knowledge. But did this girl know who I was? As it turned out, she did not. In fact, she’d never seen a picture of Tears For Fears in her life, at least not one she could remember, but she liked the music, which she’d heard by way of a boyfriend and his father who would play it in their car alongside The Cure. If anything, she liked the songs that Curt sang. Oh well. But she was open and friendly enough, so I told her we were playing at Red Rocks the following evening and asked her if she would like to come and maybe bring a friend.

“Oh, I have wine class tomorrow night,” she said.

Wine class? You’re speaking my language. Just don’t tell me you’re fluent in Italian too. So, I said, “Well, I’ll put your name down on the guest list in case you change your mind.” And I took her name, which was Emily Rath (a photographer, not the musician by the same name), and gave it to JB. I then went back to the hotel room and slept my usual Ambien-induced sleep.

So with all my mistrust of women, how did this young lady manage to cut right through? She could communicate with me even while I was a closed book, while I was relatively antagonistic to the female persuasion. And what was it with the message That’s my wife? Is there some otherworldly interference that happens at crucial moments to dumbasses like me? Was someone looking after me from the other side?

I knew the astrology at play: Saturn was exactly on my descendant, or house of partners. That explained the mistrust I felt, the need for a reliable, dependable partner, a partner who wouldn’t break, but did it also explain the message? No, that would be more like Neptune—the gateway to another world. I mean, the Moon was in Pisces on that day. And how do we explain the chemistry between two people? It is something that everyone accepts, yet we have no terms for deconstructing it. You either get on with someone or you don’t. Biology cannot explain why and does not explain the fundamentals, the building blocks of personality. Astrology can. And, it has a far better, far more precise model of the psyche than Freud’s ego (Sun), superego (Saturn), and id (Pluto).

But tomorrow was another day. And a big one. It felt special to be playing Red Rocks. Turning up at sound check and looking out at that remarkable rock formation made me feel in awe of what nature is capable of: the geological sculpting of a master, rocks the color of clay. Even in the dressing room that Curt and I shared there was the unmissable presence of a huge red boulder interrupting the symmetry of four walls. It was also a very political day for Tears For Fears. Gary was in the middle of negotiating with Warner Bros. regarding our new album, and a representative would be there that very night. Curt and I weren’t allowed to speak to him. Oh dear. There was also the fact that whenever Gary showed up, we would play a little better, perform a little harder for Daddy. And I had a little hunch that regardless of her wine class, the lady from last night was going to turn up. And so that night my peacock feathers were loud and proud just in case. Even without a flag, I was gonna whip up that audience.

In a room backstage after the show there were many guests, guests with backstage passes. It took a while for Curt and me to join them. When I finally entered the room I was only looking for one person. And there she was, sitting at a table and writing in a journal. A journal? What kind of woman writes in a journal backstage? But I could see in an instant that she was school-smart like I was. So, we chatted and it was a little self-conscious on both our parts. One of the band invited her back to the hotel bar for a drink, and secretly I was very happy. I needed to know more about her.

In the bar of the Art Hotel there were a couple of older fans, and I stood talking to them for a good while. Gary was in some kind of tight conspiracy with Curt. And the rest of the band were just hanging around and drinking. The journal-writing, wine-class lady was being a social butterfly, flitting between band members, talking to Charlton at the bar as she waited for her drink. She got herself a glass of whisky and held it like it was warming her chin. Once I was alone, she approached me.

“I don’t like the wine list,” she said.

I was curious about the whisky. “Let me smell it,” I replied.

And so I did. Ugh! It was the peatiest whisky I had ever smelled. Ardbeg, a distillery I had not heard of. I couldn’t believe she was drinking it. But we got talking again. I asked Emily her age. “Thirty,” she replied. I was fifty-five. Ouch. If only I was half my age and she was older. She told me she was studying for her sommelier exam, and that she wanted to do a master’s in creative writing in London, that she’d done culinary school in Edinburgh, spent several years studying photography in Florence and was fluent in Italian. Uh-oh. She was clearly cultured, warm, and witty. We talked about Denver, which she knew well, having lived there most of her life. We talked about the shops, the malls, and she told me the best place to get coffee. Had she known my love for wine she might have recommended somewhere else.

We exchanged numbers. I asked her when her birthday was, and I ended the conversation with, “Well, if you end up doing a master’s in London, let me know. I have friends there.”

I don’t think Emily or I understood what was truly going on. The only thing that made sense was a bizarre kind of friendship between two creatives. But I did understand the astrology when I looked at it, which pointed to some life-changing transits for both of us. And when we said goodbye, standing next to a piece of art by Tracey Emin, there was a strange question mark hanging in the air.

I told Emily later, when I was looking at the transits to her birth chart, that she would soon meet an older man who would change her life. This was Pluto in Capricorn transiting her seventh house of partners, and not some cheap pickup line. She laughed, and I did not think for one moment that the older man would be me. But after Caroline died and Emily was studying in London, we moved in together on Primrose Hill. There were, of course, a lot of frowns from Caroline’s middle-aged female friends. Who was this beautiful young woman? Had I moved on too quickly? I understand what it’s like when a male friend loses his wife; it’s very hard for almost everyone to accept the new woman. It feels like an affront. The truth is, I was falling in love with Emily before Caroline had died. Perhaps I was on one train that I knew was about to crash and quickly jumped onto another. Perhaps this was all just a defense mechanism because of the sheer terror of death, distancing myself so I wouldn’t get dragged down with it. But that would prove impossible, because I did get dragged down. Emily opened up my world, showed me a new way of being, brought youth and vigor into a desperate situation. But karmically, I had to experience some of what Caroline went through. And it’s extremely unfortunate that Emily had to witness it.

And at first I seemed okay. I was doing a lot of crying in secret corners, a lot of mourning. But my personality was very much a continuation of the professional performer who’d been onstage in America. I seemed bulletproof. Emily and I would go out to some modern restaurants in London, we would cook at home, we would see my sons, she would educate me further in biodynamic wines and organic food. And she would get on with the tough task of creative writing at the University of Westminster, always with a book in one hand and a pen in the other, the tough task of dealing with an older man who was grieving. Until the shit hit the fan and I ended up in hospital, and then her job became almost impossible.

Once Emily had completed her master’s, we moved in together in the West Country and spent our time between England and LA, a place she knew well from her years at Pepperdine University. I felt I was slowly shedding my skin the more we lived together and the more time had passed from Caroline’s death. We were in love and had already been talking of marriage. In LA, in early 2019, I accidentally let the cat out of the bag when on the phone to rock star jeweler Jean Dousset. I mentioned the words cut, color, clarity, and carat out loud. My love for alliteration simply got the better of me. I was hoping the ring would arrive before Emily and I went to Hawaii so I could get down on one knee while the waves of the Pacific crashed upon the shore. But, alas, it was not meant to be. Once we got back to LA, I was armed with the ring and ready to propose. But when?

We had a trip to Colorado planned, so I brought it with me. I might have given the game away somewhat further when I said things like If only I had the ring! on the way from the airport. I might have also spoiled the surprise when I said, You will remember this night for the rest of your life! We walked through downtown Denver, and as we arrived at the restaurant, “Head Over Heels” was playing outside. A good omen, surely. The Moon was full and in Libra, the perfect sign for a proposal of marriage. The restaurant, however, was disappointing, with a somber interior and the background music from some thirties Dracula movie. As the next table bit into their bloody steaks, I knew I couldn’t do it there. But once we got back to our hotel room, I nervously slid off the couch on both knees and pulled out the ring, asking Emily if she would marry me. She said yes, we both cried, and had never felt closer. That voice in my head on the way out of Mercantile had been one hundred percent correct.

[image: The author and his wife on their wedding day in wedding attire with flowers.]
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Though our engagement had us on a high, my addiction was still lurking, creating problems for me and everyone around me. It was during the second rehab, in Colorado of all places, that things started to change. It was 2019, two years after Caroline’s death. I finally let go of the past, and was excited for the future. But there was a rift between Curt and me. Yet again. He didn’t like the new album; he said it sounded too frenetic, too much as though we were chasing commercial single after commercial single with no consideration for album tracks, and hence no consideration of the album as a whole, as a listening experience. And he was not pleased with Gary. He blamed Gary for us being out of a deal.

Talking of which, I went out to lunch with Gary at an LA hot spot, The Ivy. We sat inside, away from the revealing sun. Gary was wearing a jacket and tie all of a sudden. He had a proper job, working for AEG, the huge concert promoter and competitor of Live Nation. He was pulling in a big salary, no need to be a manager anymore. I was keen to restart the album, to finish it no matter what. And so, I went through the album track by track with Gary, and he was negative about nearly every single one of them.

Then there was another lunch with Curt, Gary, and me, this time at a chichi diner on Sunset Plaza. Curt was voicing his disapproval and questioning Gary’s commitment. Gary questioned the need for us to record a new album. After all, we could have continued to play live without any new material for many, many years. But that wasn’t what we were here for. We were keen to release something new, even if it was only on social media. We talked about releasing the track “The Tipping Point,” but Gary was dragging his heels. We were out of contract, so we talked about record companies, about a company called Concord, a small label in LA. In a seemingly positive move, Gary went in and played some music to the head honcho. But Gary’s heart was not in it. After that, he resigned as our manager. He told me on the phone that it was time for a new manager, one with enthusiasm. It was sad to see Gary go, but he was right.

And Curt was right about the album. We essentially agreed on five tracks, less than half of the original album. These songs were strong in their own right, but we needed new material to give the album balance, to give the listener a journey, and to make it all sound more like Tears For Fears. I suggested to Curt that I come round to his house with a laptop and an acoustic guitar. Just like the old days, except for the laptop. At his comfortable mid-century home, with two dogs asleep on the sofa, we had a slightly uncomfortable time trying to reconnect and come up with a song. Until Curt played a riff on his acoustic guitar that I immediately picked up on. A song was emerging, the first semblance of a song called “No Small Thing.”

Meanwhile, Charlton wasn’t done yet either. He had been working with our deeply musical keyboard player, Doug Petty, and the pair had come up with the most serene instrumental, which had a timelessness missing from what Curt and I had done in England. To me it spoke of peace, of forgiveness. I took those tracks back to the West Country of England. I also asked Sacha for the parts to other songs we’d recorded together, so I could make them all less frenetic, get rid of that relentless top-end information, and add some meat to the low end.

What was driving me then, apart from the love of music? I’ve pointed out that twenty-eight degrees Capricorn was a highly significant point for Curt, Charlton, and me. And I could see Saturn, Jupiter, and Pluto heading that way. I saw the timing in the astrology and predicted exactly when we would finish. This may sound dubiously mystical, somewhat woo-woo, but it was reaffirming my instincts. In fact, the two are intimately connected. The cosmic wind was finally blowing in the direction we were headed. What could possibly go wrong?

Well, nothing this time. But first we had to deal with Covid-19.

We initially received worrying news of this novel coronavirus in February 2020. It had seemingly come out of a wet market in Wuhan, China—from a scaly creature called a pangolin, no less—and had somehow jumped zoonotically from animal to man. The fact that there was a lab in Wuhan that was experimenting with coronaviruses was not mentioned at first and would eventually become a politically loaded football and conspiracy theory. The reaction from around the Western world and beyond was one of fear, if not absolute terror. New rules were introduced regardless of where one actually lived. One rule for London, the same rule for a small village just north of Bath with zero cases of Covid. But lockdown proved to be a time of great creativity for musicians. We were forced to stay at home, forced to look inward, and music became the perfect medium, if only to alleviate boredom.

It was as if the world stood still and waited. And lockdown number one coincided with the most beautiful, Mediterranean weather in the West Country of England. All in all, it was the most incredible time to create. And so in the stillness of lockdown number one, Emily planned our wedding, and I worked on “No Small Thing,” trying out different verses, ad-libbing with all kinds of crazy sounds, a song about personal freedom and the welcome loss of it through personal relationships: When I’m forty years older, when I’m wrinkled and wise, I will trade all my liberty for that look in your eyes. Another song I was working on was Charlton and Doug’s instrumental. It was the time of Black Lives Matter. There was a justified amount of rage floating around, not only in America but in other parts of the world too. And yet if you looked out your window you would see the most remarkable peace and calm. Open your laptop, rage, close your laptop, calm. There was a well-known body in South Africa called the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. It had the difficult task of trying to mend a broken country following the horrors of apartheid. It seemed to me that rage begat rage, violence begat violence, and that the difficult path forward was one of forgiveness, redemption. This all poured into a melody and lyric that became “Rivers of Mercy”: Drop me in Rivers of Mercy, dare I imagine some faith and understanding? . . .

The newfound freedom and stretches of time made working on tracks that we had recorded with Sacha an easy task. Lockdown helped unquestionably, but so did having distance from Caroline’s death, and the lifting of the fog that came with Ambien. And that beautiful weather. I felt like my old self again. It was when Emily and I were at Bath food market on a Saturday morning, queuing up for some salt marsh lamb, that a melody came to me, a melody that included the title “Master Plan.” I knew what it was about, how some people who purport to know better can hoodwink you if you’re not careful, be they a politician or a music manager. How you can give up control to someone with a plan when perhaps you should really be asking questions and following your heart instead: Hear me now, ’cos things ain’t working out, if my soul be damned, it’s all part of the master plan.

In LA, Curt and Charlton were working on a song called “Break the Man,” about female empowerment and female political leaders. Father of two girls, Curt was struggling with the track, as it did sound terribly eighties. I encouraged them both. It was unlike anything we had, unlike anything Curt had sung for decades. Somehow in that time we had amassed five more songs, the last being “Please Be Happy,” the saddest and most heartfelt song on the record, a song I can’t listen to without becoming a blubbering mess. These songs were far richer and spoke about adult trauma, not childhood trauma as in The Hurting. I know now that it doesn’t matter how old you are, you can still get hurt, you can still get traumatized. The Tipping Point as an album was taking shape. I just needed to get to LA to finalize the darn thing. And we would, with that guy in that studio, the same guy (Charlton) and the same studio (Charlton’s) about which Gary told us we would “never get the album done in that place with that person.” Managers aren’t always right, even the absolute principle underlying the universe. But if Gary hadn’t challenged us we would not have gone on such a necessary journey, we would not have ended up at the perfect place at the perfect time.


Free Will and Fate

When I get off the sofa to make a cup of coffee, I don’t feel that anything is controlling me, least of all the planets. I feel quite free when I make that choice. In fact, I seem to be making choices every minute of the day. When I’m swept up by a crowd or some movement, my free will seems to be momentarily commandeered. Although it’s still my choice. I think. When I fall in love, it almost feels like destiny. I’m happy to forsake my individuality. The more I stand alone, the more control I have, the greater the sense of free will. The more connected I feel to other people, or dance and music for instance, the less I worry about all that stuff.

There is a well-known neuroscientist called Jill Bolte-Taylor, who suffered a stroke and is more qualified than most to describe what was going on in her brain when it was happening. She explains how the right hemisphere of the brain tells us we are connected to everyone and everything, to this incredible energy stream all around us, but the left hemisphere tells us we are separate and distinct, that we are an individual. I get the impression that this sense of free will is emanating from the left hemisphere and yet it is usurped by the right as it presents us with a bigger, more romantic picture.

In his book, Cosmos and Psyche, Richard Tarnas describes the patterns created by the planets as they orbit the Sun, and how they correlate to our profound and sometimes horrific history. The planets clash or harmonize according to their orbital relationships, and we, through our right hemisphere, are in tune with the celestial mood without being conscious of it. And yet our left hemisphere has no sense of that connection at all. It needs to be convinced.

I have a computer program that tracks the movements of the planets. The current planetary positions are placed in a circle outside my birth chart in something called a bi-wheel. The Moon is the fastest to go round the chart. As it lights up your natal planets you should be able to sense what their character and intention are in terms of how they feel inside and what occurs outside. In 2020, with the planets Saturn, Jupiter, and Pluto piling up around twenty-eight degrees Capricorn, I knew something major was happening for Curt and me. This is how I use astrology, not as a crystal ball but to back up my intuition, of getting that left hemisphere to confirm what the right one already suspects. The position of the planets was telling me that after all those years of treading water the timing was right. Some might say it all becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. And that is true, in a sense. You have an end goal, and you work relentlessly toward it, but with a sense that the universe is on your side, the fates are with you. Finally. With the astrological knowledge you begin to understand the cosmic weather pattern. Yet, we do not remain passive while the planets take up positions, not at all. Carl Jung said that free will is doing gladly and freely that which we must do. In this way free will and Fate are happy bedfellows.
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Chapter 23

The Tipping Point

So many people had to postpone their weddings due to Covid. This was what happened to Emily and me. It wasn’t postponed once, but twice. The years went by, and we had to send message cards to the guests with a new date each time. They were, of course, very understanding. Many of the older relatives didn’t feel safe anyway, and some of them were traveling from the States to that grand palace in Oxfordshire where we planned to get married. Traveling to the United States, however, was permitted as long as you were vaccinated. I could head to LA to finish the album as long as I had two jabs of a now-banned vaccine. No wonder I have hairs growing in strange places.

In astrology the seventh house, among other things, is known as the house of the first marriage, given that some people get married more than once. (See Henry the Eighth.) The ninth house is known as the house of the second marriage, and the eleventh house is known as the house of the third marriage. Any more than that and you should live alone. Desperate to be wed, Emily and I chose to essentially elope, picking a time and date when the hotel we had in mind was available. I took a break from the Tipping Point album, and we headed to the city of Aspen, Colorado. In late September, the famous ski town has no snow on the ground, and the hills, which are covered in aspen trees, are just beginning to turn gold to welcome autumn. It was 2020. We were to be married at the top of a mountain, in the most idyllic setting at 11,300 feet with an officiant, a small string trio, a keyboard player, a photographer, and a Capricorn Moon. I stood and listened as the trio played “The Skye Boat Song”: Sing me a song of a lass that is gone . . . As if this wasn’t enough to reduce me to tears, I heard Emily’s footsteps come up from behind me and was stunned when I saw her in her bridal white, replete with beautiful makeup and a floral crown. There were no words at this point. With the mountain breeze swirling around us, with the chill of the altitude, Emily and I made our tearful vows to one another.

Some sights, some scenes, are imprinted on our memories. I hope that as I leave this mortal coil I’ll be able to watch those memories as they flash before me. In so many ways this is what life is about. It’s more than joy. It is sacred. These events coincided neatly with the Moon being in Emily’s seventh house, or house of first marriage, and my ninth house, or house of second marriage. Amazing how this all works. But who really cares about that anyway? Riding down the ski lift, just the two of us as a married couple and with a backdrop of a strawberry sky, it was easy to think it was all designed by some Hollywood director in the heavens above.

Back in LA, Curt, Charlton, and I were working as though we had one mind. There was a focus and sense of purpose, of camaraderie, that was making the whole experience truly positive. The seeds of doubt had shriveled and disappeared. I was enjoying the flow of material so much that I told Curt the least the album would get is great reviews. We had no idea how it would do commercially, simply because of what happened to Everybody Loves a Happy Ending. The music business is hard to predict nowadays. Curt was brimming with confidence, the addition of the new songs made our musical bellies full, the updating of the older ones too. The album had a narrative, a personality; it was cohesive. With the finish line in sight, we had to decide on a running order: Curt was confident we should start with the sound of a lone acoustic guitar, with the track “No Small Thing.” It was brave, but we tried it. We then followed it with the title track. It was Charlton’s first attempt at sequencing the new album, and when we heard “Break the Man” followed by “My Demons” followed by “Rivers of Mercy,” it became his only attempt. The result was close to perfection. There was a sense of celebration, but Curt and I would not be boy-racing each other back home on this occasion.

There was never much of a question when it came to the album title. The Tipping Point was it. And it was, for Tears For Fears, a huge turning point. It was for me too: Caroline’s death, my addiction, the seizures, finding Emily. It seems that Tears For Fears cannot produce their best work without a lot of suffering. And perhaps that is the point of the band, to say to people, this is how we feel inside, and what you feel is perfectly normal and understandable under the circumstances. Or, to put it another way: to make all personal concerns a matter of common welfare.*

All this occurred under the watchful eye of our new management team. Somehow at the tender age of fifty-nine we found a team of people who are tough and artist friendly: Irving Azoff, Jeffrey Azoff, Sarah Montgomery. Irving is a legend within the music industry from his role as the Eagles manager, among many other things. A book could be written on that man. His son, Jeffrey, manages Harry Styles. They also manage a little band called U2. The list goes on. When we went to them we had only five songs. They were incredibly keen and supportive of the material. Any blocks had been removed. Together they are Full Stop Management. What’s in a name? Maybe the search stops here (full stop).

They were supremely confident when it came to placing us with a record company. There was a lot of interest from some of the majors, interest from anyone who heard the record, but that small company in LA, Concord, was making so much more noise that the decision seemed an easy one. We even Zoomed around ten of Concord’s employees at one point. They wanted the album badly, and our management team told us what we were already feeling: Concord felt right. When Concord’s art department presented Curt and me with several options for an album cover, we both independently settled on one image, a painting by Spanish artist Cinta Vidal showing a circle of three people seated amidst a clutter of dining chairs with three domestic cats, all against a beige background. The art department said they could work on something similar, but Curt and I said we should try and buy out the image if not the painting itself. Which is what we did.

However, the release was delayed. Vinyl had become deeply popular again and there was a queue at the factory. We were waiting for none other than Adele. But there seemed to be a growing appreciation that the time was right for another TFF album. In October 2017, following the Hall and Oates tour, we’d headed to the UK to play the prestigious Royal Albert Hall, which quickly sold out. The previous day we’d played a live set in a small theater for England’s Radio 2. The band was well practiced from touring all summer. The show had been televised, and after many years in the wilderness we were suddenly in people’s living rooms. I even noticed the reissue of Seeds of Love reenter the British charts at number six. This led to 2019’s show at London’s O2 Arena, which also sold out. Fourteen thousand seats. What was happening?

[image: Tears For Fears performing in front of a large crowd.]

TFF at the Shepherd’s Bush Empire 2022. (© Emily Rath Orzabal)



And finally, after years of growing out the color, I channeled my inner Gandalf and ended up with long, white hair. I’d been dyeing my hair dark since the age of twenty-eight and kept it that way as though that guy in the Seeds of Love video was immortal. But the seizures on March 4, 2018, taught me that I had no place to hide. So why hide at all? The need for the brain to reset itself is extremely powerful; it comes from deep within and we are powerless to fight it. It is the power of the Self. But, of course, all things that hit you from the world of pop are signifiers. Music and clothes suggest a lifestyle and an attitude. Pop is the province of the young. And nothing points more to aging than white hair. One of the most beautiful things about aging is the wisdom that comes with it. It’s a trade-off for all the aches and pains, the wrinkles, and the loss of flexibility. What you learn from trauma you cannot learn from books, and what you learn about yourself is one of the reasons you’re a student in this earthly school.

When The Tipping Point finally came out, we were so happy with the response and with the reviews. Still, we were reminded of the fact that it had been sixteen years since the previous album. But at least you now know what happened in those years. Life. We were also surprised by the press attention. There was a clear narrative: Here were two older musicians who had not made a record for many years, a well-known duo, one of whom had suffered a personal tragedy. It was a very human story. Almost everyone at some point loses someone they love. This is not unusual, but what is important is how the artist interprets that loss, beautifies it, and puts it into art, because this is the way that we can cut through the left brain gridlock and go straight to the heart. The Tipping Point is an album about feelings, and is in some way directly linked to The Hurting. And there were times where I couldn’t help breaking down in interviews. But I didn’t care. This was my story.

In its first week, The Tipping Point went into the top five around the world’s album charts. In the United States in the first week, it was the largest-selling album. This was truly the happy ending that Curt and I had been singing about sixteen years earlier. Except it wasn’t an ending. We even received an email from good old Dave Bates telling us how great the album was. Just like old times. With Sarah Montgomery guiding us, we would tour the album on and off for two years after the release, in both the US and the UK. In 2023 we played Madison Square Garden for the very first time. We ended the 2023 tour at LA’s Hollywood Bowl, another first. To see fans, old and new, come out in such numbers filled my heart to bursting. With the brilliant Jamie Wollam on drums and Lauren Evans and Carina Round singing with us, the band had hit another level. We captured it all on film in Franklin, Tennessee, providing the impetus for a partly live album, Songs for a Nervous Planet.

Being an older artist makes more sense to me than being a young one, when I was never particularly comfortable. There is something that sits more easily as we speak from experience, from the perspective of lives that have been lived, and not just a theory of how to live. Back then we were young men who wanted to change the world. When I look at that kid who turned twenty-one in the café at Abbey Road Studios, I see someone with no idea of what lay ahead. But wouldn’t it be a little dull if we knew the future? Wouldn’t it be like watching a film and knowing the ending? Astrology is a series of predictable coincidences, but luckily the fine details are left to us.
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Chapter 24

The Boneless Child

Old houses see many deaths. It would drive you mad if you had to think about it. The Old Rectory is part sixteenth-century monastery, part Georgian wing, part Victorian wing. An actor who lived in the village had detailed information about the many children who had died from diphtheria in the big house back when it was commonplace. There was an ex-inhabitant of the house who, during a village fete, told me about his father dying in the very spot where I liked to write, where I received so many ideas. Maybe his death had opened a portal.

If the house didn’t have so much gravity, I guess I would have sold it and moved shortly after Caroline’s death. I hear that is quite normal. And perhaps it would have made things a little easier. But who wants to buy a ten-bedroom house with three kitchens? Well . . . the fact is that the first people to walk through the door did. In 2024, that great year of change, Emily and I made the big move, to the US. We found a house in a great location at the edge of a forest; two weeks later Emily came to me with a pregnancy test showing a faint blue line. I guess some things are meant to be. We just have to be careful of the black bears.

It was Plato who claimed that we choose our parents before we’re born and then conveniently drink from the Lethe, the river of forgetfulness. It’s a claim that is sometimes repeated by those who go through a near-death experience. And I’m sure they haven’t all read Plato’s Republic. If I look at my own parents, it’s a claim I feel comfortable with. It makes sense to me despite my occasionally cursing them. But I do wonder why a soul would choose to have a sixty-three-year-old father, given my life expectancy. Answers on a postcard, please. And I am entirely conscious of the planets and where they’ll be. It’s like a celestial scorecard, myself already described by the birth chart of someone not yet born. As I write this, we are about six weeks from Eula’s arrival. A Gemini, just like her mom. I am hoping for a carbon copy.

There was a huge shift that occurred following the rehab in Colorado and the Tipping Point album. I started writing songs about Emily, songs that appeared on the Nervous Planet album: “Emily Said,” a song about all the things that Emily didn’t actually say, and “The Girl That I Call Home,” an unashamed love song. And since being in the house in Colorado, watching the thick snow settle on the red rocks outside, watching Emily get used to her new body, I also wrote a song, yet to be released, for our unborn daughter, called “The Boneless Child.”

Though she rose on the tide, we put bones in the child.

We had the usual twenty-week scan where, among other things, a perfect spine was revealed. Now, more than ever, I am astonished by the miracle of life. Of how we grow from the simplest combination of cells into a creature with all the correct organs, bones, veins, arteries, a sense of purpose, and miles and miles of neural pathways. Hundreds if not thousands of miles. It’s astonishing. It’s clever. Science and reductionism do life a disservice. From where I’m standing, the universe is sentient.

It was strange, I must admit, going back to England and not having a house there, which is what I did in December 2024. Mom turned ninety, a feat in itself, and we’d arranged a party for her in a small boutique hotel in Bath. She’d asked for guests to get up on the stage and perform a piece of anything they desired: a gag, poetry, or a song. A dance, even. Typical Mom. Luckily no one took their clothes off. And so with my good pal John Baker, we were transported back to Saturday morning at the hairdresser and performed our Simon and Garfunkel act. Singing with John again was a wonderful feeling, although I did miss the sound of scissors snipping and the smell of perm lotion.

Alongside me were my sons and my brothers, Julian and Carlos and Stephen, my mom’s first son. He flew all the way from Australia for the special day. Well done, sir. Beside me at the table was my half sister, Norita, now in her eighties, and a fine example of success springing from adversity. On my other flank was the woman herself. Mom is one of six: five sisters and one brother. She is the second to youngest. Almost in order of age, Anne, Jean, and Sybil passed before her. She’s bummed out because of the inevitability of what’s to come. I am too. She’s a special woman, my mom, a true survivor. And she was so delighted when I told her the news of Emily’s pregnancy. “A girl is just what I ordered,” she said. And not surprised either. Perhaps she still sees me as a kid. Or perhaps, as I strongly suspect, she values life over death.

Back in Colorado, June 2025. I would like to say that everything went smoothly with Emily’s pregnancy, and Eula’s birth, but that would be a lie. Giving birth is a Herculean task and as we progress it seems to be getting more difficult to do naturally. Perhaps the medical establishment is guilty of taking the power away from the mother (Mother Nature) and trying to make the whole thing mechanical, predictable, and safe (Father Time). I can understand why. What else do we do in life that is so instinctive, so controlled by the deeper mechanisms of the body, and that brings with it the threat of death? Emily and I were also wary of the cascade of interventions that can occur once the slightest thing appears wrong. The last thing Emily and I wanted was an unnecessary C-section.

But come thirty-eight weeks, what Emily experienced was somewhat out of the ordinary. It is a called prodromal labor. She started having serious contractions, mainly at night, that would come to a halt around 5 a.m. This went on for more than three weeks, where every day we thought she was about to give birth. Of course, this gave me plenty of opportunity to look at the stars and once again guess the character of our unborn child, the timing of the birth. I watched Venus go from Aries to Taurus, Mercury go from Gemini to Cancer, each placement suggesting an entirely different experience and form of expression. And finally, I watched Jupiter enter Cancer. But I was only guessing, because the character of a child is not suddenly decided at birth. The birth chart is a clue; it is a significant moment when that person finally takes their first breath and is physically separated from the mother.

We were planning on using a midwife center but ended up with a local woman who had handled thousands of births, some in third world countries. She came with a lot of knowledge, a high degree of calm, and a good amount of monitoring equipment. It was the day before Donald Trump’s birthday when the contractions were relentless and we knew that birth was imminent. Could it be? Emily soon discovered that making any noise during the contractions did not help. Her grip on my hand, however, screamed volumes. Her active, silent labor continued throughout the evening and night. The next day was Father’s Day. Could it be? Eula was now very low in the canal and, without us knowing, blocking Emily’s bladder. Father’s Day passed and Emily was in extreme pain, unable to eat. She had a malarial look about her, her forehead clammy, her gaze elsewhere. I was scared—I had seen that look before. I admit, I said a prayer and made the inevitable bargain. Even our birth keeper was worried and was recommending the nearby hospital. In spite of her great experience, she had not seen a labor like this one.

On Monday morning, due to the intense pain, Emily relented and we finally went to hospital. We walked in . . . or rather, I walked in; Emily hobbled in because she was fully dilated. We were given a room immediately, where an amazing team of women acted as though this was all completely natural. “Come on in, make yourselves comfortable.” An epidural was administered, a catheter was implanted, and two liters of urine were drained from Emily’s bladder. No longer in pain, Emily became herself again. She was relieved and so was I. The drug Pitocin was administered, and within thirty minutes of pushing, Eula was finally born, fully formed, healthy, and remarkably alert. June 16, 2025, at 4:14 p.m. Welcome to your life.

With all the things leading up to Eula’s birth, it would be natural to think that it was all random, chance, haphazard, without design. This was the third time I’d watched the planets spin round as the birth process intensified. Along with Eula, a life path was also born, a destiny whose timing is one hundred percent aligned to the movements within the Solar System. Astrology is not a belief system. It is not an ism like materialism, physicalism, or scientism; it is an ology like psychology or sociology. It is the study of people, their character and destiny, and how it correlates to the positions of the planets.

It is now July in Colorado. Eula is a month old, and the thirsty summer days welcome the afternoon thunderstorms. Emily and I now have a newborn. Our life is not much different and yet everything has changed. Twice I have been asked whether Eula is my grandchild. This makes me smile. And do I think about Pluto squaring Eula’s ascendant, or the fact that her Mars is at twenty-nine degrees Leo when I’m changing her diaper? Of course not. Rather than dissecting her into her astrological components, I hold her and look into her huge blue eyes. I see glimpses of myself in her. I see Emily in her. But most of all, I see her immense will to live, her shining light, her radiant smile, and love her for what she has welcomed into my life.
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