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This book is dedicated to Lene and Emilie.


Jeg elsker jer x


Jayne, John and Mike.


Love you x


Thank you to Alexis Petridis, my partner on this book.


Never again . . . x












Preface


I’ve been asked to write an autobiography before, and I always said no. Why did I say yes this time? 


I was wondering that this evening. It’s a Thursday in July 2024 and I’m in a hotel in York, between two gigs. It’s summer, which means festivals and outdoor shows. Last night I was at the Eden Project in Cornwall; tomorrow I’m in Scarborough; tonight I have a night off. I’ve just had dinner, and a glass of wine. Then I had a second glass of wine: two things I find it very difficult to say no to are nice wine – a Chilean Chardonnay or a buttery white Burgundy for preference – and good coffee. And I started thinking about this book. I said no in the past because I thought autobiographies were for Keith Richards or Elton John – people who’ve had careers that stretch back to the 1960s, people who’ve made hundreds of albums. I didn’t think I’d done enough. So, what changed my mind? 


I think it had something to do with Glastonbury. I was watching this year’s festival on TV the other night. Coldplay were headlining, they were amazing, and I thought: God, it gets no better than that. Then I thought: You played there, last year. You played Glastonbury. You. Rick Astley. 


You went to Glastonbury, you played a set on the Pyramid Stage, it went down really well, people said lovely things about you. Then you played again, the same day, doing Smiths songs with Blossoms. And instead of getting slated and destroyed and people tearing the tent down in disgust at some eighties pop star desecrating the catalogue of Morrissey and Marr, it went down a storm. 


That’s insane. 


If you want evidence that people think of you differently from the way they once did, there it is: thousands of people were singing along to you covering ‘There Is a Light That Never Goes Out’ so loudly that you could barely hear your own voice. If someone had told you that would happen even three or four years ago, you would have laughed at them and told them to stop talking rubbish. 


But it did happen. I’d somehow gone from being Rick Astley, manufactured pop star, a puppet of the evil empire of Stock Aitken Waterman, who people that liked The Smiths thought was a total twat, to Rick Astley, who had a No. 1 album on which he wrote and produced every song and played every instrument himself and who’s welcomed at Glastonbury. 


How? Well, it’s quite complicated. 


It involves a weird childhood and a time when I was one of the biggest artists in the world, and another time when I hated being a pop star so much that I gave it up entirely, and randomly meeting a girl who worked for a record company in Denmark and falling in love with her, and inadvertently becoming an internet sensation for reasons I don’t entirely understand and . . . actually, there is a unique story there, isn’t there? I knew it would be good for me to tell it myself, and I realized it was the right time to do it. 


It was harder work than I’d thought. I’ve had to delve quite deep and there are times when I’ve found it really upsetting. But it’s also been a bit like therapy. You end up addressing things, reliving parts of your life, looking at yourself, putting stuff into context. You end up talking about things that you haven’t really talked about before. It makes you conscious of trying to live better for however many years you’ve got left – because you revisit times when you could have been better, you could have done things differently. 


And you see how much luck and chance is involved in your life and career. You can have drive and ambition and talent, but there’s a huge amount of luck involved too: you know, someone wrote a three-and-a-half-minute pop song in 1987, and my life completely changed as a result of that. It’s ridiculous, really. 


But the main thing it’s left me feeling is unbelievably grateful. When I think about what could have happened to me, what might have been, there’s a massive feeling of thankfulness that I am where I am now, thirty-seven years after that song. 


It’s almost as if there are two Rick Astleys – the professional Rick Astley and the private Rick Astley, but they’re both incredibly happy. The professional Rick Astley gets to play live in big venues and see the effect that his music has had on people over the years. He gets to make exactly the music that he wants to make – which definitely wasn’t always the case – and moreover, people seem to like it. He got a second chance at fame, which is rare enough in itself. But, more than that, he got a second chance at fame on his own terms, which means it’s completely different from his first burst of fame, which largely felt as if he was just doing what he was told to, whether he wanted to do it or not. 


And the private Rick Astley has, by anyone’s standards, a fantastic life. I’ve got an incredible, stable, loving family. I’ve been with my wife, Lene, for thirty-six years. Our daughter Emilie just got married, a couple of weeks back, to her partner, Paul, in a ceremony by a loch in Scotland, an hour and half outside of Glasgow. They live in Denmark, and they’re happy in exactly the way you would wish your children to be happy. We live in a beautiful house. We have fantastic friends. We enjoy travel and good food and – as I’ve already mentioned – nice Chilean Chardonnays and posh white Burgundies. 


The thing is, it really didn’t have to turn out like that. In fact, I would say that the chances were stacked against it ever turning out like that. 


As you’ll see when you turn the page.












Introduction


It’s not long after sunrise one morning in the early 1980s. I’m seventeen years old, and my older brother Mike and I are walking from the outskirts of Newton-le-Willows, where we live with my dad, to our gran’s council house on Dixon Avenue, near the centre of town, where our mum has lived since the divorce. It’s a route we must have taken hundreds of times in the years since my parents split up: past the Bull’s Head pub, down Southworth Road through Naylor’s Wood and up the High Street, then past another pub, the Blue Lion, where the band I’m in, FBI, sometimes plays.


But this morning is different.


We’re trying to look as inconspicuous as possible, which is easier for me than it is for Mike. Mike is walking the couple of miles to my gran’s in a pair of carpet slippers, carrying an eight-inch kitchen knife.


I can’t really remember what we were talking about as we walked, but presumably we must have touched on what we were going to say if anyone asked us, not unreasonably, why Mike was carrying an eight-inch knife through the centre of Newton first thing on a Wednesday morning.


I’ve no idea what excuse we came up with – walking around with a kitchen knife anywhere outside of a kitchen is a difficult thing to explain away at the best of times – but, clearly, we couldn’t tell them the truth. Because Mike was walking through Newton with the knife that moments ago he’d held to my dad’s throat and threatened to murder him with.


Life in the Astley household was rarely normal. For one thing, the Astley household didn’t in fact live in a house; we lived in a Portakabin in the middle of a field, next to my dad’s garden centre: it’s a long story, which I’ll come to in a bit. But even by our standards, it had been quite a morning.


I don’t know what had started the argument with my dad, but it was almost definitely nothing. That was the thing about Dad’s rages. You never knew what was going to set one off; there was no rhyme or reason to them at all. One morning he’d wake me and my brothers up with a cup of tea – ‘Oh, it’s cold outside, lads, you’re going to need this’ – the next, he’d wake us up by screaming at us, calling us lazy bastards, demanding to know why we weren’t out of bed yet: nothing had changed in the interim except my dad’s mood.


He wasn’t a caricature horrible parent, always in a filthy mood. Dad could be generous, funny and encouraging. He wasn’t a big drinker – the occasional nip of whisky in front of the telly at night, the odd night out with his mates at the Conservative Club in town – and even when he did drink, it seemed to put him in a good mood: you’d hear him before he arrived home, singing old Frank Sinatra songs. The kinds of things parents get angry about – bad school reports, stuff like that – didn’t seem to bother him at all. Not long before, I’d inadvertently ripped the door off his brand-new van. I’d been helping him out at the garden centre, loading stuff into the back of it for a delivery, and reversed off with the passenger door still open, straight into a forklift truck: I think I was paying more attention to what was on the radio than what I was supposed to be doing. When he found out, I held my breath, waiting for the eruption, but it never came. Dad wasn’t exactly overjoyed, but he was basically all right about it.


But then the explosion would come because he couldn’t find the right drill bit he needed, or something daft like that. There would be shouting, stuff would go flying, things would get smashed until they were completely obliterated. It had been going on all my life. It was terrifying when I was younger, but you sort of got used to it as you got older. We didn’t ignore it exactly – it’s hard to ignore someone who’s smashing up a load of terracotta pots with a hammer because he can’t find a part for his drill – but we just got out of his way and left him to it. It had almost become a joke between me and Mike and my eldest brother, John: ‘Bloody hell, Dad’s at it again.’


This morning, though, it wasn’t a joke. He’d completely lost it. I was standing outside our front door when he came up to me, ranting and raving and screaming his head off about something I’d supposedly done. Then he pushed me over and started trying to kick me. The rages I was used to, but this was different. I’d seen him be violent towards my mum, once, years ago, but I’d never known him to hit any of his kids. Instead, he used to take his anger out on inanimate objects. Until now. Suddenly, I was on the floor, and he was trying to kick me. That was when Mike appeared from inside, with the knife in his hand.


I should say at this point that Mike was definitely not the kind of older brother that you would have expected to spring valiantly to your rescue. He was more the kind of older brother who seemed actively to enjoy tormenting his youngest sibling. When the Astley brothers went to the local airshow and got taken up in a plane as a special treat, Mike was the one who’d turn to me mid-flight and quietly announce the plane was definitely going to crash: ‘I don’t think the pilot knows what he’s doing, Rick. I think he’s turned the engine off. I think we’re going to die.’ It was also Mike who was responsible for my lifelong phobia of snakes. I’m terrified of them, to the extent that at one point, when we checked into a hotel room, my wife would go through any magazines that were there when we arrived, and tear out any pages that had photos of snakes before I saw them. It all started with Mike, terrorizing me with one of those jointed toy plastic snakes. He’d hide behind the bedroom door with it, waiting for me to come in. 


And when I went to secondary school, Mike was the reason teachers always frowned when they heard my surname. ‘You’re not . . . Mike Astley’s brother, are you?’ When I said I was, they’d roll their eyes: Oh God, there’s another one. In a way, I couldn’t blame them. Mike had barely bothered going to secondary school at all. He’d get up every morning, put his snorkel parka on, go in for registration and then immediately leave. I suppose they had complained to my dad about it, but not turning up for school was also on the list of things that my dad wasn’t particularly bothered about. Still, it seemed a bit much. I had barely started school, and my card was already marked. Great. Mike strikes again.


This morning was different. When Mike appeared with the knife, he somehow didn’t even look like Mike. Mike was the classic surly, monosyllabic teenage boy. If they’d had hoodies in the early eighties, his would have been permanently up. But this morning, his eyes were dead, like a shark’s. He looked like someone who’d finally had enough: of living in a Portakabin instead of a proper house, of my dad’s rages, of all the stuff he’d quietly ignored or put up with. He walked straight up to my dad, put the knife to his throat and said, calmly but very clearly, ‘If you fucking move, I will kill you, here and now. I will kill you stone dead, right now, if you move an inch.’


I got up off the ground and stared at them both. It suddenly felt as if the world had contracted, as if there was only the three of us in it. For a moment, I genuinely thought he was going to do it. It definitely wasn’t beyond him. Mike wasn’t a scrapper, but he was physically tough. We all were: that’s what came of spending hours after school and at weekends working for my dad, lifting concrete posts and panels for fencing, loading the van, taking stuff out for delivery. And Mike had spent his teenage years giving the distinct impression that he didn’t give a shit about anything, with the possible exception of his motorbike, and he even rode that in a way that suggested he didn’t think much about the possible consequences of his actions. Plus, he had a knife and he looked like he’d snapped. Shit. This is actually happening, I thought. He’s going to murder our dad.


The silence could only have been a few seconds, but it seemed to go on for ever. Then my dad spoke, breaking the spell. He was still boiling red, but he told us we should leave, which sounded like a better idea than any of the other possible outcomes. Mike lowered the knife. And we left. Mike didn’t even put his shoes on. We just went.


We somehow managed to arrive at my gran’s without anyone noticing us. When we told Mum what had happened, she didn’t seem as shocked or horrified as you might expect. For one thing, Mum knew what my dad was like – she’d been married to him. And, for another, my mum was as weird as my dad was, in her own way. After the divorce, she did all the things a mum was supposed to do – we went to stay with her for the weekend and she took us out to the shops, bought us treats, even took us on holiday with her to Blackpool or wherever. But there was something missing, some sort of emotional connection. It’s hard to explain exactly what it was, but you knew it wasn’t there. It was as if she was behind a pane of glass or something, and it was noticeable even when I was a kid. My parents had split up when I was four, and I’d stopped going to stay with her at weekends years ago. Still, there was a spare room at my gran’s that me and Mike could share, and she said we could stay there as long as we needed to.


That still left a question that I didn’t have an answer for: what the hell do I do now? I was seventeen and, as far as I could see, I had no prospects. Living up to the stellar academic standards set by Mike, I’d left school without a single qualification. I didn’t bother writing anything at all in any of my O-Level exams: I’d simply sat there eating Polo mints and staring into space until they said we could leave. There didn’t seem to be any point, because my future was already mapped out. I was going to go and work for my dad at the garden centre, like Mike and John had done. But that was suddenly off the cards, so now what? I had no idea.


There was the band, FBI. I’d started out as the drummer and ended up as the singer. People said I had a good voice. We had management and were big locally, as they say: we could pack them in at the Blue Lion and the Legh Arms. But what did that mean? It wasn’t as if London record labels were sending platoons of talent scouts out, with firm instructions not to come back until they’d found out what was big in Newton-le-Willows and signed it: Get me that band with the lad from the garden centre on lead vocals, or don’t bother coming to work on Monday.


Even if they had, I wasn’t sure that FBI was going to work. I’d started to sense the other members of the band weren’t as committed as I was. It was me that wrote the songs, me that spent hours in front of the telly analysing and memorizing what the bands on The Tube were doing – everything from what instruments they used to how their songs were structured. It was me that drove the band to every gig (until a couple of the dads helped out), me that made sure they were out of bed at lunchtime to practise, me that insisted we didn’t need a fag break every ten minutes at rehearsals, that our time might be better spent writing and learning material.


In fairness, I could see why they weren’t as dedicated as I was – none of them were living in a Portakabin in the middle of a garden centre with a certifiable nutcase who smashed things when he couldn’t find the right drill bit. But it was still niggling at me. A few weeks back, I’d tried laying down the law to them. We were standing in the kitchen of our bass player Pep’s house – his parents let us rehearse in a back room – on another bloody fag break. I’d suddenly announced that I was going to be as famous as David Bowie and that the rest of them could either come with me or sod off. I suppose the idea was to spur them into action, but it didn’t work. They merely looked at me, like you might look at a teenager who worked in his dad’s garden centre and had just announced he was going to be Newton-le-Willows’ answer to David Bowie. I’d stormed out. I walked home to the garden centre feeling like a complete twat.


So where did that leave me? Not a clue. You try thinking straight when you’ve watched your brother threaten to murder your dad before you’ve even had breakfast. As far as I could gather, Mike’s big idea for the future involved signing on the dole and waiting to see if anything came up. Perhaps I should join him. I didn’t have any better plans.










Chapter One


The story about my dad was that he’d had a bump on his head when he was younger, and that he was never the same afterwards. I don’t know whether that’s true or not. I mean, I know that he did have a serious accident in his van when he was younger, because he talked about it. The brakes failed while he was driving down a hill, and he basically threw himself out of the van onto the road, which accounted for his lifelong refusal to wear a seatbelt: he always said that if he’d been wearing one that day, he would never have got out of the van alive. The family legend was that he hit his head on the road when he threw himself out and refused to have proper treatment. He took himself off to the hospital, and they wanted him to go for tests to a place called Winwick, but he wouldn’t. Winwick was a mental health hospital – its original name was Lancashire County Asylum, and some people still believed there was a stigma around places like that. Certainly, my dad didn’t like the idea of it at all. He apparently said, ‘If I go in there, I’ll never come out,’ and that was that.


I suppose that could be true – it sounds like the kind of thing my dad would have said – but whether that accounts for his behaviour when I was a kid, the weird sudden changes of mood and the rages, I don’t know.


But I do know that he never wanted to marry my mum. She was already pregnant with my elder sister Jayne, it was the 1950s, and it was a matter of doing the decent thing. It wasn’t the best grounding for a marriage, and if they’d ever had a chance of happiness, that probably ended when my older brother David died. It happened in 1962, before I was born. He was their second child, between Jayne and my brother John. He was five when he got sick with what turned out to be meningitis. By all accounts, my dad blamed my mother for his death. I’ve no idea why, because no one ever spoke about David in our house. The first time I ever heard his name mentioned was when I saw an old picture in a photo album and asked Jayne who it was. The minute I asked, I knew I’d done something wrong, that this was something that had happened that wasn’t meant to be discussed. Maybe his death explained the way my mum was, the way she always felt slightly distant, even from her children: the shock of what happened to David, the fact that her husband blamed her for their son’s death, could have caused something in her to shut down.


Whatever the reason, by the time I arrived – in 1966, three years after my brother Mike – my parents’ marriage was in real trouble. I don’t have any memory of my mum and dad ever being affectionate towards each other. Quite the opposite. My vague recollections of the whole family being together involve a lot of shouting and things being thrown. Or worse. One of my earliest memories is of walking into the kitchen and seeing my dad physically attacking my mum. In my memory, he had her up against the work surface in the kitchen with his hands around her throat – I don’t know for certain that’s right, but I do distinctly remember running out of the kitchen in tears, really frightened.


My parents, Cynthia and Horace – although Dad hated the name Horace, so everyone called him Ozzy – had moved from Warrington to Newton-le-Willows before I was born. We lived on Park Road North. It was a big three-storey house, which meant Jayne and my older brothers could amuse themselves by hanging a wallet with a fiver in it on a piece of fishing line and lower it out of a top-floor window onto the street below; when a passer-by stopped to investigate, they’d suddenly yank it away.


The whole place was like a monument to my dad’s skills as a handyman. He was the kind of person who always had the right tools for any job, who could turn his hand to anything practical. It was in his blood. His dad had been a builder. He was rumoured to have built the top of the chimney at the Burtonwood Brewery in the middle of a gale, when no other builders dared go up there, although by the time I knew him, Granddad Astley seemed to spend most of his time in the less challenging environment of the pub. Dad had also trained as a mechanic in the army, so he was good with engines as well, but his official job was making fencing – he had his own business building big concrete base panels in huge fibreglass moulds at a place we called the Yard. I really loved it at the Yard. For one thing, there was loads of sand for mixing the concrete, which could also function as a massive sandpit if you were a small boy, and there was a forklift truck that, incredibly, we were allowed to play on: health and safety regulations were presumably not enforced quite as strictly as they are today. And for another, there was Ralph, an old guy who worked there with my dad. Ralph was fascinating. He seemed to arrive at work every morning direct from the nineteenth century: he actually wore clogs. He didn’t say much, but what he did say had a habit of sticking in your head for ever. ‘Life’s a good ’un if you don’t weaken’ was one of his sayings, which I suppose is the Northern equivalent of ‘keep calm and carry on’.


So we had a lot of things in our house that you wouldn’t expect in a working-class family in the late sixties and early seventies, all of which my dad had built himself. We had central heating, which really wasn’t that common. There was a fully fitted kitchen with a massive fridge. There was a tiled shower room downstairs, at a time when most people’s idea of a shower was a plastic thing you attached to the taps in the bath to rinse your hair. We had a wood-panelled dining room with a half-sized billiard table in it that my dad had bought off a wealthy couple in Yorkshire. It could be lowered and, with the aid of the fitted wooden boards that came with it, it doubled as a dining table. Looking back now, it was a bit twee, but at the time it felt quite luxurious to me.


The house was also a kind of monument to my dad’s eccentricity. In the front garden he built a pond which was pretty big in relation to the plot it was in. To get to our front door, you had to cross a bridge over the pond. There was a waterfall that he’d built as well. Instead of a back garden there was a kind of yard which was mostly filled by a fishing boat that never, as far as I know, went anywhere near the water. My dad’s friend had built it from scratch, and I have no idea how it ended up outside our house, but there it was. I used to play in it all the time when I was little. I’ve owned five different motorboats over the years, so maybe that’s what gave me the bug for boating. And he had a safe hidden in the little cloakroom next to the kitchen. I didn’t know anyone else who had a safe in their house, but we did; it was under the carpet, buried in concrete. There was money in there – hundreds of pounds in cash. My dad paid for everything in cash, I suppose because the kind of business he was in dealt in cash. He always had a big roll of banknotes in his back pocket, maybe a grand and a half. I don’t remember people in Newton being poor when I was a kid – it was a working-class town, but everyone seemed to have a job – but I don’t remember anyone else walking around with a roll of money the way my dad did.


*


My mum had a little gig on Saturday evenings, playing the piano in a local pub. She used to perform in the snug, away from the main bar. I think people went there more for a sing-song than they did for a drink; in a way, it was like the karaoke of its day. She was an amazing pianist – she could sight-read classical music and she could simply pick up any tune: if you started singing her something, she’d come up with an accompaniment. Maybe the job in the pub was where she had an affair, if she in fact did have one. My dad, who’d never liked the idea of her playing piano in a pub, was convinced she had, but I don’t know if it was true or not. My mum was pretty, but she wasn’t a particularly flirtatious person, so it seems a bit unlikely to me. But that didn’t matter. Dad decided she had, and when my dad got an idea into his head, there was no budging him: it became gospel truth, and there was no point in trying to convince him otherwise.


In any case, my mum didn’t have a chance to convince him otherwise. Dad just threw her out. She went out one day, he put all her clothes in plastic bags and left them on the doorstep and changed the locks. John remembers him calling a solicitor: ‘I believe my wife’s been associating with another man and I’ve thrown her out of the house – what do I do?’ And he remembers her coming home that night and banging on the kitchen window, asking to be let in, and Jayne telling him not to, for fear of how my dad would react.


I was too young to remember any of this, but I remember the aftermath. My mum moved in with a friend of my gran’s for a little while, then to my gran and granddad’s house. It turned out that the house we lived in was in my dad’s name, so she thought there was no way of getting half of it off him. There never seemed to have been any question of her taking us with her, even though she knew first-hand how unpredictable and violent my dad could be. She couldn’t have moved us into our gran’s – there wasn’t the room – but the idea that she could put her name down for her own council house and get us to join her there didn’t seem to occur to her, or us. It’s something I’ve only really thought about recently: she could have gone to the council, and explained her situation – a mother of four children, two of them under ten, a violent husband – and tried to sort something out, but, for whatever reason, she didn’t.


To be honest, I think my mum might have had some kind of breakdown when her marriage fell apart. She never said she had, she never sought treatment, but looking back, it would make sense. She’d lived with four kids and a mad husband who’d made it clear that he didn’t want to marry her, one of her children had died and her husband had blamed her for it, then she’d been thrown out of the family home overnight over an affair that might not have even happened. That’s got to have had some kind of psychological impact on you. I suppose I’m trying to work out reasons Mum was the way she was, for the rest of her life. There was a kind of vagueness to her, an unpredictability that was different from my dad’s: Mum would do and say things and you’d just think, Wow, where did that come from?


There are people who get divorced and stay friends – they have their ex-partners round for Sunday lunch, or they all get together to go on holiday, or for Christmas. My parents’ divorce wasn’t like that at all. My dad literally never spoke to my mum again. At first, she would come back to the house to see us, and, of course, he was there. He would completely ignore her, not even a ‘hello’. She would sit in the dining room and ask us about school, and he would go and sit in another room until she left. Mum stopped coming to the house after a little while, but if she rang up to speak to us, Dad would pick up and not say a word, then place the receiver on the table next to the phone. It became a sort of signal – if Dad did that, we would know it was Mum on the other end of the line. If he came and got us on a Sunday evening, after we’d spent the weekend with Mum at our gran’s, he would wait outside. It was bizarre: if my gran or granddad came out and walked us down the garden path to the car, he’d talk to them and pass the time of day perfectly happily. But, as far as I know, he never said another word to my mum for the rest of their lives.


I didn’t understand why it had happened, but I knew it marked the Astleys out as different from everybody else. I started primary school the year after my mum and dad split up, and I think there was only one other kid in the entire school, a girl, whose parents weren’t together. It felt weird, my mum coming to meet me after school, because that was the only way she could see us during the week. My dad employed a housekeeper after he threw my mum out, which marked us out as different as well. It makes us sound quite posh, but it wasn’t really like that: he simply couldn’t cope with four kids and a full-time job, so Mrs Hill used to come every morning before we woke up and get us ready for school, and she’d be there in the evening when we got home, to make us our tea. She was nice, but it was still strange, having someone who wasn’t your mum and wasn’t your aunty getting you dressed – no one else I knew had an arrangement like that. 


Mrs Hill wasn’t prepared to deal with my dad’s moods. One day, Mike was mucking about with a mate in the living room, pretending to play cricket with a table tennis bat and some ball bearings. He hit a ball bearing straight through the living-room window: it didn’t shatter, but it left a hole, almost like a bullet hole. Mrs Hill came into the room, saw what had happened, took her pinny off and went straight home rather than be around when my dad found out what had happened and erupted. I met Mrs Hill – her name was June – many years later. It was just by chance at my sister Jayne’s house; it was very emotional. We hugged and I thanked her and told her that it had meant a lot to me that she had been there for us. It was something I probably really only grasped after becoming a dad myself.


At the time, we just got on with it, spending weeknights at the house, and weekends at my gran’s with Mum, playing cards or watching Match of the Day with my granddad, a huge Liverpool supporter. I sometimes got the feeling that the atmosphere at Gran’s was slightly strained – that my gran and grandad had felt they were done with raising children and the day-to-day business of family life, and then were suddenly plunged back into it when my mum moved in, bringing their grandkids with her, at least at weekends. Meanwhile, sometimes life at home could seem almost normal. My dad would come home with sweets – Crème Eggs or, his favourite, Raspberry Ruffles – and he’d sit in front of the TV with us: I’d watch The Clangers, sitting on his knee, or we’d all settle down in the evening for The Dick Emery Show. He’d make you laugh, singing daft songs; he’d sing Frank Sinatra’s ‘You Make Me Feel So Young’, but change the words so it was ‘you make me feel so old’. Or we’d visit my dad’s sister, Aunty Barbara, and her husband Don, who moved in with Granny Astley after Grandad Astley died. They had a daughter, Lorraine, and a son called Bryce, who was my age and who I got on with really well. I used to spend a lot of weekends with them. Aunty Barbara was like a substitute mum to me, a really warm, kind woman who seemed to have the maternal instincts my own mum didn’t. I’d sleep on a mattress on the floor next to Lorraine and Bryce’s bunk beds, and we’d play in the ancient car that sat in the garage, an old 1950s Ford Popular. Everything would seem fine, and then the next day, Dad would be in an absolutely foul mood, and he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, curb that mood around us. As I said, you got used to it in a way, but it was a strange, unsettling way to live – you never knew when his mood would change, or what would cause it.


I think the divorce affected us all in different ways. Jayne moved out a couple of years later and got on with her own life. By the time she was eighteen, she was living with her boyfriend, Barry, a lovely guy who later became her husband. They’re still together today. John became quite quiet and seemed the best able to simply absorb our dad’s outbursts when they happened. Mike, as I said, became . . . well, delinquent’s a bit strong, but he definitely developed a certain couldn’t-care-less aura.


I remember being frightened all the time as a kid. Your mum’s suddenly gone, your dad flies into rages for no reason – it’s going to make you quite wary. I didn’t like the dark. My dad kept a couple of horses in a field he rented near our house, and I hated going with him to feed them at night. I’d sit in the cab of his van in the pitch dark, rigid with terror. At home, if it was my bedtime, and John and Mike were out at Sea Cadets or whatever, I wouldn’t go to bed. I’d simply sit at the top of the stairs where my dad couldn’t see me, waiting for them to come home: I didn’t want to be up there alone in the dark. I was a bit nervous around water, although that had something to do with being taken to see Jaws when I was nine – no, I don’t know why anyone thought it was a good idea to take a nine-year-old to see Jaws either – and a bit cagey around bikes, after I fell off mine up by the private road at the edge of Newton where the posh houses were. I landed face-first, tore a load of skin off my face and concussed myself and ended up in hospital for a few days. That had its upside – they put me in a men’s ward and all the old guys used to buy me crisps and sweets when the food trolley came round – but I have always since been the kind of cyclist that keeps his hands on the brakes. 


*


I enjoyed primary school, St Peter’s C of E. It was literally round the corner from our house. The teachers were nice. We did nativity plays and performances. Thinking back, being distracted by anything outside our house just made me feel better. I was the Pharaoh in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, in a silver suit, with orange tassels under the arms that my sister sewed on, and my school shoes. The Pharoah’s character is based on Elvis Presley. Maybe that’s why I got the role, because I already had a quiff. I was born with it. It must be a genetic thing, because my daughter, Emilie, came out of the womb with her hair like that too. When she was a baby, her godmother, Heidi, was walking with her in Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen, and a woman came over and said ‘I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, but that child looks exactly like that singer, Rick Astley.’


Quiff or not, I had no idea who Elvis was. I might have seen some of his films on the TV, but that wasn’t the Elvis the role required: they were after the feral, sexy 1950s Elvis, whoever he was. My main memory of the performance was that I sang through a microphone. I’ve no idea where they got one from, but my voice was definitely amplified. I was amazed: you held this thing and you sang into it and your voice came out of some speakers in the school hall. I thought that was the coolest thing in the world.


The first record I owned was ‘I Feel Love’ by Donna Summer. That sounds like evidence of early good taste; it is, after all, the song that Brian Eno famously told David Bowie was the future of music. But I got it completely at random. There was a shop near where we lived that sold clothes – it was where you went and got your school uniform from – that had a little record shop adjoining it. My dad took me there to get a pair of jeans. I didn’t realize there was a deal on, where if you bought a certain brand, you got a free single. I bought the right brand, but only because they were the same ones my brother Mike wore. When the shop assistant told me I could pick anything from the Top 20, I panicked: I was the youngest person in the shop, it was all a bit intimidating. So I said, ‘I’ll have No. 1 please’, and that was ‘I Feel Love’. I got lucky: if I’d gone in a couple of weeks later, I’d have been stuck with ‘Angelo’ by Brotherhood of Man, which no one ever claimed was the future of anything.


I didn’t buy records much, because I didn’t need to. There was a lot of music already in our house. Not so much from my dad, who hated pop – he was fond of colliery brass-band music and Frank Sinatra – but from my brothers and, especially, my sister Jayne. I remember the sound of Motown and Northern soul and the smell of cigarettes wafting from her bedroom on her sixteenth birthday. My dad had let her throw a party, he’d even bought them a keg of beer, and whatever was going on up there seemed quite otherworldly to me. Later, Jayne’s real love was progressive rock. She loved Pink Floyd and Genesis, Rick Wakeman and Camel, who were the first band I ever saw live. Jayne took me along to see them at Manchester Free Trade Hall, when I was ten: I can still remember the smell of patchouli oil, and the screen behind them, which showed a film loop of geese flying across the sky while they played their most recent album, The Snow Goose. She loved a more obscure band called Egg, and a French band called Magma who invented a whole apocalyptic science-fiction universe and – get this – their own language, which they sang in. I used to listen to them and make up my own words, which were a bit more down to earth: ‘Dad’s a boss mechanic, Dad’s a boss mechanic at Ford’s, he makes Escorts and Ford Cortinas.’


I used to sneak into Jayne’s room and play her records when she wasn’t there: ‘Big Yellow Taxi’ by Joni Mitchell, ‘What’s Going On’ by Marvin Gaye. I used to stare and stare at the sleeve of What’s Going On, Marvin Gaye standing in the rain in a suit and a raincoat, with his collar up. I didn’t think he looked the kind of person who’d make an album like What’s Going On, which was gorgeous and melodic, or sing the way the guy on What’s Going On sang, with a beautiful, sad, pleading voice. He didn’t even look like a pop star to me; he looked more like a movie star, a Black version of Steve McQueen or Paul Newman; he seemed serious, powerful, a bit dangerous, like someone you wouldn’t mess with. He looked as if he didn’t care whether you liked his album or not. That was interesting – that you could look a certain way, but sound completely different.


My brother John loved Queen. No danger of sneaking into his room when he was out to enjoy his copy of A Night at the Opera – it had been made very clear to me what would happen if I so much as breathed near his records – but he graciously used to let me stand outside his bedroom door and listen while he played it. And I remember him listening to The Beatles while he painted the banisters of our staircase. He’d broken his ankle and Dad, being Dad, had decided that was no impediment to him doing odd jobs around the house while he recovered. So he painted the bannisters with his foot in a cast, playing one Beatles album after another. They were intriguing to me too – some of the songs on Sgt Pepper sounded as if they were meant for kids. What was that all about?


It all seeped in. Because of the music I’ve made, people are always astonished at how much I know about prog rock, but I could probably sing every word of every track of every 1970s Genesis album to you today. I still enjoy it: a couple of years back, we all went on an Astley siblings-and-partners outing to see Rick Wakeman perform The Six Wives of Henry VIII at Hampton Court Palace – it’s down the road from where I live now, so I got on the computer as soon as it was announced and bought twelve tickets. I even wrote a song about all this stuff a few years ago, called ‘The Good Old Days’: ‘the place of my birth was the music that my brothers and my sister played to me, and how I believed in the stories they told me’. It was music that transported you somewhere else, like science fiction or historical fantasy novels do, which was a useful thing, given the strange situation at home. There was something about that music that I wholeheartedly wanted to jump into and absorb myself in.


The first band I remember really loving myself, and which didn’t have anything to do with my brothers or sister, where I actually bought the record, rather than absorbing it as it was played around the house, or being given it free with a pair of jeans, was The Police. Then I heard AC/DC’s Highway to Hell. I remember listening to it on the radio, sitting completely transfixed in the cab of my dad’s van, thinking, ‘What is this?’ I’d never heard anything like it before. In my memory, DJ Tommy Vance played the whole album from start to finish during the Friday Rock Show on Radio 1, but I’m not sure if that really happened; I might be embroidering it in my mind. I would have been twelve or thirteen. I rushed out and bought it, played it over and over again. But I didn’t become a heavy-metaller. I didn’t become anything. I’d just started secondary school, and standing out in any way seemed like a very bad idea.


Primary school had been as cute as you could imagine. Selwyn Jones High School was anything but. It had been a grammar school when Jayne went there, but it had merged with the local secondary modern while John was a pupil and become a comprehensive. John was smart, the kind of kid who should have gone to university, but Selwyn Jones now wasn’t the sort of school that sent pupils to university and, frankly, going to university wasn’t something that people from where I’m from really did. So John left school and went to work with my dad. His job was making the fibreglass moulds for the concrete fencing. He worked in a shed on the Yard, coating layers and layers of fibreglass with resin. The smell of the resin in the shed used to make you woozy when you breathed it in: being in that shed is probably the closest I’ve ever been to taking drugs.


The atmosphere at school seemed to change the minute I left primary school and stepped through the gates of Selwyn Jones. Suddenly, it was tough, it was judgemental, and it was violent: I’d never seen fistfights at St Peter’s, but you saw some horrible scraps at Selwyn Jones. Once you got out, there was the rivalry with the local Catholic school, St Aelred’s, to contend with. It was serious. I’m not making this up, there used to be 150 kids in different uniforms, girls as well as boys, pitching against each other in Newton High Street, over absolutely nothing: someone had said something to someone else in the queue for the chippy and it had turned into this mass fight. It was ludicrous and horrible at the same time.


In fact, it was simply horrible. You didn’t realize how ludicrous it all was until years later – at the time, it was all deadly serious. I remember hanging out with some friends in a cul-de-sac where my friend Phil Taylor lived when Selwyn Jones were on holiday and St Aelred’s weren’t. We were with a girl called Catherine Higgins, who lived there too. She was a couple of years below us, one of those younger kids who used to tag along and get teased, and then one day she bought herself a pair of those skintight spray-on Spandex jeans – like Olivia Newton-John wore at the end of Grease, when she’s transformed herself into a bad girl – and suddenly Catherine Higgins didn’t look like a younger kid you’d tease any more. Catherine Higgins started attracting a lot of attention. I don’t know if our proximity to Catherine was what started the trouble with someone from St Aelred’s, but the word went round that they were looking for her, or us. We ran into someone’s house and hid, peering out from behind the net curtains. I’m not joking, a gang of about fifty kids in Aelred’s uniform appeared across the field at the back of the house, looking for us. And, to use gangster film phraseology, some of them were tooled up: they had bits of wood and stuff like that in their hands, things they’d picked up to use as weapons. They didn’t find us; nothing happened and eventually they went back to school. That was what my adolescence was like. It was bloody stupid.


When we were in school, I think everyone who went to Selwyn Jones was slightly frightened by the experience of being there, and as a result the atmosphere was brutal: there was a lot of piss-taking, a degree of bullying, you’d see other kids getting annihilated by their classmates for one minor reason or another. I decided the best course of action was to become as inconspicuous and ordinary as possible. I wasn’t particularly great academically – so no one could call me a nerd or a swot – and I wasn’t bottom of the class either. I wasn’t wildly popular, but neither was I a loner. I merely wanted to pass under the radar. But that was a lot easier said than done, thanks to my dad’s unconventional attitude to housing arrangements.










Chapter Two


My dad had bought a cottage near Clitheroe, a town about an hour north of Newton. The place was an absolute wreck – you couldn’t live in it as it was – so he moved a caravan outside, where we stayed over quite a few different weekends. As far as I remember, the idea was for him to move into the caravan while he was doing the house up. I don’t recall there being any suggestion that we would be going to live with him in Clitheroe, even when the house was finished. Dad was going to hand his business at the Yard over to my eldest brother John; he would run it and Mike and I would work there when we’d finished school. And Dad was also going to buy a terraced house in Newton, where me and my brothers would live. Because I was the youngest, Mrs Hill would come and keep an eye on me, and my mum was only down the road. I think Dad simply wanted to get away from the responsibility of being a parent. It was a job he hadn’t wanted, and a job he patently wasn’t cut out to do. There was a thing he used to say a lot when I was kid: ‘Open the gates and let me out.’ It was kind of a joke, but I think he genuinely meant it; I really think he felt caged by being a parent. He wanted to be free of the responsibility, just to be on his own, living his own life.


I know that sounds bad – I was twelve years old, in a single-parent family, and the single parent had decided to leave – but, honestly, I thought it was a pretty good idea. For one thing, what twelve-year-old boy wouldn’t jump at the chance of living without parental supervision? And for another, it felt as if we’d be happier like that than we were living with my dad – it sounds incredible to say it, but I thought life would be less erratic if it was only the three of us, without Dad around.


But then the plan came unstuck. It turned out that Dad leased the land that the Yard was on from the local council, and they wanted it back, to build houses on. They offered him a choice of land around Newton in exchange for him giving up the lease, and he picked a big field on the outskirts of town, close to the colliery and the border with Lowton. It was a good deal – Dad would actually own the new land – but it meant that there wasn’t really a business to hand on to John. Dad would have to start a new business and build it up himself before he could do that. He clearly wasn’t going to be moving to Clitheroe for the foreseeable future.


There was another issue. Dad had found a buyer for our house. He didn’t want to pull out of the sale, so we effectively had nowhere to live. When we first moved out, I shuttled around between a few different locations. I stayed with my mum at Gran’s for a bit, but that was a bit of a squeeze. At one point, Mike and I moved in with Jayne and her husband, Barry, in their little terraced house for a few months, which really couldn’t have been great for them. They hadn’t been married that long, they were setting up home together, and her two younger brothers suddenly turned up in the spare room because they had nowhere else to go. Then all of us – me, Mike, John and Dad – moved into a building on the Yard. It had been an office, but it had a shower and toilets, so it could just about function as a bungalow. But it obviously wasn’t a permanent solution, because Dad had given up the lease on the Yard.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
RICK
ASTLEY

TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

MMMMMMMMM





