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For Barbara, my true love
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When I turned fifty, I wrote a song about my life so far, to see if I could fit it into a three-minute pop tune.

I could.

My Depression

    Born in the Southern Land where a man is a man

Don’t remember too much, warm mama, cold touch

Postwar baby boom, fifty kids in one room

All white future bright but living in a womb

Got a TV receiver Jerry Mathers as the Beaver

No blacks, no queers, no sex. Mouseketeers

Daddy kept moving round, I can’t settle down

Always the lost new kid in town

    Mannlicher lock and loaded, JFK’s head exploded

Dark figure at the fence, end of my innocence

Hormones hit me, chew up, spit me

Get stoned, get plastered, always was a moody bastard

Guitar fool, kicked out of high school

Joined a band, Vietnam, Mama-san, killed a man

Daddy gets real sick it’s too intense I can’t stick it

Buy myself a ticket to the U.S.A.

    Oh my God, it’s my life. What am I doing kicking at the foundation?

That’s right, my life. Better start thinking ’bout my destination

    Hollywood sex-rat, been there, done that

Jaded afraid I’d never get a turn at bat

Last in a long line, finally hit the big time

Gold mine, feeding time, money/fame, I get mine

Use it, abuse it, Daddy dies, I lose it

Get a wife get a son, beget another one.

Head said “God’s dead,” motorcycle body shred

Midlife crisis rears its ugly head

    Prozac, lithium, could never get enough of ’em

Last wills, shrink’s bills, sleeping pills, sex kills

Edge of sanity, my infidelity

Looking in the mirror and thinking how it used to be

Don’t like the skin I’m in, caught in a tailspin

Honest-to-God vision, spiritual transmission

Climb aboard the life raft, looking back I have to laugh

Take a breath, don’t know if I’m ready for the second half

    Oh my God, it’s my life. What am I doing kicking at the foundation?

That’s right, my life. Better start looking at my destination

    My life, my depression, my sin, my confession,

 my curse, my obsession, my school, my lesson.

For anyone with a short attention span, that should cover the major details of my life, so you can put this book back on the bookstore shelf. For those of you who want to hear the deeper cut, many thanks and read on . . .

—RS
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So here I am, seventeen years of age, feeling as ugly as the ass end of a female baboon at mating season, unloved, very much in need of a good caressing by some attentive young woman and, right now, swinging by my neck at the end of a very thick twine rope like some pathetic B-Western movie bad guy. I’m thinking to myself as I lose consciousness, “Wow, somehow I thought it would all end so differently.”

Thank God I haven’t succeeded at a lot of the things I’ve tried, like this suicide attempt for instance. But thank God I have succeeded occasionally. Because in a furious flash-forward, of the type that can only happen in the movies or in this book, I am thirty-one years old and standing onstage with a very expensive guitar strapped around my very expensive suit, playing a rock-and-roll song that I wrote. The audience of this sold-out show is clamoring for more. A bevy of young girls is waiting backstage for me, and there’s a middle-aged bald guy standing on the side of the stage, smiling at his healthy profit, ready to hand me a big, fat check when I’m done.

Wait . . . Wait, wait, wait, wait! Just a second here . . . So if I’d succeeded in offing myself back in my teenage years of staggering angst, I would have missed all this? Evidence, I think, that when we are at our lowest and ready to give in and go belly-up forever and for always, we should take a step back and say, “Is this the absolute best move I can make right now?” And then give ourselves an extra year or two or three.

I am walking, breathing, living proof that, considering how depressed and full of self-loathing and self-pity I am right now, swinging by my skinny, teenage neck three feet off the ground, thinking that I am worthy of not much more than the gig of pre-chewing hay for a horse with bad teeth, good things can still happen. It’s just the law of averages, and the law is on our side, losers. Yay us! So to those who are at the bottom of the emotional heap—and it’s crowded down here—there is still reason for hope! Not that the teenage idiot I was (who is, by the way, still swinging freely from a crossbeam and turning a lovely shade of blue) would have believed that dopey, feel-good phrase anyway.

Although by nature I tend to gravitate toward the bleaker side of things, I have been open to and have received signs throughout my life that have given me hope when I’d thought there was none. A part of me believes that these signs are directives from the gods. I’ve stayed surprisingly receptive to them, even though part of me thinks I’m full of shit to take them as any kind of actual, meaningful omens.

Another furious flash-forward—damn it, I wish there were cool sound effects in this book . . . whooooosh!—it’s 1979. I’m living in Glendale, California, with a girl named Diana. Playing guitar in a house band at a local restaurant bar. This is not where I’d hoped to be in my music career by the age of twenty-nine, but then again I also thought I’d be dead by now, “strung up,” as it were, by the neck, so it’s just as well that not all my expectations are met. One night there’s a party at some-one’s house in Glendale after my bar gig, and I go there by myself while my girlfriend waits at home.

A tarot card reader is in attendance. I love these people. They let us pretend to possible bright futures, even when we have none, and right now, I have none. At least not any future I’d want to celebrate. So I pull up a chair and shuffle her cards. Bad disco music is playing in the background and I think to myself, “Is there good disco music?” She deals my hand. The Emperor. The Two of Swords. The Hanged Man. The Star. She looks up from the array of archaic cards and locks eyes with me from across the table. She wants me. Wait . . . no, that’s not it.

“That’s the most incredible card spread I’ve ever seen,” she whispers breathlessly.

“Yeah?” That’s pretty much it from me.

“Something big is going to happen in your life . . . and soon,” she answers as if definitively.

“Could you be more specific?” I ask. I want dates. Names. Exact amounts of cash. Truly, you can never nail these people down.

“Something . . . really . . . amazing,” she replies.

It will have to do. And it does.

As a seeker of encouragement and affirmation all my young life, I’ve become accustomed to positive if self-servingly vague prophesies from a range of “experts”: numerologists, astrologers, phrenologists (I do have a shitload of bumps on my head, so phrenologists have a party when I show up for a reading), tasseographists (look it up), and just plain seers. A year before the encounter with my disco tarot card reader, I’d gone to see a young Romanian with a brain tumor. It was widely believed that the unwelcome “visitor” in this man’s head had given him a special view of the future. Everyone in my acting class had consulted this guy, desperate to hear him say, “Yes, I see you in major motion pictures. You are successful . . . wealthy . . . deeply, deeply loved . . . and your likeness is being carved into Mount Rushmore along with those four old dead guys because you are just so fucking special.”

Honestly, I think that we’re all—every one of us—constantly and hungrily searching for signs that we are singular, unique, chosen. And that an equally singular, unique, choice future awaits us. Actors are the neediest bastards in this way; don’t ever let us pretend otherwise. Maybe we artist-performers need this kind of affirmation more than most, hence our career choice. I know that a strong, defining element of my character is the five-year-old inside me jumping up and down, demanding, “Hey, Poopypants, look at ME!!!” This need to be noticed and thought of as “special” has, to a large degree, charted my unholy course through adulthood. Dammit.

So when it’s finally my turn to see the brain tumor guy, this future-seeing Romanian looks at me and says, “I see gold around you—here.” He motions to my throat. I think, “Does he see bling? Am I going to be a pimp?” But he continues, “It’s glowing, your voice. Are you a singer?”

“My mum thinks so,” I answer. But I am actually heartened by what he apparently sees. Again, I put this “sign” in my back pocket against the times when someone will look at me and say, “You? I don’t think so, asshole.”

What is that sound? Whhhhooooossshh!!! Yes, if this were a movie there would be amazing visual shit and music and sound effects and all. Use your imagination . . . we are now going back in time. Don’t sue me for your whiplash; I’m trying to keep this thing interesting.

Okay, I’m going to drop a name, watch your feet. There will be several warnings throughout this book so you can protect your toes. Here’s the first one: Elvis. But this is not the truly significant Elvis of my story. The most important Elvis in my life has four legs and black-and-white fur, barks, and is at the center of my heartache. No, this Elvis is the one you guys all know. I’m on a plane from Los Angeles to Australia via Hawaii in 1972, and Elvis (the two-legged, non-furry, singer version) is onboard too. My manager at the time is Steve Binder. Steve directed the Elvis comeback TV special in 1968, so I talk with him for a while about our common link. He’s a sweet guy and signs an autograph for my then-girlfriend in Australia, who’s a fan.

I get off the plane in Honolulu feeling oddly anointed by this small audience with the King. And as I’m walking down a side street, taking in the island’s frangipani-scented sights with Kohilo blowing gently across my face, I walk by a young lady standing in a doorway who’s wearing almost nothing and offers to tell my fortune. I say to her that I think my fortune is to get laid for a nominal fee, but she assures me she is an authentic seer and only wants to serve the Great Spirit she channels. She takes my hand gently and assures me I will be “successful in my chosen field.” Hahahahahaha. She adds that my “successful” future also includes a “very successful happy ending” in the back room for an extra $150. See, I was right! Honey, I’m twenty-two years old. Call me when I’m seventy. I pass. But just like my chance meeting with Elvis, I take this encounter as a sign that big things are afoot for me, career-wise. Always such a positive boy. Except when famous rock-and-roll icons and skimpily dressed fortune-tellers aren’t there to make me feel good.

Okay, another “Whhhhooooossshh.” It’s 1979 and we’re back in Glendale, California, again. Just minutes before I’m to head to the party and the tarot card mystic whose reading will presage a change in my life and my world.

“Aren’t you Rick Springfield?” the pretty young girl holding a Long Island iced tea is asking me at the bar. I smile a shit-eating grin. “I loved ‘Speak to the Sky,’” she continues, alluding to the hit song I’d had in 1972.

“What a trip you’re playing in a restaurant now,” she adds with a smirk, and I take that one in the gut. Do I really need her to point out to me that bugger-all has happened since then, it being 1979 now? I wonder if, despite my loser status in her eyes, she’s up for a fucking, but she disappears soon after and I am left to my dark feelings. Yes, I am a loser. Yes, I had a shot in 1972. Yes, I blew it. Yes, I am playing cover songs in a bar in Glendale. Yes, my life is about to change. Yes, I’m . . . wait. What was that last thing? Amongst the litany of shit? Was there some positive word? Hey, maybe all those oracles I’ve visited over the years, seers whose “visions” gave me hope, were worth the price of admission after all! Maybe thanks to them (as well as a serendipitous meeting with an insurance guy—more on that later) I harbor some faith in myself yet.

Disco sucks ass! Other than the Bee Gees, disco is a wasteland and in 1979 it is at its worst. Radio is ready for a change. The great and almighty electric guitar is about to make a comeback, thank Christ. AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” is getting heavy radio play. Pat Benatar’s “Heartbreaker” looks as though it could actually be a radio hit, and Elvis Costello has just brought some serious, much-needed songwriting and playing credibility to punk with his inaugural album, My Aim Is True.

I, on the other hand, am playing Top 40, instead of my own music, in a bar and am making stained glass in my garage. But I am listening to all this new music on my radio, and I have actually started writing some solid songs again after a hiatus of almost two years. I’m excited by the new movement in music and am getting the itch to take a chance and start playing original songs again. I’ve spent the last seven years drifting in and out of near-poverty and missed every time I’ve made a grab for the brass ring. Mainly out of absolute boredom I’ve signed up for this stained-glass class with the desperate and rather bizarre fantasy of becoming a professional stained-glass master, such is the state of my musical ambition after years of nothing but unfulfilled dreams. How capricious and unexpected the fates are. And you never know where the “nod” will come from.

I meet a couple at this glass class in the middle of nowhere in Pasadena. The girl is petite, dark haired, and really interesting looking, and she grabs my attention if not my loins. I write a song about the two of them. “Gary’s Girl” doesn’t have enough of a rock-and-roll ring to it so I rename him “Jessie,” misspelling the male version of the name because of the Los Angeles Rams’ Ron Jessie T-shirt I’m wearing at the time. I toss the finished song onto the heap with the rest of my unheard music.

My thirtieth birthday is fast approaching, and as far as the general public is concerned, my music career—what there was of it—has come and gone. I’ve had my shot: a Top 10 hit, some teen magazine coverage, a famous girlfriend, and the whole pop-idol-for-fifteen-minutes thing. In the eyes of the world (or at least those who even noticed), I’d shot for the David Cassidy throne and missed.

So I take a hard look at where I am now in 1979. In many ways I seem to be a happy man. I have a beautiful girlfriend, Diana, an ex-model who is artistic and loving; we rent a quiet suburban home with a flock of chickens (each individually named) in the backyard. We attend big Sunday dinners at her parents’ house; her brother Doug is my best friend; we share art projects and her very much loved dog, Sasha. You cannot be far from a dog or life is meaningless. Our friends and every busybody with a fucking opinion are sure Diana and I will marry. I assume we will. I guess this is what marriage feels like. I don’t know. I’ve never done it before. I love her dog, I know that much. Can I marry her dog? Is that legal?

My momentum is slowing. I’ve grown a beard and taken to wearing suspenders and flannel shirts. I’m settling down. But inside my head, a small, clear voice is rising. It is saying it’s time to save myself, my dream, my life. It’s getting louder and more insistent as the days pass.

I know in my heart that it’s time to run.
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GLENDALE, CALIFORNIA
1980

I tell the small, clear voice in my head to please shut the fuck up. I’ve heard its haranguing tone before. This voice is what has gotten me into the predicament I now find myself: almost fifteen years into a life in the music business with nothing to show for it but a handful of unrecorded songs, a few guitar licks, two albums that went nowhere, and as much groupie sex as my road-worn penis could handle. That last one being the biggest benefit so far, in my humble opinion. But I am driven. Compelled by a force that still refuses to take no for an answer. I have always had a deep, restless desire to push myself to have a successful career in music—to have it be my life; it already is my love. Ever since I first touched a guitar and it touched me at the tender age of eleven, I have wanted this. Wanted to be a part of music, the world of the musician, and everything it heralds and promises. But making a living at it has been like trying to suck pregnant goats through a garden hose. Difficult, to say the least.

Diana and I (and her very charming dog) have been together for three years, and we’re living in Glendale in a small house we rent from an overzealous missionary who is at present in the Philippines fighting a losing battle to convert the local heathen bastards to his particular brand of Christianity. But he’s giving us a killer deal on the house, so I encourage him to remain abroad for a while to fight the good fight. Diana and I have carved out a quiet suburban existence here in the smoggy hills. She has helped me emerge from some pretty dark days after my second album (Comic Book Heroes) came and went and I was unceremoniously dropped by Columbia Records with a cursory letter that had one word next to my name: DELETED. The subsequent black depression I fell into was because of more than just not having a record deal: it was because I was literally alone in America. Every person I’d befriended here—business and music associates alike—had deserted me like flies from a burning corpse with the 1973 failure of that record.

I owe Diana so much. Her family took me in and treated me like a favored son when I was at my lowest and most forsaken. Her mother Corinne especially was an ally and would remain so until the day she died. She and her husband, Don, had championed my budding acting career, cheering me on when I landed my very first paid acting role as a Roller Derby skater on the ’70s show The Six Million Dollar Man, where I’d told the director that “Yes, I can absolutely roller-skate,” though I’d never been on a pair of skates in my life. And of course on the first day of shooting I’d tripped all over the fucking things and had given myself a monstrous shiner that made it necessary for the extremely pissed-off director to film me from the left side only, in order to avoid my very discolored and swollen right eye.

Diana has stood by me, even when I appear to be nothing but a big doofus (see first acting gig, above), and she has always been a cheerleader for my musical aspiration. She has given me the connection of family again, supported me in every way, loved me well, and let me and Doug make up some extremely rude songs about her dog Sasha. Now I’m thinking of leaving this girl? I can’t tell whether this is a real desire to break out from the complacency I’ve settled into, essentially living a “family life” with her, or just my old reckless need to play Russian roulette with my life again. I suspect it’s a bit of both. I miss the edginess and the promise of sudden opportunity that comes with hanging by the skin of my teeth over the precipice—not knowing where the next meal or the money for the light bill will come from. And I am certainly not feeling that here in Glendale, California, in the preacher’s house.

There’s a creativity and a powerful energy that invades me when I’m not feeling secure in this world. It’s part of why I became a musician in the first place: to get away from the steady, mundane existence I perceived my parents and all their friends lived. Now I feel like I’m headed toward that same predictable end: the gentle, sheltered, small life. I’d rather be fighting for something I believe in and living in the gutter with all the other freaks and misfits than disappear quietly into the woodwork of a house like the one I’m now living in. Sex between Diana and me is, at this point, infrequent and obligatory. My dreams, ambitions, energy, and libido are slipping down the drain of a muted, safe, white-picket-fence existence.

I began to pursue an acting career a while ago, and, along with the previously mentioned “Six Million Dollar Skater” role, I’ve been guest starring on some of the other prime-time ’70s TV shows as well. But now the roles seem to have dried up, and my agent, Mike Greenfield, hasn’t called me in over a year. I can’t say I’m missing acting, although I am missing the money; I feel that the small success I was having in my actor’s life was pulling me away from what I really want—music. The dissatisfied voice of ambition and desire for more in this world, which lives inside my head, has somehow gotten hold of a microphone and a rather large PA system. He is screaming at me to do something about my safe, soft life before it’s too late. He is so loud that I’m wondering if the neighbors can hear him. It must have been that waiter’s gig I applied for the other day that pushed him over the edge.

But there is another voice in my head as well. And this one isn’t quite so gung-ho for me to wake up and aim higher. I know him as the Darkness, and he is the voice of my lifelong depression. While the guy with the microphone is encouraging me to get off my ass and do something, the Darkness is whispering a sentiment that is altogether different. “What’s the point, Sport?” he says. “You don’t have what it takes, and you know it.” And goddamn it, part of me does believe that. But I am still young. Even at twenty-nine years of age I have the unbridled energy of the adolescent I will never truly cease to be. On this occasion I’m feeling strong enough to tell the Darkness to sit on a hairbrush, and I head back to my old acting class in Hollywood with the vague idea of doing something productive and artistic, even if I am paying for the privilege. But in class I meet a pretty young actress named Jennifer. Uh-oh. In this case, all things considered, my sexual issues work in my best interests and I latch on to this girl with the tenacity of a deer tick in summer. After class we head to her apartment and sit up all night sipping wine and discussing the theory of Cartesian dualism and its effect on the mind of twentieth-century man. No, not really. I fuck her brains out. And she, mine.

As I head back to Diana and my Maryland Avenue home at 3:30 the following morning, I’m pretty sure I have made a step, if a somewhat cowardly and self-serving one, to terminate this three-year relationship. Annihilate the ant colony with a nuke. It’s an ugly, meretricious way to go about ending our live-in affair, but it is quick and effective. I am filled with a mixture of elation and remorse as I walk through the front door for the last time as Diana’s boyfriend. She is waiting up with swollen eyes and accusations. I waffle and hedge for a while and then admit what she knows to be true. She understands exactly what this means to our relationship. She is humiliated, angry, and heartbroken, and I realize with guilt and some amazement that I am free. I will not settle down, become a househusband in Glendale, and play my guitar in my bedroom. For better or for worse, I’m on my way to another destiny.

Unfortunately, I don’t know exactly where that is, I have no money to get there, and my shit is far from together. Due to a severe lack of finances and the speed at which this all went down, Diana and I agree to coexist under a precarious truce at Maryland Avenue for a while until I can find another place to live. Our swift breakup soon turns into a ragged and prolonged war of attrition. We try to stay out of each other’s way, but our conversations are tense and curt and they sometimes turn into screaming matches and entreaties from her for reconciliation. I think to myself, “There was probably a better way to handle this than the path I took.” My Darkness runs the video by me of the life Diana and I will never live: the kids we will never have, the family I will no longer be a part of, the road I have forsaken forever. It makes me miserable. But I confess that my biggest regret is leaving Diana’s dog, Sasha, who I love like she’s my own.

Miraculously, serendipitously, and I know all you proponents of the “it’s-meant-to-be” theory will cheer when I tell you that one morning (shortly after the self-serving fornication with my classmate) out of a bright blue sky, an orphaned black-and-white bull terrier mix—filthy, starving, and half-wild—is picked up off the street by my ex and dropped off in our garage, where he proceeds to take a large poop on the cement floor. A short, one-sided turf war follows, in which this headstrong mutt and I draw our respective lines in the sand—mine are wishy-washy because I love all dogs, his are firm because he’s a bull terrier—and come up with a game plan for living our lives together. At the end of two days, the quirky pooch and I are inseparable and “Lethal Ron” (so named because of his staggeringly bad gas), the future “Working Class Dog,” is now front and center and fast becoming my hair-shedding soul mate, just when I need one the most.

I have made a decisive, life-changing move, and the Universe responds. I take the arrival of Lethal Ron as a good omen, and I am right. Suddenly my destiny opens before me like a flower to the morning sun. The gods smile. The genie pops momentarily out of the bottle and the formerly tortured, starving artist is granted three wishes. Four, if you count the dog. I most certainly do. And this all happens within the space of a month. After years of living in a music wasteland, I am staggered by the speed and force with which this all unfolds.

Wish one: The long-awaited record deal

I’m sitting in the soon-to-be-vacated-by-me Maryland Avenue house one morning, holding my breath as Lethal Ron basks in his own feral stink, feeling despondent over my meager cash reserves and the resulting absence of any prospects of a new pad, when the phone rings. It’s my manager, Joe Gottfried, a sweet man with not a mean bone in his body but unfortunately not a lot of managerial savvy either. I love Joe. He rescued me and took me in when no other manager was interested in my future—if any even thought I had one. Joe owns Sound City, a successful recording studio that’s part of a hideously ugly industrial complex in the ass end of LA’s San Fernando Valley. Joe’s only claim to artistic managerial fame is that he once handled Teresa (“Music! Music! Music!”) Brewer. He has no business sense whatsoever, a penchant for talking with his mouth crammed with food, and, at age fifty-five, reminds me very much of the comic strip character Charlie Brown all grown up. But Joe is, God bless his sweet heart, a firm believer in me.

And he is calling to tell me that RCA Records, a struggling label with no one on its roster who’s selling records except the now-dead Elvis (the two-legged one), wants to talk to me. I am floored. So, quite honestly, is Joe. He tells me that Ed DeJoy, the head of A&R at RCA, would like to hear some of my new songs. It happens that Ed, almost inconceivably, is a fan of my second and most miserable failure of an album, the aforementioned Comic Book Heroes.

I have a lot of homemade demos of my new songs. A real lot. Despite the primitive state of home recording in the late ’70s, my song demos are intricate affairs. I have the basic “songwriter’s four-track” tape machine: a TEAC 3340 that I purchased after my ex-girlfriend Linda Blair reclaimed the one she bought for me as a present so she could give it to her new boyfriend, Neil Giraldo. Neil, who is now dating and playing guitar with Pat Benatar and having some major radio success, will further figure in my life in the not-too-distant future.

The demos I am about to take into RCA are all made on this extremely heavy, hernia-inducing tape machine. I begin each new song with a drum track. The drums are not so much drums as cushions. A big fat Indian pillow, which I furiously pound with the tip of a sawed-off broom handle, is my kick drum, and a Naugahyde ottoman that I drag in from the living room and whack with the business end of a wooden spoon approximates the timbre of a snare for a reasonable backbeat. It’s close enough to the sound of a real, if badly recorded, set of drums to fool drummers, so I am okay with the extremely laughable visual of me sitting on my music room floor, flailing away at house furnishings with wooden kitchen implements. I then add bass, played on a “pawnshop special” I picked up for $35 at a gun store on Santa Monica Boulevard. I load on guitars, bouncing down tracks to open up new ones so I can add keyboards and a lead vocal, and finally all the vocal harmonies. I leave nothing to chance or imagination in case a record company should ever express a desire to hear these songs. And now one actually has. Fuckin’-A.

I gather up some demos in my arms, like a mad artist picking a few precious paintings, and head to the meeting at RCA. After much consideration I’ve chosen three songs: “Easy to Cry,” a ’70s-excess-type rock tune; “Television,” a sing-along faux-reggae thing; and “Love Is Alright Tonite,” a new, edgier song I’ve just finished that’s full of punk-inspired energy and three-chord thrashing. It’s a disparate batch. A diverse, mixed bag to be sure. I don’t know what they want to hear, so I’m bringing them choices. I feel not unlike Elvis (again, two legs, no fur), who used to wear a cross, a Star of David, and an Egyptian ankh around his neck so all the bases were covered when he went to meet his maker. I wonder which one got him through the Pearly Gates?

I sit fidgeting in Ed DeJoy’s office while he plays the three songs I’ve brought with me. Joe is next to me, noisily munching potato chips. Ed taps along and nods now and then but says nothing. In the nine minutes it takes to play my songs I run the gamut of his possible responses from “These songs suck duck shit through a straw” to “Yea, verily, the Beatles themselves could learn a thing or two from this young and gifted lad.” He lands somewhere in the middle.

“These are all good, but they’re very different styles. Which direction do you see yourself heading in?”

Wait . . . did a record executive just ask me an artistic question? Well, yes he did.

“‘Love Is Alright Tonite’ is the newest one. That’s the type of stuff I’ve been writing lately,” I reply, not sure if he’s leaning more toward the cross, the Star of David, or the ankh.

“Yeah, that’s the direction I was hoping you’d say,” says Ed. “When do you think you’ll be ready to go into the studio?” asks this angel in a three-piece suit.

Bells go off, the audience cheers, Vanna White smiles a Wheel of Fortune smile and opens the curtain, and there on the dais is a brand-new recording contract with yours truly’s name on it.

“Wha . . . ?” is all I can manage. After five previous record deals have come and gone for me, am I really getting one more shot? A stunned silence settles over the room. Joe stops munching; I blink unbelieving, like a schoolboy in a whorehouse; Ed smiles; and this incredible moment is fleetingly frozen in a glorious tableau.

I have a deal!

Back at Maryland Avenue I jump into overdrive and begin writing songs frenetically, working long hours into the night while Diana tries to sleep, adding more tension to our already tenuous coexistence.

RCA pays me a $5,000 advance to record the album that I will eventually name Working Class Dog. I’ve never seen my name next to so many zeros on a check before. So I decide to do something really “grown-up”: I buy a house with it. Obviously it’s only a down payment; even in 1980 houses aren’t that cheap. My new main man Lethal Ron and I go to check out a small homestead in La Crescenta, a working-class neighborhood that’s a step or two down from Glendale in social standing. The split-level backyard looks out onto the parking lot of the bank across the alley, and I could throw a dead gerbil from here and hit the restaurant where my old Top 40 bar gig was. I find this kind of weird but also oddly satisfying. I check to make sure Lethal Ron approves of the backyard. He proceeds to take a poop. I take that as a yes.

I now have a $90,000 mortgage hanging over my head like a two-bedroom sword of Damocles, emphasizing the fact that I had better start hitting some career home runs or there will very shortly be a large fiscal train wreck in my future. This RCA deal is my “last shot.” I know it, and I am determined to make the most of it. The Darkness, the voice of my lifelong depression, assures me that I will not only look this gift horse in the mouth, but I will kill it, cook it, eat it, and choke to death on a piece of gristle. He is a dick.

Lifespring is a New Agey, est-type self-awareness program that a friend of mine has recently turned me on to. I sign up for the weeklong intensive course and the timing is perfect for where I am in my head—free, open, and ready to take on the world. I don’t realize it, but I have neglected my spiritual path over the “lost years” in Glendale and there are quite a few devotional reawakening exercises in this program that are exactly what I need at this point. There is also a lot of hugging, sharing, and uncovering the wounded child, as well as other assorted hippie-dippy shit, but it’s all new to me and I suck it up like a brand-spanking-new Hoover. I meet a girl named Sylvia at Lifespring and I write the final song for Working Class Dog about her. “Inside Sylvia” confirms my suspicion that classes are an awesome source of writing inspiration.

Bursting with confidence when the week is over, I feel like I’m finally back on the right track. I’m so high on the possibilities for the future that I do something I would never have had the balls to do before: I pick up the phone and call Barbara Porter, the incredibly hot receptionist at Sound City, the recording studio my manager Joe owns. I’ve had my eye on this girl ever since she started working as a receptionist there—and I’m not the only one. Every horny musician who enters the premises makes a beeline for my girl. They just don’t know yet that she is my girl. And for the record, neither does she.

Wish two: The girl of my dreams

Barbara Porter looks like a teenage Brigitte Bardot. She’s only eighteen, but I’m pretty sure I would risk a lengthy prison term for her if she were underage and her dad were a cop. She is astonishingly beautiful. I have never seen a more breathtaking face, body, or smile in my life. And I have seen a lot of movies.

I dial the studio number. I know she will answer . . .

“Sound City?”

“Hi, is Joe there?”

“Yes, just a minute.”

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Joe says, “Hello?”

“Joe, it’s Rick . . . I’ll call you right back.”

Click.

Dial again . . . ring, ring.

“Sound City?”

“Hi—Barbara?”

“Yes?”

“It’s Rick Springfield.”

“Do you want to speak to Joe?”

“No, I just . . . would you like to go out with me?”

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ?

“Hello? Barbara?”

“Yes, I’m here.”

“Would you want to go out with me?”

“Yes, I . . . what about Diana?”

“I’ve broken up with her . . .”

“Okay.”

And the deal is done. Set in stone, or at least wet cement. My penis thinks that it’s just another potential weeklong romp in the sack, but my heart and my soul suspect that this relationship might last a little longer. Possibly a lifetime. And that I could maybe learn a thing or two about life and love from this young Midwestern girl. I quickly understand that she is a sharp, tough, no-bullshit person. She is the product of a twice-divorced mother and an absent father. Fortunately for me, when she was fourteen, she convinced her mother and her younger sister, Kathi, that they would all have a far better life if they were to pick up their meager belongings, pack them into a small U-Haul trailer, and head for the certainly bright lights and possibly hot boys of Southern California.

On our first date, she makes it pretty clear that her original impression of me was that I was a snotty, stuck-up, and possibly gay older man. Her “snotty, stuck-up” take on me is a fair cop. At this point if I am attracted to a girl, I feign indifference. That way I can’t get hurt. I can’t get laid either, but I’ve learned to take the good with the bad. She is, however, smarter than I am and sees through my pathetic proto-teenage shit. The truth is that I’m prone to being painfully shy, self-conscious, and awkward around girls I’m attracted to, and cannot, for the life of me, strike up a real and meaningful conversation if there is anything even remotely sexual between us. That is the big, fat, pink, and glistening banana that always positions itself between me and the object of my hot desire. Barbara is innocent and open enough to not accept this. Thank God.

I have always had a tremendous fear of failure in the sexual arena. The anonymous sex of one-offs on the road has served as a successful way around this fear. I have been as promiscuous as women have allowed me to be in my life. And I thank the worn-and-torn skin of my weary dick that they want it as much as I do. But all the one-offs have not built my self-confidence in this area at all. The Lifespring experience has momentarily imbued me with a powerful confidence that extends to all areas of my life, presenting me with a small window of opportunity that will soon close, I know, once the euphoria of the experience has worn off. But it’s enough to help me hook up with this teen-dream queen with an attitude. And I dive through that window like my life depends on it. And it does.

Since I am clueless and broke, I take Barbara to a double bill of obscure art films she couldn’t possibly have any interest in seeing (but at $4.50 a ticket, you can’t beat it for value), and then to dinner at Delores, a grease pit just across the street from the theater. Even I, in my bachelorhood, am thinking we might be risking salmonella by dining there, but again the price is right, so I’m sold. I figure Barbara is young enough to handle a good stomach pumping at the local ER if necessary. So my future wife (God bless her spirit and strong stomach) and mother of our two children enters my love life via an inexpensive and nondescript little date on the night of January 21, 1980. Just before all hell is about to break loose. But I mean that in a good way.

Keith Olsen is soon to become one of the most sought-after record producers of the ’80s. He is already much in demand, having just had great success with Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours as well as the latest Foreigner album. He has agreed to cut two songs with me. The sessions with Keith are first up and I’m being sandwiched in between his recording tracks for Pat Benatar’s new album, Crimes of Passion. He’s chosen one of my songs but has brought in an outside tune as well called “I’ve Done Everything for You” that was written by Sammy Hagar. Sammy is, at this point in time, a singer-songwriter with some regional success, and he’s been working with Keith as well. Keith Olsen is a great cross-pollinator. If we were girls, we’d all be pregnant. Keith tells me Pat Benatar has passed on recording “I’ve Done Everything for You” because she thinks it’s too macho for her, but he emphatically informs me that it’s a hit! It’s a good song with a solid chorus, but honestly, at this point he could have brought in “I Am Woman” and I might have gone for it.

When it comes to the song of mine that Keith elects to produce, I’m actually a little perturbed. He picks “Jessie’s Girl,” a tune I consider a good album cut but not really a single or a standout. Keith, as is his wont, assures me that “Jessie’s Girl,” too, is a hit—second only to “I’ve Done Everything for You.” I’m not so sure. To add insult to injury, Keith is apparently not a big fan of my guitar playing, the bastard. Although I will play guitar and bass on the other eight tracks of Working Class Dog, Keith brings in Pat Benatar’s husband Neil Giraldo (of the previously mentioned, repo’d, Linda-Blair-giveth-and-taketh-away four-track tape machine) to play guitar on the two songs he produces. We begin work. A buzz starts to make its way around Sound City as people drift in and out of Studio A and hear parts of the almost-finished tracks. Musicians and studio personnel are asking Barbara if she is “Jessie’s Girl.” She has no idea what they’re talking about.

I produce the rest of the album with studio-employed sound engineer Bill Drescher. We crank up the volume and work our butts off to finish the record. Because we are an “in-house” production, we are squeezed into whatever studio is open when the real paying clients pack up their guitars and drugs and go home. It’s a cost-effective way to record, but it means our sessions begin at 2:00 a.m. and end at 9:00 the same morning. Sometimes we get a call telling us there’s been a cancellation and we can have the time. I drop everything, fly out the front door with my stinky dog under one arm and my car keys under the other, and make my way at a breakneck forty-five miles per hour (the top speed achievable for a Ford Fiesta back then) to meet Bill at Sound City and jump straight into whatever track is crying for our attention.

It’s a tough way to record, but we are more than up to the challenge. This time everything feels different and there is a flow and a vibe to the music and the sessions that I’ve never felt before. People continue to wander in and out of the studio, hear songs, and tell others about them. The feeling is like magic, Christmas, getting laid for the first time. Lethal Ron is with me through all the sessions and clears the studio from time to time as he lives up to his name. I’m beginning to get a novel idea for the album cover. It involves my ever-present canine soul mate and a rather large shirt and tie.

Being with Barbara gives me a sense of security I’ve never known before. She’s also a major distraction through the recording of the album, and I’m constantly sneaking out of the control room to rendezvous with her in the bathroom, which creates a bit of a stir amongst the natives, especially my manager Joe, who thinks he’s paying her to answer the phones, not to work his artist into a sweat in the employee john. We beg to differ. He fires Barbara but keeps me. I keep Barbara and think about firing him. With B behind me I am fearless. Which leads to:


Wish three: The working actor


Out of the blue I get a call from Mike Greenfield, who is theoretically still my acting agent although I haven’t heard from the neglectful little bastard in over a year. I thought he might have died. Did he think I had? “Why haven’t you called?” I ask him. “You said you’d still respect me in the morning. I’ve missed you, man.” Actually I’ve missed working. He’s been a pretty weird and inattentive agent most of my time with him and I’d heard he’d had a penchant for falling asleep on casting room couches instead of hawking his desperate and needy young clients. I’m surprised and actually a little psyched to hear his voice on the other end of the line. He tells me he hasn’t forgotten me and to “suck it” for thinking he had.

He then says there’s a soap opera that’s casting the part of a new doctor. The casting people remembered me from an audition for another show the previous year (wow) and called Mike because they want to see me for this role. I’ve never heard of the show: General Hospital. The new character’s name is Noah Drake and I’m fairly certain the part is not for me. I have a record deal at last. Do I really need this? I say this to Marvin Paige, the General Hospital casting director who has called me in. He asks to hear some of my new music, so I play him a couple of the finished tracks. He’s not impressed and tells me he thinks my new album will probably get into the lower reaches of the Top 100 chart and then drop out a couple of weeks later. And that is exactly what had happened to my three previous albums.

My Darkness has snuck into this meeting while Marvin and I are chatting and he is real glad to hear this assessment of my new record and its potential. “Fuckin’-A, baby,” he whispers gleefully into my good ear (yes, even back then I had hearing damage from loud guitar amplifiers). “This guy knows what he’s talking about.” Self-doubt curls itself around me like a serpent and I agree to read for the part of Noah Drake, M.D. “You won’t get this acting gig, either,” says Mr. D.

In the adrenaline-filled waiting room for the audition I see another actor up for the same part. He looks more the soap-opera type than I do. He’s wearing a wine-colored velvet jacket and has thick, wavy hair. “That’s the guy who’s going to get the part,” I say to myself. I’m actually a little relieved. I go into the reading, run through a scene or two, and then drive home and forget all about it. It’s the most anxiety-free audition I’ve ever had. All I really care about is seeing Barbara again that night . . . plus, I have a record deal, dammit! Whoooo-hoooooo!!!

Marvin Paige calls me the next day. “How do you like being Rick Springfield?” he asks. I reply that it’s had its ups and downs so far, why?

“Because you’re going to be Noah Drake from now on,” he answers.

Against all odds I have landed the part, my first acting role in more than a year.

Keith Olsen has just finished the final mix on “Jessie’s Girl” and “I’ve Done Everything for You,” and he is dead-set against the General Hospital idea. He tells me he thinks the album is strong and that I don’t need the TV stuff. He presciently warns me that doing General Hospital will be a double-edged sword I may come to regret. But after all the crap that has gone down so far with my previously recorded work, I am understandably dubious about his enthusiasm for this new album. I take the GH gig and the steady income it represents and focus on finishing my first album in four years.

None of us has any idea that the following summer General Hospital will become the national obsession, exploding in popularity, drawing eight million viewers a day. Thirty-one million people will tune in for the much-ballyhooed wedding of Luke and Laura. Colleges throughout the country will reschedule classes around this afternoon soap because students aren’t showing up on campus during the hour the show airs. Back in their hometowns, mothers are tuning in to life in Port Charles. Along with their mothers—and their daughters, too. It becomes a family passion. Oh, and guys like it as well.

The house I’m buying is tied up in a long escrow while the little old lady who sold it to me collects her furniture and her memories from forty years of life lived there. So Joe, feeling bad for firing my hot new girlfriend, lets me crash on the living room floor of a house he’s selling in the hills of Encino. I close the door on Maryland Avenue and my life with Diana for the last time, pack up my new dog, my old TV, and a worn suitcase full of bad ’70s clothes, climb into my Ford Fiesta (the last $4,000 car ever made), and with the Who’s Quadrophenia blasting on the stereo, drive away from a life I once believed was my fate. So much has happened so fast that I am spinning. And the real ride hasn’t even started yet.

“When you wish upon a star . . .”

Flash forward fourteen months. I’m racing down the darkening Hollywood freeway in my little Fiesta, pursued by not one, not two, but three cars full of shrieking fans who have been waiting at the ABC Television gate for me to finish the day’s shoot on General Hospital so they can follow me home and find out where I live. They are blasting my music out of all three car stereos and waving, screaming, and taking flash photos as they pass by me and then drop back behind again. I am driving like a frigging maniac, weaving in and out of traffic, missing other cars by inches, getting irately honked at and flipped off as I whip up exit ramps and back onto the freeway, all in an effort to try and shake them before I reach my house. I break out onto the surface streets, spin around a corner at sixty miles per hour, zip up a side street, kill the engine, turn out the lights, and wait in the dark, breathing heavily and hoping I lost them.

Wait . . . this is what I wished for?
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WORLD
The ’50s

The world is sunshine-soaked, warm, lazy, and shot through a gossamer filter, at least as I remember it more than fifty years later.

Australia is a majestic, sweeping, raw, bare bones of a country. The single oldest piece of real estate on the planet. The first island to separate from Pangaea, the mother supercontinent, at the beginning of time. It carries within its withered womb, on the Murchison range of Western Australia, at 4 billion years old, the most ancient rocks ever discovered on earth. A truly bizarre and unique assortment of animals, including marsupials (kangaroo and koala bear) and monotremes (platypus and echidna), have carved niches for themselves in its barren earth. Its topography shuttles between parched red desert to lush, rain-soaked tropical bush, all perched on top of nutrient-depleted soil leached of most of its vitality by eons of rain. Its shores have been battered by already ancient seas, and neither earthquake nor volcano has ruptured its primordial body in millions of years. The island continent . . . Gondwanaland.

Moving ahead a bit, Sydney in particular and Australia in general at one point serve as a dumping ground for England’s overcrowded prison system. In the late 1700s, the dreaded “transport ships” begin to arrive on Australia’s forbidden shores. These are leaky penal-colony vessels, stuffed to the rafters with men and women convicted of petty theft and various other inconsequential crimes. Thanks to the notorious and newly instituted “Bloody Code” of England, anyone convicted of anything from the theft of more than five shillings all the way up to murder was dispatched on the gallows, so truly, these poor fuckers on the boats included men, women, and kids who’d been caught stealing a half a loaf of bread to feed their families. If they don’t succumb to the harsh discipline, foul conditions, or rampant disease and manage to survive the six-month journey chained belowdecks, they are immediately clapped into irons as soon as they are herded ashore. And look at the treacherous land they inherited, these wretched, luckless lawbreakers.

This ages-old continent at the end of the earth is full of danger. Hiding in the brush are animals that can and will kill you at the slightest provocation. Of the ten most poisonous snakes in the world, ALL of them are from Australia. Let’s see, there are black snakes, brown snakes, the desert Taipan (the number one most venomous serpent on the planet!), tiger snakes, and coral snakes (they’re even prepared to kill you in the water).

Spiders: The funnel web, whose venom appears to particularly affect primates (like humans), whereas other mammals—such as cats and dogs—are relatively resistant. How lucky for us. They crawl all over the inside of the little laundry room where I play as a kid. The red-back spider, the white-tail . . . all deadly.

Lizards: Our famous bluetongue. I have one for a pet; actually, I pull him out of his natural habitat and stick him in a chicken-wire cage. I call him Bluey, an Aussie term of endearment, but he still bites me, the ungrateful little shit. Bluey soon succumbs to lack of food (you have to feed these things?!) and the heat of the harsh summer in a wood-and-wire coop.

And then there are the poisonous plants:

Agapanthus orientalis
Agaricus campestris
Aglaonema commutatum
Alocasia macrorhiza
Amanita muscaria
Amanita phalloides
Araujia hortorum

Those are just the A’s, and from southeastern Australia only.

Now let’s take a walk down to the seaside, which is never far from where most Australians live, it being pretty much a coastal country. Sharks! We used to swim behind shark nets when I was a kid, with plane spotters flying overhead and lifeguards watching for the menacing, shadowy monsters. I never learn to surf because of this upbringing, despite living by the ocean most of my life.

White sharks (very, very famous), tiger sharks, northern river sharks, blues, bulls, and gray nurse sharks. Saltwater crocodiles (always good for a sudden death or two during the holiday season). Box jellyfish, irukandji jellyfish, blue-ringed octopi, scorpion and stone fish, Barrier Reef cone shells.

And lest I forget, the worst of all pests: the Australian blowfly, an invasive introduced species. They won’t kill you, but they will drive you totally insane with their constant attention to your mouth and eyes. They are relentless enough to drive grown men to wear dorky little hats with corks dangling from strings attached to the brim to ward off the ceaseless attacks. If the scientist from the sci-fi gem The Fly had fused himself with an Aussie blowfly, he would have been unstoppable.

The list goes on. I spend my early childhood swimming and running barefoot amongst these creatures.

And you think you came from a tough neighborhood.
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There actually is a Springthorpe (my true family surname) listed in the convict logs for one of the transport ships that brings the poor hapless bastards from England to the ends of the earth in the late 1700s for stealing a loaf of bread. When I hear this as a kid, I think it’s pretty damn cool. My father, Norman James Springthorpe, is the youngest son of three Depression-era brothers: John, Jeff, and little Normie. Their younger sister, Shirley, is protected mercilessly and mostly against her will from the local young suitors by her three older brothers until she marries Sid, a nice Aussie boy.

My father, a handsome, barefoot young lad (his family can’t even afford to buy him shoes) becomes Dux (valedictorian) of his high school. All three brothers do well in their respective careers, especially considering their tough beginnings growing up during the Great Depression. John, the eldest, rises to the head of the Sydney CIB (Criminal Investigation Bureau), sort of the Aussie version of the FBI. Jeff, the second-born, becomes a very successful architect with a multimillion-dollar home in a private cove overlooking spectacular Sydney Harbor. My dad, Norman, goes on to become a lieutenant colonel in the Australian Army, winning himself an MBE (Member of the British Empire)—the same award the Beatles eventually received, if you want a reference point—for his work in early computer management.

My dad is also a singer, with a rich baritone that wins him competition after competition all over Australia, but he has no real interest in pursuing a music career. He loves the army life and is content to sing for his friends and his church. (I inherit very little of his scholastic abilities, although I do get his love of music.) A few years ago, my mum confided in me that her big dream was to travel to the United States with my father on a singing tour. They say the family gauntlet is thrown down, and it can lie there for generations until someone finally picks it up. I guess I picked it up. (And all the time, as a kid, I thought my old mum hated the fact that I wanted to play music for a living.)

Eileen Louise Evennett, my mum, was born of English parents. She claims that we are actually descended from French aristocracy. (Evennett does sound a bit French, I’ll give her that.) Furthermore, she says, we escaped the guillotine by a wing and a prayer and consequently lost all our wealth when our unlucky forbears’ ship went down in a screaming gale off the stormy coast of England. As a kid, I much prefer the “convict” backstory. Way cooler.

In any case, her parents have just arrived from the dismal damp of London to the sunny climes of Oz when the aforementioned Great Depression takes hold. Not the best timing, admittedly. Eileen grows up on “stations” (huge Australian cattle ranches in the middle of the bush), where her mum works as a cook and her dad drives and maintains the estate’s car. She has a younger sister by seven years named Pat, who is pretty much her only playmate. Her strong spirit is forged of steel, early, by life’s fires. When she is fifteen, both her parents die within months of each other from diseases that would be easily curable today. Eileen Louise is left with a baby sister to raise and no one to fend for them. She leaves school, finds a job, and moves into a boardinghouse with Pat in tow. Abuse and neglect are rampant in the orphanages of the day, and she is determined that she and Pat will not end up in one. In what becomes the path she will always choose in the face of ruthless hardships, young Eileen digs down into her soul and finds the strength she needs to do what must be done. She is made of tough stuff, my mother. Thanks to her unbreakable spirit, she and Pat manage to dodge the fate of many of the other unfortunate Depression-era kids, but theirs is a hardscrabble existence and the specter of an orphanage as a very real potential destination looms over her and drives her through her teen years.

Meanwhile, my dad has had his eye on this young, dark-haired, blue-eyed beauty for some time. And on a rainy night in Sydney, umbrella in hand, he catches up to her and elegantly asks, “May I see you home, Miss Evennett?” But at the intersection of their two streets he bids her good night and bails with the parasol, leaving my mum-to-be to make her own way home in the pouring rain. Lucky for me, Norm soon gets better at courting and these two finally get it together romantically, or you’d be holding someone else’s book right now.

At nineteen years of age, young Eileen is refused permission by the boardinghouse owner to take her little sister out past curfew so they can celebrate Pat’s twelfth birthday. She does it anyway. When the girls arrive home at midnight, all their belongings (not much) are sitting out on the curb beyond the very locked front door of their ex-digs. My mum and dad have recently started dating, and fortunately Norm’s parents take Eileen in (a bit risqué at the time, but desperate times call for desperate measures). Pat goes to the home of Norm’s eldest brother John and his wife Helen. My parents marry on Valentine’s Day.

And I, Richard Lewis Springthorpe, am unceremoniously dumped some eight years later onto the outskirts of Sydney, Australia, the most successful penal colony in the world, at roughly 7:00 p.m. on the 23rd of August, 1949, with a pronounced, though temporary, vacu-formed head, thanks to the “plumber’s helper” used to pry me loose from my mum, who I guess was reluctant to let me go. (Maybe she had a premonition of some of the crap I would put her through later on after I’d grown a bit.) When a nurse brings in a cup of tea for my mum following her hard work of spitting me out into the universe, my dad, the nicest guy, but very much a 1940s Australian male regardless, takes it from the nurse, thanks her politely, and starts knocking it back. My mum, so the story goes, says firmly, “Norm, that’s for me.”

My dad stands up. “Oh, yes, Eil, so it is,” he reportedly says. He hands the half-drained cup to my mum and then begins cooing over me as though nothing were amiss. Dad has a sense of humor that pretty much allows family matters to roll off his back, while my mum, a product of the British working class, brooks no nonsense. They treat each other with care, and growing up I see they have a warm if somewhat traditional relationship. Their arguments are few and take place in hushed tones.

My mum wants to name me Howard, but my dad sagely points out that Howard could be rhymed with “coward” later on in my school life and decides I should be named Richard instead. (“Dick.” “Rick the Prick.” “Dickhead.” Need I go on? Evidently rhyming was not one of Norm’s strongest suits.) After hearing the Howard story later (Howie Springthorpe?), I wonder for years, “Does my dad think I’m a coward?” By turns I either subscribe to that notion or go out of my way to prove it’s false, depending on the situation.

I’m brought home from hospital (in Australia we don’t add the “the” before “hospital”) in a wicker washing basket that my mum buys for double duty: (A) to bring my new ass home and subsequently (B) to load the wet washing in before hanging it out on the clothesline with little wooden pegs. (Jeez, how old is this guy? Hey, it was Australia in the late, late ’40s, and we were a struggling backwater country in the middle of a very pissed-off Asian world, at the end of a brutal war.) My mum still uses this basket today. Not to bring any more babies home, thank Henry, but to load her freshly washed undies into before hanging them out to dry.

Which brings me to my brother, Mike, who is no doubt seething as he reads this part: me seeming so cavalier about our lovely mother’s undergarments. Mike (older by three years . . . though you didn’t hear that from me) never sees me as a threat to his status as an only child. (I’m convinced he still sees himself as the only “only child” with an actual brother.) To his credit, he holds me in my washing basket/late-’40s car seat all the way home from hospital and thereafter protects me from all types and sizes of school bullies throughout my blessedly short school career.

I don’t remember my mother’s third pregnancy, but I do remember her going away for a while and returning home seeming much sadder. She’d had a baby girl who died at birth. Nothing much is said in the aftermath of this, but there is a pall over all our lives for a while.

I have a feeling that my sister, had she lived, would have changed my relationship with women dramatically. If I’d grown up loving, living, and fighting with a sister, I might have seen the human side of women much earlier and skipped the whole “madonna/whore complex” completely. Thoughts of my lost sister have never left me; in fact, I think I’m still looking for her spirit.

But “soldiering on” is in our blood. My mum’s parents had done it coming out from England the hard way (though, mercifully, the English who came out to Oz by those times were no longer criminals . . . at least, not convicted ones). My mum had done it at fifteen, when both her parents died suddenly and she had to leave school, find a job, and raise a baby sister on her own; my dad and his brothers had done it, forging real careers in the aftermath of the Great Depression. So soldier on we do.
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We move constantly, as my dad is an army man and prone to being posted here and there. I have only one memory from my babyhood in Sydney: waking up early one misty morning in my grandma’s cozy old clapboard house and hearing the chortling of magpies out in the eucalyptus trees. It is still the most haunting birdcall I’ve ever heard. The magpie—so much that is Australian to me. Unique, wild, beautiful . . . and meat-eating—snakes, mainly. Our move from Sydney to Bandiana, a tiny army town near Melbourne, is only the first of many painful, tear-stained transplantations. We will live here for three years. I arrive at age three and leave by the time I’m six.

Bandiana is dirt roads, army huts, and miles and miles of parched, brown vegetation. Everywhere, dirt. I don’t think I see asphalt until I hit the school playground, literally, when I turn five. Another kid and I wonder about those weird little white logs all over the ground outside our houses. We finally come up with the excellent idea of tasting one; we find it rather salty. I’m horrified when my brother tells me that it’s old, sun-bleached dog poo. I love animals, but not that much.

The line between animals and humans is still somewhat blurry to me when I offer up my first career choice to my mum. “When I grow up, I want to be a tiger!”

“Uh-huh,” she probably says.

Kindergarten is the only time in my life that I actually ever really enjoy school. The first time I board the school bus, I instantly fall in love. It is a rusty, rackety old junk heap on four bald tires that makes the most amazing noises as it wheezes its way to my future alma mater. With a monstrous steering wheel (at my age it appears to be about four feet across . . . huge!) and the way the driver smacks at it with his meaty hands every time he turns a corner . . . it is aaawwwesssooommme! “Now this is more like it!” I say to myself, and I fall asleep that night with dreams of being the biggest, baddest school bus driver Bandiana has ever seen. Tiger as a career choice vanishes.

It is after kindergarten one day, at the age of five, that I watch (along with two other goggle-eyed boys) as one of our fellow classmates, Vicky-something, takes a poop for us under the old wooden bridge down by the creek. I don’t know if she’s trying to shock us, just showing off, or sharing the fact that poop is the first original thing we produce as young humans. Anyway, it is an awe-inspiring performance and, thinking back, definitely sexual. At a fairly early age I am vaguely aware that my penis is for more than just peeing out of, and at this point I am already a confirmed pillow humper. My mum (who may kick my ass for telling this) walks into my room just after I’ve come home from my mind-numbing experience down by the creek with Vicky the poop queen and catches me as I madly give the high hard one to my little pillow, rubbing and grinding furiously. She grabs me by my skinny, five-year-old arm and drags me out to our only telephone (I still see it . . . black, threatening) and says, “If I ever catch you doing that again, I’m going to call the police!”

To be fair, my mum is, herself, a product of Victorian-era English parents with their staggering sense of shame surrounding anything even remotely connected to the human body and its functions, so I don’t blame her personally for the psychological scars inflicted by her over-the-top reaction to my harmless little humping. But this incident instills in me a great terror of retribution from—whom? God? The police? Neurotic schoolteachers (more on them later)?—every time I wank off. Needless to say, it doesn’t stop me.

My mum may be the product of nineteenth-century Mother England, and perhaps she’s not the most demonstratively loving mother, but she does work hard behind the scenes. When I want a pedal car for Christmas, she gets a job for three months to save up the money to buy me the ride of my dreams. A few days before the car is to be unwrapped beneath our Christmas tree, she finds a pattern for a rag Golliwog doll in the local paper and whips it up one evening while I’m asleep. Christmas morning, the car is completely forgotten once I see Gordon the Golliwog, and he is my new best mate and so loved and carted around everywhere that he has to be patched up the next Christmas, and the next, so he can continue to hang with me. I don’t know if my old mum was more thrilled that I loved her handmade Golliwog so much or pissed that she worked three months for nothing.

Our first dog, Fella, is a scruffy brown weed of a mutt. He’s really more my brother’s than mine, but I like him right away, beginning my lifelong love of dogs (if not their poo). It is a traumatic event when Fella bites someone one day, showing momentary signs of rabies, and my dad (who is, honestly, a sweet guy) is forced to take him out back (again, Australia in the ’50s) and shoot the little fucker. I see the gun in the kitchen afterward . . . black, threatening . . . not unlike the telephone.

My brother has a rather obvious reaction to having his dog shot to death by his own father. Soon afterward, he wins a little brass toy dog (one that can’t bite) at a party. He names it Bonzo and proceeds to tie a string around its neck. He takes Bonzo for walks (drags, really), builds him a swimming pool (muddy little hole in the ground), makes up a bed for him to sleep in (matchbox), and talks to him on a regular basis. I often hear him say to Bonzo, “Everything’s going to be okay, little fella, it’s going to be okay.” I think my parents fail to register how deeply the shooting incident affects both my brother and me.

There is a lot that isn’t discussed in my family. We soldier on.

Despite our shot-dead dog.

Speaking of death, my first (and by no means last) brush with it happens in Bandiana. During a game of hide-and-seek in the ruins of the demolished house next door, I squirrel myself away inside the old wood-burning iron stove still sitting in what used to be the kitchen. The door shuts and locks from the outside, and I am stuck in this oven on a 105-degree Aussie summer day while the kids I’m playing with run off to their next adventure. Three hours later my mum, looking for me and wondering why I haven’t shown up for lunch, happens to open the old oven door. I fall out, semiconscious, dehydrated, drenched in sweat, and roughly the color of a boiled lobster. She starts to weep with relief until it dawns on her what a dumbshit I am to have locked myself inside an iron stove on a broiling summer day. Then she is pissed.

The first and one of the only times I remember seeing my dad’s anger involves a cardboard aircraft carrier my brother and I see advertised on the back of a cereal box and send away for. When it arrives, as a kit, in a thousand pieces you had to put together yourself (we’d both missed that little pertinent bit of info in the ad), our dad spends a long weekend spitting and swearing and gluing it all together. He is very proud when he’s finally done and the three-foot-long aircraft carrier is revealed in all its pasteboard glory. Mike and I both look at it, instantly recognize it will never float in the bathtub (cardboard not being the construction material of choice amongst the world’s boatmakers), run outside to play, and never bother with it again. My father is so mad that I imagine my brother and me narrowly missing Fella’s fate by the grace of our mum’s intervention: “Norm, you can’t just shoot them.”

I hear traveling music

That’s the sound of my family and me moving again. This time it’s to an equally barren army encampment, appropriately but uninspiringly named Broadmeadows. At the age of seven I say good-bye forever to potential lifelong friends, my future career as Bandiana’s brilliant school bus driver, and the crappy little clapboard house I love and call home—not to mention Vicky, the erotic poop queen.

We move into the old farmhouse of what was once a dairy farm. Due to the poor quality of Australia’s topsoil, the farm idea didn’t really work out, so Broadmeadows has been reinvented as a backwater army camp. Our house itself is a beautiful old Victorian that sits perched between the prongs of the Y where one railway line divides into two. The rest of the housing camp runs up a small hill and consists of bare wooden barracks-type houses. They are really butt-ugly, hot in the summer and brass-monkey-balls-freezing in the winter. My dad is the senior officer of the little enclave, so our house is comparatively grand, while these more Spartan “homes” are populated by enlisted men and their families.
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“I've always been truthful when
writing songs. | wanted to do the same
here; if | was going to tell the story of my life, | had
to write the truth.” —Rick Springfield

In the 1980s, singer-songwriter and actor Rick Springfield seemed

to have it all: a Grammy-winning megahit single in “Jessie’s Girl,”
sold-out concert tours, follow-up hits that sold more than seventeen million albums, and twelve
million daily viewers who avidly tuned in to General Hospital to swoon over his portrayal of the
handsome Dr. Noah Drake. Yet lurking behind his success as a pop star and soap opera
heartthrob was a moody, somber, and dark soul, one filled with depression and insecurity.

In Late, Late at Night, the searingly candid memoir he authored himself, Rick recounts
not only the story of his unparalleled rise to the top of the entertainment world but also the
darker forces and events that have shaped his life, including thoughts of suicide, the
shattering death of his father, his decision to drop out at the absolute peak of fame, and a
lifelong battle with depression—which he tried to assuage with sex until that became
its own problem. By turns winningly funny and heartbreakingly sad, the
book’s every page resonates with Rick's witty, wry, self-deprecating,
brutally honest voice.

Today, Rick has found a sustaining equilibrium, one deeply
informed by his passion for his music, an abiding love of his wife
of twenty-six years and their two sons, and his lifelong quest
for spiritual peace.

RICK SPRINGFIELD has been
writing and performing music for more
than four decades. He maintains an active
touring schedule, playing more than one
hundred dates per year around the
world. He lives in Malibu, California,
with his wife, Barbara.

WWW.RICKSPRINGFIELD.COM
WWW.LATELATEATNIGHT.COM
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