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Introduction

	 

	 

	In my first book, The Superstar Chronicles, I gave a ringside view of what it was like to work with some of the biggest recording stars of the sixties, seventies, and eighties. I provided an opportunity to ride with me on the tour bus, chill in the green rooms, stand on the stage in front of thousands of screaming fans and sit in the soundproof booth with me while I recorded guitar parts on songs like “You’re So Vain,” with Carly Simon and Jim Croce’s, “You Don’t Mess Around With Jim,” as well as sessions with Paul McCartney, Rod Stewart, Cat Stevens, John Entwistle of the Who, Elton John & Kiki Dee, Tommy James, Jimmy Webb, The Doors, and many others. I gave you a blow-by-blow view of what it’s like to perform with and induct someone into the Rock ’n Roll Hall of Fame, walk the red carpet, and mingle with legendary stars like Dolly Parton, Duran Duran, and Bruce Springsteen. 

	What I didn’t discuss in Superstar were the quiet moments — what it felt like when that fun and excitement ebbed, and there were no peak experiences pounding through my psyche to keep the bliss flowing. As we all know, so many in the entertainment industry turn to drugs and drink in those moments when the spotlights go out and the darkness rises. 

	Many like myself, despite having achieved much of what we set out to accomplish, still experienced long-term depression. For me, it started in the crib and continued through my sixties. As a result, I spent almost as much time trying to heal my inner disquiet as I did playing guitar. 

	What you’re about to read is an often entertaining and sometimes mind-blowing adventure into my experiences with self-repair. It will not be a typical how-to manual with a long list of things you can do if you’re dealing with anything like what I went through. Also, I have no intention of taking you on a gloom & doom confessional of misery, regret, crash, and redemption, like the VH1 series, Behind the Music. 

	Instead, I present a series of short stories that illustrate my experiences with a number of legitimate and some questionable self-help remedies. Some of these therapies are still universally available and quite effective. Others are part of history — systems that did not stand the test of time or the patience of their practitioners. I include the discontinued ones, because they were so popular and hooked so many people like myself into believing they were worthwhile. Then there are the ones that made the cut under the category of “WTF — Are you kidding me?” i.e., “Why would anyone want to do that?”

	My trauma cure tour began in my late teens. I would have started earlier, but the often-hostile environment surrounding my youth necessitated staging a coverup. In the Chicago and Detroit suburbs where I lived until age thirteen, you’d want to keep emotional issues on the down low. Same in my family. Put a lid on it. Be tough. Be a man. I exemplified the zipped-up kid, skilled in the art of emotional avoidance. In those days, not ok was not ok. That’s how we rolled.

	Beyond my growing up in stoic surroundings, the forties and fifties in general were not so favorable for examining depression and neurosis. Before the sixties, psychiatric analysis carried an unfortunate stigma. Many believed psychiatrists only treated crazy people. The thought that I might be considered mentally ill terrified me, so hard pass on that solution, at least for the moment.

	In the mid to late sixties, though, attitudes around mental health changed. The stigma of seeking help began to fade. People no longer shied away from seeing psychologists, astrologers, psychics, and spiritual teachers. Among rock ‘n roll musicians, remedies like smoking pot and dropping acid became commonplace. I mostly stuck to the legal ones, and I’m happy to report that even the weird ones added their own unique contribution to solving the mystery of misery for me.

	Though I delved deep into psychology and spirituality, I became neither a psychologist, a life coach, nor a spiritual teacher, save a short period when I taught Transcendental Meditation. I remain a musician, but I’m also a repair junky with a lifelong interest in how things work. After enduring my troubled childhood for as long as I could, I focused my fix-it passion on repairing my heart and soul. Upon awakening to the downside of not dealing with my internal dilemma, I set out on my self-help journey. 

	So, before the stories begin, I encourage you to hold this odd and sometimes unlikely collection, not as a manual for recovery, but rather as a menu for a variety of self-help treatments. Enjoy the tales as entertaining sources of ideas for reflection, rather than specific courses of action to solve your problems. In The Superstar Chronicles I gave you a tour of what it’s like to be an accompanist to the stars. In this book, I’ll take you on a mental repair tour through some popular psychological healing techniques, some obscure ones and some flat-out, batshit crazy ones. Regarding the more bizarre encounters, I give you my word, I neither exaggerate nor fabricate.

	As an introduction to why I set out on this journey, I’ll begin with religion. Because I spent my formative years as a captive catholic, I not only suffered from life’s normal circumstances; I suffered from a family-required faith that embraced several horror movie scare tactics. As a result, even following the rules, I spent my days and nights cycling between high and low-grade fear and anxiety.

	The following chapter tells the story of my resignation from organized religion and my subsequent journey back to clarity. For my religious readers, please don’t be put off by the idea of leaving one’s faith. I’m not suggesting you do so. I simply distinguish between breaking from an organized religion and breaking from God. In my experience, one can ease up on religious dogma and still maintain a healthy, even improved relationship with the Almighty. Agnostics and atheists might take the extra step of throwing out the baby with the bath water. So far, I have not taken that step.


Message from the East

	The Little Book That Changed Everything

	 

	 

	A few hours of kicking back on this autumn Sunday afternoon gawking at the boob tube left me stiff, bored, and ready to roll off the couch. Time to move my lazy bones. A visit to my local bookstore seemed a good way to nudge my heart rate above fifty-five, so I switched off the TV, stretched, and grabbed the car keys. In those days I still lived with my parents, so to avoid my helicopter mom worrying about my whereabouts, I announced I was heading to Barnes & Noble, hopped in the car, and drove the half mile to the Americana Mall. 

	Few people shopped on Sunday in our little town, so I scored a parking place right in front of the store. I wandered in with no preference in mind, browsing and killing time, and soon found myself in the comparative religion section. Christian and Jewish books lined most of the shelves, but then an odd title caught my eye — a book called Hinduism. I said to myself, with a mischievous grin, “Now that’s a word we don’t toss around much at the dinner table.” So, of course, I pulled this little paperback off the shelf and flipped through it. Gods and goddesses, like Lakshmi, Saraswathi, Indra, Brahma, Vishnu, Radha, and Krishna, filled the pages and sparked my curiosity. Did I stumble upon a heathen book of the false and forbidden? I could sense my Catholic guilt rising with every viewed page. The nuns of my youth used to warn us only one God ruled heaven and earth, but this book seemed to suggest there were many. To add to the confusion, the good sisters insisted we also embrace the three-in-one conundrum — God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost, all the same God. Hinduism sold no such myth. They espoused an impressive family of heavenly rulers, each with their own specialty.

	Of course, I bought the book, eager to learn about this intriguing and forbidden view of the unseen universe. And like an idiot, I took it home and showed it to my mom. With a furrowed brow reminiscent of the Spanish Inquisition, she sat me down, demanding I answer why I would waste my money and risk damning my soul on non-Catholic religious books. (Note: In my day, the Church forbade Catholics from attending non-Catholic congregations or reading non-Catholic religious texts under pain of mortal sin). Then, she reminded me of my altar boy days and how, for a while, I wanted to be a priest. Mom carefully left out the celibacy bit and its influence on my decision to do nothing of the kind. With a mocking, almost threatening tone, she suggested Hindu books make excellent fuel for bonfires. How do you make a book irresistible? Threaten to burn or ban it. She hoped that would be the end of it, but her myopic taunt backfired. My curiosity exploded into obsession.

	The discovery of this unusual little paperback buried in the remote shelves of my local bookstore started me questioning everything my birth religion taught me about life and death — such a minor event, but so powerful. A mysterious and unforgettable treasury of gods, goddesses and living saints revealed itself within those pages — a new world outside the walled garden of Catholicism. I found myself fascinated, not so much by the folklore and myths, but because the book presented the possibility that millions, maybe billions of people held beliefs that differed substantially from mine.

	After spending some time with the book, I realized embracing Hinduism, or any other “ism” would only replace one trove of magical thinking with another. I needed to bust out of my religious straight jacket altogether. So, I packed my mental bags, got into my mental car, floored my mental gas pedal, and crashed through the gates of my mental prison. 

	One afternoon, in my dorm at Villanova University (a Catholic institution), a friend asked me, “What are you doing?  Why would you want to break away from our religion? Are you nuts? You could go to hell for this!” 

	I told him, “All my life, zealot priests and nuns had beaten the do-or-be-damned rules of behavior and beliefs into my naïve little brain until I wanted to scream. I’m drowning in dogma and need to dry out for a while.”

	With this reconning, Catholicism slipped from being the only way, to one of many ways. I will add, it now moved to the top of my list of no longer my ways. For me, religion caused more problems than it solved. You disagree? Ok, open up a religious discussion among friends of different faiths, and time how long it takes for the conversation to devolve from polite disagreement to bedlam.

	Our beliefs divide us — we Catholics (or Jews, Muslims, etc.) stand righteous, the fervent purveyors of “truth” on God’s side, and everybody else on the other side, the ignorant slugs. Why would anyone in their right mind call these isolationist, self-righteous points of view solutions to anything? Consider their results — the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, predator priests on the prowl, the ongoing conflicts between the Jews and the Muslims, terrorism, 911, etc., all in the name of a loving God. 

	Religion-based confusion presented just one of the many ongoing crises for me in my youth. I grew up in a “normal” family, and everything we espoused confirmed our status as mainstream American-OK. But I was not OK. I had been taught that powerful men don’t display or talk about their insecurities or feelings, and because they pass that ignorance down through the generations, neither do their sons. With all of this patriarchal and religious craziness being fed into my little brain, supernatural and satanic fears began to haunt me. Nightmares about being pursued by monsters plagued me. Malevolent ghosts haunted my imagination. Vampires and the evil dead would rise from their graves at sundown and somehow make their way past our family dog and slip under my bed or into my closet. 

	My challenges didn’t end there. Thick glasses and my skinny, non-athletic frame caused me no end of self-loathing. In my warped imagination, “unattractive” would be my yearbook description, not much else. And because we moved so many times with my dad’s job, I found little opportunity to establish lasting friendships. (I apologize for all the gloom. I only mention the challenges to emphasize why I was so profoundly motivated to improve these unacceptable conditions.) 

	My life didn’t stay horrible forever, though. Events took a turn in my late teens, and things started looking up. While struggling with all the above, my ill-begotten beliefs began to crumble. My suffering in silence, sharing my plight only in prayer with an ever-non-responsive Almighty, lost its appeal. Frightened and lonely, yes. Loser and a quitter, no. I didn’t fade away into the shadows. With the help of that little Hindu book, I became a seeker, less focused on religion, and more focused on my dysfunctional family and my fears. My rebellious feelings ran deep. A new mindset/life direction now presented itself, and I embraced it with wild enthusiasm and determination.

	Mental misery is like a multi-headed dragon, sometimes visible, most often hidden and almost always difficult to defeat, kind of like a real-world Game of Thrones with all the traps and monsters. Dear reader, don’t let yourself be discouraged if you’re going through any of what I’ve described above. I’ll be giving you lots of ideas about how you might brighten up the dark spaces in your own life.

	Two last incidents of note about religion and we’ll move on. During my high school and college years, I would go to confession almost every Saturday evening. I was pretty sure I needed to. My girlfriend and I had become intimate, and that, the Church forbids! In fact, it is a mortal sin, punishable by endless torture, burning in hell. Out of white-knuckled fear, I confessed regularly. Interesting that simply telling a local priest what you did commutes the eternal damnation sentence to a few prayers. Then, off you go, free and clear. 

	It's Saturday night, confession night, and damnit, I’m next in line and the only confessional available is the one with the wrong priest. There’s a line behind me and the other priest is occupied. My fate is sealed. I step up, open the door, enter, kneel, the door on the little window between the priest and the confessor (me), slides open and I take a deep breath. He can’t see me because it’s dark, he’s looking the other way, and there’s a semi-transparent veil between us. And so I begin: 

	“Bless me father for I have sinned. I French kissed my girlfriend. Umm... we’re not married.” 

	“What do you mean?

	I give him a vague description that begins with, “You know…” 

	But he isn’t letting me off the hook. He keeps asking me for more and more details. 

	“How far did your tongue go in? What did you feel when she responded? Did you touch her breasts or any other forbidden part of her body?”

	“Noooo, nothing like that!” By this point, I’m not being entirely honest!

	In his X-rated confessional, I feel like I’m dictating an article for Penthouse Magazine, and by the time we finish, I want to go home and take a shower. He is a creep, couldn’t care less about my “sin,” guilt or fear, but couldn’t care more about hearing every intimate detail. Can you imagine being his altar boy? Needless to say, on future visits, I was more careful about calculating which confessional housed which priest. Eventually, I bagged the whole process. It no longer made sense, and was a golden opportunity for abuse.

	The second incident was my last goodbye to The Church. Living on my own in NYC, my doubts continued to intensify. I decided to take a couple of questions to a priest and settle my issues once and for all. 

	I leave my 38th St. apartment, descend the six flights of stairs, step outside and take a walk to the RC Church a block away on the corner of Park and Madison. After a few knocks on the rectory door, a priest answers. I say, 

	“Father, I have a couple of pressing questions. Do you have a minute?”

	“Of course, my son. How may I help?”

	“Do you believe that God, in his infinite mercy and love, would send people to burn for all eternity if they simply slept in on a Sunday morning and missed mass?”

	He sputtered, dodged, hedged, and finally said, “That is the teaching of Holy Mother Church, and yes, I believe that.”

	“Ok, with that answer, I only have one more question. We are no longer forbidden to eat meat on Fridays, correct?”

	“Yes, correct. The Second Vatican Council relaxed that rule in 1966.”

	“So… do all those poor souls who downed a pig-in-a-blanket at the Friday afternoon office party get a reprieve from the burning flames and eternal torture of hell? Do they automatically get the equivalent of a presidential pardon? Do they rise out of hell in cinders and third-degree burns, to be immediately and miraculously healed, blissfully floating by Saint Peter through the pearly gates? (No, I didn’t say all that, but you get the idea)

	After a brief huffing and fumbling of words, he came up with, “These are decisions we leave up to God, so that is a question I cannot answer.”

	“But the Pope created this edict. It was a man-made rule in the first place. Now the rule has been rescinded. Are you telling me the Creator of the Universe takes orders from the Pope?”

	This question annoys him. He realizes his position and the position of the “Holy See” are untenable. Without an answer, he says 

	“I am very busy, and it is time to end our little conversation.” 

	And with that, I bid farewell to the Catholic religion; I did not dump God; just the organization that purports to represent Him.

	 

	 


The Relentless Mind

	 

	 

	As a teaser, before we jump into my adventures in Dizzyland, I’d like to introduce an obvious, yet not-so obvious pest that will be a paramount player in all the following chapters  —  the mind! I’ve become fond of the phrase, “A mind is a terrible thing.” I’m talking about the source of the cerebral machinations that tortured me daily. The mind can be a wonderful problem solver, an always-on app churning away on our brain-computers. Wouldn’t it be nice if this often-annoying little chatterbox restricted its activity to things like solving math and remembering where we put the remote, instead of being an often miserable, whiny, gossiping, critical, judgmental, invisible hooligan? For me, no such filter existed in my busy little thinker. Instead, my mind was too often a persistent, annoying presence, rarely silent and always opinionated. I’d call this app running on a bundle of neurons, an uninvited narrator, commenting and questioning everything I did. I could distract myself, temporarily silencing its endless drivel, but soon I found it crouching in the shadows, ready to spring into a flurry of opinions as soon as the distraction faded. And I assumed this mind was me. After spending many years practicing meditation and yoga, I had to consider the possibility that not only is the mind not me, but its endless monolog might just be noise. Sometimes joyous noise, sometimes useful noise, sometimes terrible noise, but maybe even self-impersonating noise. 

	Most people use outward focused distraction to drown out their mental radio station, i.e. Facebook, TV, YouTube, news, politics, etc. My first successful band, The Critters, provided quite a substantial amount of that distraction in its active years, a welcome respite from this noise spewing dragon. But distraction is not always available. For instance, there were no fans, no spotlights, no cheering crowds when I would be lying in bed at night… just me and my demons singing me to sleep with self-deprecating lyrics. In those Catholic years, I sprinkled in prayers with the thoughts of failure, but they remained unanswered. Prayers would silence the critic, but only during the praying. 

	When I ran out of escapist strategies, or ran the clock out on a particular distraction, mental noise returned. As an EST trainer once said, “When we go on vacation, we don’t leave our problems behind. We take a suitcase full of them with us, and they’re more than happy to share our blankets at the beach.” For me, distractions did not defeat demons. I could not dispatch them without intent, hard work, and self-reflection. They would lie waiting, ready to pounce the minute my attention drifted. And what about sex? Most of us have learned that our demons don’t wait for the happy ending before expressing their opinions. Talk about a buzzkill. Anyone ever had a self-defeating thought during sex? I see a lot of hands up!

	Ok, enough background. Let’s get on with the stories! My first attempt at smacking down the multi-headed beast happened in the early seventies in NY City. I spent two years screaming my way back to sanity.

	



	

The Primal Scream

	  

	 

	This story begins in Spring 1968. I’m twenty-one years old. Managing my unrelenting anxiety feels like trying to walk through three feet of snow with a fifty-mph headwind. But I’m determined to find a cure and release myself from this emotional numbness. A book called The Fear of Freedom by Erich Fromm catches my attention. Dr. Fromm explains that most people stay stuck in their self-destructive ways because they’re afraid to abandon the familiar and embrace the unknown. No argument from me. I spent most of my youth as the poster boy for this theory, a functional stuckaholic. Getting unstuck seemed like a good place to start. But as I mentioned in the chapter on religion, examining beliefs was not an option in my family. Quite the opposite. Either a) one accepted the teachings of the Church, or b) face the fires of hell. I chose b), accepting the imaginary consequences. As that choice is working out well, it’s unlikely I’ll ask to be buried with a fire extinguisher.

	So, about that ecclesiastical brainwashing making me want to scream… I didn’t mean it literally, but then things changed. 

	It’s Autumn 1968. I’ve left the safety of my parents’ home in Westfield, NJ and moved to a beautiful apartment in the Murray Hill section of Manhattan on 38th St. I’m finally on my own, making my own decisions, and I couldn’t be happier with my newfound freedom. Then the excitement starts. In the course of an average morning, I make a discovery that changes my life, even more than that little Hindu book. From my journal:

	It’s a beautiful Sunday morning. I get up, throw on some clothes, go downstairs, stroll across 38th and down Madison Ave. to the local deli for coffee and a bagel… and without thinking, I purchase a copy of the Sunday Times. I rarely bother with this almost comically oversized pile of verbal mulch, but something tells me today is a good day to do so. Hauling this mountain of paper up the six flights of stairs to my apartment, I remove some of the less interesting sections. Section 4, Politics is the first to go straight into the cat box. I’m out of kitty litter, so my cat, Pyewacket, will have to deal.

	The front page has a large picture of Richard Nixon and nothing else eye-catching, so I leaf through the other sections looking for The Times Book Review. Despite my mediocre high school English grades, I’m an avid reader, excited to see what books might be catching those esteemed NYT editors’ attention. As I scan the page, I spot an unusual title. A Dr. Arthur Janov has written a book called The Primal Scream — Primal Therapy, The Cure for Neurosis. I’m riveted. Without a shred of evidence other than a Times review, I decide this, not Catholicism, or Hinduism, or any other “ism” is what I’ve been searching for. Just the suggestion that screaming could be therapeutic triggered a welling up from the core of my being — anger, rage, anxiety, fear, and elation. But I’m in an apartment with neighbors, so I had to zip it… for now.

	My reaction to this book review seems strange and unexpected, maybe a little frightening, and I find myself staring out the window for several minutes. Never have I experienced such a powerful reaction to a book review. I want this, and I want it now… but then practicality rears its ugly head. Dr. Janov practices in Beverly Hills, and I’m a mere up-and-coming musician with a yearly income of not Beverly Hills. Sad and disappointed, I table this fantasy and set to work to find an affordable alternative.

	Fate intervened. During this time, I managed a store called Dan Armstrong Guitars, where I met a fellow guitarist named Charlie Brown (real name). He would often come around the store, hang out, and jam with us. One day, during a pause in our playing, I brought up the subject of primal screaming. Charlie jumped right into the conversation, as he read the Janov book too, and took the information one step further. A program on the Upper West Side called Groups, incorporated many of Janov’s techniques. Charlie attended these sessions every week and suggested I check them out. I took down the address and phone number and before I left work, called to book an interview.

	Dr. Stevens (made-up name, as I forgot his real name. Only met him once, fifty years ago), the psychologist in charge of screening applicants asked me several personal questions which I answered with, in his opinion, unusual sincerity. With nothing to hide and my limited experience in the realm of psychology, there seemed no reason to mistrust him. But his evaluation was so far off, it took me a minute to comprehend. In his opinion, I didn’t need therapy. He mistook my “I’m ok” act and enthusiastically hopeful responses for sanity. I assured him that under the hood, out of his sight, lived hideous monsters, evil and contriving, jealous and conniving, and my need for this therapy was at DEFCON 2!! With a peculiar half-smile and one raised eyebrow, he said, “Ok then,” and signed off on my application. I was now an official client, as psychologists like to call us, and ready to brave whatever my subconscious might regurgitate, damn the consequences.

	The following is a description of my first session. I expected to see and hear people spewing all kinds of crazy, but I was not prepared for this. Again, from my journal:

	There are ten of us in this session, equally distributed between men and women. After brief introductions, our facilitator, Barbara Sher, lays out some general ground rules, and invites us to turn inward and get in touch with what’s going on inside. 

	A middle-aged woman named Judy raises her hand and says, “I’d like
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