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Warning

This Book Contains Astrology

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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










Chapter 1

Please Be Happy


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

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



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

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

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

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



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

Caroline, lost in a book. (RO)



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Pluto Transits

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

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

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







Chapter 2

Georges and Margaret


Did you know all mothers come from heaven?

Did you know all fathers come from hell?

That is why they’re at sixes and sevens,

That is why their marriage isn’t well.

—“RAOUL AND THE KINGS OF SPAIN”



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

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

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

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

Like so many of us, Georges struggled with arrogance and insecurity, with instinct and ignorance. He was reactive to the situation and the time he was born into. Being rejected by his mother must have left a black mark upon his soul, a sense that he was not worthy of love. Growing up in poverty without a father, and learning that his father was from a rich and successful Argentinian family, must have weighed heavily upon him. The idea that he came from wealth that was mostly out of reach surely created a dilemma for my father. Those close were inferior to those who were distant. His father was a god. His mother, a harlot.



[image: An elegant woman sitting in a chair.]

My beautiful mom.
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This may explain Georges’s early predilection for prostitutes. He was only thirteen years old when he became an apprentice electrician in prewar Paris, and soon became acquainted with the demimondaines. These were not the courtesans of the Belle Époque, but women walking the streets and hollering out for passing trade. No doubt their nonjudgment made young Georges feel at ease, and their services at least momentarily filled the void inside: Love was something to be bought, to be made, and not something to feel in your heart.

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

And this was where things got strange.

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

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

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

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

It must have been
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