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28-year-old Meat Loaf in The Rocky Horror Picture Show movie, playing Eddie, the crazed biker covered in surgical scars, who sings ‘Hot Patootie – Bless My Soul’ and somehow manages to get murdered. Twice. A harbinger of the characters he was to play later singing Jim Steinman’s songs. (Getty Images)

Meat on the phone during a press call in London, 1978. He would always be a bigger star in the UK than in America. (Getty Images)

The monster and his creator. Meat Loaf and Jim Steinman, Woodstock, 1981. Jim had just finished Bad For Good, his ‘real’ follow-up to Bat Out Of Hell; Meat was in process of finishing Dead Ringer, his ‘real’ follow-up to Bat. (Getty Images)

Pam Moore – as Beauty – readies herself for Meat Loaf’s – as Beast – now nightly onstage lunge, 1982. The Monster and his Bride had become a running theme of all Meat Loaf’s shows. (Getty Images)

According to Jim Steinman, in order to write ‘Total Eclipse Of The Heart’ for Bonnie Tyler, ‘I had to envision a situation where Joan Sutherland is on a stage backed up by The Who and Phil Spector’s group – and then I could go ahead.’ (Rex Shutterstock)

Meat Loaf and Ellen Foley, New York City, April 1985. Ellen and Meat had begun a love affair during the recording of Bat Out Of Hell, on which Foley sang all the lead female parts. Eight years later, her part in the story was all but forgotten. But not by Meat, who would unsuccessfully try to involve her in Bat II. (Getty Images)

Sharing a moment on stage in the 90s with Patti Russo, the longest lasting of Meat Loaf’s duettists. Like Karla De Vito before her, Patti had been brought in for the Bat II tour, singing the vocal parts that on the album were sung by unknown British singer Lorraine Crosby. (Getty Images)

Nearly 20 years after playing scarred and monstrous Eddie in Rocky Horror, Meat gets into even more garish character for his Beauty and The Beast performance in the 1992 video for ‘I’d Do Anything For Love (But I Won’t Do That)’. (Getty Images)

Let Bitch Tits kiss it better: Edward Norton and Meat Loaf in Fight Club, 1999. The movie that made Meat Loaf a star in Hollywood at last. (Rex Shutterstock)

Meat Loaf leaving the set of the ITV show, Loose Women, where he had been taken ill shortly before transmission. The breakdowns and ailments piled up as he grew older. (Rex Shutterstock)

Meat Loaf now. After his latest health scare, collapsing on stage in 2016, Meat Loaf insists he will be back on stage soon. But in truth it now seems unlikely. (Rex Shutterstock)

Jim Steinman and Meat Loaf today. Both men turned 70 in 2017. Both now suffer the effects of long-term illnesses. Jim ended up in a wheelchair after the first of his strokes in 2006; Meat now walks with a cane. (Getty Images)

Billed as Jim Steinman’s Bat Out Of Hell: The Musical, the name Meat Loaf is nowhere to be seen on the posters or tickets. Forty years later, the two men are still tussling over who deserves the most recognition. Riding the motorcycle, co-star Christina Bennington as Raven, and aloft, Andrew Polec as Strat. (Rex Shutterstock)
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BAT ONE

The Wolf With The Red Roses







CHAPTER ONE

Lost Boy

‘The object of the artist is the creation of the beautiful. What the beautiful is, is another question.’

—A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce

Some of this happened. All of it is true.

The guy at the restaurant table looks like late-period Howard Hughes, when the mad old billionaire was holed up at the Desert Inn in Vegas, dressed all in white and scared to touch anything because of the germs. He has long, grey hair that is so dry it might snap off in your hand if you try to grab it. His pallor is somewhere on the colour spectrum between ‘haven’t slept for three days’ and ‘haven’t been outside for six years’. He is offended by the notion of fresh air. He has small beady eyes, pudgy hamster cheeks, a treble chin. He lives at night, rising at about 1am, and works feverishly through the small, lost hours in a house filled with clutter and junk, so that when he’s forced into an accommodation with the rest of the world – as he has been today – and he actually goes out in daylight, he retains a vampiric quality, an otherness. He speaks in a melodious voice that is much lower than the one in which he sings, and for much of the time that he does this, a smile plays on the edges of his lips.

As if all of this isn’t enough to get him noticed by the waiters

who are dancing past the table – and the other diners who pretend not to notice but stare at him unblinkingly when they think he is not looking – he is wearing a black leather biker jacket that is decorated with studs and sequins in ornate patterns. On each upper arm is a death’s head, hand-painted onto the leather. He is also wearing aviator sunglasses, Fat Elvis style, even though the restaurant is as dark as winter.

As a kid, an astrologist once told him he had an overwhelming desire to astonish people. But he didn’t need a sign-reader to tell him that. Unable to decide what he wants to eat, he has ordered everything on the menu – everything – which causes the waiters to commandeer another table close by and load this and his own with dozens of silver bowls full of food. He talks and talks, and as he does, he tries a little from each of the bowls using his fingers to feed himself. His fingernails are long and white, but they quickly become stained by the different sauces he’s dipping in and out of.

Talk, talk, talk.

Dip, dip, dip.

Talk, talk, talk.

Dip, dip, dip.

‘I love eating . . .’ he says, somewhat unnecessarily.

After ten or fifteen minutes no one else is eating, because no one else at the table can be sure which bowls have had his fingers in and which haven’t. He is oblivious to this, and to all of the stares and the circling waiters. The conversation roams over his obsessions like high birds circling. One of those obsessions is wine, which he collects and drinks at night at his desk, he says. He writes about it in a journal, describing exactly how it tastes and how it makes him feel, and the journey it takes his imagination on.

‘How much of this stuff have you got?’ someone enquires.

‘Oh, pages and pages, maybe thousands of them. If it was

published it would be the greatest book on wine ever written . . .’

Another obsession is motorcycles. He has dreams of seeing one driven wildly up the stone stairs of a church bell tower, he says, crashing through the roof down to the ground just as the bell strikes the hour. He doesn’t own a motorcycle, though, or even a driver’s licence, because he can’t drive. A third obsession, the great obsession of his life, is music, specifically his music, which everyone agrees is like no one else’s.

‘Almost every song I write,’ he says, ‘has a line . . . A line that’s explicitly, specifically sexual . . .’

Oh, yes? Can he give an example?

‘Like, “I know you belong, inside my aching heart . . . And can’t you see my faded Levi’s bursting apart . . .” I’m very proud of that line. I call it the boner line. Or, “Surf’s up, surf’s up, surf’s up . . . and so am I . . .” A boner line . . .’

He smiles happily at the thought.

No one at the table knows if he is married – unlikely, as he seems to live alone – or has a girlfriend, or has ever had one. He certainly has no children. He’s happy to admit that he’s ‘a weird guy’. Maybe he’s never had sex. Who knows? Who knows anything about him at all? Except his name: Jim Steinman.

Jim invented Meat Loaf. He created him in song. He tried to do it with others, but it worked best when it worked with Meat. And when it did . . . Meat Loaf was Jim, and Jim was Meat Loaf.

They existed together, or not really at all.






CHAPTER TWO

Poor Fat Marvin

Dallas, Texas, the morning of Friday, 22 November 1963. A sunny day in the Texan darklands . . .

Sixteen-year-old Marvin Aday and his pals Billy and Jimmy skipped school and drove down to the airport at Love Field to watch Air Force One, the president’s plane, come in. There were hundreds of others with the same idea. Jimmy’s dad worked there, and he had tipped them off about the side gate that Kennedy would use to get into his car. Many years later, Marvin would remember a conversation with one of the cops who was standing around:

‘What if someone had a gun?’

‘Well,’ the cop said, ‘if somebody was going to shoot him, they wouldn’t do it here in Dallas.’

At least, that’s how he remembered it. It had been a crazy kind of day, after all.

Marvin, Billy and Jimmy were in Mickey Mantle’s Bowling Alley just after lunch when the receptionist said, ‘The president’s been shot . . .’

They drove out to Parkland Hospital, because that was where all of the people who got badly hurt in Dallas were taken – the auto accident cases and gunshot victims. They’d sometimes hang around there when they had nothing else to do; it was like a free horror movie. As they got near the emergency room, a guy with

a badge pulled them over and told them not to get out of the car. They saw the limousine arrive, and watched wide-eyed as Jackie Kennedy got out, still dressed in the blood-spattered pink suit she’d been wearing all day. They saw Texas Governor John Connally carried out. They sat in the parking lot for an hour or so while guys with guns ran around. Soon there were so many rubberneckers they figured it was safe to get out of the car. They wandered around, through the crowds of police and senators and a group of women who were sitting on the ground crying. The secret service guy came back and offered them money for gas, which seemed strange, but no stranger than everything else that was going on. When they got back to school they were told off for missing football practice, but that night they saw themselves on the television news.

Many years later Marvin would read that there were no secret service agents in Dallas that day. What the hell? The whole thing had been weird. Lots of people in Dallas claimed to have known that Kennedy was going to be shot. The Warren Commission report turned out to be one of the stupidest things ever written, Marvin thought. There were some odd cases in Dealey Plaza – there was the guy holding an umbrella even though the sun was shining, there was the Babushka lady in her headscarf, the three tramps they found hiding out in a box car nearby (there was a crazy story that one of them turned out to be Woody Harrelson’s father . . . it wasn’t, but that kind of summed up what the day had become, at least in Marvin’s mind).

Marvin’s father, whose name was Orvis Wesley Aday, knew Jack Ruby, who shot Kennedy’s supposed assassin Lee Harvey Oswald two days later at the Dallas Police Headquarters. Jack ran a few nightclubs and strip joints in town and entertained plenty of the local cops, who got free liquor and prostitutes for favours. Marvin’s dad had been a cop, and he’d always tell Marvin that the police knew what Jack Ruby was going to do to Lee, which was

how come he could get so close. It turned out that Jack had been at Parkland Hospital while Marvin and his pals had been there, too.

Orvis had quit the police force to become a salesman. He could charm the birds out of the trees and he soon had a business with Marvin’s mother, Wilma, and a friend of theirs. They called it the Griffin Grocery Company, but all they sold was a homemade cough remedy. Orvis travelled small-town Texas finding family-run shops, known as mom-and-pop stores, that would stock it. At first they did well, but Orvis was a drinker, and had been ever since he’d returned home from the Second World War, invalided out of the army when he was struck by shrapnel from a mortar shell. He never spoke about it, instead he drank it all away in the strip of bars between Fort Worth and Dallas, terrifying places that he’d disappear in for days until Wilma arrived in her car, with young Marvin in tow, to pull him out. Many years later, Marvin would theorise that this was where he began to learn to act, putting on a tough-kid persona among all of the rough men drinking and shooting pool, even though he was really scared to death of this half-lit adult underworld.

Orvis was a big strong guy, and so were his brothers. Little Marvin was big, too. In first grade he was bigger than all of the other kids. By seventh grade, aged just eleven, he weighed 240 pounds and shopped for his clothes in the men’s store. The football coach called him ‘tree trunks’ because of the size of his legs. There was a TV commercial for jeans that had the tag line: ‘Poor fat Marvin can’t wear Levi’s . . .’, which made him hate his name.

Marvin = fat kid’s name. Marvin the fat kid. Poor fat Marvin the fat freak.

The alternative wasn’t great, but at least there was one. All his life, his daddy had called him ‘ML’, which was short for Meat Loaf. It was meant as a term of endearment for his plump baby son, but as the years sped by and the boy just grew, it became a

horribly apt name for a kid his size. It was still better than Marvin, though – anything was better than that. Plus, you know, there were Marvins everywhere but no one else was called Meat Loaf. Or even ML. Right?

So to hell with poor fat Marvin. There are some things that a fat kid from Texas just can’t be expected to take.

Marvin’s mom was something different. Like the rest of the family, Wilma was a big lady. But so what? She held everything together for him, acting as the defining force of his childhood. For twenty-five years she worked as a schoolteacher. She could sing, too. She and her sister Texie were part of a gospel group called the Vo-di-o-do Girls, who got as far as appearing live on Bing Crosby’s syndicated radio show.

Texie went on to marry Frank Heath, who ran a chain of furniture stores across Texas, and they lived a rich, comfortable life. Wilma scrambled along with Orvis, her daredevil drunk, and Meat Loaf, her accident-prone, outsized son. Meat Loaf was a handful, no doubt. When he was four years old, he liked running away. Then he began getting concussions, all shapes and sizes, from being hit in the head with a toy arrow, hit on the head by the back window of the car, knocked out in a collision with a kid in a football helmet, kneed in the head playing football, hit on the head by a shot put (he ended up in the hospital after that one), hit in the head by a baseball, hit in the head by a brick, running into a goal post, getting his head stuck in a Corvette steering wheel . . . that’s in addition to all the fights and other scrapes he got himself into.

Between Orvis and Meat Loaf, Wilma had plenty to worry about. Yet her son was like her in one way – well, two if you count the size thing – he was a singer, a performer, a born ham. Made for the stage.

Not that Wilma saw that straight away. ‘My mother was a singer,’ Meat recalled, ‘my grandfather played four instruments: piano, trumpet, guitar and something else weird, like violin.’ But

Wilma never saw any real musical potential in big little Marvin. ‘I can remember driving down the road singing some song on the radio and my mother turned to me and said, “You can’t carry a tune in a bucket. One thing you won’t be is a singer! You better find something else to do, boy.” I think that made me very angry, at that point. So just to spite her I decided to open my mouth and scream.’

Through high school he got a part in every play he could wangle his way into – The Bad Seed, Charley’s Aunt, The Music Man, Plain and Fancy – sometimes with a few lines to say, sometimes with more. He’d do anything – tell a joke, sing a song, improvise a laugh or a gasp somehow. When the baseball coach told him he’d have to choose between sports and the play, there was no choice: he was a ham and he knew it, but he loved it, loved to connect with the crowd and his fellow performers. ‘I was shy, as a kid,’ he would tell me years later, fidgeting nervously in his chair, flicking his unkempt hair and drumming his fingers. ‘When I was in high school I was shy.’ Going on stage was a good way of concealing that shyness, he explained. He didn’t have to think up things to say, how to be. He’d stand up there like Lennie from Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, a giant kid playing the sucker, playing the fool and milking every moment. Years later, even after Bat Out of Hell had been such a success, he was still happier, he confessed, being onstage as someone called Meat Loaf than he was off it being Marvin the Fat Kid. Offstage, back in the so-called real world, was where all ML’s troubles lay: the father who terrorised him, the kids at school who despised and bullied him. The disgusted looks of strangers as he came walking down the street with his heavy sailor’s gait, avoiding his own glutinous reflection in store windows. He would watch movies on TV – cowboys and Indians – and imagine himself the white-hatted hero, sweeping the gorgeous gal off her feet. Then he’d drag himself up out of the chair as reality came crashing back in. He knew poor fat Marvin was never going to be the one who got the girl, yet onstage things

were different; he would get double the attention, but in a good way. He still feared the bullies and the shitkickers, but he didn’t feel so worthless any more. Didn’t feel like roadkill. Onstage he could be anyone he wanted to be, almost. There he could turn that pain inside into something that gave pleasure to the outside.

Speaking to him years later, I wondered if it was this odd mix – of Meat Loaf the scary monster and Marvin the scaredy cat – that drew so many women to his shows? That explained the hot chicks lined up backstage? ‘I don’t know,’ he said, apparently embarrassed by the question. ‘I don’t think it’s me anybody’s really interested in. It’s the part I play.’

When he was fourteen, he got a part, albeit in the background, in a movie, appearing ‘purely by accident’ in the 1962 remake of a 1944 Rodgers & Hammerstein musical, State Fair, starring Pat Boone and Ann Margaret. ‘A friend of mine owned a peanut farm that Pat Boone used to work on. So we went to see this movie being made and they said: “You kids want to be in this movie? Then you go stand up there on the rail and when the hog comes in go: ‘Ooh, look at the hog!’”’

As a teenhooder he got a walk-on role in a local production of Carmen and saw what the pros got up to when they weren’t onstage – smoking pot, having sex with one another . . . So he walked away from the football field and the baseball diamond and hung out with the kids in the musicals. They were the same kids who’d form local bands. Wilma didn’t want Meat Loaf getting involved in this rock-music thing that everyone was talking about, but he did it anyway, when he could.

The first song he ever sang live with a band was a cover of ‘Satisfaction’ by the Stones, which he did with a local band who then asked him to come on the road with them. Wilma put her foot down at that one. ‘My mother wouldn’t let me travel to Waco, which was ninety miles down the road, to do it. My mother didn’t want me in a travelling band.’


But the great cauldron of teenage passion was beginning to bubble. When Meat Loaf stayed out all night for the first time, Wilma grounded him and took away use of the car. Before he could stop himself he’d slapped his mother around the face. Wilma glared back at the boy, making his knees shake. He knew what would happen when she told his father. Knew what hell would descend upon him then. He begged for her forgiveness, vowing to never disrespect her again. Wilma made sure he kept his promise.

When Wilma decided she wanted Meat Loaf to go to a Christian College once he’d left high school, he gladly attended Lubbock Christian University, and there he found himself back in with all the baseball players and other jocks, the same crowd that had publicly shamed him throughout high school, so he transferred to North Texas State, where he began to worry about the draft, like all the other eligible boys. No one wanted to get their asses shot off in Vietnam, so he did whatever he could to avoid it – tried to flunk the physical by getting even fatter, attempted to fail the eye test on account of being colour blind – until he got deferred for four months, and then another two years.

Through all of this, Wilma was becoming sick – she was diagnosed with terminal breast cancer. Meat Loaf didn’t really see it at first, but by the spring of 1967 it was bad. He went home from North Texas to visit for the first time in a few weeks, and by then Wilma was so ill she was in an oxygen tent in her bedroom. It scared him so much that he ran straight back to the airport and took the first flight to Los Angeles, where he hung out for a while and tried to forget what he’d seen. In his worst moments – being locked in cupboards at school because he looked like a monster, having other kids’ parents tell him he couldn’t play with them because he was too fat, all the bull-stabbings and traumas of his terrible teens – he often thought of suicide, mainly as a way of getting back at his tormentors. Really, though, he was terrified of

death – the death of his beloved mother, the only one to ever treat him as almost-human, most of all. So he ran away, as he always did when things simply got too heavy – as he always would, even after he’d become a rock star, openly threatening suicide by then as the surest get-out of all. In LA, Meat Loaf let the heads and the freaks transport him from hell to Hollywood in the only way they knew how – weed, wine, beer. But it couldn’t last. He finally got the awful call and his newfound friends raised the money for his plane fare home. He was so crazed with grief he tried to lift Wilma from her coffin in the funeral parlour. He blacked it all out, walked around in a daze, but the truth was the truth. And it was not his friend.

‘Apparently, at my mother’s funeral I was really crazy,’ he would tell Rolling Stone many years later. ‘And my father flipped out as well . . . It was like a movie.’ The truth was Meat Loaf had run from Wilma, and so had Orvis. When Meat Loaf got back from California, Orvis was looking for whatever there was to be found in the bottom of a bottle. He was out on four- and five-day drunks. Orvis was a tough guy, a man’s man, and drinking and fighting were the only coping methods he knew. That, and taking it out on his son. Wilma had left her boy a small inheritance but as he was a minor still, Orvis tried to take control of it. So Meat Loaf – determined not to allow his father back into his life – went to a judge to have the money given straight to him. Maybe it was because he got it, or maybe it was because Orvis was psychotic with booze and grief, it all came to a head one night when Marvin was at home with his friend Billy, and Orvis crashed in shouting about whores and motherfuckers and who knows what else. Billy got out of the house fast and then Orvis really lost it. He found the butcher’s knife in the kitchen and tried to bring it down on his son as he lay on his bed. Meat Loaf got out of the way in a hurry and they got into a fistfight. Meat Loaf was mighty big but Orvis was even bigger and stronger, and he threw his terrified son

around like a rag doll – all 250 pounds of him. Then Meat Loaf started to fight back.

‘You really wanna know?’ he scowled years later. ‘My father tried to kill me with a butcher’s knife. I was laying in my room and he comes in with a big butcher’s knife and I roll off the bed and he plants it right dead in the centre of the bed! I get up, break three of his ribs and decide I’d better leave.’

It was a fight that had been brewing for years. Orvis had never tried to hide his contempt for his son – from the embarrassing and hurtful nickname he’d bestowed on him to the times he’d brutalised him, physically, emotionally, verbally, and left him raw with anger and humiliation. After their fight that night, Meat Loaf got out of the house in just his T-shirt and shorts, jumped into his ’65 Chevy and never went back. Orvis wasn’t dead but ‘ML’ had made his feelings clear. Wilma was the force that had somehow held the three of them together, but the void she’d left behind could never be filled. He knew that now, and even though it would haunt him for the rest of his days, Meat Loaf just knew he had to get out. The big little family sprang apart like dark matter in a black hole. Not only did Meat Loaf have the pain of losing Wilma, within a short time he’d lost his father too, having left him behind to wallow as he fled from him.

He took the money that Wilma had left him and rented an apartment in the Turtle Creek Park area of Dallas, where the grand old homes of the original Texas Republic now made way for high-rise blocks on the banks of the creek. Meat closed the door and didn’t open it again for three months. He just wanted to shut out the world and everything in it, plus a few things that weren’t any more.

Later, he’d sing a lot about Lost Boys.

For now, that’s what he was.
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