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			PRAISE FOR JOSEPH VOGEL’S

			MAN IN THE MUSIC

			
				“Joseph Vogel has brilliantly cracked the DNA, the code of the work, the artistry of Michael Joseph Jackson. I want to stress the word artistry because people have forgotten or never understood that’s what MJ is, that’s what he worked at day and night. This is the book I have been long awaiting, a pointed, intelligent dissection of an epic body of work. Vogel breaks it down album by album, song by song. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

				—SPIKE LEE

				“Don’t be surprised if it makes you go back and listen…with a whole new outlook on the King of Pop.”

				—ZACK O’MALLEY GREENBURG,

				author of Michael Jackson, Inc.

				“This is the kind of book about Michael Jackson’s music, artistry, and creativity that really needed to be written—and Joseph Vogel has done it and done it very well. I am absolutely floored by Joe’s in-depth research and perceptive insight into what made Michael the one-of-a-kind, record-breaking King of Pop. And—amazingly enough—even I learned a lot!”

				—J. RANDY TARABORRELLI,

				author of Michael Jackson: The Magic, the Madness,

				the Whole Story, 1958–2009

				“[Man in the Music] celebrates Michael’s songs and artistry in a wonderful journey through his music.”

				—JERMAINE JACKSON
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			Joseph Vogel’s work has been featured in The Atlantic, Slate, Forbes, The Guardian, Huff Post, and PopMatters, among other publications. He has appeared in numerous documentaries, including Bad 25 and Michael Jackson’s Journey from Motown to Off the Wall, both directed by Spike Lee. He wrote the liner notes for the posthumous Michael Jackson album Xscape and contributed the entry for Thriller to the National Recording Registry for the Library of Congress. Vogel is an assistant professor at Merrimack College in Massachusetts.
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			Deep inside, I feel that this world we live in is really a big, huge, monumental, symphonic orchestra. I believe that in its primordial form all of creation is sound and that it’s not just random sound, that it’s music….Music governs the rhythm of the seasons, the pulse of our heartbeats, the migration of birds, the ebb and flow of ocean tides, the cycles of growth, evolution, and dissolution. It’s music, it’s rhythm. And my goal in life is to give the world what I was lucky to receive: the ecstasy of divine union through my music and my dance.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON

				If I’m a musical architect then let me build monuments with sound.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON
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			PREFACE TO THE 2019 VINTAGE EDITION

			Michael Jackson’s influence on popular culture is difficult to overstate. His sound, style, dancing, and trademarks are all over our contemporary landscape—in the United States and around the world. From his days at Motown Records with the Jackson 5 to the barrier-breaking success of Thriller to his ill-fated This Is It comeback concert series, he was a unique, ambitious, singular talent.

			Like many kids who came of age in the ’80s, I grew up with Jackson’s music. I listened to “Beat It” on my Walkman; I blasted “Man in the Mirror” for inspiration; I wore out my VHS tape of Michael Jackson: The Legend Continues, mesmerized by his iconic performance of “Billie Jean” in Motown 25. As a teenager, I came to appreciate him on a different level. Songs like “Stranger in Moscow” spoke to my loneliness; tracks like “They Don’t Care About Us” spoke to my sense of social justice; and anthems like “Earth Song” spoke to my concern for the future of our planet. For me, Jackson’s music was far different—and more interesting—than traditional pop fare. The subject matter, the scope, the depth, the emotions all went far beyond typical pop sentiments. Yet, strangely, for such an important artist, very little had been written about his creative work prior to his death in 2009.

			That was particularly true of books on the icon. Compared to artists of similar impact—Elvis Presley, the Beatles, Bob Dylan—the gap was striking. There were two books by the artist himself—the autobiography Moonwalk (1988) and Dancing the Dream (1992), a collection of poems and reflections. There was Nelson George’s early account The Michael Jackson Story (1983) and his subsequent return to that era in the excellent Thriller: The Musical Life of Michael Jackson (2010). There was J. Randy Taraborrelli’s seminal biography Michael Jackson: The Magic, the Madness, the Whole Story (1991, 2010). And there were a handful of others—some cultural criticism, some fan-created, some tabloid driven. But nothing explored his work in a comprehensive way.

			
			Many publishers were skeptical that a book focused on his artistry would sell, even with the surge of interest following his death in 2009. Jackson, they said, simply didn’t have the kind of audience that the Beatles or Dylan or Springsteen did. Sure, he could sell a lot of records, but not enough people wanted to read in-depth explorations of those records.

			Fortunately, not every publisher felt the same, and my book made its way into the world in the fall of 2011. I didn’t know what to expect. But as it turned out, there was indeed a passionate readership waiting for a book like Man in the Music. Some were longtime, diehard Jackson fans; some had become interested in the artist after his death; some were simply curious to get a different perspective on the pop star.

			What was most rewarding was that for the first time in print, Jackson’s creative work was front and center. Man in the Music was not about the artist’s private life (although it does recognize that his personal life informed his work). It did not foreground the cosmetic surgery or hyperbaric chamber or countless other controversies. It was about Michael Jackson the artist: how he operated, what he sought to communicate, how his work interacted with the culture in which it was created and released. A figure of Jackson’s stature deserved that treatment long before I wrote my book.

			The first edition had a great run, but for years after its publication I was anxious to tweak, revise, and improve it. So I went back to work. Over the years, I had accumulated an enormous library of Jackson-related materials. My Google docs were packed with interviews, notes from the artist, obscure articles, track sheets, session calendars, and other pieces of the puzzle.

			
			In addition to my own work, a wave of new books, documentaries, think pieces, academic articles, and monographs on Jackson were released. Filmmaker Spike Lee directed two critically acclaimed documentaries, Bad 25 (2012) and Michael Jackson’s Journey from Motown to Off the Wall (2016). Scholar Susan Fast published an outstanding book-length treatment of the Dangerous album as part of Bloomsbury Academic’s popular 33 ⅓ series. Forbes journalist Zack O’Malley Greenburg published an insightful book (Michael Jackson, Inc., 2014) on Jackson’s business acumen. Rolling Stone writer Steve Knopper published a compelling new biography (MJ: The Genius of Michael Jackson, 2015).

			In addition to this new content, musician and journalist Questlove taught a “classic albums” class on Jackson at New York University. Scholar and author Mark Anthony Neal began offering a regular course on the artist at Duke University, titled “Michael Jackson & the Black Performance Tradition.” Meanwhile, an array of new platforms arose dedicated to exploring his life and work, including Michael Jackson Academic Studies, The MJCast, and Dancing with the Elephant. I am grateful to so many fellow Michael Jackson authors, biographers, researchers, and fans for their contributions and insights (their names, too many to list here, are cited in the acknowledgments).

			I am especially indebted to Michael Jackson’s collaborators, including Quincy Jones, Rod Temperton, Bruce Swedien, Greg Phillinganes, Louis Johnson, David Williams, Paulinho da Costa, John Robinson, Johnny Mandel, Jerry Hey, Buz Kohan, Steve Porcaro, Jeff Porcaro, David Paich, Steve Lukather, Michael Boddicker, Matt Forger, Brad Sundberg, Bill Bottrell, John Barnes, Chris Currell, the Andraé Crouch Choir, Bryan Loren, George Del Barrio, Teddy Riley, Brad Buxer, Michael Prince, Chuck Wild, Jimmy Jam, Terry Lewis, David Foster, Dallas Austin, Rob Hoffman, Dr. Freeze, Babyface, and Rodney Jerkins. Not only did many of these individuals talk to me for hours about their time working with Jackson for the first edition; many also helped with my follow-up questions as I prepared this second edition. This book would not be what it is without their invaluable stories, insights, notes, session calendars, demos, track sheets, and other important documents.

			
			So what’s different about this new edition?

			First, it contains many more behind-the-scenes details from the studio. From further research and conversations with those who worked closely with Jackson, I was able to fill in a lot of gaps and present a much more accurate timeline in terms of how, when, and where his albums were made. This is perhaps the most important addition. I felt it was crucial to make the history as vivid and accurate as possible.

			Second, I’ve tried to set the record straight where possible. There is a lot of mythology surrounding the work of Michael Jackson; it can be difficult to separate fact from fiction. I got some things wrong in the first edition, which have been corrected and fleshed out here, based on my most credible sources. Sometimes collaborators tell conflicting stories or remember things differently. In those cases I have either told both sides or gone with what makes the most sense, given the evidence available.

			Third, it truly focuses on the music. The first edition was mostly about the music but also included information on Jackson’s short films and performances. Ultimately, I felt that coverage was too thin, so I decided, for this book, that it would be better to use that space to go more deeply into the music. This book, then, is entirely about the songs and albums—not the short films, tours, performances, business dealings, or other activities. If any of these other things are mentioned in the book, it is simply to provide context.

			And fourth, it omits any assessment of posthumously released work. Posthumous albums are notoriously difficult—by nature they can never be what the artist would have created. The 2010 album Michael—reviewed in the appendix of the first edition of Man in the Music—was particularly challenging because of the controversy surrounding the so-called Cascio tracks—songs submitted by Eddie Cascio and James Porte shortly after Jackson’s death (three of which appeared on the album). Given the serious questions surrounding the origin and authenticity of the vocals on those tracks, I do not acknowledge or assess them in this book. More broadly, this book does not review any of Jackson’s work after Invincible—the last studio album he saw to completion. The epilogue does mention music he was engaged in during his final years, but those songs are not explored or assessed; their mention is merely intended to give a sense of what the artist was working on.

			
			But the overarching concept of the book remains much the same as the first edition: an album-by-album exploration of Michael Jackson the artist. The goal was to make it all come to life: the historical context, the creative process, the work in the studio, the vitality of the songs. That last point is important. Sometimes in fixating on the minutiae, the power and meanings of the music are lost. I didn’t want this to be a trivia book, nor did I want to impose my own interpretations too strongly onto his music. That is why I draw from an array of other critics. Ultimately, as with the first edition, I try to present Jackson’s music to the reader with as much curiosity and openness as possible. As historian Carl Van Doren put it: “The measure of the creator is the amount of life he puts into his work. The measure of the critic is the amount of life he finds there.”

			The year 2019 marks ten years since Jackson’s death. It was expected to be a celebratory moment, yet that has been complicated, to say the least, with the release of the controversial 2019 HBO documentary Leaving Neverland, in which new allegations of sexual abuse have been leveled against the artist. Important information, conversations, and contexts surrounding those allegations are currently being examined and will no doubt continue. I have researched and grappled with them personally. The people I interviewed for this book talked to me for hours, on and off the record, about Jackson. They spoke candidly about his flaws, his virtues, his habits, his struggles. But none gave any indication of the Michael Jackson portrayed in Leaving Neverland. I say that not as conclusive proof of his innocence but simply to represent the perspectives of my sources.

			
			Given my area of focus—Jackson’s creative work—this book will not attempt to render a verdict on the accusations for the reader. However, chapter 5 offers an account of the 1993 allegations, since they are contextually important for the HIStory album. The 2005 trial, in which Jackson was acquitted, is likewise covered in the epilogue.

			Whatever one concludes about his personal life, Jackson’s art will live on, like the work of countless other controversial icons, from Charlie Chaplin to Elvis Presley, Walt Disney to Alfred Hitchcock, Miles Davis to John Lennon. How he is viewed, at least for the foreseeable future, will vary widely from person to person, culture to culture, and, perhaps, generation to generation. As James Baldwin observed in 1985, very few figures in modern history have attracted as much polarizing attention. For more than half a century, Jackson has been a lightning rod for questions about race, gender, sexuality, innocence, guilt, truth, deception, media, fame, childhood, identity, capitalism, art, and genius. It is a complicated legacy that will no doubt take many more books to begin to unpack.

			Man in the Music is a historical account of his music and how people have responded to it. It is the story of how a young black boy from Gary, Indiana, honed his craft in a cramped living room, in the wings of stages, in the studios of Motown, and went on to become one of the most influential artists of all time.

			Joseph Vogel

			(2019)

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			A GREAT ADVENTURE

			Michael Jackson often explained his creative process as an act of recovering something that already existed. He was a “courier,” bringing these songs into the world, a medium through which the music flowed. He cited Michelangelo’s philosophy that inside every piece of stone or marble was a “sleeping form.” “He’s just freeing it,” Jackson insisted. “It’s already in there. It’s already there.”

			As an artist, then, his work was about liberation. He wanted to free what was bound, awaken what was dormant. He wanted to break through barriers and limitations—any obstacle in the way of his ambition or imagination. He wanted to invigorate the body, mind, and soul. This is what music did for him personally, and it was the effect he intended to generate in his audience as well.

			For millions around the world, this is exactly what he accomplished. To admirers, he was always far more than a mere celebrity or pop star. He was music incarnate. It charged through him like an electric current. Fans often spoke of feeling overwhelmed with joy, transported, empowered, connected, inspired. After witnessing a concert on his Bad World Tour in 1988, Newsweek journalist Jim Miller described him as possessing “the breathtaking verve of his predecessor James Brown, the beguiling wispiness of Diana Ross, the ungainly pathos of Charlie Chaplin, the edgy joy of a man startled to be alive. The crowd gasps and screams….”

			“In person you felt he was almost breakable,” reflected actress Anjelica Huston (who worked with Jackson on his 1986 film, Captain EO). “But then this thing happened when he would start to work: your heart would beat faster and the hair on your arms and the back of your neck would stick up as he literally took your breath away. I think he was the most electrifying performer I’ve ever seen.”

			
			Jackson sometimes compared the reciprocal energy of a performance to a Frisbee—“You hold it, you touch it, and you whip it back.” Audiences, he believed, were more than passive spectators; they were a vibrant community, composed of all ages, races, religions, and cultures, standing shoulder to shoulder, temporarily bound up in the collective spell of his music, imagining the world anew. “You can take them anywhere,” he effused.

			This was his gift as an artist: his ability to fully dissolve into the stories, the emotions, and the magic of his music—and to take people from all walks of life with him. He called this creative bond many things over the years: escapism, entertainment, showmanship, art. But ultimately, for Jackson, it was about sharing and receiving love.

			
				AN UNUSUAL EDUCATION

				In one of his later, lesser-known recordings at Motown—“Music and Me”—Michael Jackson sang what might be one of the most poignant songs of his entire career. Even though he was still a teenager, it was about a long, deep, sustained love and commitment. Yet it wasn’t to a girl or even a friend; it was to his craft. “There have been others,” he sings soulfully, “but never two lovers like music, music and me.”

				That love affair began at a very young age. Jackson was the beneficiary of an unparalleled—albeit unusual—musical education. By the time he turned twenty-one, he had already learned about his craft firsthand from some of the most influential artists of the twentieth century: James Brown, Berry Gordy, Diana Ross, Stevie Wonder, Quincy Jones, Paul McCartney. “The greatest education in the world,” he once said, “is watching the masters at work.” All their tricks, expertise, experiences, and advice were intimately passed along, and Jackson actively absorbed them.

				
				This education began in the context of a vibrant music scene in the civil rights–era Midwest. Just south of Chicago in Gary, Indiana, music was all around him—at the schools, in the clubs, out in the streets, and in his own small house at 2300 Jackson Street. His father, Joseph, played in a blues band called the Falcons, which often jammed and rehearsed in their living room. “I was raised on R&B,” Michael recalled. “My father’s group played the Chicago sound of Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf, but he was open-minded enough to see that the more upbeat, slicker sounds that appealed to us kids had a lot to offer.” Meanwhile, the artist remembers his mother’s, Katherine’s, love of country music. She would sing songs to him like “You Are My Sunshine” and “Cotton Fields.”

				When Jackson and his brothers first began performing, they modeled themselves after the sound and choreography of 1960s soul groups like the Temptations and the Miracles. Later, as the group honed its act on the famous “chitlin circuit,” Jackson had front-row seats to legendary acts like Jackie Wilson, Gladys Knight and the Pips, and the O’Jays. “I carefully watched all the stars,” Michael recalled, “because I wanted to learn as much as I could. I’d stare at their feet, the way they held their arms, the way they gripped a microphone, trying to decipher what they were doing and why they were doing it.”

				Not even ten years old, Jackson would stand to the side of the stage in theaters like the Regal, the Uptown, and the Apollo, watching, absorbing, and learning. “Most of the time I’d be alone backstage,” he recalled. “My brothers would be upstairs eating and talking and I’d be down in the wings, crouching real low, holding on to the dusty, smelly curtain and watching the show. I mean, I really did watch every step, every move, every twist, every turn, every grind, every emotion, every light move.”

				The biggest revelation to young Michael Jackson was the “Godfather of Soul,” James Brown. As Elvis Presley was to a young John Lennon, so James Brown was to Jackson. Jackson, however, had the added advantage of seeing his idol up close and in person. “After studying James Brown from the wings,” he recalled, “I knew every step, every grunt, every spin and turn. I have to say he would give a performance that would exhaust you, just wear you out emotionally. His whole physical presence, the fire coming out of his pores, would be phenomenal. You’d feel every bead of sweat on his face and you’d know what he was going through. I’ve never seen anyone perform like him.”

				
				It wasn’t just Brown’s performing and dancing that Jackson incorporated into his act. Brown’s trademark rhythmic singing, his staccato vocals (short syllables, grunts, screams, and exclamations), and his pure elemental funk are all over Jackson’s music. Jackson, of course, adapted and fused Brown’s style with that of others, but Brown was unquestionably Jackson’s biggest early influence.

				Jackson’s musical education continued at Motown, where he was surrounded by legends like Marvin Gaye, Gladys Knight, and Smokey Robinson. As a young boy, he was especially enthralled by Diana Ross, with whom he lived for several months upon arriving in Los Angeles in 1970. “She was art in motion,” he later wrote. “I watched her rehearse one day in the mirror. She didn’t know I was watching. I studied her, the way she moved, the way she sang, the way she was.” Ross often took Jackson to art museums, teaching him about artists like Michelangelo and Degas, and buying him pencils, paint, and art pads to practice his own work.

				As a young teen, Jackson also sat in on studio sessions with Stevie Wonder, watching him record some of his classic albums, including Songs in the Key of Life. “He would always come into the studio curious about how I worked and what I did,” recalled Wonder. “ ‘How do you do that? Why do you do that?’ I think he understood clearly from seeing various people do the music scene that it definitely took work.” Jackson and Wonder became lifelong friends, collaborating on a handful of songs. Jackson referred to Wonder as a “musical prophet.”

				
				During Jackson’s years at Motown, there were many other important influences who helped shape his natural ability: Suzanne de Passe, the Jackson 5’s early manager, choreographer, stylist, PR instructor, and unofficial nanny; a group of talented songwriters and producers called “the Corporation,” which included Deke Richards, Freddie Perren, and Alphonzo Mizell; and Hal Davis, who wrote many of the Jackson 5’s and Michael’s Motown songs, from “I’ll Be There” to “Dancing Machine.”

				Yet, arguably, no one had as profound an impact on young Michael Jackson’s development as the creator of Motown Records himself, Berry Gordy. Gordy taught Jackson perfectionism (for better or worse) and meticulous attention to detail in the studio. If a song took more than a hundred times to get right, they would record it more than a hundred times. It was exhausting training, especially for a young boy; but Jackson learned. “I’ll never forget his persistence,” he later wrote. “I observed every moment of the sessions where Berry was present and never forgot what I learned. To this day I use the same principles.”

				Yet perhaps Gordy’s biggest impact on Michael was instilling in him the ambition for crossover, chart-topping, world-conquering achievements. Gordy was a savvy, shrewd executive who felt black music could (and should) reach a mass, multiracial, even international audience. Though some felt this was primarily a commercially motivated ambition that sanitized or mainstreamed black music, there is no question that it revolutionized an industry that was, at the time, still highly racially segregated.

				Gordy’s blueprint was important, then, not only because it created a climate for artists like Jackson to be accepted by white and international audiences, but also because it was built on an ideology of inclusion that Jackson would go on to adopt wholeheartedly. For the rest of his career, he refused to be pigeonholed by race, genre, nationality, or anything else. Music, he felt, was universal. And a black boy from Gary, Indiana, could be its king.

				
				This philosophy was a big part of why Jackson was later drawn to Quincy Jones. Jones, he explained in a 1980 interview, was “unlimited musically”: he did everything from jazz to film scores to R&B. He was also “all colors,” which meant to Jackson that his work wouldn’t be boxed in as “black music.”

				While Jackson was rooted—musically and otherwise—in the African American tradition, his range of influences grew far beyond any one race or ethnicity. “I love great music,” he explained. “It has no color, it has no boundaries.” Jackson’s own early musical interests ran the gamut from funk pioneers like P-Funk and Sly and the Family Stone to folk groups like the Carpenters and the Mamas & the Papas; from balladeers like Julie Andrews and Barbra Streisand to disco sensations like the Bee Gees.

				From a young age, Jackson also loved classical music, including composers like Tchaikovsky, Debussy, Prokofiev, Beethoven, Bernstein, and Copland, as well as contemporary film composers like John Williams and John Barry. Jackson was particularly fond of romantic and impressionistic pieces that contained strong melodies and emotional color. To Jackson, music was always very visual; he was often drawn to pieces that were associated with films or musicals, or that evoked some kind of visual presentation, such as Debussy’s Arabesque No. 1 and Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. The influence of classical music permeates Jackson’s work, and at times even comes through as preludes to his own compositions.

				Jackson loved experiencing art for its own sake (what he often called “the magic”), but he also wanted to understand its “anatomy.” He wanted to understand everything about the way it worked, its history, what had withstood the test of time, and how to take it somewhere new.

				By the time he started Off the Wall, although still a teenager, he already had more than a decade of experience learning from some of the best musicians and songwriters in the industry. Jones described him as a “sponge.” “He wanted to be the best of everything—to take it all in,” Jones said. “He went to the top model in each category to create an act and persona that would be unequaled.”

			

			
				
				A WORLD OF IMAGINATION

				In a note penned around 1985, Jackson wrote about “dissect[ing] all the big selling records. Know what’s selling then study it.” He continued: “Like on Off the Wall and Thriller, Q and I must sit down and listen to each Top 10 album in its entirety. Make Q stay up to date. Study the greats and become greater.”

				The note was written in preparation for the Bad album but was indicative of an approach that persisted throughout his career. Michael Jackson always had his finger on the pulse of the music industry—both as a fan and as an artist searching for new sounds and ideas. This not only included “hits” or music in similar genres. “I have all kinds of tapes and albums people would probably never think were mine,” he once said. That collection included artists as wide-ranging as Zapp, Led Zeppelin, Queen, Yes, Grace Jones, Yellow Magic Orchestra, Kraftwerk, Pink Floyd, Hall & Oates, and Nine Inch Nails.

				Jackson was hugely influenced by both the mystique and artistry of the two major pop phenomenons that preceded him: Elvis Presley and the Beatles. According to collaborators, he would watch films on Presley—including the 1981 documentary, This Is Elvis—over and over again, and study how the pop star generated such hysteria. He adored the music of the Beatles. “The melodies. They are so lovely…structured so perfectly,” he told the Los Angeles Times. It was no accident that he ended up working with Paul McCartney and later purchasing the legendary ATV/Beatles catalog.

				This vast reservoir of musical knowledge comes through in his songs. For “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” he included an African chant, inspired by Manu Dibango’s “Soul Makossa”; on “Little Susie” he used a section from French composer Maurice Duruflé’s choral work, Requiem, Op. 9; on “2 Bad” he sampled hip-hop pioneers Run-DMC. As music critic Greg Tate observed, Jackson was willing to pull from “anybody he thought would make his own expression more visceral, modern, and exciting.” What made Jackson unique as an artist, however, is that many of his influences were anything but hip and contemporary. When asked what his biggest inspiration was for Thriller, he didn’t answer Prince or the Police; he said it was nineteenth-century Russian composer Pytor Ilyich Tchaikovsky. “If you take an album like Nutcracker Suite,” he explained, “every song is a killer, every one. So I said to myself, ‘Why can’t there be a pop album [like that]?’ ”

				
				Jackson was also a devoted fan and student of theater and cinema. He loved Broadway musicals as well as Hollywood musicals, including The Sound of Music, Singin’ in the Rain, West Side Story, and Phantom of the Opera. Jackson’s love of show tunes often put him at odds with traditional rock critics, who felt he could be too “theatrical.” But that influence persisted throughout his career, from the choreography of “Beat It” to the orchestration of “Childhood.”

				Jackson’s film obsession went far beyond musicals. He enjoyed horror, sci-fi, comedy, drama, and animated films. He consumed everything produced by Walt Disney, Steven Spielberg, and George Lucas, as well as Alfred Hitchcock, David Lynch, and Tim Burton. He would watch films, such as Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory, E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial, The Elephant Man, and To Kill a Mockingbird, over and over again. “In film, you live the moment,” he explained. “You have the audience for two hours. You have their brain, their mind—you can take them anyplace you want to take them. You know—and that idea is mesmerizing to me—that you can have the power to move people, to change their lives.”

				Jackson’s passion for film generated many obsessions. He was enamored of Shirley Temple and Elizabeth Taylor (the rumors of “shrines” to both were true). He boasted a bigger cartoon collection than Paul McCartney (a mutual passion the two discovered they shared in the early ’80s when they worked on songs together). He could watch the Three Stooges for hours on end. He famously claimed he “was Peter Pan,” so great was his sense of kinship with J. M. Barrie’s iconic boy-hero. While he read and watched just about every iteration of the story ever made (and nearly starred in his own version to be directed by Steven Spielberg), his favorite visual telling was the classic 1953 Disney film.

				
				His deepest artistic kinship, however, might have been with cinema legend Charlie Chaplin, a similarly paradoxical figure who rose out of poverty to become the biggest entertainer of his age. One can find Chaplin’s movements, stylizations, and combination of exuberance and pathos throughout Jackson’s work. Jackson fell in love with Chaplin as a young teenager, and dressed up as him for numerous photo shoots going back to the late 1970s. He famously covered his song “Smile” in 1995.

				Not only did Jackson watch and listen to these figures; he read about them. Jackson was a voracious reader—a passion he credits to his personal tutor, Rose Fine, who traveled with the Jackson 5 for nearly a decade, overseeing their education. From his childhood until his final years, Jackson would visit bookstores and come home with stacks of books. His personal library contained more than twenty thousand titles, including biographies, poetry, philosophy, psychology, and history. Jackson read about African American history, about Edison and Galileo, about different religions and mythology. He read novels by J. M. Barrie and Charles Dickens. He read poetry. He famously required his managers to read the biography of P. T. Barnum and frequently quoted passages from biographies of Michelangelo and Einstein.

				When Jackson made an album, then, he was drawing from an immense mental storehouse. It was a diverse, vibrant world of imagination that, to Jackson, was just as important as regular day-to-day life, if not more so.

			

			
				
				MERGING MEDIA

				In no small part because of these diverse influences, Jackson’s own work was characterized by fusion: of different eras, different styles, different media, and different genres. This makes assessments of his work rather challenging. The song “Black or White,” for example, contains elements of classic rock, hip-hop, and pop, defying simple categorization. The video, likewise, draws from sources as disparate as Stanley Donen and Gene Kelly’s Singin’ in the Rain and Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing. In addition, it is a dance routine that incorporates numerous styles, from tap to hip-hop to modern dance. For each piece, then, there is a long foreground that makes his work feel simultaneously familiar (because it is historically informed) and fresh (because it is fused in such unique and creative ways).

				Particularly prominent in Jackson’s work is visual representation. More than any recording artist before him, we “see” Michael Jackson’s songs through their accompanying short films. It is almost impossible to hear tracks such as “Thriller,” “Bad,” and “Smooth Criminal” without visualizing Jackson’s costumes, choreography, and cinematic narratives.

				Some music purists—particularly in the 1980s—lamented this new trend of merging music with visuals, feeling it detracted from the authenticity of the song. Before Jackson, many other artists—including Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and David Bowie—had presented their music visually in film and on television. But the art form known as the music video was primarily a promotional tool, featuring poor production, small budgets, and little storytelling.

				Jackson changed that, reinventing the possibilities of the medium. Ambitious videos, like those for “The Triumph,” “Billie Jean,” and “Beat It,” initiated this transformation, replacing cheap, montage-like promos with elaborate, fully realized short films. They featured strong narratives, spectacular visuals and effects, and Jackson’s signature choreography and dance moves. Then came the groundbreaking fourteen-minute video for “Thriller,” which cost more than $1 million to make and became the bestselling VHS home movie of all time. Thriller is now almost universally considered the most influential music video in history.

				
				Such innovation in the medium continued throughout Jackson’s entire career, making him the defining visual artist of the MTV generation. From the pioneering 4-D attraction Captain EO (a 3-D film with additional physical effects, such as shaking, smoke effects, and movement), to the forty-minute Gothic spectacle Ghosts, Jackson was expanding the possibilities of the medium while igniting viewers’ imaginations. In retrospect, as cultural critic Hampton Stevens notes, “The oft-repeated conventional wisdom—that Jackson’s videos made MTV and so ‘changed the music industry’ is only half true. It’s more like the music industry ballooned to encompass Jackson’s talent and shrunk down again without him. Videos didn’t matter before Michael, and they ceased to matter at almost the precise cultural moment he stopped producing great work.”

				Also central to Jackson’s artistry was dance. Jackson’s body was his most instinctual canvas—he was a dancer to the core. Even when recording in the studio, he couldn’t help but dance. Onstage, his body seemed to become possessed by the music. “I am a slave to the rhythm,” he explained. “I am a palette. I just go with the moment. You’ve got to do it that way because if you’re thinking, you’re dead. Performing is not about thinking; it’s about feeling.”

				To Jackson, choreography was like lines in painting: it gave borders within which to operate. But it couldn’t be constrained by counting; Jackson never counted when dancing, instead relying on more instinctive, rhythmic movement. Collaborators marveled at how quickly he picked up new choreography. He approached it viscerally, allowing himself to become the “embodiment” of each piece. “When you’re dancing,” he revealed, “you are just interpreting the music and the sounds and the accompaniment. If there’s a driving bass, if there’s a cello, if there’s a string, you become the emotion of what the sound is.” This ability to fully inhabit the music is what set him apart as a dancer. Many of his moves had been done by others, even the moonwalk; but he got deep inside them, understood what they could convey, and made them his own.

				
				As with every other art form, Jackson also studied from the greats, including Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Sammy Davis Jr., James Brown, Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, Bob Fosse, Martha Graham, Alvin Ailey, and Jeffrey Daniel—many of whom likewise admired him. Fred Astaire was so impressed with Jackson’s performance of “Billie Jean” at the Motown 25 special that he called the artist up, saying, “You’re a hell of a mover. Man, you really put them on their asses last night. You’re an angry dancer. I’m the same way.” Jackson said it was the greatest compliment he had received in his entire life.

			

			
				SINGING BEYOND LANGUAGE

				There should—and, no doubt, eventually will be—books focused entirely on Michael Jackson’s contributions to dance, television, and film (among other areas). The focus of this book, however, is his music—more specifically, the albums he created as an adult solo artist, beginning with 1979’s landmark release, Off the Wall.

				Perhaps, in part, because Jackson was such a powerful entertainer, performer, and dancer, his considerable abilities as a singer, songwriter, producer, and recording artist are often overlooked. There are a variety of reasons for this—one being that assessing Jackson’s work is much different than assessing the work of a traditional singer-songwriter like Bob Dylan, Paul Simon, or Bruce Springsteen. With such artists, the lyrics are out front and the main focus of critical assessments; with Jackson, however, they are not the primary entry point.

				That’s not to say that his lyrics aren’t important. As he matured as an artist, the content of his lyrics evolved, and could often be quite striking. Yet to really appreciate what Jackson brings to the table, one must recognize all the ways he is able to convey meaning and emotion beyond the use of language: his nonverbal vocalizations—the trademark gulps, grunts, gasps, cries, and exclamations; his beatboxing, percussive accents, scatting, and James Brown–like staccato; the way he stretches and contorts words until they are barely decipherable.

				
				For Jackson, the idea was first and foremost to make the audience “feel” the song as a sense impression, rather than to intellectualize it. Such “impressions” can be more difficult for critics to analyze. Jackson’s more instinctual method was learned, in part, by watching the masters of funk, soul, and rhythm and blues. Yet he developed a style that was unmistakably his own. It was a voice that could brilliantly conjure up emotional extremes, infusing the most ordinary lyric with depth and pathos. “[Michael],” observed Quincy Jones, “has some of the same qualities as the great jazz singers I’d worked with: Ella, Sinatra, Sassy, Aretha, Ray Charles, Dinah. Each of them had that purity, that strong signature sound and that open wound that pushed them to greatness. Singing crushed their pain, healed their hurts, and dissolved their issues. Music was their release from emotional prisons.”

				From a technical standpoint, Jackson could move comfortably through nearly four octaves. “He goes from basso low E up to G and A-flat above high C,” said his voice coach Seth Riggs in 1991. “A lot of people think it’s falsetto [a higher vocal register used by singers outside their normal range], but it’s not. It’s all connected, which is remarkable.” A natural tenor, his chest voice (the voice from which a person typically speaks) could stretch high (as in “Baby Be Mine”) and low (as in “Who Is It”), depending on the emotional content of the song. While in his early solo career he sang mostly in his upper register and falsetto, he became increasingly adept at using his mid-range and lower register (as in songs like “Remember the Time” and “Beautiful Girl”). Occasionally, Jackson even dropped down to baritone (as in “2,000 Watts”).

				Riggs marveled at the singer’s brilliant instincts, diverse palette of timbres, beautiful vibrato, and perfect pitch. Yet he was equally impressed with the hours of work, dedication, and practice that went into his craft as a vocalist. Before recording, Jackson often trained with Riggs for at least two hours. Riggs introduced Jackson to “speech-level singing,” a method that allowed one to stretch the natural chest voice without breaks or cracks. Together, they practiced a number of exercises to maximize his range and delivery. People often take for granted Jackson’s transition from one of the most gifted child singers of all time to an adult singer, but it required an enormous amount of effort, training, and development. The singer had to find new ways of approaching songs and new ways of stretching and utilizing his mature voice.

				
				Among the highlights of that mature voice were his iconic falsetto and gorgeous harmonies. But perhaps its best quality was the range of emotions, textures, and colors it could evoke. Across his solo catalog, it could be warm and vibrant (“I Can’t Help It”); sensual (“The Lady in My Life”); jubilant and bright (“The Way You Make Me Feel”); vulnerable (“Childhood”); aggressive and gritty (“Scream”); anguished (“Give in to Me”); sublime (“Human Nature”); and spiritual (“Will You Be There”).

				While Jackson often expressed a belief in the preeminence of melody, it was his masterful sense of rhythm that most impressed music experts. “Jackson was a dancer at heart,” wrote music critic Neil McCormick, “and his vocal prowess expressed itself playfully within and around the rhythm. He liked to multitrack himself…so that he was spinning off his own vocal, providing his own calls and response. I often think that it is one of those voices that would stand out in any context, which you cannot say of many pop singers, hitting a space that is emotionally right on the button but is almost more than human, transcending all divides in the way that, sometimes, a great world singer can…moving beyond language into pure music.”

				This transcendence was what Jackson aimed to achieve with his singing. Pure music. Listen to his passionate exclamations at the climax of “Man in the Mirror” or his wordless cries in the chorus and call-and-response of “Earth Song.” Everything is communicated with his voice and the music.

			

			
				
				MUSIC AS TAPESTRY

				Jackson used his intuitive musicality as a songwriter as well. While he didn’t read music or play instruments proficiently, he could vocally convey the arrangement, rhythm, tempo, and melody of a track, including nearly every instrument. “He starts with an entire sound and song,” explained producer Bill Bottrell. “Usually he doesn’t start with lyrics, but he hears the sound and the whole arrangement of the song in his head….He hums things. He can convey it with his voice like nobody. Not just singing the song’s lyrics, but he can convey a feeling in a drum part or a synthesizer part.”

				Oftentimes, Jackson would vocalize a new song into a tape recorder until he could get to a studio; other times he would call a musician or producer and dictate to them directly. “One morning [Michael] came in with a new song he had written overnight,” recalled assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “We called in a guitar player, and Michael sang every note of every chord to him. ‘Here’s the first chord, first note, second note, third note. Here’s the second chord, first note, second note, third note,’ etc., etc. We then witnessed him giving the most heartfelt and profound vocal performance, live in the control room….He would sing us an entire string arrangement, every part. Steve Porcaro once told me he witnessed [Jackson] doing that with the string section in the room. Had it all in his head, harmony and everything. Not just little eight bar loop ideas. He would actually sing the entire arrangement into a microcassette recorder complete with stops and fills.”

				Once Jackson got down the foundation of the song, he would begin fleshing it out, layer by layer, a process that would sometimes take a few weeks and sometimes take years. “Music is tapestry,” he explained. “It’s different layers, it’s weaving in and out, and if you look at it in layers, you understand it better.” He liked to allow time for the song to reveal itself. If it wasn’t quite there, he would move on to something else and come back to it later. Those who worked with him speak of his patience, focus, and genuine commitment to his craft. “He was a consummate professional,” recalled technical director Brad Sundberg. “If his vocals were scheduled for a noon downbeat, he was there at 10:00 a.m., with his vocal coach Seth [Riggs], singing scales. Yes, scales. I would set up the mic, check the equipment, make coffee, and all the while he would sing scales for two hours.”

				
				In the studio, particularly later in his career, Jackson would often request a scalding-hot drink with cough drops to relax his vocal cords. He always liked the playback loud—so loud his collaborators often had to wear earplugs or leave the room. He also liked the lights off, as the darkness allowed him to feel less self-conscious and able to totally immerse himself in the song. As he sang, he often danced, stomped, or snapped his fingers. If he didn’t have the lyrics written yet, he would simply scat through the song or make up words as he went along to block it out.

				In the Thriller and Bad sessions, in particular, he liked to bring animals into the studio, including his chimpanzee, Bubbles, and his python, Muscles (who enjoyed the warmth of the control board and terrified Quincy Jones). As strange as the artist seemed to the outside world, it is nearly impossible to find anyone Jackson worked with in the studio who doesn’t speak positively of the experience. From techs and assistant engineers to high-profile producers and fellow musicians, all describe him as possessing a certain “aura”—but, unlike many stars, being generous, humble, and polite. “He’ll say: ‘Can I hear a little more piano in the earphones, please?’ ” recalled recording engineer Bruce Swedien. “I turn up the piano in his cue mix, and then he’ll say, ‘Thank you.’ This is an industry where you don’t hear those words a whole lot.”

				Collaborators also recall his sense of humor, penchant for pranks, and “boisterous” laugh. They describe his curiosity. They point out his passion and excitement for each new project. “All of Michael’s recordings were done with a sense of joy that I have never experienced with another artist,” recalled Swedien. “Not just fun and laughing and stuff, I mean real musical joy….His passion for what we were doing was boundless.”

				
				Producer Bill Bottrell, who worked closely with Jackson during the recording sessions for Bad and Dangerous, praises Jackson for challenging and stretching him as a fellow artist: “[He] just started asking me to take more responsibility, play more music, write music, play more instruments….He changed my life. And it never stopped feeling that way.” Songwriter and musician Brad Buxer, who worked intimately with Jackson for twenty-five years, recalled the thrill of finding just the right chord or beat. “When you did something [Michael] liked,” Buxer said, “he would say, ‘That’s it. That’s perfect. Lock this in cement.’ We called the versions that were special ‘Bible versions.’ We’d go through thousands of versions, but we’d put ‘Bible’ by the best one.”

				While Jackson was classified as a solo artist, the process of creation was never an isolated act. The idea might come in a moment of solitude, but it was brought to fruition in much the same way as a director brings a film into the world: through a dynamic interplay of creativity. Jackson loved assembling talent and being part of a creative team. Once he found the right people, from the earliest Off the Wall sessions with Quincy Jones and Bruce Swedien to his later projects with people like John Barnes, Bill Bottrell, Teddy Riley, and Rodney Jerkins, the motto remained the same: music first. The quality had to go in before the content went out.

				So too did the innovation. Jackson was constantly trying to create “sounds the ear had never heard.” In 1985, he created a company called Experiments in Sound. Its sole purpose was to develop fresh and interesting sounds that could be used in music. To this end, he worked with some of the brightest synth programmers in the world; he purchased the newest studio gear before it hit the market; and he sent collaborators out “in the field” to record things—breaking glass, clanging metal, sweeping brooms, fireworks—that might be incorporated into music. In his 1991 song “She Drives Me Wild,” he built the entire foundation of a song around street sounds: horns honking, doors slamming, sirens. The consistent pioneering and innovation of sound from album to album may be the single most underappreciated aspect of Jackson’s solo catalog.

				
				The music that resulted from such efforts reinvented the parameters of pop. It contained elements of R&B, disco, funk, jazz, soul, electronic, industrial, hip-hop, gospel, classical, and Broadway. It pulled from Africa (“Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ”) and Asia (“Who Is It”), Latin America (“Whatever Happens”) and Russia (“Little Susie”). Jackson was often criticized for this eclecticism, with critics claiming he was simply targeting demographics; but he defended himself by arguing for a borderless music. “I don’t categorize music,” he said in a 2001 interview. “Music is music….How can we discriminate?” This was his philosophy, and it is the hallmark of his work and artistry. Just as the Beatles made rock inclusive enough to contain elements of Eastern music, folk, R&B, psychedelia, and classical, Jackson made “pop” limitless in its range of sounds, styles, and possibilities.

			

			
				ARTISTIC EVOLUTION

				In spite of his creative ambition, however, the conventional wisdom from many music critics for decades was that Michael Jackson reached his artistic peak with Off the Wall and Thriller. Everything that followed, they claimed, reflected a slow and steady decline.

				In its 2009 obituary, The New York Times referred to his post-Thriller career as a “bizarre disintegration.” Similarly, in Time’s 2009 retrospective, Josh Tyrangiel wrote, “Given the tumult in his personal life, it’s no surprise that the 1990s were a barren period for Jackson creatively.” Tyrangiel and other critics didn’t explain why personal tumult was often so creatively fertile for other artists but not for Jackson. They also overlooked Jackson’s prolific creative output during the ’90s—he wrote and recorded at least as many songs (if not more) in that decade than he did in the ’80s—which was far from a “barren period.”

				
				Music critic Jon Pareles at least offers a slightly more specific criticism, claiming it was Jackson’s loss of innocence that led to his artistic decline. “The underlying sweetness that had made Mr. Jackson endearing, even at his strangest, had curdled,” he wrote. Yet, as sweet and joyous as many of his early songs are, there is always a dark side as well, as seen in tracks like “This Place Hotel” and “Billie Jean.”

				Even as his sales numbers and cultural impact in the United States declined (it is often overlooked that his popularity grew through most of the rest of the world), the richness and depth of his artistry blossomed, particularly in the 1990s. Listen, for example, to a song like “Stranger in Moscow,” a haunting expression of loneliness and alienation that could rank among the best work in his entire catalog; or to the Gothic pop masterwork “Is It Scary,” which turns a mirror on an accusing society, forcing it to look at its own grotesque reflection; or to “Morphine,” an experimental piece of industrial funk that was as raw and honest as anything Jackson ever recorded. As cultural critic Armond White observed, “Jackson’s career arc from beloved child star to dazzling young adult to ever-perplexing world conqueror shows a restless imagination. He pushed the culture forward—challenging it—as he also challenged himself. His idiosyncratic nature proved puzzling and alluring, yet it also torments the status quo—which is highly ironic for pleasurable pop art to do.”

				Such work may have showcased a darker, less “sweet” version of Jackson, but it certainly wasn’t barren or boring. As music critic Jody Rosen pointed out: “Though he aimed bigger and broader than any pop star before or since—he wanted every single person in the world to buy his records—he never compromised. His music is the strangest and darkest ever to achieve blockbuster success; by comparison, Sinatra, Elvis, the Beatles, and Madonna are positively milquetoast.”

				
				Jackson, however, had a way of balancing this darkness with blasts of light, elation, and wonder. Even in his later works there are still moments of unadulterated joy: songs that simply make you want to dance, like “You Rock My World”; songs that capture the essence of being in love, like the retro-soul classic “Butterflies”; or songs that exude pure nostalgic bliss, like “Remember the Time.”

				In this way, Jackson’s work is notable for how it presents the entire spectrum of human emotion, from extreme vulnerability to empowerment; from despair to ecstasy. One way to understand his body of work is to consider William Blake’s classic collection of poems, Songs of Innocence and Experience, in which there is a similar constant interplay or tension between “contrary states.” Jackson was a master of paradox. Just when one settled into a seemingly secure “state,” the ground shifted. The artist liked to keep his audience on their toes, never knowing what was around the next corner.

				Moving through Jackson’s catalog, then, is a turbulent ride, though we certainly encounter familiar and recurring themes. We find songs about seduction and deception (“Billie Jean,” “Dangerous”); songs rooted in the Gothic/horror tradition (“Thriller,” “Is It Scary”); media critiques (“Leave Me Alone,” “Tabloid Junkie”) and social critiques (“Black or White,” “They Don’t Care About Us”); classic love songs (“Rock with You,” “Remember the Time”); songs about loneliness (“Who Is It,” “Stranger in Moscow”); and his humanitarian anthems (“Man in the Mirror,” “Heal the World”).

				Yet if there is an overarching thread to Jackson’s work, it is its persistent dissatisfaction with the world as it is, and its attempt to provide some kind of escape or antidote, or spark a transformation. It is a fundamentally romantic paradigm—a journey from brokenness and alienation toward wholeness and transcendence. “Many of his most affecting performances,” observed author Jeff Chang, “were about distance and displacement, the desire to be somewhere else, the inability to return to a lost past.” We see this throughout Jackson’s catalog. He’s searching for the world that he comes from in “Childhood”; he doesn’t know whether to live or die in “She’s Out of My Life”; he’s trapped in “Leave Me Alone”; he’s uncertain in “Will You Be There”; he’s abandoned in “Stranger in Moscow.”

				
				These are the realities of what Jackson calls the “wounded world”: the result of the disconnect people feel from each other and their environment. They are narratives of estrangement and sadness. “I used to dream,” he sings in “Earth Song.” “I used to glance beyond the stars / Now I don’t know where we are / Although I know we’ve drifted far.” In “Jam” he is “conditioned by the system.” And in “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” he is “Stuck in the middle / And the pain is thunder.”

				Yet Jackson always believed the music could get him out—and that he could take his listeners with him. Thus, in “Startin’ Somethin’,” there is a remarkable finale in which Jackson cries out, “I know I am someone!” before leading the collective chant that ends the song. Likewise, in “Man in the Mirror,” introspection morphs into outward-looking compassion, as his call-and-response with the choir symbolically connects the artist with the larger community. Not every song provides this type of cathartic breakthrough. However, in principle, it was what Jackson believed music could accomplish.

			

			
				BREAKING BARRIERS

				Given the nature of his artistry, it should come as no surprise that among Michael Jackson’s greatest achievements is breaking barriers: institutional, racial, cultural, national, and otherwise. Before Jackson, America had a long history of marginalizing African American artists and musical styles. This marginalization was enforced and reinforced in a number of ways: from airplay to awards to recognition in print. Yet many successful black artists before Jackson blazed trails: Louis Armstrong, Billie Holiday, Duke Ellington, Chuck Berry, James Brown, Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder.

				
				None, however, reached the heights of Jackson, who at the peak of Thriller-mania even eclipsed the popularity of Elvis Presley and the Beatles. Thriller not only broke down racial barriers on MTV, but also just about every other apparatus of the entertainment industry (radio, print, award shows, publishing). For African Americans, Jackson’s success was an enormous source of affirmation and achievement. The music they had invented was finally being recognized at the highest level. As music critic Greg Tate put it: “Black people cherished Thriller’s breakthrough as if it were their own battering ram [against] apartheid.”

				His success wasn’t meaningful only to African Americans. “Even though rooted in black experience,” wrote cultural critic Michael Eric Dyson, “he felt it would be a crime to limit his music to one race, sex, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation or nationality. Michael’s art transcended every way that human beings have thought of to separate themselves, and then healed those divisions, at least at the instant that we all shared his music.”

				From his groundbreaking 1980 short film The Triumph, a sci-fi–inflected story about racial harmony, Jackson aimed for this borderless, cosmopolitan universality. “From a child to older people,” he explained, “from the farmers of Ireland to the lady who scrubs toilets in Harlem…I want to reach every demographic I can through the love and joy and simplicity of music.”

				By the early 1990s, Jackson was playing to sold-out audiences across the globe: Moscow and Warsaw, Tokyo and Manila, Mumbai and Bangkok, Cape Town and Barcelona. His songs were played in every corner of the world. His lyrics were often better known than those of national anthems.

				
				After the Thriller era, his reputation changed, particularly in the United States. Jackson remained the biggest entertainer in the world, but he became increasingly polarizing. The artist had always been “different”; people often forget how unlikely it was that mainstream America ever embraced a man who wore makeup, spoke in a high voice, dressed in sequins, and lived in a miniature Disneyland.

				Yet as the 1980s wore on, Jackson’s eccentricities became more apparent and pronounced, including his ever-changing physical appearance—and Americans, in particular, had a difficult time processing it. He was discussed far less as an artist and more as a curiosity or spectacle. By the mid-1980s, the “Wacko Jacko” label began to take hold. In 1993, perceptions of the pop star took a much more disturbing turn, when Jackson was accused of sexual abuse (these allegations are discussed in more depth in chapter 5). While the case was ultimately settled out of court with Jackson adamantly maintaining his innocence, it irrevocably changed his life, career, and reputation.

				For fans and admirers, however, Jackson acquired a new cultural role in these later years. He was the archetypal maligned and misunderstood artist, perpetually at odds with the world around him. He spoke to those who felt marked, different, weird, “other”—those who didn’t fit in. While the media mocked him and comedians made him a punchline, friends and fans saw him as the victim of a cruel and callous culture. Jackson, they said, was a gentle, sensitive soul. Steven Spielberg once described him as a “fawn in a burning forest.” Jackson himself often reinforced this delicate persona. He was the innocent man-child, forever compensating for his lost childhood, the seraphic singer who received inspiration from the branches of his giving tree.

				Yet in the 1990s, he increasingly used his work to strike back at the society that scorned him. He embraced the darker side of romanticism—the Gothic—to express both his own internal demons and the horrors he saw in the outside world. In his 1997 musical film Michael Jackson’s Ghosts, for example, the citizens of Normal Valley seek to drive Jackson, the eccentric outsider, out of town (an allegory of the dynamics surrounding the 1993 allegations of sexual abuse against him).

				
				In the final two decades of his life, then, Jackson played a less mainstream but still compelling cultural role, as many of his songs—among them, “They Don’t Care About Us,” “Little Susie,” “We’ve Had Enough,” and “Earth Song”—spoke to and for the neglected, wounded, marginalized, and oppressed. Most of these songs were overlooked or maligned by critics, who preferred his calls to the dance floor over his more social and political material.

			

			
				DEATH AND REBIRTH

				It took something unexpected—and tragic—to finally begin to put Michael Jackson’s artistic and cultural significance into perspective. On a Wednesday morning in June 2009, thirty years after Off the Wall had launched his solo career, Michael Jackson died in his home at the age of fifty.

				The news sent shock waves around the world. Word spread rapidly via social media, television, radio, and online news sites. Traffic was so overwhelming that many websites—Wikipedia, Google, TMZ, and the Los Angeles Times—temporarily froze or crashed. “Today was a seminal moment in Internet history,” said a spokesperson for AOL. “We’ve never seen anything like it in terms of scope or depth.”

				The global response to Jackson’s death was simply without historical parallel. It was bigger than Elvis’s, bigger than Lennon’s; bigger even than Pope John Paul II’s and Princess Diana’s. Media experts estimated that Jackson’s memorial was watched on TV or online by an astounding one billion people.

				Meanwhile, within hours of the tragic news, Jackson’s music and videos began flying off the shelves. In the week following his death, nine of the top ten positions on the Billboard Catalog Albums chart in the United States belonged to Jackson, a feat never before accomplished. By the next week, he occupied the top twelve positions. He also became the first artist to top the Billboard 200 with a catalog album (Number Ones appropriately stayed at #1 for six weeks).

				
				On iTunes and other online retailers, the King of Pop similarly reigned supreme, shattering record after record for digital sales. In the United States, no artist had ever sold one million downloads in a week; in the week following his death, with stock wiped clean in brick-and-mortar stores, Jackson had $2.6 million in record sales. Across the world, Jackson’s songs and albums reached #1 in every country with digital charts, including Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Argentina, and Germany.

				By the end of 2009, Jackson had sold more than eight million albums in the United States and an estimated thirty million worldwide in a matter of months, not only becoming the bestselling artist of the year by a landslide, but also surpassing even his own stratospheric sales records from the glory years of Thriller. These staggering numbers didn’t even account for other channels—streaming on sites like Pandora and Spotify, Jackson marathons on radio and TV, and the estimated fifteen billion Jackson-related views on sites like YouTube.

				Then there were the full-magazine commemorations in Rolling Stone, Billboard, People, Time, and Newsweek, among dozens of others; the TV documentaries and tributes; and, eventually, the millions of people who went to theaters that fall to watch Michael Jackson’s This Is It, a film about the artist’s final concert rehearsals that grossed over $260 million, becoming the bestselling music film of all time.

				It was a remarkable reascent for the King of Pop, made even more so considering the context. Jackson hadn’t released an album in eight years; he had only performed two concerts (at Madison Square Garden in 2001) in the past decade; and his last major public appearance had been his 2005 acquittal, following months of lurid headlines and assumed guilt. Even with the remarkable interest in his planned This Is It concert series at the O2 Arena in London, most industry experts saw his brand as dead. While his fans remained ardent, it had been a long time since the general public had thought of him as anything other than a curiosity, a punch line, or worse.

				
				Now he was once again the biggest artist on the planet. In a 2009 retrospective for The Atlantic, Hampton Stevens argued that he was “the most influential artist of the twentieth century.” Elvis Presley and the Beatles were enormous, Stevens acknowledged, particularly in the United States. But Jackson’s cross-cultural influence was unparalleled.

				In the wake of his death, this global reach was on full display. Spontaneous tributes and vigils sprang up from Los Angeles to London, Kenya to Korea. Many people lit candles and cried; others sang and danced. In the Philippines, fifteen hundred Cebu inmates in a high-security prison reunited for a dance routine of “Thriller” that had become a YouTube sensation. In Iran, protestors of a repressive regime blasted “Beat It.” In Ethiopia, nearly every taxi played his music for weeks as citizens remembered his efforts on their nation’s behalf through “We Are the World” and USA for Africa.

				Back in Gary, Indiana, the industrial city of Jackson’s birth, thousands converged to pay their respects at his first home on 2300 Jackson Street. People brought flowers and pictures, letters and candles. They did the same at his old Neverland Ranch in the Santa Ynez Valley and at his final Holmby Hills residence in Los Angeles.

				What seemed to surprise the media the most was the emotional outpouring. His death reminded many people of what he had meant to them. In the United States, the response was especially pronounced in the African American community. That relationship had been complicated over the years, particularly as people tried to make sense of the changes to his physical appearance. But now that he was gone, many felt like they had lost a close family member. “From Compton to Harlem,” wrote journalist Greg Tate, “we’ve witnessed grown men broke-down crying in the ’hood over Michael; some of my most hard-bitten, 24/7 militant Black friends, male and female alike, copped to bawling their eyes out for days after they got the news. It’s not hard to understand why: For just about anybody born in Black America after 1958—and this includes kids I’m hearing about who are as young as nine years old right now—Michael came to own a good chunk of our best childhood and adolescent memories.”

				
				In Brooklyn, filmmaker Spike Lee put together the first of what would become an annual summer celebration of the King of Pop. In Harlem, the Apollo Theater placed a tribute to Jackson on its marquee, as thousands of people—grandparents, parents, and children alike—came together to grieve and remember; each generation knew and sang along to his hit songs.

				In death as in life, then, the artist’s music crossed barriers, connected people. “It was a moment,” wrote music critic Rob Sheffield, “that summed up everything we loved about Michael Jackson, as every car, every bar, every open window seemed to throb with the same beat, as if Jackson had successfully syncopated the whole world to his own breathy, intimate, insistent rhythmic tics.”

			

			
				MAN IN THE MUSIC

				Over the ensuing days, statements and tributes came pouring in from world leaders, fellow artists, protégés, and friends. “He will go down in history as one of our greatest entertainers,” said US president Barack Obama, who also wrote a private letter of condolence to the Jackson family. Former South Korean president and Nobel Peace Prize winner Kim Dae-jung called Jackson “a hero of the world.” In Rio de Janeiro, Mayor Eduardo Paes announced that the city would erect a statue in Jackson’s honor. South African civil rights icon Nelson Mandela, who collaborated with Jackson on several human-rights projects and charities, called his friend “a close member of our family. We had great admiration for his talent and that he was able to triumph over tragedy on so many occasions in his life.”

				The admiration extended to Jackson’s peers. “It’s so sad and shocking,” said Paul McCartney. “I feel privileged to have hung out and worked with Michael. He was a massively talented boy-man with a gentle soul. His music will be remembered forever and my memories of our time together will be happy ones.” Fellow pop icon Madonna likewise spoke of her deep admiration for Jackson as both an artist and a human being. “In a desperate attempt to hold on to his memory, I went on the Internet to watch old clips of him dancing and singing on TV and onstage and I thought, ‘My God, he was so unique, so original, so rare. And there will never be anyone like him again.’ He was a king. But he was also a human being and, alas, we are all human beings and sometimes we have to lose things before we can truly appreciate them.”

				
				In Barcelona, U2 paid tribute to Jackson while on tour, dedicating “Angel of Harlem” to the singer before segueing into “Man in the Mirror” and “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough” as ninety thousand fans sang along. From the Glastonbury Festival in England where she was performing, Lady Gaga sobbed over the news, later praising Jackson as revolutionary and one of her biggest influences. In the subsequent weeks, recognition came from nearly every corner of the entertainment industry: from filmmakers Steven Spielberg and Martin Scorsese; from hip-hop moguls Jay-Z and Kanye West; from guitar heroes Slash and Eddie Van Halen; from contemporary stars Britney Spears and Beyoncé; and from a long list of old friends, including Brooke Shields, Elizabeth Taylor, Diana Ross, Berry Gordy, and Quincy Jones, among hundreds of others.

				Yet of all the heartfelt statements and tributes, one of the most intimate and powerful eulogies came from Jackson’s longtime friend and peer from Motown, Stevie Wonder. Wonder, of course, never saw Jackson perform; he never witnessed the changes in his appearance; he never saw the music videos or costumes or masks. However, he knew Jackson on a much deeper level than most. And he heard his music. Michael, he often said, was “a gift.”

				
				In the immediate aftermath of Jackson’s death, Stevie Wonder made no public statement or appearance. “He is emotionally distraught and chooses to be quiet right now,” said a representative. Weeks later, when he took the stage at Michael’s memorial, it was clear that he was still devastated. “This is a moment that I wished I didn’t live to see come,” he said, his throat tightening.

				Then he began playing the opening chords to “I Can’t Help It”—a song he wrote for Jackson more than thirty years earlier that was featured on the artist’s Off the Wall album. As Wonder played, he seemed to be channeling Jackson’s energy: that strange mix of wonder, yearning, and sadness. Then he transitioned to “Never Dreamed You’d Leave in Summer,” his singular, elastic voice filling the dark arena. The aching ballad speaks of something beautiful cut short. “Michael, why didn’t you stay,” he sings.

				And then he began “They Won’t Go When I Go.” The tone shifted from wistful to somber. The song has the weight and depth of a spiritual. There’s real pain and anger in it. “No more lying friends, wanting tragic ends,” he began, as the hushed audience in the arena—and millions of others around the world on television and online—watched and listened. Wonder was both lamenting and testifying. It was a song about losing a friend, not an icon. The pain was visceral.

				But it also communicated a sense of indignation. “Unclean minds mislead the pure,” he exclaimed. “The innocent will leave for sure / For them there is a resting place.” As the song built to its emotional climax, an anguished Wonder poured his soul into it, as if getting it out might finally redeem his friend—might push through the noise and reveal the essence, the humanity, and the tragedy of Michael Jackson. “Michael, they won’t go,” he cried. “They won’t go, where you go.”

				For Wonder (and many others), Jackson’s death at least meant he no longer had to deal with the crushing weight of his unusual life in the spotlight. When Jackson first arrived in Hollywood in 1969 at the age of ten, it was almost like Dorothy landing in Oz. “We were awestruck by California,” he remembered. “Trees had oranges and leaves on them in the middle of the winter. There were palm trees and beautiful sunsets, and the weather was so warm….To come from our part of Indiana…and to land in Southern California was like having the world transformed into a wonderful dream.”

				
				He later learned the darker side of that dream. Perhaps no entertainer in American history experienced higher highs and lower lows than Michael Jackson did. In the mid-1990s, his former wife, Lisa Marie Presley, remembers him, in the midst of a conversation about her father, staring at her very intensely and saying with “an almost calm certainty, ‘I am afraid that I am going to end up like him, the way he did.’ ”

				It was not something he wanted. A student of history—particularly show business history—Jackson tried desperately not only to learn from his predecessors’ successes, but also from their mistakes, their blind spots. Yet by his later years, he understood why so many great artists’ lives ended in tragedy. It wasn’t easy to survive—particularly with the level of fame Jackson reached. He became a Jay Gatsby–like figure, simultaneously blessed and cursed by the American Dream.

				For more than forty years he chased it, hid from it, believed in it, denounced it, wrestled with it, and described its effects in his work. In the end, the world lost him, but retained the music.

				“Who wants mortality?” Jackson said in his final print interview with Ebony in 2007. “Everyone wants immortality. Everyone wants what you create to live, whether it be sculpture or painting, music or composition. Like Michelangelo said, ‘I know the creator will go, but his works survives. That is why to escape death I attempt to bind my soul to my work.’ And that’s how I feel. I give my all to my work because I want it to just live.”

				Jackson continued to make music right up until his final days. He told his fellow collaborators he couldn’t sleep because he couldn’t turn it off. The ideas kept coming; his imagination was restless. It was like stepping into a river, he said, and joining its flow, never knowing exactly where it might take him. “It’s an adventure,” he told his final creative team in 2009, “a great adventure.”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			OFF THE WALL

			 

			(1979)

			
				I’m interested in making a path instead of following a trail and that’s what I want to do in life—in everything I do.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, Ebony, 1979

			

			Off the Wall did for R&B what the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds did for rock. It was a turning point, a sonic revelation, a distillation of an era and mood. Music critic Rob Sheffield called it the record that “invented modern pop as we know it.”

			While it doesn’t explore the full range of themes Jackson would take on in subsequent albums, Off the Wall perfectly captures the exhilaration and energy, the pent-up desires and ambition of its creator. It represents a moment when everything still seemed ripe with possibility. Many critics and listeners alike now consider it the purest expression of Jackson’s genius.

			Due to the seismic cultural impact of Thriller, it is often forgotten that, in 1981, its predecessor became the bestselling album ever by a black artist. It would chart an unprecedented four Billboard Top 10 hits (two of which reached #1). Perhaps more important, it was the album that effectively transitioned Michael Jackson from child star to mature solo artist. Before its release, the popular image of Jackson was still as the ten-year-old prodigy of the early Jackson 5. After Off the Wall, there was no mistaking it: Michael Jackson, the then–“Prince of Pop,” had arrived. He was twenty-one years old.

			
				
				DISCO FEVER

				In the late ’70s, America found itself in a rut. It wasn’t just the recession, or the Iranian hostage crisis, or the energy crisis. It was a general sense of malaise. President Jimmy Carter described it as a “crisis of confidence.” “It is a crisis,” claimed Carter in his famous 1979 speech, “that strikes at the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will. We can see this crisis in the growing doubt about the meaning of our own lives and in the loss of a unity of purpose for our nation. The erosion of our confidence in the future is threatening to destroy the social and the political fabric of America.”

				It is easy to see the appeal of disco in this context. Many Americans were looking for an escape—and that’s what disco provided. Michael Jackson marveled at its impact for precisely this reason. “I think that’s the psychological reason for the disco craze,” he told Jet. “You get to be that dream you want to be. You just go crazy with the lights and the music and you’re in another world.”

				Emerging out of the New York City nightlife in the mid-1970s, disco was created by African American and Latino musicians as a kind of hybrid of R&B, funk, and electronic dance music. The sound was characterized by both its extravagance (not only in terms of its lavish sound, but also its flamboyant styles) and its simplicity (its trademark four-on-the-floor beat and easy-to-learn dance moves). Disco clubs exploded in the mid- to late ’70s, as songs like Van McCoy’s “The Hustle” and Donna Summer’s “Love to Love You Baby” surged up the charts. In the early days, it was particularly popular among urban LGBTQ communities. Notably, many of the genre’s biggest stars were women of color, including Donna Summer, Gloria Gaynor, and Chaka Khan.

				Within a few short years, disco went from underground subculture to global phenomenon. It was the era of Chic, Sylvester, and the Village People. In 1977, Saturday Night Fever, starring John Travolta and featuring the music of the Bee Gees, became the bestselling soundtrack in music history. Jackson was taking notes. Not only was he a huge fan of the Bee Gees; he liked the idea of making music visual. He told those around him that his goal was to make a similar multimedia album that sold even more.

				
				Meanwhile, Studio 54 in midtown Manhattan became the most famous disco club in America, attracting A-list celebrities while generating endless stories of excess and hedonism. Jackson was also taking notes on this. In fact, he was literally there, both during and after the shooting of The Wiz, voyeuristically watching the activities like Nick Carraway at Jay Gatsby’s parties. At the time, Jackson was still a devout Jehovah’s Witness and wary of licentiousness, given both his conservative religious teachings and his life experiences to that point. But he was fascinated by the costumes and theatrics and glamour.

				In many ways, Jackson seemed, as music journalist Anthony DeCurtis noted, “entirely in tune with the times, coming of age at the epicenter of the urban nightlife scene sweeping the culture, and creating a smart, sexy sound for it.” Yet he was also somehow detached from it—as Rob Sheffield observed, “a strangely innocent boy-child in the era of Boogie Nights’ fleshpots, untouched by sex or drugs despite the manic indulgence all around him, a Jehovah’s Witness lost in the pleasure dome.”

				Disco, incidentally, reached its apex in 1979—the year Off the Wall was released. It was the year of Donna Summer’s “Hot Stuff,” Sister Sledge’s “We Are Family,” and Gloria Gaynor’s anthemic “I Will Survive.” But not everyone was happy about disco’s takeover of the airwaves, charts, and clubs. The year 1979 also marked the beginning of a virulent backlash to the genre, embodied by the “Disco Sucks” movement. On July 12—less than a month before Off the Wall hit stores—a bizarre promotional stunt known as Disco Demolition Night took place at Comiskey Park in Chicago. In between a doubleheader of baseball games that night, thousands of disco records were burned at center field, inciting a near riot from fans storming the field.

				In addition to public demonstrations, music critics at the time were almost universally skeptical of disco, favoring instead the “authenticity” and “seriousness” of rock. While rock pushed boundaries and opposed mainstream culture, critics argued, disco was a slick, shallow product aimed at a mass consumer audience. While this assessment contained a measure of truth—disco, like all genres of popular music, could be, and was, propelled by commercial pressures—it also betrayed some obvious biases. It was not as if rock or punk or new wave were somehow untainted by the pressures and constraints of the industry. By 1979, formulaic, commercial rock was just as prevalent as disco.

				
				At least part of the distaste seemed to stem from long-held stigmas about “black” music that went back at least as far as jazz in the 1920s. It also had to do with what disco represented. Inclusive in its sound, message, and audience, disco represented diversity, acceptance, experimentation, and escapism. “Disco was diametrically opposite to the macho posturing of white rock,” observed cultural critic Daryl Easlea. “A few journalists wrote passionately about it, but in the main it was ignored or treated with disdain.” Derisive descriptions of disco’s effeminacy, theatricality, emotional extravagance, and even its ability to make people want to dance were not merely neutral observations. As music historian Craig Werner wrote, “The attacks on disco gave respectable voice to the ugliest kinds of unacknowledged racism, sexism, and homophobia.” (Interestingly, from early in Jackson’s adult career, these same attacks were aimed at him.)

				Disco, of course, wasn’t the only presence in music in the late ’70s. It was also the era of David Bowie, Pink Floyd, the Sex Pistols, Queen, Stevie Wonder, Fleetwood Mac, the Eagles, Bruce Springsteen, and Blondie. Disco, R&B, prog rock, glam rock, soft rock, punk, and pop all competed in an evolving and diversifying music scene.

				In the world of dance music, Off the Wall has often been seen as emblematic of the trends of the time. Yet part of what distinguishes the album, then and now, stems from the sustained tension it strikes between opposites. Unlike much late-’70s disco, Off the Wall is not merely a celebration of excess. It is an album of innocence as much as experience, wonder as much as indulgence. It is highly sensual, but subtly, often euphemistically. It never speaks of politics directly, yet it is implicitly political. It never speaks of race, yet it broke numerous racial barriers. It references nothing specific about its historical context, yet it clearly signifies for many listeners a specific moment in time. It is disco, but it is also jazz, pop, funk, soul, R&B, and Broadway. Off the Wall, then, is a difficult album to pin down. This elusiveness, however, is part of what makes it so compelling.

			

			
				
				“I LIKE THAT IT’S A SECRET”

				In 1977, when Jackson was chosen to play the role of the Scarecrow in The Wiz, alongside his longtime friend and mentor at Motown, Diana Ross, he was just nineteen years old. Rolling Stone described him as “utterly beguiling, brimming with boundless curiosity, good humor, and clarity of purpose….Childlike playfulness and tempered mettle have rarely blended so well in a performer’s facial features: bright, sparkling, man-child eyes gazing out from beneath feathery eyebrows and fairly illuminating the gently rounded caramel lineaments. A gracefully sloping, mildly puggish nose strengthened by high cheekbones and a strong, angular jaw. A symmetrical halo of wiry hair hovering confidently over it all.”

				Yet beneath that radiant exterior things were more complicated. His adolescence had been difficult—in some ways, traumatizing. “I think every child star suffers through this period because you’re not the cute and charming child that you were,” reflected Jackson. “You start to grow, and they want to keep you little forever.” The artist became deeply self-conscious about his physical appearance. He struggled with acne and was teased about his “big nose.” “I’d hide my face in the dark,” he remembered. “I wouldn’t want to look in the mirror, and my father teased me, and I just hated it and I cried every day….Those were very sad, sad years for me.”

				
				He also remembered his father, Joseph, physically abusing him. “My father would kill me, just tear me up,” he recalled. A particularly painful memory was his father forcing him to strip down, completely naked, before whipping him with an ironing cord. The pain wasn’t just physical. It was a mix of terror, rejection, and confusion about his father (whom he always called Joseph). “There’s been times when he’d come to see me, I’d get sick, I’d start to regurgitate,” he confessed to Oprah Winfrey in 1993.

				While Jackson felt close to his mother, Katherine, and, in certain ways, to his siblings, he remembered these years as profoundly lonely. “I had very few close friends at the time,” he recalled, “and felt very isolated. I was so lonely that I used to walk through my neighborhood hoping I’d run into somebody I could talk to and perhaps become friends with. I wanted to meet people who didn’t know who I was.” He rarely went out to parties or events. He did date actress Tatum O’Neal on and off in 1977 and ’78. Yet, according to friends and family, he spent most of his time either working or in his bedroom reading, drawing, watching movies, and plotting his career.

				When he did go out in public, he often wore disguises, including fake mustaches, buckteeth, or fat suits. Sometimes he would even go door to door in disguise, Bible in hand, evangelizing to people about his Jehovah’s Witness faith. Meanwhile, back at the family home—called Hayvenhurst, in Encino, California, just north of Beverly Hills—he put mannequins in his room for companionship. “I guess I want to bring them to life,” he said. “I like to imagine talking to them.”

				Leaving for New York City to work on The Wiz in the summer of 1977, then, was a big step for Jackson. His older sister LaToya accompanied him. During the months of production, the two lived in a high-rise apartment in Manhattan. In this new setting, film producer Rob Cohen observed, he was “like a little kid in a playground….[It] was full of excitement for Michael.” The experience changed him in a number of ways, opening him up to a world he hadn’t known and inaugurating his lifelong love of cinema.

				
				It also allowed him, at least temporarily, to escape from being “Michael Jackson.” “My complexion was still a mess during the filming of the movie,” he remembers, “so I found myself really enjoying the makeup. It was an amazing makeup job….The other people who were being made up were amazed that I didn’t mind sitting there having this done for such long periods of time. They hated it, but I enjoyed having the stuff put on my face. When I was transformed into the Scarecrow, it was the most wonderful thing in the world. I got to be somebody else and escape through my character.”

				Jackson felt so attached to the character that he would sometimes wear his makeup and costume home. “I like how different it feels,” he said in an interview at the time. “I can be in a whole ’nother place with it. Sometimes I wear it home, and people—kids—I look out the back of the window of the car and let them see me. Whoa, they get frightened! They don’t know who or what it is! It’s a trip, it’s really a trip. It’s a secret; that’s it. I like that it’s a secret.” That year, he confessed to journalist J. Randy Taraborrelli that what he liked most about his character was his “confusion. He knows that he has problems, I guess you could call them. But he doesn’t know why he has them or how he got that way. And he understands that he sees things differently from the way everyone else does, but he can’t put his finger on why. He’s not like other people. No one understands him. So he goes through his whole life with this, uh…confusion. Everybody thinks he’s very special, but, really, he’s very sad. He’s so, so sad. Do you understand? Do you understand his sadness?”

				The Wiz didn’t suddenly end Jackson’s sadness or loneliness, but it did give him more confidence. Most crucially, in terms of his musical career, it introduced him to Quincy Jones, who was musical supervisor for the film. As Jackson remembers it, they hit it off immediately. As they got to know each other better during production, he decided to ask Jones if he could recommend any producers for his next album. Jones said sure: him.

				
				“Michael was the best thing that came out of The Wiz for me,” Jones later reflected. “As we rehearsed the musical scenes…I became more and more impressed. He was always super-prepared. He showed up at 5:00 a.m. for his scarecrow makeup call and had every detail of what he needed to do memorized and ready for every shooting. He also knew every dance step, every word of dialogue, and all the lyrics of every song by everyone in the entire production.”

				Beyond preparation, Jones saw in Jackson that rare it factor. “[Michael Jackson] had the wisdom of a sixty-year-old and the enthusiasm of a child,” Jones observed. “He was a genuinely shy, handsome kid who hid his amazing intelligence with small smiles and giggles. But beneath that shy exterior was an artist with a burning desire for perfection and an unlimited ambition to be the biggest entertainer in the world.”

			

			
				DESTINY

				Off the Wall came third in a rapid succession of projects for Michael Jackson in the late 1970s. The Wiz premiered in October 1978. Two months later came Destiny, the Jacksons’ third album since leaving Motown for CBS/Epic Records. The group cut their ties with Motown in 1975—except for Jermaine, who stayed since he was married to Berry Gordy’s daughter, Hazel—because they wanted more creative independence and a fairer royalty rate (at Motown they received a measly 2.8 percent per record, while CBS offered them 20 percent). That move also required them to change their name from the Jackson 5 (which Motown claimed they owned) to the Jacksons. It began an exciting new era for the brothers. Yet by 1978, they had failed to gain much traction. The group produced a handful of solid singles—including “Going Places” and “Show You the Way to Go”—but nothing near as popular or memorable as their work at Motown.

				
				That changed with Destiny. By far their most ambitious album to date, it wasn’t just that the songs were great; it was that the Jacksons wrote all but one of them. Michael, in particular, found this invigorating. “All those records in the past are our songs, and we’ve sung them, and we put our hearts into the singing of them,” he explained to Rolling Stone, “but they’re really not from us. They’re not our thoughts and what we think should go on that plastic, on that wax. When I get into writing my own stuff, I’m gonna just let it all out. It’s something I’ve always wanted to do: Make it really me.”

				While he was eager to start his solo project with Quincy Jones, Michael didn’t hold back on Destiny, contributing to all eight songs and cowriting three of them. He had learned a great deal from Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff, the legendary duo who produced and wrote most of the songs for the Jacksons’ previous two records. Gamble and Huff were the architects of the “Philly Sound,” writing and producing more than one hundred seventy gold and platinum records for such artists as the O’Jays, Teddy Pendergrass, and Lou Rawls. “I actually got a chance to watch them create as they presented songs to us and that helped my songwriting a lot,” reflected Jackson. “Just watching Huff play the piano while Gamble sang taught me more about the anatomy of a song than anything else….I’d sit there like a hawk, observing every decision, listening to every note.”

				When the Jacksons finally had a chance to take the reins on Destiny, then, Michael was ready. Sonically, he “wanted to sound cleaner and more funky, with a flintier bass and sharper horn parts.” He recognized both the blessing and challenge of having “worked with the smartest, hippest pop people in the world at Motown and Philly International…we would have been fools to discount the things we’d absorbed from them, yet we couldn’t be imitators.”

				Destiny came together quickly. Recording commenced not long after Jackson finished production on The Wiz, and was completed by the summer of 1978, before The Wiz hit theaters. The results were remarkable. It had high-octane dance numbers and soul-aching ballads; it had strains of disco and R&B, as well as rock and country. Music critic Rob Sheffield describes it as “a fantastic record, combining the relentless forward motion of disco with the romantic heat of Michael’s voice.”

				
				Beyond its fresh, energetic sound, the album was also clearly the most autobiographical one yet for Michael. In the title track, he sings, “I wanna be far from here…Nobody can change my mind / I’m screaming out these words for me.” In “Bless His Soul,” meanwhile, he reveals what would become an increasingly common theme in years to come, singing about his confusion and being used. “There is no life for me at all / ’Cause I give myself at beck and call.” The lyrics were raw and introspective, suggesting something more compelling than the perpetual rainbows and sunshine listeners had come to expect from the group.

				Not that they weren’t still bringing the feel-good energy. The first single from the album, “Blame It on the Boogie,” practically dares you not to smile and sing along. The song bounces on a Stevie Wonder–like beat with punchy horn stabs and bright harmonies. Michael, meanwhile, brings a loose and playful confidence in his lead vocals, marking a new stage in his evolution as a singer. Strangely, the song peaked at just #54 on the Billboard Hot 100. It became a big hit in the clubs, though, and reached #3 on the R&B chart. It has since become a classic of the disco era.

				There are numerous other highlights on the album, from the lush sweep of “Push Me Away,” to the disco drive of “All Night Dancin’,” to the reflective soul of “Destiny,” which features one of Michael’s finest early vocals. But the album’s showstopper was undoubtedly “Shake Your Body (Down to the Ground).” Cowritten by Michael and younger brother, Randy, the single soared to #7 on the Billboard Hot 100 and sold more than two million copies. It was by far their most successful song since moving to Epic. It also solidified the Jacksons’ place on the disco scene. A precursor to Off the Wall’s “Don’t Stop,” it starts with a cymbal roll and piano before that signature bass kicks in. After that, Michael locks into the groove, glides effortlessly in and out of falsetto, and stacks harmonies as he beckons the world to the dance floor. According to keyboardist Greg Phillinganes, who assisted with the rhythm arrangement, Stevie Wonder served as a big inspiration for the song, particularly the drumming and synth bass. The track stays in the pocket for eight straight minutes, including an extended outro (one of the few times in Michael’s career he got to keep one of his beloved long intros or outros).

				
				Even the album’s cover art spoke to the Jacksons’ ambition and creative vision for the album. On the front of the record, they sit atop a stone-carved monument spelling out the album title, which is surrounded by crashing waves and an ominous thunderstorm. The image suggests something solid and permanent surviving amid chaotic external forces; it also suggests those wild forces being harnessed and funneled into the contents of the record.

				Meanwhile, on the back cover, they included a picture of a peacock, the symbol of their newly created, independent production company (another token of confidence from Epic), along with a new statement of purpose for their work (written by Michael): “Throughout the ages,” it read, “the peacock has been honored and praised for its attractive, illustrious beauty. Of all in the bird family, the peacock is the only bird that integrates all colors into one, and displays this radiance of fire only when in love. We, like the peacock, try to integrate all races into one through the love of music.” The peacock symbol, interestingly, came nearly two years before NBC switched back to the logo, after having abandoned it for two decades.

				Destiny became the Jacksons’ most successful album since leaving Motown, selling more than two million copies in the United States and four million copies worldwide. Not long after the record’s release, the Jacksons embarked on the Destiny World Tour. It was a yearlong trip that commenced in Europe and made a notable thirteen-show visit to Africa before returning to the United States.

				
				On the final stretch, in the middle of an exhausting string of back-to-back shows, Michael wrote a note to himself on a tour program. It was November 6, 1979, the date of their Baltimore performance. “MJ will be my new name,” the note read, “no more Michael Jackson. I want a whole new character, a whole new look, I should be a totally different person. People should never think of me as the kid who sang ‘ABC’ [and] ‘I Want You Back.’ I should be a new incredible actor singer dancer that will shock the world. I will do no interviews. I will be magic. I will be a perfectionist, a researcher, a trainer, a masterer….I will study and look back on the whole world of entertainment and perfect it. Take it steps further from where the greats left off.”

				This was Jackson’s manifesto as he looked forward to the beginning of his career as a solo artist.

			

			
				ENTER QUINCY JONES

				Legend has it that Off the Wall was completed in just six months, but it turns out this isn’t accurate. It was actually completed in three. The Destiny Tour ran from January 1979 to January 1980. That meant recording took place in three intervals: about half the album was recorded in December 1978, just before the tour began; a handful of other tracks were worked on in a three-week period between the African leg and the US leg in April 1979; and the final songs were completed in June 1979 during the last hiatus before the tour concluded. The first single, “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” came out the following month in July and the album was released in August.

				It was an incredible feat that, among other things, validated Jackson’s choice of Quincy Jones as producer. Jones was a fortuitous match for Jackson in numerous ways. By 1979, the producer was already a legend in the industry, having worked successfully with music icons like Frank Sinatra, Miles Davis, Ray Charles, and Nat King Cole. Like Jackson, Jones showed great talent at a young age. Born on the South Side of Chicago, he learned to play the trumpet in grade school and was already arranging and writing songs as a teenager. And, like Jackson, he was also a musical sponge. He studied music at Seattle University and the prestigious Berklee College of Music before traveling to Paris, where his musical education continued under the informal tutelage of two highly respected French composers, Nadia Boulanger and Olivier Messiaen. In the 1950s and ’60s, he found himself working alongside jazz giants, traveling the world as music director for Dizzy Gillespie and arranging songs for Frank Sinatra (most notably, “Fly Me to the Moon”). In the mid-’60s he turned to film scores, composing dozens over the following fifteen years, including In Cold Blood, In the Heat of the Night, Roots, and, of course, The Wiz. In that period, he also won five Grammy Awards (he would go on to win twenty-two more, the most by anyone in popular music history).

				
				Jackson was impressed with Jones’s musical knowledge and experience. “Quincy does jazz, he does movie scores, rock ’n’ roll, funk, pop—he’s all colors, and that’s the kind of people I like to work with,” he explained in a 1980 interview. Epic, however, initially balked at the proposition of Jones producing Jackson’s first solo album. They thought Jones was “too jazzy” and couldn’t produce pop hits. In a way, it was an understandable concern. As talented as Jones was, he was at the time known primarily for jazz and film scores (though he had experienced success more recently producing albums for the Brothers Johnson, including one of Jackson’s favorite songs, “Strawberry Letter 23”).

				But Jackson was adamant about working with Jones. “He marched back into Epic with [his managers],” Jones recalled, “and said, ‘I don’t care what you think, Quincy is doing my record.’ ” It was a bold and brave ultimatum for the then-twenty-year-old artist. And it worked. Given the potential they sensed in Jackson, particularly after the success of Destiny, Epic was willing to take the risk on Jones.

			

			
				
				THE A-TEAM

				After the premier of The Wiz in the fall of 1978, Jackson returned to Los Angeles brimming with newfound confidence. “There’s nothing inside of me that wants to come out [that] don’t know how,” he said in an interview at the time. When he sat down with Jones at the producer’s Brentwood home, he could hardly contain his excitement. Finally working independent of his family, having shed the control of his father and the expectations of his brothers, he was free to experiment, explore, and create on his own. “I was looking for someone who would give me that freedom,” said Jackson, “plus someone who’s unlimited musically.”

				The chemistry Jackson and Jones felt on the set of The Wiz carried over to Off the Wall. Not only did they work well together, they were on the same page in terms of the creative vision for the record. “Quincy and I talked about Off the Wall and carefully planned the kind of sound we wanted,” Jackson recalled. For Jackson, that sound, first and foremost, had to be different than anything he had done with his brothers. “That’s why I wanted to hire an outside producer who wouldn’t come to [the] project with any preconceived notions of how it should sound,” Jackson explained. Jones, likewise, wasn’t interested in another standard disco record. “I admired disco, don’t get me wrong,” he said. “I just thought it had gone far enough. We needed to go someplace else.”

				Work on Off the Wall officially commenced in December 1978 at Allen Zentz Recording Studios in Hollywood. Jackson quickly recognized another asset Jones brought to the table: his ability to assemble talent. “He knew Los Angeles better than Mayor Bradley,” the singer effused, “[and] had a world of talent to choose from among his contacts.” Those contacts proved invaluable for Off the Wall. Jones referred to this talented assortment of musicians, engineers, and songwriters as his “killer Q posse” or “A-Team.”

				Along with Jones, that team included English songwriter Rod Temperton and recording engineer Bruce Swedien. Temperton was from the international funk-disco band Heatwave. He was a versatile, prolific musician Jones described as “one of the best songwriters who ever lived, with the melodic and contrapuntal gifts and instincts of a classical composer.” Given Heatwave’s sound, people often mistakenly assumed he was black (most of the rest of the group was). Many people who worked on Off the Wall—including Jackson—were shocked to discover that the mastermind behind such hip, funky songs was a little white guy from North Lincolnshire, England. Yet, musically, Temperton was a natural fit for Off the Wall—and Jackson. “Rod was a kindred spirit in many ways,” said the artist. “Like me, he felt more at home singing and writing about the night life than actually going out and living it.”

				
				Bruce Swedien, meanwhile, was one of the most highly regarded recording engineers in the industry. With his walrus-like mustache and warm personality, he became a fixture in the studio and a linchpin to every subsequent Jackson solo album. Like Jones, Swedien had a long, impressive résumé before Jackson. He recorded the Chicago Symphony Orchestra professionally for RCA Victor at the age of just twenty-one; in 1962, he engineered the Grammy-winning classic “Big Girls Don’t Cry” by Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons. He went on to work with icons like Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, Herbie Hancock, and, of course, Quincy Jones. Swedien was widely regarded as a pro’s pro. Jones praised him as having “one of the best pairs of ears” in the business. His ability to showcase the sounds and vocals on Off the Wall—and later on Jackson’s other albums—with such vitality and presence cannot be overstated. As Rod Temperton puts it: “These records would never have the same dynamic punch without a huge dollop of Bruce’s own special sauce….He is a complete contradiction: on the one hand a technical mastermind, and on the other a kid in a candy store infinitely piddling with each new toy he can lay his hands on.”

				Jackson and Jones also brought together an impressive array of session musicians, including Greg Phillinganes, the classically trained keyboardist who had played a prominent role on Destiny; Paulinho da Costa, a Brazilian percussionist rooted in jazz and one of the most in-demand session musicians of the ’70s and ’80s; Louis “Thunder Thumbs” Johnson, of the Brothers Johnson, on bass; John “J. R.” Robinson on drums; Melvin “Wah” Watson on guitar; Grammy Award–winning composer and arranger Johnny Mandel on strings; and trumpeter Jerry Hey and the Seawind Horns on horns and horn arrangements. Jones also enlisted the songwriting talents of some of the biggest names in the industry—Paul McCartney, Stevie Wonder, Carole Bayer Sager, David Foster. In Los Angeles, there was a growing buzz around the Michael Jackson project and everyone, it seemed, wanted to be a part of it.

			

			
				
				“WE FELT FREE”

				Integrating this diverse collection of talent is one of the greatest achievements of Off the Wall. These musicians came from a variety of backgrounds; they were of different races, cultures, and countries, yet somehow coalesced seamlessly into the fabric of the record. “It was the smoothest album I have ever been involved in,” Jackson said in a 1979 interview. “There was so much love, it was incredible. Everybody worked together so easily.”

				It was an environment Jackson tried to replicate as executive producer on later projects. In the studio, people knew to come prepared, but the vibe wasn’t rigid or intimidating. It was open and invigorating. If you were there, you were trusted to bring your expertise and allowed the space to shine. “We were just taking a lot of chances,” recalled Jones. “We felt free.”

				This spirit translated onto the tracks. “On a couple of tunes the band was there while I sang and we were able to feel each other,” Jackson said in the 1979 interview. “And it comes across on the record. I had never done that before—ever! It gives such a spontaneous feeling and reminds me of when R&B first started in the South and all the blacks would just get together in a shack and jam. That’s what’s missing today. Everything is so commercial and mechanical. Too many musicians today are into what they’re doing for themselves and not with each other.”

				
				Recognizing Jackson’s vast potential, Jones challenged the artist in a variety of ways. “We tried all kinds of things I’d learned over the years to help him with his artistic growth,” Jones recalled. “Dropping keys just a minor third to give him flexibility and a more mature range in the upper and lower registers, and more than a few tempo changes. I also tried to steer him to songs with more depth, some of them about relationships. Seth Riggs, a leading vocal coach, gave him vigorous warm-up exercises to expand his top and bottom range by at least a fourth, which I desperately needed to get the vocal drama going.”

				Jackson responded to the challenges, impressing his older colleagues not only with his talent but also with his trademark preparation. Jones remembers him coming into studio sessions with all his parts completely memorized—lyrics, harmonies, timing. “He can come to a session and put down two lead vocals and three background parts in one day,” Jones said in a 1982 interview. “Studio time is enormously expensive, and that’s why someone like Michael Jackson is a producer’s dream artist. He walks in prepared. We accomplish so much in a single session, it stuns me.”

				Jackson and Jones made quick decisions in terms of potential songs and weren’t against reaching out to other songwriters for tracks that might fit the album, especially given Jackson’s other commitments. They wanted the album to be cohesive, but also to showcase a variety of colors, sounds, and styles. As the album began coming together, Jackson was motivated by the incredible material being put forward by fellow songwriters, including Rod Temperton. “[One day],” Jackson recalled, “he came in the studio…with this killer [groove]…‘doop, dakka dakka doop, dakka dakka dakka doop,’ this whole melody and chorus, ‘Rock with You.’ I go, WOW! So when I heard that, I said, ‘Okay, I really have to work now.’ So every time Rod would present something, I would present something, and we’d form a little friendly competition.” Jackson compared it to the way Walt Disney brought in different artists to compete for animating a film. “Whoever had the most stylized effect that Walt liked, he would pick that….It was like a friendly thing, but it was competition….So whenever Rod would bring something, then I would bring something….We created this wonderful thing.” Temperton and Jackson ended up writing a combined six of the album’s ten tracks (the pair would also write a combined seven of the nine tracks on Thriller).

			

			
				
				LIVING OFF THE WALL

				Given the time constraints, Jackson and Jones didn’t record dozens of songs for Off the Wall (as the artist would for every subsequent album). Only a handful of developed outtakes didn’t make the cut, among them “Sunset Driver” and an early iteration of “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” (which Jackson held back intentionally).

				“Don’t Stop,” “Rock with You,” “Workin’ Day and Night,” “Off the Wall,” “She’s Out of My Life,” and “It’s the Falling in Love” were all recorded in December 1978. “Get on the Floor” was recorded in April. And “Girlfriend,” “I Can’t Help It,” and “Burn This Disco Out” were recorded in June. Most of the work was done at Allen Zentz Recording Studios, though, according to Bruce Swedien, “She’s Out of My Life” was recorded at Cherokee Studios in Hollywood, as were most of the string parts for the album. Most of the horn parts, meanwhile, were recorded at Westlake Recording Studios, which was then Westlake Audio, on Santa Monica Boulevard (which would be Jackson’s primary studio for his remaining Jones-produced albums).

				Final touches were made in the last weeks of June and early July. The album was mastered by audio engineer Bernie Grundman at A&M Studios on July 17, 1979. “Michael’s approach is very dramatic,” recalled Quincy Jones. “Very concise. When he commits to an idea he goes all the way with it. He has the presence of mind to feel something, conceive it and then bring it to life. It’s a long way from idea to execution. Everybody wants to go to heaven and nobody wants to die….You have to be emotionally ready to put as much energy into it as it takes to make it right.”

				
				With the album complete, attention turned to the album’s packaging and promotion. The title came from a song on the album by Rod Temperton, written specifically to highlight Jackson’s uniqueness as an individual. That’s what living “off the wall” meant—that it was okay to be different. “It was a phrase that was used in New York a lot at the time,” recalled Temperton. “What I made of the meaning of the lyric was he was a little bit off-center—and when you look at Michael, there was a little bit of eccentricity there that gave him an amazing energy.”

				The cover, meanwhile, introduced the adult Michael Jackson as mature, polished, sensual, and sophisticated. Before one even played the record, this was the new image they saw on the cover: a grown-up Michael Jackson, cool and cultivated, wearing a stylish tuxedo for the first time and flashing his megawatt smile. The photo was taken by celebrity photographer Mike Salisbury, who remembers the shoot taking place in an alley near CBS’s TV studio in Los Angeles. (Jackson’s first choice of location was the Griffith Observatory—the iconic art deco building made famous by the 1955 film Rebel without a Cause, starring James Dean. The shoot, however, didn’t ultimately materialize as the artist hoped.) Salisbury wanted to capture the symbolism of Jackson’s evolution with the tuxedo—something that fused Old Hollywood glamour with the contemporary moment. It worked. As music critic Anthony DeCurtis observed, “It looked like a photo taken at a graduation or a wedding, or any other rite of passage.”

				Jackson’s manager at the time, Ron Weisner, claimed credit for this imaging game plan—with the exception of the white socks, which were Jackson’s idea (at Jackson’s insistence, later versions of Off the Wall only showed his bottom half, highlighting the glowing socks and loafers). This new image, incidentally, was very closely aligned with the manifesto Jackson had penned earlier that year about creating “a whole new character, a whole new look.” Now it was time to unveil it and see how the world responded.

			

			
				
				THE ROSETTA STONE FOR R&B

				On August 10, 1979, Off the Wall was released to an eager public. For months, a steady flow of details had leaked—about collaborators, potential songs, and the release date. In the wake of Destiny, there was a great deal of anticipation. Jackson favored the emotional ballad “She’s Out of My Life” as the lead single, feeling it showcased his growth and maturity, but Epic Records correctly opted to come out with a bang. “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” accordingly, was the opening single. By October, the song had already ascended to the top of the pop charts.

				It wasn’t until the album was heard in its entirety, however, that people began to realize that something truly special had coalesced in the partnership of Jackson and Jones. “Fans and industry peers alike were left with their mouths agape when [it] was issued to the public,” wrote biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli. Listeners spinning the record for the first time marveled at its cascading rhythms, its colorful textures, its unbridled energy.

				In addition to the album’s two #1 hits (“Don’t Stop” and “Rock with You”), two other tracks (“Off the Wall” and “She’s Out of My Life”) reached the Top 10 in 1980. Meanwhile, the album stayed in the Top 20 for an incredible forty-eight weeks. By 1981, it had already sold close to seven million copies in the United States alone, making it the bestselling album ever by an African American artist.

				In its 1979 review, Rolling Stone praised it as “a slick, sophisticated R&B-pop showcase.” But it took time to fully process its significance. Many retrospective reviews, writing with the benefit of hindsight, put the album in exceptionally rarefied company. “If you asked me to choose between Off the Wall and the entire back catalog of the Sex Pistols and the Beatles,” wrote music critic Mark Fisher, “there would be no contest. I respect the Beatles and the Pistols, but they had already calcified into newsreel-heritage before I even took heed of them; whereas Off the Wall is still vivid, irresistible, sumptuous, teeming with Technicolor detail.”

				
				Fisher was not alone in this assessment. DeCurtis noted that while it “is a dance album released at the height of disco fever…it indulges none of the genre’s clichés. Its rhythms are smooth but propulsive, charged but gracefully syncopated; the melodies are light as air but immediate and unforgettable.” NME, meanwhile, described it as the “most intricately time[d], fully textured, glossily sensual dance music ever made.” While not overtly message-driven, its implicit themes were important as well. Off the Wall was a celebration of possibility. It was a temporary escape from the problems of the “real world”—an invitation to feel alive, young, confident, and free.

				Considering its enormous commercial success and positive critical reception, it is no wonder Jackson felt so devastated when the album was snubbed at the Grammy Awards in 1980 (receiving only one nomination, for Best Male R&B Vocal Performance). “I remember where I was when I got the news,” Jackson recalled. “I felt ignored by my peers and it hurt.”

				Family members remember him sobbing inconsolably. “Jackson felt that the music industry was trying to keep him in his place as a niche artist,” observed Rolling Stone, “a black singer making dance music.” Jackson, however, refused to accept this fate. “That experience lit a fire in my soul,” he reflected in his 1988 autobiography, Moonwalk. “All I could think about was the next album and what I would do with it. I wanted it to be truly great.”

				Regardless of the Grammy snub, Off the Wall has stood the test of time. Fans and critics alike now recognize it as one of the most important albums of the past fifty years. In a VH1 poll of more than seven hundred musicians, songwriters, DJs, radio programmers, and critics in 2003, Off the Wall was ranked the thirty-sixth greatest album of all time. Rolling Stone rated it #68 on its list of the 500 Greatest Albums of All Time. In 2008, it was inducted into the Grammy Hall of Fame. For multiple generations now, the album has served as what music critic John Lewis described as the “Rosetta Stone for all subsequent R&B.”

			

			
				
				THE SONGS

				1. “DON’T STOP ’TIL YOU GET ENOUGH”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				Music critic Paul Lester called the opening measures “possibly the most thrilling intro to any pop single, ever.” Journalist Gerri Hirshey described it as “ten seconds of perfect pop tension.”

				There’s Jackson, coyly whispering (“You know, I was wondering…”). There’s that shifty, stuttering bass. There’s the nod to Star Wars (“Because the force has got a lot of power…”). There’s that perfect balance between innocence and timidity on the one hand, and sexual suggestion and rapture on the other. There’s the anticipation.

				And then that signature yell bursts through—“Oooooohhh!”—a sudden, uninhibited explosion. Of what? Confidence? Energy? Joy? “That’s his free at last, free at last,” said musician and journalist Questlove. Jackson’s yelp ushers in a kaleidoscope of sound: swirling strings, a blast of horns, a funky guitar riff, and a pulsing synthesized beat. Meanwhile, Jackson soars over it all in falsetto ecstasy.

				Michael Jackson had written many songs before. But “Don’t Stop” marks his unofficial beginning as a solo artist. It was the first single released from Off the Wall, his first to win a Grammy Award (for Best Male R&B Vocal Performance), and his first to hit #1 in the United States since the early Jackson 5 days (it stayed at the top of the Billboard R&B/Soul chart for an incredible six weeks through the fall of 1979). It is, in other words, Jackson’s breakthrough song on his breakthrough album, and the track’s very composition symbolizes this transformation.

				
				Running more than six minutes in length, the energy is relentless, making it a perennial dance anthem. “ ‘Don’t Stop’ practically leads you by the hand to the dance floor,” wrote Fisher, “the Milky Way swirl of the strings sweeping you up, the deliquescing delight (‘I’m melting’) of Michael’s enraptured falsetto gently undoing any resistant character armor. It’s a love song to dance itself, just like ‘Rock with You,’ which similarly sees the whole universe in a disco mirrorball.” Jackson’s falsetto is balanced with responses in his lower register, which Jones believed gave the song a sexier feel.

				Compared to most dance-club hits, “Don’t Stop” sounds downright exotic. Beyond the standard four-on-the-floor beat, there is an intricate web of instruments and sounds, from saxophones and flutes, to glass soda bottles, to what Jackson described as “guitars chopping like kalimbas, the African thumb pianos.”

				Meanwhile, the sensual lyrics announce the adult Michael Jackson—one who has moved on from the more innocent expressions of love that had dominated the Jackson 5 songs. He’s now singing about real sexual desire (“Touch me, and I feel on fire…I’m melting like hot candle wax”). Jackson’s mother, Katherine, a devout Jehovah’s Witness, expressed shock at the title and warned her son that it could be misinterpreted. Jackson, however, liked the song’s provocative lyrics. He told her not to worry, that it could “mean whatever people want it to mean.” For Michael, himself still a member of the faith and just beginning to get a taste of personal and artistic independence, the song represents a kind of liberation—sexual and otherwise.

				The original 1978 demo of “Don’t Stop” was recorded in the Jackson family’s studio at Hayvenhurst. Michael sang the overdubs “as a kind of group” and wrote himself a high solo part to match the music he was “hearing in [his] head,” thereby allowing the “arrangement [to] take over from the singing.” Just about every detail in the song, from the percussion to the bass to the rhythm guitar is right there in Michael’s demo. The artist gives instructions for different parts of the song to brother Randy and sister Janet (both teenagers at the time). Greg Phillinganes later assisted with the rhythm arrangement and the bridge.

				
				Listening in on the home demo is a revealing window into Jackson’s songwriting process. You can hear the artist feeling his way into the rhythm of the song with shakers and glass bottles serving as percussion, the alternating two-chord groove (more common with Eastern than Western music), and the subtle syncopation in the bass. “Michael is rarely discussed as an arranger since our vision of him is tied up in his persona as a live performer,” observed music critic Nelson George. “But the argument for his greatness in the recording studio begins with his arrangements of ‘Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough.’ The layers of percussion and the stacks of backing vocals, both artfully choreographed,…still rock parties in the twenty-first century.”

			

			
				2. “ROCK WITH YOU”

				
					Written and composed by Rod Temperton

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				Michael Jackson described the smooth disco-soul of “Rock with You” as “perfect for me to sing and move to.” Listeners seemed to agree.

				On the heels of “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” “Rock with You” soared to #1 in January 1980, where it stayed for four consecutive weeks. It remained in wide circulation on radio and in dance clubs, and roller-skating rinks the remainder of the year, becoming—according to Billboard—the fourth most successful single of 1980.

				Following the trademark opening drumroll, Jackson locks into the song effortlessly. Where “Don’t Stop” is exuberant, “Rock with You” is subtle, evocative. It takes its time, slowly seducing the listener into its sparkling pleasure dome. The effect is intoxicating. “Is there any record which better captures the cosmic vertigo of falling in love than ‘Rock with You’?” asks Fisher. “That headlong synesthetic rush in which music, dancing and love feed each other in a reflexive virtuous circle which, even though it seems miraculous, unbelievable, at the same time seems like it couldn’t possibly end (‘And when the groove is dead and gone / You know that love survives / And we can rock forever’). This was soul to sell your soul for.”

				
				The track is one of three songs composed for the album by Rod Temperton. On the original demo, Temperton provides the guide vocal, blocking out the contours and making up lyrics as he works through it. Jackson remembered the original song being more up-tempo before Quincy Jones “softened the attack and slipped in a synthesizer that sounded like a conch shell’s insides on a beach.”

				As great as the songwriting is on its own, it is equally remarkable what Jackson’s vocal adds to it. From that opening lyric (“Girl, close your eyes…”), he makes the listener feel each word as if it contains an electric charge. Music critic Steven Hyden describes the line where Michael sings, “Girl, when you dance, there’s a magic that must be love” as “the most purely joyful moment I’ve ever heard in a pop song.”

				If “Don’t Stop” hadn’t driven home the impression, “Rock with You” confirmed it: Michael Jackson had moved beyond the bubblegum material of his childhood. “Rock with You” was sensual and erotic. Not erotic like Prince. But erotic in its own suggestive, poetic way. The song’s mood, texture, and feel set the blueprint for countless R&B artists to come.

			

			
				3. “WORKIN’ DAY AND NIGHT”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				The second of the three Jackson compositions on Off the Wall, “Workin’ Day and Night” accelerates the frenetic pace established in “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” while once again showcasing his rhythmic genius. Jackson worked on the arrangement with Paulinho da Costa, and the Brazilian influence can be heard in the propulsive percussion. It’s intricate. It’s funky. And it’s relentless.

				
				The song begins with Jackson’s own voice as percussion (something the artist commonly did in his demos). In this case, he kept it on the final cut, giving the track a raw, organic feel. It contrasts with the pristine production on “Rock with You.” You can feel the sweat on this one.

				From the near-tribal beatboxing, the song gradually builds up the layers of sound: Greg Phillinganes’s creeping keyboard bass, David Williams’s killer rhythm guitar, John Robinson’s intense drumming, and Jerry Hey’s blazing array of horns. Everything’s working. Watching the song performed live was like watching the sophisticated interplay of jazz with the ecstatic spirit of a revival.

				The whole thing is guided by Jackson’s vocal, the chorus harmonies accented by a range of James Brown–esque grunts, gasps, and exclamations. It is as if he is bursting out of the cracks of the song. The energy is irrepressible. Billboard calls it a “rhythmic monster….When Talking Heads cut Remain in Light the following year, they may well have had this record in mind.”

				Because of the pace of the song, the lyrics almost seem incidental. Of course, we hear the chorus line about working day and night, but the verses offer more details. He wants a release (“It’s aching, make it feel alright”). He worries about infidelity (“You must be seein’ some other guy instead of me”). And he wonders what he may be missing in life by working so hard (“Of thinkin’ of what my life’s supposed to be”). The song, then, is a kind of reassessment of his life in which he yearns not only for a break from the grind, but for real human connection.

				While the song was not released as a single, Jackson frequently incorporated it into his lineups on tour.

			

			
				
				4. “GET ON THE FLOOR”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson and Louis Johnson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				We’re back in the shimmering disco club for this hidden gem, which has to rank as one of the most euphoric songs Jackson ever recorded.

				That punchy bass line in the opening seconds comes courtesy of Louis “Thunder Thumbs” Johnson. Quincy Jones described Johnson as “one of the greatest bass players to ever pick up the instrument.” Along with his brother George, he formed the popular R&B-funk group known as the Brothers Johnson, which released a number of albums in the mid- to late 1970s and had three R&B #1 hits, including “Strawberry Letter 23.”

				According to Louis Johnson, Jackson first heard that bass line blaring from Johnson’s car in a parking lot outside the studio and fell in love with it. It was a demo Johnson intended to develop and include on the forthcoming Brothers Johnson album, Light Up the Night (1980). He decided to give it to Jackson instead (in exchange, Jackson contributed a song, “This Had to Be,” to the Brothers Johnson LP).

				By the next day, Jackson had already begun tweaking and fleshing out Johnson’s demo, complete with a melody, vocal, partial lyrics, and some instrumental parts (Johnson and Jackson are credited as cowriters on the track). Back in the studio, they went to work on the song and it came to life. “Louis Johnson gave me a smooth enough bottom to ride in the verses and let me come back stronger and stronger with each chorus,” recalled Jackson.

				The final product was a celebration of music and dance. Surrounded by effervescent strings, big brass, and Johnson’s irresistible hook, Jackson’s voice soars with unbridled abandon. “Not a lot of people give ‘Get on the Floor’ any credit,” wrote music critic Andre Grindle. “But the fact is it’s one of the toughest slices of hard disco-funk of 1979: the rhythms, the bass, and of course [Jackson’s] hot ’n’ heavy breathing at the song’s breakdown is just raw sweat, energy and drive.”

				
				That breakdown, beginning at about the 2:50 mark, is indeed one of the highlights of the song. There’s a kind of primal, percussive buildup that eventually evolves into a recurring chant (“Get up, won’t you g’on down”). The release is near ecstatic. Jackson finishes out the song by playfully changing voices, experimenting with inflections, laughing, and letting out his now-signature ooooohs and heeees, reveling in his newfound freedom.

			

			
				5. “OFF THE WALL”

				
					Written and composed by Rod Temperton

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				Rod Temperton tailor-made the title track for Michael Jackson. He wanted a song that captured the artist’s eccentric energy. He also wanted to highlight Jackson’s strengths as a vocalist. “When I listened to the records [Jackson had already recorded],” said Temperton, “the one thing I noticed straight away about Michael’s timbre was that he always sat on top of the beat and really pushed it along and gave it an electric energy. So I figured that for the main song I would write for him I would try to write a strong [metro]nome which had a lot of short lyrics in it, allowing him to drive that beat along. The other thing that I noticed about Michael, which was a paradox, was that he had very strong harmonies so I decided that I would work with a lot of those harmony bits for the songs.”

				The lyrics, meanwhile, also written with Jackson in mind, emphasize escaping the nine-to-five routine and living with originality and passion (“Living crazy / That’s the only way”). “Off the Wall” also foreshadowed some of the playful theatrics of “Thriller,” with its eerie opening, including what sounds like cackling ghouls. The song, in essence, is a celebration of difference, of marching to the beat of your own drum.

				
				As the closer for side A, the song also successfully shifts the tempo. Side A mostly contains up-tempo, dance songs; “Off the Wall” slows things down a bit, setting the stage for the ballads and mid-tempo material that dominate side B.

				There are many details to appreciate in the song, including the sleek synth work of jazz legend George Duke, who had previously worked with the likes of Miles Davis and P-Funk. “Every note and hit,” music critic Jason Heller pointed out, “is installed with a surgeon’s touch without sounding remotely sterile, and Duke’s synths are subliminally folded into the mix like sugar.”

				Just as Temperton hoped, the arrangement allows Jackson, who bends and contorts words in the verses before unleashing superb harmonies in the chorus, to shine. “At one point,” notes music critic Timothy Pernell, “you can hear Michael’s baritone, tenor and falsetto clash into each other during the bridge (‘Do what you wanna do / There ain’t no rules it’s up to you’).”

				“Off the Wall” was the third single released from the album. In the spring of 1980, it also became the third to make the Top 10.

			

			
				6. “GIRLFRIEND”

				
					Written and composed by Paul McCartney

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				“Girlfriend” was a gift from Paul McCartney, though a great deal of folklore surrounds how it made its way onto Off the Wall. Did McCartney write the song with Jackson in mind and offer it to him at a party before including it on his 1978 Wings album London Town? Did Quincy Jones later stumble upon the track at random and suggest it to Michael, unaware of Jackson and McCartney’s earlier interaction? Was it inspired by Jackson’s crush on ABBA singer Agnetha Fältskog?

				Jackson first mentioned the song in a 1977 interview. “I love Paul McCartney,” he said at the time. “I’ve been to two of Paul’s parties, and we get together and talk. He wrote a song for me, and I never got a chance to record it. Him and his wife [Linda McCartney] were telling me about it. It’s called ‘Girlfriend.’ They were singing it to me, and they say they want to do it, too….I remember him singing it. I’ll never forget the melody. I can forget all kinds of things, but I never forget a melody.”

				
				While the song wasn’t nearly as ambitious as the other material on the album, Jackson was smitten by it. It is undeniably a catchy tune, even if its lyrics are on the sappy side. In many ways, the song is a throwback to some of the more innocent, sentimental ballads Jackson sang at Motown. In this teasing confession of a love triangle, Jackson’s vocal is playful and pure. McCartney had long been criticized for writing such “silly love songs” since parting ways with the Beatles. Jackson, however, was genuinely flattered to be offered a song by a legend whose music he deeply admired. It marked the first of several more collaborations with Paul McCartney in the ensuing years, before the relationship deteriorated after Jackson purchased the Beatles catalog in 1985.

			

			
				7. “SHE’S OUT OF MY LIFE”

				
					Written and composed by Tom Bahler

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				“She’s Out of My Life” is a landmark Jackson track. On an album dominated by upbeat, feel-good dance songs, it was something else entirely—not just a ballad, but a deep, soul-baring ballad about regret.

				The song was written by veteran songwriter Tom Bahler in 1977. While many have speculated that the song was inspired by Karen Carpenter (whom Bahler dated around this time), Bahler said it was actually about a relationship prior to Carpenter. Long before Off the Wall was under way, Jones reached out to Bahler to see what he was working on. Bahler shared “She’s Out of My Life.” Jones loved it and asked what Bahler planned to do with it. Bahler said he planned to give it to Frank Sinatra. For any songwriter, having your song recorded by Sinatra seemed like a slam dunk. Jones, however, managed to convince Bahler to give it to him instead, promising he’d find an even better fit for it.

				
				According to Bahler, Jones held on to the track for two years before offering it to Michael Jackson. The artist had long demonstrated an uncanny ability to communicate emotions beyond his years at Motown (including songs like “Who’s Lovin’ You,” “I’ll Be There,” and “Ben”). Still, his connection to “She’s Out of My Life” surprised everyone, including himself. “It’s a very mature emotion,” said Jones. “You can feel the pain in it.”

				The song begins with a melancholy orchestral prelude. Then Jackson’s voice arrives, stripped down, with a palpable frisson. In the midst of a celebratory dance album, the impact is striking. Jackson had never sounded this vulnerable, this bare. “I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,” he sings, “I don’t know whether to live or die.”

				In its 1979 review, Rolling Stone praised the song for revealing new dimensions to Jackson as a singer. “He takes huge emotional risks and wins every time.” The song, more than anything else, forced skeptical critics to recognize Off the Wall as more than a shallow disco album.

				While recording, the words and music had such a strong effect on Jackson that he famously couldn’t finish without crying. “I had been letting so much build up inside me,” he recalled in Moonwalk. “I was twenty-one, and I was so rich in some experiences while being poor in moments of true joy….I remember burying my face in my hands, and hearing only the hum of the machinery as my sobs echoed in the room.”

				Jones and Bruce Swedien, who were in the studio with Jackson, were surprised he felt the song so deeply. “He cried at the end of every take,” Jones recalled. “We recorded about eight or eleven takes, and every one, at the end, he’s crying. So finally I said, hey, it’s supposed to be—leave it on there.” They eventually stuck with the first recording.

				Up to this point, Jackson’s only real public relationship had been with young Oscar-winning actress Tatum O’Neal, and it is possible that his strong emotional reaction to the song was partially with her in mind. In his words, she was his “first love,” but the relationship didn’t last. (In an interview with Vibe magazine, O’Neal later acknowledged that she believed “She’s Out of My Life” was about them. “He asked me to go to the premiere of The Wiz with him, and my agent at the time said it wasn’t a good idea….He never talked to me after that. I think he thought I just canceled, but it wasn’t me at all. I was a child doing what I was told. I want you to print that, because I don’t think he ever knew that. I lost touch with him because of it, so I don’t really know him anymore. But I love him; he’s one of the nicest, most innocent people I’ve ever met.”)

				
				Yet for Jackson, the song’s emotional resonance seemed to go beyond one particular relationship. At this time, in his own words, he was “one of the loneliest people in the world.” Because he grew up in a fishbowl of fame, the only people he really knew were his family and the people he worked with professionally. True intimacy was something he longed for, but simply didn’t know how to achieve. He kept his emotions “locked deep inside,” as the song’s lyrics put it. As Jackson would later reflect, the track is “about knowing that the barriers that have separated me from others are temptingly low and seemingly easy to jump over and yet they remain standing while what I really desire disappears from my sight.”

				“She’s Out of My Life” became the fourth single from Off the Wall to reach the Top 10. “[It] became a Jackson signature, similar to the way ‘My Way’ served Frank Sinatra,” wrote music critic Nelson George. “The vulnerability, verging on fragility, that would become embedded in Michael’s persona found, perhaps, its richest expression in this wistful ballad.”

			

			
				
				8. “I CAN’T HELP IT”

				
					Written and composed by Stevie Wonder and Susaye Greene

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				The stars aligned for “I Can’t Help It”: Stevie Wonder, Quincy Jones, and Michael Jackson are all here at the top of their games. It makes you wonder what a whole album might have sounded like with these three legends’ unique mix of abilities. As it stands, we have this song. Many music lovers point to it as not only one of their favorites on the album, but in Jackson’s entire catalog. It has been covered by numerous artists, from John Legend to Esperanza Spalding.

				The song was written by Stevie Wonder and Susaye Greene (a former member of the Supremes). Wonder came up with the chords during the Songs in the Key of Life sessions, which Michael often sat in on and observed. After further developing the track with Greene, Wonder decided the song would be perfect for Michael Jackson. When the Off the Wall sessions were under way, Wonder sent the tape (via his sister Renee Hardaway) to Jackson and was thrilled, soon after, not only to learn that the song would be included on the album, but also to hear what Jackson and the A-Team had done with it.

				While the foundation remained mostly the same, the track underwent a major overhaul. According to Greg Phillinganes, the demo Wonder sent was “a lot more Latin influenced…and it was based more off of an acoustic piano…more like ‘A Night in Tunisia’ kind of thing.” Since Phillinganes had previously worked with Stevie, Jones tasked him with tailoring the arrangement for Jackson. His first attempt, however, which included percussion by Sheila E., failed. Jones wanted the song to be slower and sexier.

				So Phillinganes went back to work. “Quincy set up the parameters. He set up the new foundation for us to play off of, and then when I got that, I was all over it then. I did the bass, the synth bass, the sexy synth bass and the beautiful Rhodes [piano] and I remember there was this synthesizer called the Oberheim OB-8.” Since the OB-8 was polyphonic, said Phillinganes, “you could play several notes at a time. You could set it to where each note had its own portamento….You had this beautiful creamy wall of sound and that’s what you’re hearing on top of the Rhodes.”

				
				“I Can’t Help It” offered Jackson a new style as a vocalist. Already he had shown he could do R&B, disco, funk, soul, even a Broadway ballad. But the lush jazz vibe of “I Can’t Help It” broke new ground. From its bubbling, ambient opening, the song moves with the fluidity of a dream. R&B singer-songwriter Pharrell Williams describes the chords as “very nocturnal,” conjuring a kind of “mystical world.” Singer Alicia Keys praises it as putting you in “an immediate zone—that yearning and that desire in [Michael’s] voice.”

				The song is about a mysterious lover who has enchanted the singer. “Looking in my mirror,” he narrates, “Took me by surprise / I can’t help but see you / Running often through my mind.” Listen to how Jackson allows the endings of words to take off, mimicking the fleeting feel of her memory. Likewise, the sensual, ethereal lyrics float on the melody, rendering the weightlessness of being in love. The track beautifully showcases Jackson’s entire vocal repertoire, from the syncopated scatting to the gorgeous harmonies.

				Finally, toward the end of the song, the lyrical descriptions dissolve into wordless exultations, signifying the ecstasy of intimacy that simply can’t be expressed in language. This is Jackson at his most sublime. With deep cuts like this, it is easy to understand why Off the Wall is held in such high regard.

			

			
				9. “IT’S THE FALLING IN LOVE”

				
					Written and composed by Carole Bayer Sager and David Foster

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				“It’s the Falling in Love,” like “Girlfriend,” originally appeared on another record—in this case, Carole Bayer Sager’s second album,…Too (1978). Bayer Sager had cowritten the song with legendary songwriter and producer David Foster. Jackson and Jones both felt it could be a good fit for Off the Wall, so they arranged a dinner with Bayer Sager and made the request. Bayer Sager said yes, and Jackson, in return, offered to help her out with a song she was working on called “Just Friends,” which was featured on her next album, Sometimes Late at Night (1981). For that song, “Michael…came back with a totally different arrangement with a whole new feel that even Burt [Bacharach] said was better than what he had done,” recalled Bayer Sager. Jackson eventually dueted with Bayer Sager on the ballad.

				
				For “It’s the Falling in Love,” Quincy Jones reached out to jazz singer Patti Austin to duet with Jackson. Austin was a talented vocalist whom Jones admired and mentored. After she appeared on Off the Wall, Jones produced her 1981 album, Every Home Should Have One, which featured the hit “Baby, Come to Me,” with James Ingram (written by Rod Temperton). Austin remembered her time with Jackson in the studio as enjoyable and inspiring. He could be very silly and loved to laugh, she recalled, but when it came time to work he “was always on fire, always a perfectionist, always tremendously professional.”

				A sweet, playful, melodic showcase, “It’s the Falling in Love” is about two lovers who are afraid of getting closer. While they are deeply in love, they worry about the pain that might result from making themselves vulnerable. “Though I’m trying not to look in your eyes,” Austin sings, “Each time I do they kind of burn right through me.” The lyrics capture the excitement and anticipation of young love. As Jackson sings: “A web of mystery / A possibility of more to come.”

				The song rides along a buoyant beat backed by Melvin “Wah Wah” Watson’s funky guitar licks and David Foster and Steve Porcaro’s cool synthesizer effects. The highlight, though, is surely the vocal exchange, including the way the singers seamlessly meld into each other in the harmonies. Recalls Austin of the experience working with Jackson: “His energy was over the moon. This was his renaissance period when he was like a fireball, almost nuclear.”

			

			
				
				10. “BURN THIS DISCO OUT”

				
					Written and composed by Rod Temperton

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				“Burn This Disco Out” brings the album full circle: back to the dance floor. It also symbolically signals the end of the disco era. For the latter half of the seventies, disco reigned supreme over dance music. Most music historians see Off the Wall as the culmination of this period, so it is appropriate that the album ends with a song called “Burn This Disco Out.”

				Beginning in the early ’80s, a more minimalist, synth-driven revolution took over popular music, from new wave acts like the Cars, Duran Duran, and Depeche Mode to pop stars like Prince, Madonna, and Jackson. Listening to the end of Off the Wall in contrast to the beginning of Thriller highlights how much changed with sound and production in just a few short years.

				For the sound and era it elegized, though, “Burn This Disco Out” goes out with a bang, not a whimper. With its brisk beat, jubilant horns, and soaring vocals, “Burn This Disco Out” dares the listener not to get up and move. It became a big club hit, inspiring DJs to do exactly what the lyrics demand. If it sounds a lot like a Heatwave song, that’s because it is the third and final contribution to the album from Rod Temperton. As with his other songs, Temperton tailored the track to the artist. Jackson “was very rhythmically driven,” said Temperton. “So I tried to write melodies that had a lot of short notes to give him some staccato things he could do…and came up with ‘Burn This Disco Out.’ ”

				The song concludes Off the Wall on a high note, serving as Jackson’s exclamation point and mic drop for the disco era. Yet it barely hinted at what was just around the corner.
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			THRILLER

			 

			(1982)

			
				I love to create magic—to put together something that’s so unusual, so unexpected that it blows people’s heads off. Something ahead of the times. Five steps ahead of what people are thinking.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, Interview, 1982

			

			Thriller was more than just an album. It was a multimedia cultural phenomenon that has never been matched in scope, before or since. It marked the arrival of a new sound, a new era, a new kind of pop star, and a new kind of pop album. “In today’s world of declining sales and fragmented audiences,” wrote music critic Alan Light, “it is almost impossible to imagine how much this one album dominated and united the culture.” At its peak—1982 to 1984—Thriller crossed every barrier imaginable: it resonated with young and old, black and white, rich and poor. It was embraced by fans of rock as well as fans of R&B; it reached beyond America to the Soviet Union, Europe, Asia, Africa, and just about everywhere in between.

			The album contained just nine songs. Yet seven of those nine became Top 10 hits, three became revolutionary music videos, and one, “Billie Jean,” became the most significant televised pop performance since the Beatles’ appearance on Ed Sullivan in 1964. In addition to being the bestselling album of all time globally—with recent estimates at more than sixty-eight million albums sold (110 million counting singles)—it also established an enduring visual iconography that is woven into the fabric of the music. The range of sounds across the songs form the ultimate crossover album, fusing elements of R&B, rock, funk, soul, Afrobeat, jazz, and gospel as they express the tensions and paradoxes of Jackson’s psyche.

			
			Thriller was the album that officially elevated Michael Jackson to the “King of Pop.” At the beginning of the decade he was a rising star, but still overlooked by some critics, peers, and audiences. By 1984, he was without question the biggest entertainer in the world.

			
				THE BLOCKBUSTER ERA

				The 1980s saw huge transformations in America. It was a decade of optimism and innovation, as well as excess and disparity. Big changes announced themselves as soon as the decade began. On the day of Ronald Reagan’s inauguration as president in 1980, the Iranian hostage crisis ended with the successful negotiation and release of fifty-two American prisoners. A month later, the US hockey team beat the Soviet Union in the 1980 Winter Olympics, an upset that came to be known as the “Miracle on Ice.” Suddenly, the malaise Jimmy Carter had cited in the late ’70s seemed to be waning; the country was gaining confidence and momentum.

				What followed was a massive cultural transformation. Some called this sea change the “Reagan Revolution.” The president did indeed loom large over the decade, from his aggressive Cold War stance to his “trickle-down” tax policies (often referred to as “Reaganomics”) to his call for a return to traditional values (emblemized by his famous “Morning in America” campaign commercial).

				But the big changes were more cultural than political. It was about new technologies—including the emergence of Apple computers, VHS home videos, and video games. It was the era of Star Wars, E.T., and Indiana Jones; Dynasty, The Cosby Show, and Cheers; Pac-Man, Rubik’s Cubes, and MTV. It was an era of big movies, big stars, and big hair. The ’80s are sometimes referred to as the Blockbuster era—an era before streaming, social media, and the Internet splintered the culture in countless directions—a time when everyone, for example, might watch the finale of M*A*S*H or the premiere of the short film for “Thriller.”

				
				Because of these collective experiences and touchstones, there is a great deal of nostalgia for the ’80s. Its movies, TV shows, songs, video games, and fads became deeply ingrained in people’s lives and memories. Featured prominently in that pop culture collage was Thriller, the album that revolutionized the music and entertainment industry.

			

			
				POP RENAISSANCE

				After the initial burst of economic bullishness that accompanied Reagan’s election, the United States slipped into a severe recession. By November 1982, the month Thriller was released, unemployment hit a four-decade high (10.8 percent), the highest since the Great Depression. Major record companies—Epic, Atlantic, Capitol, Columbia, Warner Bros.—all laid off employees in the aftermath of the worst year of record sales in history.

				Michael Jackson and his creative team were well aware of these challenges facing the industry. “I heard some people say that recorded popular music couldn’t possibly survive the attention that young people were paying to video arcades and home video games,” recalled recording engineer Bruce Swedien. Others pointed to blank cassette tapes that allowed people to record and share music for free (a concern that would be dwarfed by the advent of file sharing in the late ’90s and the early 2000s). Still others felt that popular music as a whole was simply in a creative lull. Disco was fading; classic rock (often referred to as album-oriented rock, or AOR) dominated FM radio, which alienated young people. As The New York Times put it: “There had never been a bleaker year for pop than 1982.”

				In spite of these factors, however, the moment was in many ways ripe for a musical revival. The advent of music videos offered artists a new platform to promote records and connect with fans. “Rock videos are firing up a musical revolution,” observed Time in 1983. “Increasingly, and perhaps irreversibly, audiences for American mainstream music will depend, even insist, on each song’s being a full audiovisual confrontation.”

				
				The early ’80s also saw an array of new technologies that impacted the way music was heard and experienced, including hi-fi Walkmans, boom boxes, and car stereos. Music was increasingly portable, allowing for greater privacy, convenience, and choice. Music could accompany working out, driving, or riding the subway. The year 1982 also saw the commercial premiere of the compact disc (CD), though the vast majority of listeners were still listening to vinyl or cassette tapes (the latter of which outsold records by 1983).

				The technological changes extended into how music was made. In the studio, synthesizers began replacing traditional instrumentation, creating a dramatic shift in sound. This transformation began in the ’70s, but really blossomed with the emergence of new wave and synth pop. A wide range of artists—from acts like Blondie, Gary Numan, the Cars, and the Police, to electronic pioneers like Kraftwerk, Tangerine Dream, and Yellow Magic Orchestra, to composers like Vangelis and Giorgio Moroder—all contributed to an evolving, vibrant new soundscape.

				By the early ’80s, the charts and airwaves were populated with synth pop: Prince, Duran Duran, the Go-Go’s, Cyndi Lauper. Even rock groups like David Bowie, Queen, and Van Halen adapted their music to the new synth-driven sound.

				It was Thriller, however, that fundamentally changed the trajectory of popular music. “For a record industry stuck on the border between the ruins of punk and the chic regions of synthesizer pop,” observed Time in 1984, “Thriller was a thorough restoration of confidence, a rejuvenation. Its effect on listeners, especially younger ones, was nearer to a revelation. Thriller brought black music back to mainstream radio, from which it had been effectively banished after ‘restrictive special-format programming’ [a genre-driven radio content philosophy that essentially separated music by race] was introduced in the mid-seventies. Listeners could put more carbonation in the pop and cut their heavy-metal diet with a dose of the fleetest soul around.”

				
				With Jackson leading the way, 1983 and 1984 became watershed years in the history of popular music, which saw racial integration as never before. With the emergence of Prince and Madonna, two superstars would join Jackson as the biggest icons of the ’80s. A new generation of rock was being born, including Talking Heads, R.E.M., U2, Bruce Springsteen, and the Police. And the industry, mired in recession just the year before, was suddenly booming.

				“After four years of slumping sales and stagnating sounds,” wrote Time in 1983, “the pop music industry is once again experiencing a welcome artistic and financial bonanza, one that is making this rock ’n’ roll’s headiest season of the decade.” By 1984, the number of albums certified gold was up 25 percent, while Epic celebrated a 500 percent increase in profits. This wasn’t entirely because of Thriller, but, according to former Epic VP Dan Beck, “There is no question that Thriller was the driving force behind what became the hottest span in Epic’s history.”

			

			
				BLACK AMBITION

				People often forget that, before Michael Jackson had to live up to the success of Thriller with every new album, he first had to match Off the Wall. With nearly ten million albums sold by 1982 and four Top 10 hits, that was no easy task.

				“In general,” Jackson later wrote in his autobiography, “record companies never believe a new album will do considerably better than the last one you did. They figure you either got lucky last time or the number you last sold is the size of your audience.” Even Jackson’s colleagues tried to temper expectations, reminding him that America was in the midst of a recession and the record industry had declined since Off the Wall.

				
				“I remember being in the studio with Quincy and Rod Temperton while we were working on Thriller,” Jackson recalled in his autobiography. “One of them asked me, ‘If this album doesn’t do as well as Off the Wall, will you be disappointed?’ I remember feeling upset—hurt that the question was even raised. I told them Thriller had to do better than Off the Wall. I admitted that I wanted this album to be the biggest-selling album of all time. They started laughing. It was a seemingly unrealistic thing to want. There were times during the Thriller project when I would get emotional and upset because I couldn’t get the people working with me to see what I saw. That still happens to me sometimes. Often people just don’t see what I see.”

				What Jackson envisioned with Thriller was much more than numbers (though he certainly wanted it to outsell Off the Wall). He wanted something truly great. Something with no filler, no B sides. Something bold and innovative, fresh and exciting. Something transformative. If he carried out his vision the way he saw and heard it in his head, he was confident the public would respond.

				His ambition, however, went beyond the album. While he still came across as timid and shy, some were beginning to sense the tremendous drive and creative vision burning just beneath the surface—not just in terms of his music, but his entire career. When Jackson hired then-twenty-nine-year-old entertainment attorney John Branca (now co-executor of the artist’s estate) in 1980, he made clear his disappointment at the lack of respect he had received to that point, particularly given Off the Wall’s record-breaking success. He pointed to Rolling Stone’s refusal to put him on the front cover and the Grammy Awards committee’s refusal to even nominate Off the Wall for Album of the Year. That had to change.

				In an interview before Off the Wall, the artist opened up about the historical lack of fair compensation and respect accorded black artists. “It’s an awful thing. ’Cause I like the people who really do something; they sweat and work for it and go through hell bringing it about. And the guy who takes it so quick [loudly snaps his fingers], he comes along and gets all the credit for it.” He wanted John Branca to ensure that he got what he worked for and deserved. Branca listened and, soon after, delivered for the artist, renegotiating Jackson’s contract with CBS/Epic so that Jackson owned his master recordings for Off the Wall and Thriller as well as all future albums. He also secured for him the highest royalty rate in the industry at 37 percent. In addition, in 1980, Branca helped Jackson create the Mijac Music catalog, and the artist began accumulating an impressive portfolio of iconic songs, including hits by Ray Charles, Jackie Wilson, Kenneth Gamble and Leon Huff, and the entire catalog of Sly Stone (Jackson’s purchase of the Beatles catalog came later and is discussed in chapter 3).

				
				More broadly, though, he communicated to Branca his overarching vision for his career: first, he wanted to be the “biggest star in show business,” and second, he wanted to be the highest-paid recording artist. He told Branca that the magazines, radio stations, networks, and awards shows that had snubbed him would soon regret it. He refused to be pigeonholed or marginalized. His next solo album, he declared, would not be the bestselling album by a black artist. It would be the bestselling album by any artist. More than Elvis; more than the Beatles; more than anyone of any race.

			

			
				CAN YOU FEEL IT

				His trial run was Triumph. Often forgotten in the shadows of Off the Wall and Thriller, Triumph represents the last real collaborative album by the Jacksons (their last official album was 1984’s Victory, but by that time they rarely worked together in the studio, instead developing and submitting songs individually).

				Participating on the record was a difficult decision for Michael. He cared about his family and wanted to be a team player; he was also proud of what they had established as a group with Destiny, and believed they could do something even better, given the opportunity. But after tasting life outside the group—first with his part in The Wiz and then with Off the Wall—he was anxious to continue charting his own path.

				
				In 1980, Jackson was a paradoxical figure—on the one hand, brimming with confidence, creativity, and energy; on the other hand, still profoundly lonely and increasingly given to seclusion. His favorite words were magic and escapism. When asked in a 1980 interview if he thought it was possible to appreciate escapism a little too much, Jackson answered, “No, I don’t….Escapism and wonder is influence. It makes you feel good, and that allows you to do things. Like when I’m forty thousand feet in the air in a jumbo jet at night and it’s dawn. Everybody on the plane is asleep, and here I am in the cockpit with the pilots because they let me come up there with them. It’s just incredible seeing a sunrise and being up there with it. Pilots tell me, ‘I wish there were no such thing as having to go down and reload with fuel. I wish I could stay up here forever. Forever.’ And I totally understand what they mean. When I’m into forty thousand people, it’s so easy. Nothing can harm me when I’m onstage—nothing. That’s really me. That’s what I’m here to do.”

				Around this time, he purchased his family’s Hayvenhurst home and turned it into what Time described as a “cross between a vest-pocket Disneyland and Citizen Kane’s Xanadu in suburbia.” It included a miniature zoo, exotic flowers, statues, water fountains, a movie theater, and, eventually, a recording studio. “I’m putting all this stuff in,” Jackson told Rolling Stone, “so I will never have to leave and go out there.” Outside the gates was a world he feared and distrusted. But inside was a magical kingdom all his own.

				In the fall of 1980, actress Jane Fonda invited the artist to spend time with her on the set of On Golden Pond in New Hampshire. Jackson stayed for more than a week and left a deep impression on Fonda. “His intelligence is instinctual and emotional, like a child’s,” she observed. “If any artist loses that childlikeness, you lose a lot of creative juice. So Michael creates around himself a world that protects his creativity.” Jane Fonda also introduced Michael to her father, legendary actor Henry Fonda, who quickly took to Jackson and even taught him how to fish. “Dad was also painfully self-conscious and shy in life,” Jane observed, “and he really only felt comfortable when he was behind the mask of a character. He could liberate himself when he was being someone else. That’s a lot like Michael. In some ways, Michael reminds me of the walking wounded. He’s an extremely fragile person.”

				
				In footage shot by videographer Steven Howell around this time, Jackson is seen basking in the “magical” joy of his secluded estate. One day, he even receives a surprise visit from Snow White and the Seven Dwarves from Disneyland. He speaks of his love for animals, children, and nature. “They’re very inspirational to my work,” he says. “I play off of those things. They stimulate ideas….You just play off of life….You can feel the energy.” That was the energy Jackson wanted to infuse into his creative work.

				Recording commenced on Triumph in the spring of 1980. The first song Michael developed was “Can You Feel It,” an ambitious disco–meets–prog rock anthem that established the group’s new sound and image. Written by Michael and older brother Jackie, it was a song that proved they could do more than dance music—a song with a message, intended to break down racial barriers and bring people together (“Yes, the blood inside of you is inside of me!” Michael sings). The song gave their Triumph Tour a sense of scope and purpose that wasn’t there before. It also became his first full-scale short film—called The Triumph—a nearly ten-minute cutting-edge sci-fi creation story that cost more than ten times the average music video on MTV.

				Highlights abound in the song: the superhero charge of the choir and horns; the galloping beat (subsequently lifted by Madonna for “Material Girl”); the ferocity of Tito’s guitar playing; the anticipation that builds as Randy sings the first verse; and then the goose-bumps moment when Michael arrives in the second. While the song reached only #77 on the pop chart in 1981, it has become perhaps the Jacksons’ most enduring and well-known post–Jackson 5 song.

				
				More important in 1980, it showed his brothers—and anyone else who was paying attention—that Michael was locked in and committed to the album. “He wanted the album to be excellent,” said Tom Perry, who worked as the sole engineer on the project. “He wasn’t the type of guy that would’ve taken it on if he wasn’t going to give it everything he had. He always gave everything he had.”

				For Triumph, Michael didn’t want an album that sounded like Destiny 2.0. “Triumph will be much better, much more creative than Destiny,” he said in a 1981 interview. “We’ve learned a lot since we made that. We didn’t have a chance to be as creative on it as we would have liked. We were rushed. We were pressured. It was the first album we wrote—and we had to prove to the Epic people we could write. Now the pressure is off. We don’t have to prove anything anymore.”

				Recording took place at Hollywood Sound Studios. It took about six months in all, from the early spring to the late summer of 1980. From the beginning, recalled Perry, Michael was in control: “He was the driver and creative force behind the brothers. He drove the sessions. The brothers had great input: Tito, Jackie, Marlon, and Randy. There was respect between them….They all had a hand in making this album, but the driving force behind it was Michael.”

				Not only did Michael write or cowrite six of the nine songs (including the four best tracks—“Can You Feel It,” “This Place Hotel,” “Lovely One,” and “Walk Right Now”); he was also credited as coproducer of the album. “Michael Jackson was a genius producer,” said Perry. “He was a phenomenally talented human being. He wasn’t a schooled musician, but everything was in his head. He would have to try and convey his ideas to me, the arranger, and musicians. He wouldn’t stop until the music sounded the way it did in his head.”

				
				Along with Perry, keyboardist Greg Phillinganes (who had also worked on Off the Wall) played a major role, serving as keyboardist and rhythm arranger, as well as associate producer for the album. “You could feel the sense of liberation and excitement that they were on their own,” recalled Phillinganes. That not only meant independence from their father, but also from producers or songwriters selected by Epic. Instead, Michael brought in several musicians he worked with on Off the Wall, including Paulinho da Costa (percussion), David Williams (guitar), and Jerry Hey (horns). Sessions tended to start at noon and ended whenever they ended, sometimes as late as two or three in the morning. According to Perry, Michael was usually the first to arrive and the last to leave.

				The hard work paid off. The album charted new territory for the Jacksons as a group—and for Michael as a songwriter and producer. NME marveled at its achievement: “Rivaled in the exalted sphere of Superdisco by only Earth Wind & Fire’s I Am—by which it is more than a little influenced—Triumph is genius almost from start to finish….The scope of the production, the authority of the arrangements, the sheer strength of sound, all are dazzling.”

				For Michael, his biggest achievement on the album, besides “Can You Feel It,” was “This Place Hotel” (originally titled “Heartbreak Hotel,” but renamed due to Elvis Presley’s 1956 song of the same name). This was a watershed track for Michael—its darker tone and theme foreshadow later classics like “Billie Jean” and “Dirty Diana.” The song opens with a foreboding instrumental prelude, before a piercing scream (performed by sister LaToya Jackson) unleashes the song’s Gothic funk. “The scream was the kind that normally shatters a bad dream,” Jackson later wrote, “but our intention was to have the dream only begin, to make the listener wonder whether it was a dream or reality.” It is also, as Nelson George observed, one of the first examples of “a cinematic use of sound effects, horror film motifs, and vocal trickery to convey a sense of danger in his work.”

				
				The lyrics, meanwhile, dealt with paranoia, regret, and fear. Jackson sings of “Faces staring, glaring, tearing through me.” According to recording engineer Tom Perry, Jackson spent more time on the track than any other on the album. Not only did he write, arrange, and produce it, “he did all the harmonies….I’m still amazed by his vocals on it from his low to high harmonies. We would double each harmony. We had enough [vocal] tracks to do that. If he sung a third, fifth, or seventh, we’d double or triple them to make them sound fuller. In my opinion, this was the standout track from the album….It should’ve been a bigger hit than it was. It may have been a little bit ahead of its time.” Michael, likewise, called it “the most ambitious song [he] had composed.” The single reached #22 on the pop chart (and #2 on the R&B singles chart).

				The album’s biggest single, “Lovely One,” was more of a throwback to the disco era with its Earth, Wind & Fire–like funk and prominent horns. Michael later expressed some misgivings about the production on some of the songs, feeling they were too close to the Destiny sound, and suffered “from too many cooks and not enough broth.” Next to the cutting-edge sound of Thriller, one can certainly understand his point. Thriller made Triumph seem dated. But appreciated for what it is, Triumph is probably the Jacksons’ best album top to bottom. “You can hear [Michael’s] confidence surge on Triumph,” observed music critic Rob Sheffield. “It’s like watching how different Pacino is in the first two Godfather movies, knowing that he had a smash in between with Serpico.”

				Triumph was released in October 1980. The album cover signaled the new era that was dawning. Gone were the large afros and bell bottom pants of the past; the Jackson brothers now appeared sharper, more sophisticated, and more contemporary. The feel of the artwork was more futuristic, with a glowing blue-silver haze emanating from the title and just above their heads. It became the Jacksons’ most successful album to date. It was their first album to reach #1 on the R&B chart since 1971 and sold more than three million copies in its initial run.

				
				The Triumph Tour, at Michael’s insistence, was much shorter than the Destiny Tour, lasting just three months, from July to September 1981. It concluded with four sold-out shows at the Forum in Los Angeles. Having fulfilled his obligations to his family, he was now eager to get to work on his own record.

			

			
				“THIS BASS LINE CREPT OVER ME”

				Since recording didn’t officially commence with Quincy Jones and the A-Team until 1982, the year 1981 is generally not included in accounts of Thriller. But it should be. Long before sessions commenced at Westlake Studio, Jackson was quietly working on new material by himself. Quincy Jones hadn’t yet heard most of these songs. The producer and much of the A-Team were still in the middle of production on Donna Summer’s next album, which would continue through the rest of the year.

				But Michael wasn’t wasting time. In a tape recording from that year, he can be heard dictating the structure of a new song. “Let the song create itself,” he reminds himself. “Let the strings tell you what to do, where they should come. Let the piano tell you what chords to hit, whatever it feels. Let the bass tell you what it should be doing. Everything. Let it create itself. Let it form. Let it do what it wants to do. Don’t force upon the song; let the song force upon you. Let it tell you where to go.” Then he works out the various parts of the song: the melody, the verses, the chorus, the bridge; he hums the strings and beatboxes the rhythm.

				The song was “The Girl Is Mine.” He wanted a song with a great melody, in part because he wanted a song like that on his album, but also because of who would be singing the song with him: Paul McCartney. Jackson further developed the track at his home studio and Allen Zentz Studios before revealing it to McCartney that December.

				
				McCartney wasn’t the only legend with whom Jackson was collaborating at the time. It is hard to overstate how hot and in-demand the artist was in the year leading up to Thriller. Steven Spielberg wanted to work with him. Andy Warhol wanted to interview him. Diana Ross (his one-time mentor) wanted him to write a song for her (Jackson complied with “Muscles,” which became a Top 10 hit for Ross in 1982).

				Meanwhile, Jackson continued to churn out demos for his own album. According to Quincy Jones, the artist was “writing music like a machine” during this period. He typically dictated song ideas into a tape recorder (as with “The Girl Is Mine”) first, inventing beats and rhythms, imitating instruments, and humming melodies. Then he would flesh out the song further in the studio, sometimes with musicians or engineers or sometimes with the assistance of his sisters or brothers.

				That fall Jackson was listening to Hall & Oates’s new song, “I Can’t Go for That (No Can Do),” when inspiration struck. He couldn’t get that simple, stark drumbeat and moody bass line out of his head. He wanted to write something similar but distinct, “and a few days later,” he recalled, “this bass line and this melody crept over me.”

				The song was “Billie Jean.” Years later, during the recording of “We Are the World,” Jackson told Hall & Oates that their bass line on “I Can’t Go for That” inspired his biggest hit. They were surprised by the revelation, as the songs are very different, but flattered nonetheless and graciously complimented him on what he’d done with it.

				Jackson continued to work on “Billie Jean” for months. He knew he had something special and was determined to translate what he was hearing in his head as precisely as possible. He was so consumed by it that, as legend has it, he hardly noticed when his Rolls-Royce caught fire on his way home from the studio one day. Recording engineer Nelson Hayes was driving as Jackson sat in the back, wearing headphones. They had just pulled off the Ventura freeway in Los Angeles when a motorcyclist motioned to roll down the window and pointed to the hood. Smoke was coming out. Hayes pulled off to the side of the road and evacuated the vehicle, but Jackson remained so absorbed in the song he hardly processed what was happening. “Even while we were getting help and finding an alternate way to get where we were going,” Jackson recalled in his autobiography, “I was silently composing additional material.”

				
				The 1981 “Billie Jean” demo offers insight into Jackson’s evolving abilities as a songwriter. The lyrics aren’t all there yet, and the chorus is in a different key. But all the main ingredients—the drum machine, the bass line, the verses, even the strings and guitar parts—were in place before he ever brought it to Quincy Jones and Bruce Swedien. And this was only the first iteration. As the song evolved, Jackson brought in several musicians to help bring the song to life: Tom Perry (who had worked on Triumph) helped handle the engineering; Bill Wolfer played keyboard; Greg Phillinganes provided the original bass on a Minimoog synthesizer; and Jerry Hey contributed the synthesized strings. Jackson, meanwhile, played orchestrator and director, fleshed out the lyrics, and polished his vocals.

				This was his process for all the songs he wrote for Thriller. On the 1981 demo for “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’,” the arrangement, instrumentation, and lyrics were mostly in place. The trademark shouts (“yeah yeah”) and interjections (“hee haw”) were there, as were the culminating chant (“ma ma se ma ma sa ma ma coo sa”).

				Jackson worked on a number of other quality songs, in the pre-Westlake period, that didn’t make the album. He wrote the original “P.Y.T.”—a smooth, mid-tempo track he developed with Greg Phillinganes. That song was later replaced by a completely different, more up-tempo “P.Y.T.,” created by James Ingram. Another song, “Got the Hots,” was a funky rhythm track with smooth harmonies. “I loved that one,” said Jackson, “[but] Quincy and Rod didn’t think it was good enough. I thought it was wonderful.”

				
				The artist was also excited about a song called “Behind the Mask.” The futuristic, synth-colored piece came from the Japanese electronic group Yellow Magic Orchestra (YMO). Jackson modified the track, writing his own lyrics, creating a new melody and vocal arrangement, and giving the song a traditional verse-chorus structure. The result was a striking synth-pop cut that would have undoubtedly made the album, and likely been a hit. Unfortunately, even though an agreement about songwriting credits and royalties was signed, the song was not used on Thriller due to creative disagreements (a decision YMO later regretted).

				Jackson’s interest in the song, however, showed his desire to branch outside of traditional pop and R&B and experiment with cutting-edge sounds. While not widely known in the United States at the time, YMO were pioneers in the use of synthesizers, drum machines, and sequencers. Their sound and futuristic presentation had a big influence on technopop, cyberpunk, and new wave. Jackson was into numerous other avant-garde artists at the time, including Kraftwerk and Grace Jones. “Once I was out at Michael’s studio on Hayvenhurst,” recalled recording engineer Russ Ragsdale, “and I was going through a stack of vinyl records sitting by the console. One of the records I came across was Grace Jones’s Nightclubbing. I picked it up to look at it front and back and Michael got kind of excited about it too. He took the record from me and asked if I’d like to hear a song that was very influential to him, and I thought, Are you kidding? Yes, please! He put on a song called ‘Feel Up’ from that record and I about fell over!”

			

			
				POLAROIDS

				Quincy Jones was surprised by how much progress Jackson had made without him. The producer had been checking in with Jackson now and then, occasionally offering suggestions. By 1982, Jackson already had an album’s worth of quality songs. Now that Jones was finished with the Donna Summer album, his attention shifted to Thriller. He began in earnest to listen to what Jackson had recorded and to sift through potential songs by other songwriters. He referred to this process as “Polaroids.” Each song was examined quickly to see if it contained the right qualities—including tempo, key, and mood—that would work with Jackson’s strengths and vision for the album. The best of these were brought to the studio and tested out.

				
				As with Off the Wall, besides Jackson himself, Quincy’s go-to songwriter was Rod Temperton. According to Jones, Temperton wrote more than thirty potential songs for Thriller “with complete bass lines, counter lines, and all, recorded [along with]…ten to twenty-five alternate titles for each song, with the beginnings of lyric schemes.”

				When the songs were introduced to Jackson, said Swedien, the singer would take them home, “stay up all night, and memorize every one of his demos” so that he “never had a piece of paper in front of him” in the studio. Among the Temperton tracks were cuts like “Baby Be Mine,” “Hot Street,” “Slapstick,” “Rolling the Dice,” “Groove of Midnight,” “Lady in My Life,” and “Starlight.”

				Not all of those tracks were easy for Jackson to figure out vocally. On the demos, some of the keys were high and the artist had a tendency to slip into falsetto too much. On an early demo of “Baby Be Mine,” it’s clear he can’t make up his mind about how to approach the song vocally. Eventually, he nailed it, but the demo is instructive. Jackson didn’t simply walk into the studio and ace everything on the first take. He worked hard to achieve what was heard on the final record.

				Of the dozens of songs Temperton worked on, three ended up on the album—“Baby Be Mine,” “The Lady in My Life,” and the title track. Along with the songs Jackson had already written, that left just a few spots in the final lineup, with at least ten still under consideration.

			

			
				
				PASSING THE TORCH

				April 14, 1982, was a nice, mild day in LA—mid-sixties, breezy. Magic Johnson led the Lakers to a victory over the Utah Jazz that night. Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock and Roll” was #1 on the pop chart. But whatever else was going on in Los Angeles paled in comparison to the gathering inside Westlake Audio—the official beginning of the Thriller sessions.

				Present were not only Jackson, Jones, and the rest of the A-Team, but also Paul McCartney, Beatles producer George Martin, and Beatles engineer Geoff Emerick. The summit represented a kind of symbolic passing of the torch between two generations of music legends.

				This first burst of sessions only lasted three days—from April 14 to 16—resulting in the completion of “The Girl Is Mine.” For those in attendance, it could not have been a more electric beginning. There was a sense, even in the moment, that history was unfolding. Bruce Swedien remembers a number of famous musicians wanting to sit in and watch, including members of Fleetwood Mac. Dick Clark was even there. Keyboardist David Paich described it as “one of the most exciting and memorable moments of my life….There’s George Martin and Quincy Jones and Paul McCartney and Michael Jackson and they’re all gathered around the piano and I’m playing—I had to mentally pinch myself and say, ‘Snap out of it! You’re not dreaming here.’ ”

				Finally, after almost a year of preparing songs, they were ready to cook and season them with all hands on deck.

				Westlake Audio, located on Santa Monica Boulevard in Los Angeles, was a bigger and better studio than Allen Zentz Studios, where they had recorded most of Off the Wall. From the outside it seemed like a rather ordinary facility, but inside was a wood-paneled enclave with state-of-the-art equipment, and—particularly during the Thriller sessions—some of the most talented players in the industry.

				This not only included Jackson and the A-Team from Off the Wall, but also some key new contributors. Perhaps most prominent among these were members of the band Toto. Composed of four talented LA-based session musicians—David Paich, Steve Lukather, Jeff Porcaro, and Steve Porcaro—Toto had formed as a band in 1976. Their biggest album, Toto IV—featuring massive hits like “Rosanna” and “Africa”—came out while Thriller was being recorded. When they first arrived on the scene in the mid-’70s, most rock critics dismissed them as the embodiment of safe, slick, soft rock at a time when punk and new wave were ascendant.

				
				In spite of such perceptions, they were talented and versatile professionals—and that’s what mattered most to Jackson and Jones. Jones had first worked with Toto on his 1981 album, The Dude, and came away impressed. Unlike most rock bands at the time, they understood R&B and enjoyed working with black artists. They subsequently played a big role on Donna Summer’s self-titled album, also produced by Jones. This chemistry and trust mattered. Members of Toto ended up featured in some capacity on every single track on Thriller, most significantly on “Human Nature,” which was cowritten by Steve Porcaro and John Bettis.

			

			
				A NEW SOUND

				Other important new members of the team included technical engineer Matt Forger and synth programmer Michael Boddicker. Like Toto, Forger was a carryover from the Donna Summer project. Given the scope and complexity of Thriller, he was charged with coordinating all the studio equipment and, in essence, serving as Bruce Swedien’s right-hand man. Boddicker, meanwhile, was the go-to guy (along with Steve Porcaro) for programming and playing the vast array of new synthesizers featured on the album.

				Used sparingly on Off the Wall and Triumph, synthesizers were fully embraced on Thriller. They transformed Jackson’s music, creating new soundscapes, textures, and colors. The big brass-sounding synth blast at the beginning of “Thriller,” for instance, was created on the Roland Jupiter-8, a landmark keyboard synthesizer introduced in 1981. The opening gong on “Beat It” was created on the Synclavier, one of the first digital synthesizers. The shimmering, incandescent strings in “Human Nature” were created with the Yamaha CS-80, a polyphonic analog synthesizer also used for the soundtrack to Blade Runner. The spectacular robo-funk bass line on “Thriller” was achieved, according to Boddicker, with two “Richie Walbourn–modified Minimoogs, set side by side, with engineer Bruce Swedien’s special multiple-mono compression.” The Minimoog was also used on “P.Y.T.” to get those thick synth bass lines.

				
				Jackson also contributed to the synth programming. According to Boddicker, that “nice little CS fuzz” you hear on “Billie Jean” was “Michael Jackson himself…on a [Yamaha] CS-80 in one take. No punches. No repairs. No sequencers or time correction. Seven minutes. Perfect performance.” On “P.Y.T.,” Jackson and James Ingram programmed a vocoder to get the helium-sounding vocal in the call-and-response. While Jackson famously replaced the Linn drum machine on “Billie Jean” with live drumming by Ndugu Chancler, many other tracks on the album keep it, including “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’,” “Baby Be Mine,” and “Thriller.” The Linn was often doubled with Roland 808s or acoustic drums to get a thicker sound. Jackson’s vocals were also slightly sped up on some of the rhythm tracks at his insistence.

				Behind the control desk at Westlake usually sat Quincy Jones and Bruce Swedien. According to Swedien, Westlake had just installed a new Harrison 3232 mixing desk, from which he and Quincy ran the show. “I heard something in this [mixing desk] that I hadn’t heard before, and haven’t heard since,” recalled Swedien. “The EQ of this warm-sounding desk is legendary.”

				By 1982, most professional studios had twenty-four-track analog capability. For Thriller, however, a new method referred to as the Acusonic Recording Process was used, in which multiple twenty-four-track tape machines were synchronized to create unprecedented numbers of tracks. Technical engineer Matt Forger saw it as a studio breakthrough on par with what the Beatles and the Beach Boys had accomplished in the mid-’60s. “What we did on Thriller was the extension of that,” said Forger. “We were able to warp the technology and stretch it to such an extent that we were able to make the technology adapt to whatever it was Michael or Quincy creatively wanted to achieve.”

				
				While having so many tracks to work with was great, figuring out what to do with them wasn’t easy. Quincy Jones compared the manual process to painting a 747 jet with a Q-tip. “[Quincy] loves creating these textures and colors,” explained Forger, “and the way he creates them is layering sounds that are sometimes similar and sometimes dissimilar. But when they combine they create the unique character.”

				When others in the industry heard the incredible richness and depth of Michael Jackson’s solo albums, they tried to imitate this texturing by simply stacking parts. “There was a misconception,” said Forger, “that ‘Oh, if I play the same guitar part six times it will make it thick and rich.’ ” Instead, the result was often mushy and overproduced. “We didn’t use all these tracks just to record over and over again,” said Forger. “We used them so that Quincy could layer different sound characters together very strategically so that the textures that were created had this richness and depth.” The result was a vibrant sound that set a new standard for popular music.

			

			
				MICHAEL JACKSON’S “THRILLER”

				From the beginning, Thriller was behind schedule. Interruptions and complications were the norm. Having finally gained some momentum, the album was abruptly put on hold again in September after Jackson and Jones committed to helping Steven Spielberg with an E.T. storybook (an audiobook and soundtrack to the film). Initially, they assumed that meant contributing just one song, which Jones quickly delegated to Rod Temperton and celebrated songwriters Alan and Marilyn Bergman, resulting in the aching Jackson-sung ballad “Someone in the Dark.” But it turned out that Spielberg also wanted Jones to compose the rest of the forty-minute storybook album and Jackson to narrate it.

				
				Not only did that take up almost the entire month of September; it also led to a massive standoff between CBS/Epic Records (Jackson’s label) and MCA Records at Universal (the studio behind E.T.) regarding Jackson’s participation in a project outside his home label, among other issues. “I was getting faxes and conference calls all day during the session and in the middle of the night about the E.T. storybook album while trying to work on Thriller,” recalled Jones. “It went on for months, corporate lawyers yammering back and forth as only they can.”

				Between the corporate disputes and the enormous expectations accompanying Thriller, the atmosphere wasn’t always as relaxed as it was for Off the Wall. In addition to external pressures, a simmering tension was developing between Jackson and Jones.

				Off the Wall had gone about as smoothly as an album could go, but with Thriller Jackson sometimes became frustrated with Jones’s attempts to “control” the project. Part of this may have had to do with the artist’s tendency to chafe against the authority of father figures, but part of it was that he simply wanted it to be his album. He had spent a year working on dozens of songs on his own, some of them nearly complete, before Jones even showed up, he vented to associates. And still, the producer insisted on getting more than half the album’s songs from other sources.

				According to close collaborators, Jackson was furious when Quincy Jones decided to scrap the artist’s demo for “P.Y.T.”—and tasked James Ingram with rewriting the song. “Michael didn’t really want that version on the album,” said one source. Jackson also found it suspicious that Jones gave himself a cowriting credit on the track when it appeared that Ingram had composed the song.

				
				The artist was even more frustrated at Jones’s continued reliance on Rod Temperton. While he valued the British songwriter’s abilities, he felt his own material was better. He was baffled by what he perceived as Jones’s preferential treatment of Temperton’s work. This tension came to a head with the title track. When Temperton brought the song in, it was called “Starlight.” Jackson liked it, and recorded a guide vocal, but felt the lyrics were silly and out of place. Jones and Temperton, meanwhile, were not only pushing for the song’s inclusion on the track list, but believed it should be the title of the entire album. Cover art was even developed with the “Starlight” concept in mind, featuring Jackson holding a Star Wars–like lightsaber.

				Eventually, Jackson spoke out. He felt “Starlight” was too corny and detracted from some of the edgier material he had written for the album. He wanted something different. In interviews, Temperton acknowledged that, by this point, “Michael had already written fantastic songs for the album, which we knew would be cornerstones of the album” and that “[‘Starlight’] did not meet the chemistry and the atmosphere of strong titles like ‘Billie Jean’ or ‘Startin’ Somethin’.” He said that as this dawned on him, he “went home and wrote down two hundred to three hundred titles with the favorite being ‘Midnight Man,’ and then went to bed. In the morning I woke up and said this word—thriller. You could visualize it on the top of the Billboard charts. You could see the merchandising for this one word, how it jumped off the page as ‘Thriller.’ ”

				Yet according to others close to the artist, it was Jackson who prompted the switch. “Michael came in and changed the whole concept,” said one inside source. “He had the horror theme, the movie concept, everything. It was his idea. And he wasn’t credited for it. That bothered him.”

				It wasn’t just about a songwriting credit for Jackson; more often than not, he felt that his creative instincts were right, but Quincy Jones and his crew were sometimes slow to adapt and trust his intuition. Now twenty-four years old, with a number of self-composed hits already under his belt (“Shake Your Body,” “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” “Can You Feel It”) and his finger on the pulse of the culture, he was beginning to feel that he was outgrowing the older generation behind the control desk.

			

			
				
				SONIC PERSONALITY

				Still, Jackson and Jones were professionals, surrounded by professionals. Whatever was going on behind the scenes, they managed (mostly) to set those things aside when they were in the studio. David Paich describes Jones as “a producer’s producer. He has a plan, but he still always makes sure—Quincy has a saying—to ‘leave a little room for God.’ That’s such a great expression. It means don’t try and fill up and plan everything—leave a little room for magic to happen.”

				By October, the album was beginning to take shape. Side A, which included “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’,” “Baby Be Mine,” “The Girl Is Mine,” and “Thriller,” was mostly complete. For “Thriller,” legendary horror actor Vincent Price was brought in for a spoken rap. The day before he arrived at Westlake, Jones asked Temperton to come up with some lyrics. In his typically efficient manner, Temperton managed to piece them together on a taxi ride to the studio. Price came in and nailed his narration in just two takes.

				The A-Team meticulously worked over Jackson’s demo for “Billie Jean,” knowing it was a centerpiece of the album. According to Bruce Swedien, the goal was to give it “the most unique sonic personality” of any song they had recorded. This was accomplished by details that have now become folkloric: Jackson singing vocal overdubs through a five-foot-long cardboard tube; Ndugu Chancler replacing the drum machine with one continuous live-drum take (captured with a special plywood drum platform constructed with a kick-drum mic zipped in to capture the fullness of the sound); Louis Johnson going through just about every bass guitar he owned to capture the sound Jackson wanted on the bass line, finally settling on a Yamaha with a thick, buzzing sound; jazz saxophonist Tom Scott playing what Bruce Swedien described as “a very unusual instrument, the lyricon, a wind-controlled analog synthesizer whose unique, trumpet-like lines are subtly woven through the track.”

				
				The perfectionism continued into the mixes. Recalled Swedien: “I was up to mix number two and I thought it was killer! I called Michael, Quincy, and Rod into the control room and played [it] for them. They loved it! They were all dancing and carrying on like crazy. Then Michael slipped out of the control room, turned around and motioned for me to follow him. Then he whispered to me, ‘Please, Bruce, it’s perfect, but turn the bass up just a tiny bit, and do one more mix, please.’ I said to him, ‘Okay, Smelly [a nickname Jones had given Jackson because the artist often referred to a great groove as “smelly jelly”], no problem.’ ” Swedien did as Jackson asked, but then Quincy wanted some tweaks. Eighteen mixes later, they still weren’t satisfied—until they relistened to mix #2. “Everyone was grooving and dancing,” noted Swedien. “Mix #2 was the final decision and that is exactly what you hear on the record.”

			

			
				THE NITROGLYCERIN

				As October arrived, Quincy Jones was on the lookout for a song that would bring a different dimension to the album. A few demos were under consideration, among them “Nightline” by Glen Ballard and “Carousel” by Michael Sembello. Jones had also been asking David Paich of Toto to submit something. Finally, after a few weeks, Paich sent in a cassette tape of demos. It was on this tape that Jones fortuitously stumbled upon a rough sketch of a song called “Human Nature.”

				That song was actually not among the three Toto intended to submit, but once side A of the tape finished, the player automatically switched to side B. “Human Nature” began playing and Jones’s ears perked up. The lyrics were mostly missing besides the “Why, why” and “Tell him that it’s human nature” in the chorus, but the melody was gorgeous. He shared it with Jackson, who had a similar response. “[Jones] and I both agreed that the song had the prettiest melody we’d heard in a long time,” recalled Jackson.

				
				Jones quickly reached out to David Paich, who wrote most of Toto’s songs, but Paich revealed that this one was created by Steve Porcaro. Porcaro had been inspired by a conversation he’d had with his daughter after a bad day at school. He was thrilled to hear that Jackson and Jones were interested. But they needed lyrics for the verses. For that, Jones turned to seasoned lyricist John Bettis, who had written for the Carpenters and Donna Summer, among others. His lyrics were written in two days, and perfectly captured the mood they were looking for.

				Soon after, Steve Porcaro and David Paich went to work on the synth programming for the track and watched it blossom as Jackson recorded his vocal in just a few takes. Things seemed to be falling into place. As Quincy put it, there was no time for “paralysis from analysis.” The producer describes the final months of recording Thriller as “like riding a rocket. Everything about it was done at hyperspeed.”

				Still, knowing Jackson’s ambitions for the record, the consensus was that the album still needed a high-energy, crossover rock song. “The Girl Is Mine” might capture the adult contemporary audience, but they needed something else to really put the album over the top.

				For weeks, Jones claims, he pestered Jackson about it, challenging him to compose a black version of the Knack’s 1979 hit “My Sharona.” Unknown to Jones, the song was already under way, but Jackson was reluctant to present it in its early stage. “I like my songs,” he reflected in his autobiography, “but initially I’m shy about playing them for people, because I’m afraid they won’t like them and that’s a painful experience. He finally convinced me to let him hear what I had. I brought out ‘Beat It’ and played it for him and he went crazy. I felt on top of the world.”

				Jackson’s goal for the song was simply to “write the type of rock song that I would go out and buy, but also something totally different from the rock music I was hearing on Top Forty radio.” Once again, Jackson’s demo is instructive. He gives a brief introduction: “This is the vocal harmonies and choruses, uhhh, ‘Beat It.’ Ummm, I’ll do the verses and then the chorus.” Then he counts off and delivers the song that would be heard around the world in just a matter of months.

				
				The demo for “Beat It” was notably more sparse than those for “Billie Jean” or “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’.” There is no instrumentation: just Jackson’s voice, beatboxing, and incredible stacked harmonies in the chorus. But Jones had no trouble hearing its potential. “We knew he’d come up with the nitroglycerin,” Jones said. As legend has it, while listening to a mix of the song at Westlake one day, a speaker burst into flames, something not even Quincy Jones had seen before.

				Meanwhile, Jackson was laying down vocals for some of the final songs, including the new version of “P.Y.T.” and the Rod Temperton–penned ballad “The Lady in My Life.” For the latter song, Jones challenged Jackson in a similar way to “She’s Out of My Life” from Off the Wall. “[It] was one of the most difficult tracks to cut,” Jackson recalled in his autobiography. “We were used to doing a lot of takes in order to get a vocal as nearly perfect as possible, but Quincy wasn’t satisfied with my work on that song, even after literally dozens of takes. Finally, he took me aside late one session and told me he wanted me to beg. That’s what he said. He wanted me to go back to the studio and literally beg for it. So I went back in and had them turn off the studio lights and close the curtain between the studio and the control room so I wouldn’t feel self-conscious. Q started the tape and I begged. The result is what you hear in the grooves.”

			

			
				TOO MUCH MATERIAL

				By November 1982, every song was finally recorded. Jackson and Jones had navigated the tensions and compromises, and both were pleased with the final track list.

				
				Over the final week, they worked up to eighteen hours a day, putting on the finishing touches. “We did the final mixes and fixes and overdubs up until nine o’clock in the morning of the deadline for the reference copy,” remembered Jones. “We had three studios going at once.” Finally, it seemed, the album was complete. Bruce Swedien took the tapes to audio engineer Bernie Grundman for final mastering. That night (or morning, since it was about 5:00 a.m.), Jackson slept on Jones’s couch in his den, collapsing in exhaustion. He was back up a few hours later to hear the test pressing of Thriller.

				Everyone was anxious to hear the final product. Finally, after several whirlwind months of planning, creating, rehearsing, recording, and polishing, the album was done. Everyone gathered at the studio to listen: Jackson, Jones, Temperton, Swedien, and Michael’s managers, Freddy DeMann and Ron Weisner. It was the moment they had all been waiting for.

				“It was a disaster,” Jones recalled. “After all the great songs and the great performances and great mixes and a great tune stack, we had 24-karat sonic doo-doo. There was total silence in the studio. One by one we crept across the hall for some privacy: more silence ensued.”

				Tears streamed down Jackson’s face. “I felt devastated,” he remembered. “All this pent-up emotion came out. I got angry and left the room. I told my people, ‘That’s it, we’re not releasing it. Call CBS and tell them they are not getting this album. We are not releasing it.’ Because I knew it was wrong. If we hadn’t stopped the process and examined what we were doing, the record would have been terrible. It never would have been reviewed the way it was because, as we learned, you can ruin a great album in the mix. It’s like taking a great movie and ruining it in the editing.”

				By this time, the first single from the album, “The Girl Is Mine,” had already been released. The album was supposed to be done, and Jackson and Jones were feeling the heat from CBS/Epic. Ultimately, however, they were able to convince executives that a little more time was needed.

				
				Jones knew what the problem was: “We’d put too much material on the record….You need big fat grooves to make a big fat sound. If you squeeze it into thin grooves, you get tinny sound. We had twenty-eight minutes of sound on each side….With vinyl you had to be realistic; it had to be under nineteen minutes of music per side….Deep down inside we must have all known this all along as we were working, but chose not to deal with reality in our fatigue and musical euphoria.” At Quincy’s recommendation, everyone took a couple days off to take a step back and clear their heads before returning to remix the entire album in two weeks.

				Paring down an album was always a brutal process for Michael Jackson. He loved long intros and outros. The original pressing of Thriller was around fifty-two minutes (twenty-six minutes per side). But no one wanted to lose a song at this point. So what was cut? “Human Nature,” originally over seven minutes, was pared down to about four. “P.Y.T.,” likewise, was shaved down by a few minutes. A verse was taken off “The Lady in My Life”; “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” and “Beat It” were both trimmed; the interlude in “Thriller” and Vincent Price’s rap were condensed. Perhaps most difficult for Jackson was paring down “Billie Jean.”

				Quincy and Michael butted heads on “Billie Jean” more than any track on Thriller. It started with the title. Jones wanted Jackson to rename it “Not My Lover” so people wouldn’t mistake the subject of the song with renowned tennis player Billie Jean King. But Jackson wouldn’t budge. Jackson also stood his ground on the extended bass intro. “The intro to ‘Billie Jean’ was so long you could shave during it,” recalled Quincy Jones. “I said we had to get to the melody sooner, but Michael said that was what made him want to dance. And when Michael Jackson said something makes him want to dance, you don’t argue, so he won.”

				Jackson did make some concessions, though, as the final hour drew near, paring down the song by about a minute, mostly in the intro (which was trimmed by about twelve seconds) and the outro (which was cut by about a minute). With all the edits, the album was now down to a slim, trim forty-two minutes and nineteen seconds. Other minor tweaks were made to make songs hit with maximum vitality. “We put it dead in the pockets,” Quincy noted, “mixing one tune per day.”

				
				Those final efforts paid off. This time Jones, the A-Team, and, most important, Michael Jackson were satisfied. “When it was done—boom—it hit us hard,” Jackson pointed out. “CBS could hear the difference, too….It felt so good when we finished. I was so excited I couldn’t wait for it to come out.”

			

			
				A GROWING AVALANCHE

				Thriller hit record stores on November 30, 1982. To the chagrin of the record company, they missed the Thanksgiving holiday—one of the most lucrative shopping weeks—but it wouldn’t matter. Radio stations began playing the album before it was even officially released—uncommon practice at the time—and the audience response was off the charts. “The phones lit up,” wrote biographer Steve Knopper. “Listeners actually drove to [local LA radio station KDAY-AM] in an attempt to buy the album.”

				Because of the leak and overwhelming interest, CBS/Epic decided to go ahead and release the album a few days early. They knew they had something special and began executing a globe-conquering game plan. “From the beginning,” wrote Billboard’s Gail Mitchell, “Epic intended to live up to its name. The [record] label made Thriller the first major release to debut worldwide simultaneously, the first album to be worked for close to two years instead of the usual six or eight months and the first album to spin off seven singles to radio—more than double the normal number.” Still, while Thriller sold well from the beginning, it was more a growing avalanche than an instant sensation.

				The album cover—taken by portrait photographer Dick Zimmerman—featuring the now-iconic image of a lounging Jackson in a white suit, seemed rather conservative, hardly indicative of the revolutionary content inside. Like the Off the Wall cover, it was intended to project chic sophistication. What was striking about this new image, however, was Jackson himself.

				
				Everything about him had seemingly been polished and fine-tuned. “His nose is now streamlined and sculptured,” observed biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli, “a tribute to a twentieth-century Michelangelo—his plastic surgeon. The new face has been skillfully enhanced: almond-shaped eyes outlined in black and lightly shadowed, high cheekbones emphasized by the merest hint of rouge, lips glossed to a subtle sheen. His former Afro hairstyle has been replaced by soft curls which frame his face; two wisps adorn his brow.” His caramel skin, meanwhile, is radiant, while his entire body glows with an aura of otherworldly beauty. GQ magazine said he looked like an “iconic sun-god relaxing after quitting time.”

				CBS/Epic decided to make the lead single from the album “The Girl Is Mine.” While catchy, it seemed more what people would expect from an easy-listening R&B singer like Lionel Richie or, well, Paul McCartney. It made some wonder if Jackson was now playing it safe, rather than building on the innovative spirit of Off the Wall. “From Prince to Marvin Gaye, from rap to Rick James, black artists have incorporated increasingly mature and adventurous themes—culture, sex, politics—into grittier, gutsier music,” wrote Rolling Stone at the time. “So when Jackson’s first solo single since 1979 turned out to be a wimpoid MOR [middle-of-the-road] ballad with the refrain ‘the doggone girl is mine,’ sung with a tame Paul McCartney, it looked like the train had left the station without him.”

				Jackson and his team, however, had a strategy. “When you have two strong names like that together on a song,” Jackson explained in his autobiography, “it has to come out first.” It made sense—and the song was indeed a big hit, reaching #2 on the Billboard Hot 100 and #1 on both the Adult Contemporary chart and the R&B singles chart. That meant it was crossing over exactly as intended.

				
				But it also allowed them to stun people with the material that followed. Quincy Jones called it their red herring—because after “The Girl Is Mine” came “Billie Jean.” The dark, sinuous track was released as a single in January 1983 and cracked the Top 10 in mid-February. If “The Girl Is Mine” was a concession to racialized radio programming, “Billie Jean” was a dare. The song sounded “black” to listeners; it clearly wasn’t rock. But it didn’t matter. It was too good to deny and resonated across all races and demographics.

				The next month, after lengthy and combative negotiations, the music video—which contained an actual story line, a rarity at the time—broke the color barrier on MTV, becoming the first video by a major African American artist to be featured on the network. Again, the response was overwhelming. “Billie Jean” hit #1 on the Billboard Hot 100 that same week. It stayed there the following week. And another four weeks after that, becoming the biggest single in Jackson’s career.

				While “Billie Jean” was still reigning at the top of the charts, Epic released “Beat It.” The conventional wisdom in the industry was to allow a single to run its course before introducing another. But at the behest of Frank DiLeo, head of promotion at Epic (and before long, Jackson’s manager), “Beat It” came out just a month after “Billie Jean.” “CBS screamed, ‘You’re crazy. This will kill ‘Billie Jean,’ ” recalled Jackson. “But Frank told them not to worry, that both songs would be number one and both would be in the Top Ten at the same time. They were.”

				Indeed, just one week after “Billie Jean” bowed out of the top spot, “Beat It” took its place, propelled by the iconic video featuring Jackson in signature red leather jacket mediating a gang war.

			

			
				
				BIGGER THAN THE BEATLES

				Thriller reached #1 in February 1983, around the same time “Billie Jean” and “Beat It” were climbing the charts. It stayed there seventeen consecutive weeks, well into the summer. The buzz that had been gradually building had now reached freight-train-level volume and momentum.

				Over the course of the next two years, the album spent an astounding eighty weeks in the Top 10 in the United States. Thirty-seven of those weeks it was at #1. “At some point,” wrote biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli, “Thriller stopped selling like a leisure item—like a magazine, a toy, tickets to a hit movie—and started selling like a household staple.” Within the first year alone, it sold twenty-two million copies in the United States, more than double the sales of David Bowie, the Police, and Duran Duran—combined.

				With each new single, video, or performance, Thriller continued to fly off the shelves, sometimes selling more than a million copies a week—for example, after the airing of Motown 25 in May 1983, when Jackson unveiled the moonwalk. In November of that year, just when it seemed the album’s momentum might finally be slowing down, the Thriller short film premiered at the Metro Crest Theatre, stunning viewers with its riveting visuals, special effects, choreography, and production values.

				Soon after the premier, the short film made its way onto MTV, Showtime, and VHS home video, becoming a cultural phenomenon in and of itself. People were talking about it at work and at school. Decades later, many people still remember where they were the first time they saw it on TV. The single, meanwhile, released in early 1984, peaked at #4, becoming the album’s seventh Top 10 single—yet another record. Perhaps just as remarkable, however, was the fact that it was now two years after the initial release and the album was still on fire.

				That year, the Guinness Book of World Records declared Thriller the bestselling album of all time. Meanwhile, Rolling Stone, the same magazine that had denied Jackson a front cover for Off the Wall a few years earlier, pronounced him “the biggest star in the pop-cultural universe—if not bigger than Jesus, as John Lennon once boasted of the Beatles, then certainly bigger than that group, or any other past pop icons.”

			

			
				
				JACKSON MANIA

				In the wake of Thriller, Michael Jackson became indelible to life in the ’80s. His image seemed to be everywhere—on TV, in commercials, magazines, posters, T-shirts, even replica dolls. When the artist suffered burns on the set of a Pepsi commercial in 1984, it evoked such widespread concern that the president of the United States wrote him a get-well card.

				Everyone became familiar with Jackson’s array of unique trademarks: the single sequined glove, the fedora, the red leather jacket, the black pants and white socks; the kicks, spins, and toe-raises; the moonwalk; the choreographed dances; the sculpted face, the aviator sunglasses, the Jheri curl.

				For fans, he seemed to possess a certain aura, as if walking straight out of one of his music videos, fully costumed and in character. The effect was startling to those who saw him in person, often inciting pandemonium, bordering on hysteria. When Jackson visited Madame Tussauds in London in 1985, his car was surrounded by thousands of screaming fans. Police were forced to push back the crowd to prevent the artist from being mobbed. This happened wherever he went.

				It marked the height of Michael Jackson mania. The world couldn’t get enough—whether through his albums; his music videos; concert tickets and memorabilia; or books and magazine features. People were fascinated. Who was this childlike recluse who turned his home into a miniature Disneyland? Who barely spoke above a whisper when accepting awards, then electrified audiences onstage?

				The pinnacle of the Thriller era came that February at the 26th Annual Grammy Awards at the Shrine Auditorium. Jackson had already dominated the American Music Awards, where he was nominated for a record eleven awards and won eight.

				
				But the Grammys were the moment he had been waiting for. He arrived decked out in a glittering blue military-style jacket, trimmed in gold; black high-water pants, white socks, and loafers; aviator sunglasses; and a single white sequined glove. He was accompanied by actress Brooke Shields and child star Emmanuel Lewis. Watching footage of the show, one can sense how much the evening meant to him. All the rejection he felt three years earlier; all the hours he put into his craft going back to his childhood in Gary, Indiana; all the goals and plans and dreams he had brooded over had materialized in this ceremony, in which he was acknowledged by his peers, the industry, and the world.

				Accepting award after award onstage, he was by turns grateful, funny, humble, and proud—but above all, dizzy with joy. He went home that night with a record haul of eight Grammy Awards (an even more impressive feat at the time since there were far fewer categories than today), including for Album of the Year.

			

			
				THE JACKIE ROBINSON OF POP

				Michael Jackson is not always thought of as a racial pioneer the same way as, say, Jackie Robinson. But what he achieved in the early ’80s was just as significant to the music industry as what Robinson did for baseball.

				In its 1982 review, The New York Times not only praised Thriller as a “wonderful pop record”; it called it “as hopeful a sign as we have had yet that the destructive barriers that spring up regularly between white and black music—and between whites and blacks—in this culture may be breached once again.”

				In the early ’80s, it is often forgotten, music was very segregated, even more so than in the ’60s. As author Nelson George notes, “the best year for crossover was 1970, when fifteen of the top black songs in America reached the top fifteen on the pop chart, and seven went to number one,” including four by the Jackson 5.

				
				Yet from 1970 to 1982 there was a steady decline in diversity, particularly on radio, which became dominated by album-oriented rock. Some saw it as a retrenchment on the part of mostly white gatekeepers to keep music segregated in the wake of major inroads for black music in the 1960s. MTV, operating on similar “narrowcasting” logic, targeted white audiences and was dominated by “rock”—a kind of euphemism for white music, whether rock, punk, R&B, or new wave. The same lack of diversity permeated prominent music and entertainment magazines, from Rolling Stone to Billboard to People.

				Michael Jackson changed the landscape. “When Thriller came along, it really changed everything,” observed music producer and executive Antonio “L.A.” Reid. “Because all of a sudden music—for the first time ever—music didn’t have a color. He was too good to be denied. He was too good to be put into any box and it didn’t have a color. So whether it was rock, or whether it was pop, or whether it was R&B, whatever it was, Michael defied categorization with that album. And as a result of that he really broke the barrier.”

				Part of that was strategic—Michael Jackson was clearly trying to hit different genres and capture different audiences with Thriller’s diverse lineup of songs. How could FM radio deny a duet featuring beloved former Beatle Paul McCartney and rising star Michael Jackson? “Beat It” pushed the conundrum even further. “The sound of ‘Beat It’ was simply outrageous, for both R&B and rock listeners,” explained Rolling Stone in a 2009 retrospective. “The music was undeniably great, it was a rock song (albeit a new kind of rock), and it featured the most famous guitarist in the world, Eddie Van Halen. Long before Run DMC and Aerosmith brought down walls on ‘Walk This Way,’ Michael Jackson helped demolish the longstanding segregation between black and white music with ‘Beat It.’ Crossover songs like these opened the door for tracks like the African-rooted ‘Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ’ and the dark rhythm and blues of ‘Billie Jean.’ ”

				
				The impact was similar on television. Before 1983, only a handful of black artists appeared on MTV, mostly vintage clips of legends like Jimi Hendrix and Tina Turner. The network, like the radio stations, justified this as a genre-based decision, citing their target audience, which was white. “MTV was arguably the best example of cultural apartheid in the United States [in 1982],” observed cultural critic Mark Anthony Neal. In 1983, David Bowie called MTV out on the air for its policy of racial exclusion. Then came “Billie Jean.” MTV at first refused to play the video, citing its policy of only playing rock music. CBS head Walter Yetnikoff, however, would not accept the denial of his record label’s biggest artist. “I said to MTV, ‘I’m pulling everything we have off the air, all our product,’ ” Yetnikoff recalled. “ ‘I’m not going to give you any more videos. And I’m going to go public and fucking tell them about the fact you don’t want to play music by a black guy.’ ”

				After several days of tense discussions, MTV caved. Before long, “Billie Jean” was in heavy rotation due to audience demand. “Certain executives from MTV will deny it now,” said John Branca, “but it was absolutely the case that Walter forced that to happen.”

				With that consequential decision, the racial wall at MTV came tumbling down. By the end of the ’80s, the cable network not only owed much of its success to Jackson, but it was featuring numerous other black artists from multiple genres, from rock to R&B to hip-hop.

				“Michael Jackson always understood,” wrote cultural critic Michael Eric Dyson, “that black art should never be ghettoized, that black music should be as commercially ubiquitous as its artistic ambitions. Michael Jackson simply wanted to match the market with the morality of black art and talent, and thus, give it global breathing room. Like Oprah and Obama after him, Michael Jackson wanted black art to be unlimited, to remain free of artificial divisions and false restrictions.”

				
				That art not only resonated across racial barriers, but across countries and cultures. While Jackson’s artistic and cultural significance in relation to the Beatles and other music legends continues to be debated, one fact can’t be denied: Michael Jackson’s global reach was bigger than anyone else’s. Aided by globalization and new technologies—including more transportable formats like VHS home videos and cassette tapes—his image, music, and style rapidly spread around the world. Thriller resonated in countries as diverse as Japan (where it stayed on the charts for sixty-five consecutive weeks), South Africa (where it became the then racially segregated country’s top seller), and the Soviet Union (where it was officially banned, but still “swapped and treasured” in the form of bootleg cassettes).

				Jackson’s broad, borderless appeal seemed to be written into the very beats and melodies of Thriller. “The pulse of America and much of the rest of the world moves irregularly,” observed Time in 1984, “beating in time to the tough strut of ‘Billie Jean,’ the asphalt aria of ‘Beat It,’ the supremely cool chills of ‘Thriller.’ ”

			

			
				THE BESTSELLING ALBUM OF ALL TIME

				In its 1982 review—before the album became a phenomenon—Rolling Stone called Thriller a “watershed” in Jackson’s creative development. It introduced new sounds; it expanded his vocal canvas; it explored new thematic territory. Where Off the Wall was primarily an expression of sensuality and exuberance, Thriller offered deeper and broader themes and sounds.

				Some influential critics at the time—including Greil Marcus and Dave Marsh—dismissed Thriller as a commercial album, a pop vehicle with a lot of catchy hooks and shrewdly targeted demographics. Its appeal was indeed calculated—it aimed big and wide, with the stated intention of no “filler” or “B-sides”—and seven of its nine songs were Top 10 hits. Yet its commercial ambitions don’t preclude its creative innovations. Jackson’s individuality, creativity, and talent are imprinted on every track. As music critic Jody Rosen noted, its “parts added up to the most improbable kind of art. It was a work of personal revelation that was also a mass-market masterpiece. It’s an achievement that will likely never be topped.”

				
				Its lineup is by turns frenetic (“Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ”), smooth (“Baby Be Mine”), charming (“The Girl Is Mine”), cinematic (“Thriller”), bold (“Beat It”), mysterious (“Billie Jean”), evocative (“Human Nature”), playful (“P.Y.T.”), and intimate (“The Lady in My Life”). Yet Jackson and Jones were able to make that collection still feel integrated and of a piece. In listening to the album, there was a sense—in part because of Jackson’s presence, but also because of the production and mixing—that it was all cut from the same cloth.

				In 2008, Thriller was inducted into the Grammy Hall of Fame. The same year it was also selected as one of twenty-five albums preserved by the Library of Congress’s National Recording Registry for being “culturally significant.” It has now sold more than thirty-three million copies in the United States, the most ever by an original studio album. In 2018, the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) announced that the Eagles’ 1976 album, Their Greatest Hits, surpassed Thriller in sales with a dramatic spike in sales—from twenty-nine million in 2006 to thirty-eight million in 2018. Why such a big jump? The RIAA explained that it was due to a new way of counting sales, which now includes streaming from YouTube, Spotify, Apple Music, and other digital services, as well as downloaded songs. Given this new method, when Thriller is recertified (it was last certified in 2017), it is likely to reclaim its throne.

				Globally, however, Thriller remains the undisputed bestselling album in history, having sold at least sixty-eight million album copies (110 million counting singles). This does not include countries and territories that did not—or currently do not—track and report sales. For context, the next closest albums—including Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon, AC/DC’s Back in Black, and Whitney Houston’s The Bodyguard—have sold between forty and fifty million each.

				
				Beyond sales, though, for more than three decades now, Thriller has served as the benchmark for aspiring superstars—the holy grail of pop. “We live now in the world of the ‘long tail,’ ” wrote music critic Tom Ewing. “Thriller was the big head.”

			

			
				THE SONGS

				1. “WANNA BE STARTIN’ SOMETHIN’ ”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				It doesn’t take long to hear why Thriller was such a revolutionary album. Three rapid drumbeats kick off the opening track—from there, the sounds seem to ricochet off one another like a pinball machine. “It’s a giddy and glamorous sound,” wrote Newsweek in 1983. “Hands clap, horns blare. A carnival of percussion erupts. Electric guitars chatter like a corps of African talking drums. A voice gasps and then chants a chorus. So go the first few seconds of ‘Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’,’ six minutes of musical frenzy.”

				There simply wasn’t a genre for a song like this in 1982. It wasn’t disco. It wasn’t funk. It wasn’t R&B. It wasn’t new wave. It was a fusion of all of these: a song so wild and energetic it nearly bursts at the seams.

				A holdout from Off the Wall, there is a clear thread connecting it to the brilliant rhythmic showcases—“Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” “Workin’ Day and Night”—Jackson wrote for that earlier album: the percussive genius, the exotic sounds, the raw energy. It also resembles those songs in its simplicity: “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” is built on just two chords. One would think that two-chord loop would become repetitive, but, as Jackson often explained, music is like tapestry. The way the song gradually introduces new instruments and sounds, building to a rousing climax, is like Ravel’s Boléro—just one theme masterfully carried through a dramatic arc.

				
				One must listen carefully to fully appreciate the layers of hooks, rhythms, and cross-rhythms—the intersecting drum patterns, the snare, the bass, the slow-step synth pads, Jackson mimicking the percussion (“duh duh duh duh duh”), the trumpets and saxophones. It is an expertly layered rhythmic symphony that essentially bridges African and Western musical styles.

				Jackson’s vocal matches the manic nature of the song. Listen, for example, to how he sings the line “They said she had a breakdown”—the way he emphasizes the last word, high and quirky, accentuates the meaning of the lyric. The lyrics themselves are more a collage of vignettes about the madness of modern life than a coherent narrative. He sings of undiagnosed illness, of mental breakdowns, of gossip, of unplanned pregnancies leading to unfed babies. In perhaps the strangest, most cryptic section, he repeats: “You’re a vegetable / You’re a vegetable / They eat off of you.” What did it mean? Was he referring to someone in a vegetative state? Someone no longer able to function? And who was feeding off him? The media? The public? Jackson never explained.

				The chorus, however, provides perhaps the best insight into his state of mind: “It’s too high to get over / Too low to get under,” he laments. “You’re stuck in the middle / And the pain is thunder.” The pain, that is, comes from feeling stuck with no way out. Lyrics like these made Thriller more compelling than Off the Wall. They were more personal, more confessional, more fraught with tension. They gave an actual sense of the human being behind the celebrity.

				At about the 4:27 mark, however, Jackson—and, by extension, the listener—experiences a breakthrough. Trapped to this point inside the angst and confusion of the song, there is a sudden cathartic release. “Jackson seemingly summons the gods,” observed cultural critic Mark Anthony Neal, “delivering a sermonic spectacle worthy of the greatest black preachers (‘Lift your head up high and scream out to the world / I know I am someone and let the truth unfurl / No one can hurt you now, because you know what’s true / Yes I believe in me, so you believe in you’). The song soars when Jackson yelps (literally, out of breath) ‘help me sing it’ at which point the legendary backing group the Waters (Julia, Maxine, and Oren) chime in rhythmically ‘ma ma se, ma ma sa, ma ma coo sa….’ Jackson ad-libs behind the Waters when suddenly the bottom drops out, and listeners are left with Jackson (damn near orgasmic), the still-frenzied Waters, the punctuating lines of the horn section (including veteran studio trumpeter Jerry Hey), and a shout-clap rhythm worthy of the Ring Shout tradition.”

				
				It is a truly remarkable moment. For all the anxiety and apprehension (both internal and external), the music offers a kind of salvation. “Help me sing it,” he calls out to the choir, before leading a communal chant. The African chant is adapted from a refrain in Cameroonian saxophonist Manu Dibango’s 1972 song “Soul Makossa.” Jackson may have been exposed to it on one of his trips to Africa. The artist remembers his first visit to the continent with the Jackson 5 as a revelatory experience. As he and his brothers stepped off the plane in Dakar, Senegal, they were greeted by African dancers and drumming. “Their drums and sounds filled the air with rhythm,” he recalled. “I was going crazy, I was screaming, ‘All right! They got the rhythm….This is it. This is where I come from. The origin.’ ” The Jacksons returned to Senegal in 1979 on the Destiny Tour. That year, in an interview with Jet, Jackson again emphasized his love and connection to Africa. “I don’t want the Blacks to ever forget that this is where we come from and where our music comes from. And if we forget, it would really get lost. I want us to remember.”

				“Soul Makossa” also became popular in the underground disco scene in New York City in the late ’70s. There are many elements that give “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” an exotic, international feel, but the “ma ma se, ma ma sa, ma ma coo sa” bridge was like his shout-out to the world. Listen to the breakdown at the 5:08 mark, where the drum programming drops out and the chant is isolated with Brazilian percussionist Paulinho da Costa’s conga drumming as Jackson soars over the top. For an album often dismissed as calculated, commercial, studio pop, this is some pretty raw, funky, instinctual stuff.

				
				Listeners have long wondered about the meaning of the chant, but while it may originate in the Cameroonian language Duala, there is no direct translation. The chant, at least in the context of the song, is simply a celebration of life—and a nod to Jackson’s (and music’s) roots. “These are the brilliant moments…that most casual listeners of Jackson’s music continue to miss,” wrote Mark Anthony Neal. “For those who read Jackson’s ever devolving facial features as some evidence of racial self-hatred, ‘Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ’ is Jackson’s unspoken retort, as he summoned the Orishas in a way never before experienced in American pop music.”

				By turns a timeless dance hit, a psychological confession, a social critique, a black pride anthem, a cosmopolitan carnival, and a spiritual breakthrough, it is one of the most distinctive and compelling songs in Jackson’s entire catalog.

			

			
				2. “BABY BE MINE”

				
					Written and composed by Rod Temperton

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				Like Off the Wall, Thriller slows the pace after the high-energy opener, easing the listener into its smooth soulfulness. If “Baby Be Mine” sounds like a direct descendant of “Rock with You,” that’s because it is. Not only do both mid-tempo jams appear in the same spot on the album; both are written by Rod Temperton and both feature nearly identical drumroll intros. While “Rock with You” was a #1 hit, however, “Baby Be Mine” is probably the most overlooked track on Thriller, one of only two songs on the album not released as a single.

				But most fans have long since learned not to sleep on this one. “Imagine if this weren’t the better of the two non-singles from a monster album but a one-shot single by an unknown artist,” wrote music critic Michaelangelo Matos. “The sweet midtempo glide of ‘Baby Be Mine’ would have likely bubbled into the R&B Top 20 and gotten lots of roller-skate play, been included on recent mix CDs by cutting-edge European DJs and been remade as a slow jam at least three times. We’d have wondered at the bionic singer, the effervescent synth arrangements, the popping groove. In short, it would sound like the hidden classic it remains, even in plain sight.” It is a testament to the overall quality of the album that a gem like this is considered “filler.”

				
				“Baby Be Mine” was one of the first Temperton tracks Jackson recorded for Thriller. The artist really had to stretch to sing it in his natural tenor voice—it’s not an easy song to sing, especially in that key. After several attempts, however, Jackson figured it out and makes it sound effortless on the final cut. Listen to his pleading in the bridge (“Lady can’t you see that heaven’s just begun”)—there’s a kind of youthful fervor to it. Throughout the song, his voice pushes right to the breaking point, making you feel every ounce of his yearning.

				Quincy Jones described the melody as similar to a “John Coltrane–style progressive jazz line” that unwittingly introduced a whole new generation of listeners to the complex rhythms of bebop. That melody is complemented by a beautiful harmonic counterline (“Show me how it should be”) that runs throughout the song. The production, meanwhile, contains traces of the disco era with its twitchy rhythm guitar and prominent horns, but updates it with more contemporary sounds. The synth work on the track alone is worth the price of admission, from Greg Phillinganes’s deep, bouncy Minimoog bass line to the incandescent sparkling at the 2:16 mark to the way the synths stretch out, like gusts of warm wind, in the verses.

				The silver lining of being overlooked on the bestselling album of all time is that it hasn’t been oversaturated; it still sounds fresh. Hip-hop artist Nas calls it “proof that Michael Jackson is the Greatest Musician Ever. Just Listen [to] Baby Be Mine. Period.”

			

			
				
				3. “THE GIRL IS MINE”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				There was a sense among some of Jackson’s collaborators that he could only write grooves, not melodies. Most of his self-composed songs up to this point—“Shake Your Body,” “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” “Workin’ Day and Night”—were rhythm-oriented. With “The Girl Is Mine,” Jackson sought to dispel that notion.

				“The Girl Is Mine” was actually Jackson’s fourth official collaboration with Paul McCartney. McCartney gave Jackson “Girlfriend” for Off the Wall. Then in 1981, as McCartney remembers it, he got a call out of the blue one day from America. It was Michael Jackson, saying he wanted to write some hit songs together. McCartney agreed and invited the young artist to come to visit his Tudor estate in England.

				McCartney wasn’t sure how the chemistry would work, but it turned out that he and Jackson got along great, joking around, watching cartoons, and talking about music and the entertainment industry into the wee hours. Jackson saw it as an opportunity to pick the brain of a legend, and McCartney was happy to share what he’d learned along the way.

				It was on this trip that McCartney infamously recommended that Jackson get into music publishing. McCartney had acquired the rights to several catalogs, including songs by Buddy Holly. “[Paul] handed me a little book with MPL [the holding company for McCartney’s business interests] printed on the cover,” recalled Jackson. “He smiled as I opened it because he knew I was going to find the contents exciting. It contained a list of all the songs Paul owns and he’d been buying the rights to songs for a long time.” Jackson was fascinated, and joked that someday he might buy the Beatles’ songs (more on that in chapter 3).

				The pair’s chemistry extended into the studio, where Jackson was somewhat surprised to discover that he was able not only to hold his own, but often to drive the creative process. “We worked together as equals and enjoyed ourselves,” he reflected in his autobiography. “Paul never had to carry me in that studio.” Legendary Beatles producer George Martin, who oversaw the sessions, came away impressed with the young artist. “He actually does radiate an aura when he comes into the studio, there’s no question about it. He’s not a musician in the sense that Paul is, but he does know what he wants in music and he has very firm ideas.”

				
				Those sessions—which took place in London at BMI Studio and Abbey Road Studios in May and September 1981, respectively—produced two solid songs: “Say Say Say” and “The Man.” Both were cowritten by Jackson and McCartney and both ended up on McCartney’s 1983 album, Pipes of Peace.

				They reunited in December 1981, this time to work on “The Girl Is Mine” for Jackson’s album. McCartney invited Jackson and Quincy Jones to his ranch in Tucson, Arizona, where they jammed in the studio and played around with the song for the next few days. It was in these sessions that they came up with the interlude where Jackson and McCartney playfully banter over the girl. Extensive home video footage taken by the McCartneys captures this trip, including Jackson riding horses with the McCartney family. The famous photo eventually featured on the single album sleeve for “The Girl Is Mine”—with Michael in a blue windbreaker jacket and Paul in gray fleece—was taken by Linda McCartney during this visit.

				The song, of course, has long been maligned by critics for its corny lyrics and pedestrian production. Asked about it in 1982, Paul McCartney responded: “The song I’ve just done with Michael Jackson, you could say that it’s shallow. There was even a word—‘doggone’—that I wouldn’t have put in it. When I checked it out with Michael, he explained that he wasn’t going for depth—he was going for rhythm, he was going for feel. And he was right. It’s not the lyrics that are important on this particular song—it’s much more the noise, the performance, my voice, his voice.”

				
				Indeed, the pleasure of the song is in those simple elements. It feels like a stroll in the park, a warm, spring morning, birds chirping, trees rustling. The melody captures a sense of weightless bliss. It doesn’t hurt, of course, that it features two of the most iconic vocalists in the history of popular music. The highlight of their exchange culminates in the bridge, as Jackson takes a line (“But I love you endlessly”) and makes it soar with euphoric conviction.

				Incidentally, Jackson’s original demo captures some of these qualities even better. The guitar riff, stripped out of the final production, gives it more energy, and the pleading outro has more soul.

				Still, whatever the flaws of the final production, the song has proved memorable. Decades later, its corniness is part of its charm. Jackson’s famous response in the rap, “Paul, I think I told you, I’m a lover, not a fighter,” a riff on the Kinks’ 1964 song, contains a wink and a smile, while the song as a whole evokes a sense of nostalgia and innocence.

				It is strange to think of such a song as risqué in any sense. But it was for the time. As Newsweek’s Jim Miller observed in 1983: “[‘The Girl Is Mine’] sounds very pretty and perfectly innocuous—until you begin to think about the lyrics. Have American radio stations ever before played a song about two men, one black and the other white, quarreling over the same woman?” In this way, the song not only challenged segregated programming; it also helped normalize interracial love on the radio.

			

			
				4. “THRILLER”

				
					Written and composed by Rod Temperton

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				The transition from “The Girl Is Mine” to “Thriller” has to be one of the strangest, most abrupt shifts ever heard on a pop album. All the carefree light suddenly dissolves. We hear a creaking door, gusty wind, thunderclaps, footsteps, and howling (the latter effect performed by none other than Michael Jackson).

				
				It takes the album into an entirely different sonic and thematic space. Some critics felt all the overt cinematic horror effects made it too campy. But this was Jackson’s intent. A lifelong fan of old classics like The Wolf Man, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, and House on Haunted Hill, “Thriller” was old Hollywood revived, updated with a potent brew of Gothic funk—a genre Jackson essentially invented.

				It is difficult to think of another song in popular music history that conjures up its visual presentation as thoroughly as “Thriller.” “If ever a video killed the radio star,” wrote journalist Baz Dreisinger, “ ‘Thriller’ was it.” Far from killing the music, however, “Thriller” gave it new life. Album sales tripled after the video’s appearance on MTV. The video lured people to the music and the music lured people back to the video. They soon became inseparable in the popular imagination. Even today, when one hears the famous chorus, the instant mental image is of a young, radiant Jackson in electric red jacket and pants, flirtatiously circling Ola Ray, morphing into alter egos, dancing with effortless grace and funk alongside zombies while projecting an energy and magnetism that still leaps through the screen. The revolutionary fourteen-minute “Thriller” video essentially reinvented the medium. Music videos had been done before. But never like this.

				Yet the song itself has plenty to offer. That famous synth blast in the introduction was inspired, in part, by the brass opening that ushers in Prince’s “1999.” According to synth programmer Michael Boddicker, it was created with a Roland Jupiter-8 synthesizer in double four-voice mode, giving it an enormous sound (unsurprisingly, Jackson wanted it bigger than Prince’s). It works as intended, exploding out of the speakers as it announces the epic song about to unfurl. Part of its impact comes from the dramatic build that precedes it—that heartbeat drum part; the subtle, galloping ride cymbal; the intensifying synth pads. Then—da da—the brass hits, kicking off some of the most memorable synth-funk of the decade.

				
				“On the intro,” revealed recording engineer Bruce Swedien, “there’s a little rhythm track that commences the music, and I purposely limited the bandwidth on it so that as you listen to it your ear adjusts to that spectral response. Then, all of a sudden, the real bass and kick drum come in and the effect is really startling.” That bass sound, created by two Minimoogs playing in unison, runs through most of the song, as does the intricate percussion, programmed on a classic Linn Drum Machine and featuring a combination of handclaps, conga, and cowbell beneath the kick drum.

				That iconic one-note bass during the rap (or in the video, during the zombie dance), meanwhile, was created by layering the Minimoog with the Roland Jupiter-8, giving it that textured, croaking sound that makes Michael’s shoulders twitch. The bridge is one of the highlights of the song as the pulsing bass is surrounded by a cross-current of sounds, including that fantastic staccato rhythm guitar pattern by David Williams.

				In the verses, Jackson stretches out his lines (“It’s close to miiiiiidnight”), allowing his descriptions to build tension as they unfold, before bursting into the chorus (“ ’Cause this is thriller!”). Over the course of the song, a grotesque narrative emerges in which evil lurks in the dark, the narrator feels trapped with “Nowhere left to run” and has visions of the living dead. Just as in the short film, the narrator has a split identity: part terrified human, part terrorizing monster.

				As music critic J. Edward Keyes noted, the lyrics are surrounded by “such spectacular robo-funk—that simple six-note synth riff rolling over and over, unmistakable and unforgettable—that it’s easy to miss the skeletons crouching in its shadows….This is, after all, a song that begins with something evil lurking in the dark, [and] makes a brief stop at demon possession before ending with an army of zombies descending on their prey.” It’s pretty dark stuff, particularly on the heels of “The Girl Is Mine.”

				
				But there is a campy playfulness to it all that softens the horror elements, as, for example, when Vincent Price warns that those “Without the soul for getting down” will probably “rot inside a corpse’s shell.” Consider this Rod Temperton’s warning to those standing on the sidelines of the dance floor when “Thriller” comes on.

				“Thriller” couldn’t have been a better fit for Jackson, embodying his interests in horror, spectacle, and cinema, while allowing him to playfully explore his darker side.

			

			
				5. “BEAT IT”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				“Beat It” was the “Johnny B. Goode” of the ’80s. It was a game changer: when it stormed the airwaves and MTV in the spring of ’83, there was no doubt it signaled a new era in music. That iconic guitar riff not only announced Michael Jackson as the biggest force in music; it officially shattered the arbitrary barriers between black and white music and ensured that African American artists would never again be relegated to the margins.

				From LA to New York, “Beat It” blasted from boom boxes and Walkmans, in clubs and aerobics classes. Listeners in the early ’80s described it as “electrifying” and “invigorating” as they “hip-hopped to it in clubs and break-danced to it in the streets.” In its 1982 review, Rolling Stone called it a “this-ain’t-no-disco AOR track….Jackson’s voice soars all over the melody, Eddie Van Halen checks in with a blistering guitar solo, you could build a convention center on the backbeat, and the result is one nifty dance song.” Nifty was a patrician way of describing it. In terms of overcoming racialized programming, where “The Girl Is Mine” charmed with a bouquet of flowers, “Beat It” knocked the door down and demanded its due (you can literally hear a knocking sound before Eddie Van Halen enters with his guitar solo).

				
				“Beat It” was the last song Jackson wrote for Thriller. Soon after revealing the demo to Quincy Jones, the A-Team went to work on the track. Ironically, it was members of Toto—the group rock critics derided as too soft—who were among the most important players on the track. Unbeknownst to most casual fans, the famous guitar hook is not played by Eddie Van Halen; it’s Toto guitarist Steve Lukather. Lukather not only played the bass line; he played all the rhythm guitar parts. Meanwhile, Steve Porcaro, the man who wrote “Human Nature,” did the synth programming, primarily using the Synclavier, an early, polyphonic digital synthesizer.

				Much folklore surrounds Eddie Van Halen’s guitar solo on the track. Was it Quincy or Michael who came up with the idea? (It remains unknown, though Quincy was the one who reached out to Van Halen.) Did Quincy really bring a couple of six-packs of beer to the studio the day Eddie came in? (Probably yes, recall sources, though Quincy is notorious for embellishing stories.) Were Quincy and Michael present during the recording? (There are mixed accounts on this, but, according to Van Halen, Quincy was there, and Michael came in during the second take.) Was the knocking sound at the beginning of the solo someone inadvertently interrupting the take or Eddie knocking on his guitar? (Neither; it was actually Michael, knocking on a drum case.) Was Eddie really not paid for his contribution? (He was not; he did it as a favor, which his manager and fellow band members thought was crazy.)

				According to all accounts, Eddie was sent the track ahead of time and given the freedom to improvise in the studio as he wished. He completed it in two takes. Eddie had no idea what Jackson would make of it. “In my mind,” he recalled, “he’s either going to have his bodyguards kick me out for butchering his song or he’s going to like it. And so he gave it a listen, and he turned to me and went, ‘Wow, thank you so much for having the passion to not just come in and blaze a solo, but to actually care about the song, and make it better.’ He was this musical genius with this childlike innocence. He was such a professional, and such a sweetheart.” As great as the solo was, it was accidentally recorded in the wrong place, so Steve Lukather and Jeff Porcaro were tasked with grafting it where it should be.

				
				The sound of “Beat It” was huge. Some called it “black rock”; others called it “dance metal.” Time described it as an “asphalt aria.” The consensus was the idea of fusion: it represented something fresh, something new.

				The title was a play on words. To “beat it” meant to split, to get out of a situation. It also meant to overcome, to beat what’s holding you back. The beat, of course, is also associated with music, implying that you can beat what’s holding you down with the beat. This was the message of the iconic music video, in which Jackson mediates gang violence with music and dance.

				This messaging is an important part of the song—often overlooked because listeners (understandably) get caught up in the music. In a time of escalating gang warfare (and inflammatory Cold War rhetoric), it was a call for cooler heads to prevail, for peace over violence. It defied the “macho” posturing of most rock (and, later, hip-hop), offering instead a warning against pride and ego-driven conflict. You want to be tough? You want to be a man? Then be smart, not macho, the lyrics suggested.

				“Beat It,” in this way, was the ultimate “crossover” song, bridging gangs and adversaries; bridging black and white, rock and R&B—hell, even bridging geopolitical enemies. While the Kremlin officially denounced Michael Jackson as a strategic tool of Western capitalism and banned his music in the early ’80s, songs like “Beat It” nonetheless managed to seep through the cracks, shared enthusiastically as bootlegs by young Soviets for whom its sound and message resonated.

				“Beat It” reached #1 on the Billboard Hot 100 in April 1983. It also hit #1 on the Eurochart, in Canada, and in New Zealand. In 2004, it was included in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame’s list of 500 Songs That Shaped Rock and Roll.

			

			
				
				6. “BILLIE JEAN”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				So much has been said about “Billie Jean” that it can be difficult to hear it fresh. It is widely regarded as Jackson’s greatest artistic achievement. The BBC proclaimed the track the “greatest dance record of all time.” In Blender’s 2005 list of the top 500 singles, “Billie Jean” ranked #1. The Guardian called it “one of the most revolutionary songs in the history of popular music.” Jackson’s iconic performances of the song—first in the form of its captivating music video, and later via his legendary Motown 25 performance—only add to its aura.

				As with most classics, however, the accolades and familiarity can blunt some of its original force and vitality. “But let it play,” encouraged music critic Mark Fisher, “and you’re soon bewitched by its drama, seduced into its sonic fictional space….If you can manage to keep focused as the track crawls up your spine and down to your feet, check the way that the first string stabs shadow the track like a stalker’s footsteps, disappearing into the wind like mist and rumor. Feel the tension building in your teeth as the bridge hurtles toward the chorus, begging for a release (“The smell of sweet perfume / This happened much too soon”) that you know will only end in regret, recrimination, and humiliation, but which you can’t help but want anyway, desire so intense it threatens to fragment the psyche, or expose the way that the psyche is always-already split into antagonistic agencies: ‘Just remember to always think twice.’ ”

				Fellow musicians are as enamored of the track as critics. “ ‘Billie Jean’ is hot on every level,” said keyboardist Greg Phillinganes (who played Rhodes piano and synthesizer on the track). “It’s hot rhythmically. It’s hot sonically, because the instrumentation is so minimal, you can really hear everything. It’s hot melodically. It’s hot lyrically. It’s hot vocally. It affects you physically, emotionally, even spiritually.” Chris Cornell, who memorably covered the song, described it as “brilliant.” He was particularly drawn in by the lyrics. “When I started reading the lyrics,” he said, “I realized it’s a lament, not a dance track….The story isn’t spoon-fed to you, it’s poetic.”

				
				Those lyrics tell a story about a woman who stalks the narrator, claiming he is the father of her child. “Billie Jean is not my lover,” he insists in the chorus, “She’s just a girl who claims that I am the one / But the kid is not my son.” Jackson has said that there never was a real Billie Jean. Rather, she was a fictional composite of the overzealous “groupies” he and his brothers had encountered over the years, including several who did claim he was the father of their children. One woman purportedly even threatened to kill herself and her unborn child if Jackson didn’t marry her. She was eventually placed in a psychiatric hospital. For Jackson, then, part of the emotional energy of the song emanates from these very personal—and disturbing—experiences.

				Beyond its literal inspiration, “Billie Jean” serves as the embodiment of a variety of emotions and anxieties. The Billie Jean of the title represents fear, distrust, and deception; she embodies the seductions and trappings of fame; she symbolizes “lies becoming the truth.” In Jackson’s vocal, visual, and dance performances of the song, deep-seated pain and paranoia cut through. The song (and dance) is a sort of exorcism, a cathartic release of the demons that haunt him.

				Yet in the song, there is no resolution. In the last fragment of the story, he remains vaguely implicated by her accusation (if only by perception). “She came and stood right by me,” he sings, “Just the smell of sweet perfume / This happened much too soon / She called me to her room.” And then what? Does he respond? Does he enter the room? Is she telling the truth? How has she managed to lure him to this place? All these questions are left unanswered, lingering provocatively for the listener to untangle.

				It was a strange song to surge up the pop charts. Blender describes it as “one of the most sonically eccentric, psychologically fraught, downright bizarre things ever to land on Top 40 radio.” “Billie Jean” was miles from the standard love songs that generally dominated the airwaves and dance clubs. (In 1983, Lionel Richie’s “All Night Long” and Patti Austin and James Ingram’s “Come to Me” exemplified what was heard next to Jackson’s track.)

				
				It wasn’t just the lyrical content; musically, too, it was unique. That stark drumbeat; that killer bass (played by Louis Johnson), accented by another synth bass (played on a Yamaha CS-80). The ominous strings underfoot, accented by stabbing violins. The track feels so raw, yet the orchestral elements give it a certain elegance. Jackson’s vocal, meanwhile, conveys uncut passion and anguish. Listen to how he goes up into his falsetto in the second part of the chorus (“claims that I am the one”), lending the words a sense of desperation.

				“It’s been said before,” reaffirmed Rolling Stone in 2009, “but it’s worth repeating: ‘Billie Jean’ is a masterpiece, and one that doesn’t lose its strange, dark power, no matter how many times you hear it….Sinuous, paranoid and omnipresent, [it is] the single that made Jackson the biggest star since Elvis.” Music critic Mark Fisher called it “not only one of the best singles ever recorded, it is one of the greatest art works of the twentieth century, a multileveled sound sculpture whose slinky, synthetic panther sheen still yields up previously unnoticed details and nuance nearly thirty years on.”

				“Billie Jean” reached #1 on the Billboard Hot 100 in March 1983 and remains one of the most instantly recognizable, and critically acclaimed, songs around the world.

			

			
				7. “HUMAN NATURE”

				
					Written and composed by Steve Porcaro and John Bettis

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				“Sequencing an album is one of the joys in being a producer because it’s like making a movie,” reflected Quincy Jones. “That’s why I had ‘Human Nature’ right after ‘Billie Jean’ on Thriller. Because ‘Billie Jean’ was in three parts, like a mantra. The other one is like a kaleidoscopic harmonic collage, with all the harmonies running around the place. The ear loves that—it loves to feel that growth and change and movement.”

				
				He’s right. After the film-noir shadows and tension of “Billie Jean,” “Human Nature” is an explosion of color. Its shimmering synth strings and evocative lyrics take the listener to a vibrant city as experienced for the first time—in all of its wonder and excitement and possibility. “Looking out / Across the nighttime,” Jackson sings in the opening verses, “The city winks a sleepless eye / Hear her voice / Shake my window / Sweet seducing sigh.”

				The song is about yearning and desire. The city beckons to him and he responds (“If this town is just an apple / Then let me take a bite”). Its pull is magnetic, seductive. He wants to get out (“Four walls won’t hold me tonight”) and see, feel, smell, and touch. As he wanders the neon streets, he is both observer (“She likes the way I stare”) and observed (“Electric eyes are everywhere”). He walks in the twilight between reality and dream, in that euphoric haze that accompanies being in love—whether with a place or a person (or both).

				Quincy Jones famously outsourced the lyrics of the song to John Bettis, and the result couldn’t have been more perfect for Jackson, particularly at this stage in his life and career. According to Bettis, Jackson took him aside in the studio and thanked him for writing lyrics he could relate to so personally. Jackson was equally enamored of the music, describing it as “music with wings.” The metaphor is apt, as the strings do seem to capture the fluttering of a bird or butterfly in flight. According to synth programmer Michael Boddicker, that effect was created by Steve Porcaro, using “a Yamaha CS-80 with glide (chromatic instead of portamento) at the head—it’s got that nice little CS fuzz around the sound.” Porcaro, of course, was also the song’s composer. He had no idea a sketch demo inspired by his daughter would evolve into one of Michael Jackson’s most beloved songs.

				In its 1982 review, The New York Times called “Human Nature” Thriller’s most striking song. Music critic David Stubbs, likewise, describes it as “a thing of unnatural beauty, with Jackson’s vocal shiver arousing an electric frisson across the skin of the song and the sheen of the ’80’s production triggering [a] sort of ecstatic, self-perpetuating, hall of mirrors effect.”

				
				For all the sparkling scenery and incandescent effects, Jackson’s vocal is the highlight of the song—and ranks among the best vocal performances in his entire catalog. In certain ways, it resembled his ethereal delivery on “I Can’t Help It,” yet somehow reached even greater heights—not only in the sensual shiver he gives the verses, but with those utterly sublime falsetto cries at the end.

				“Human Nature” has been covered by numerous artists, including jazz legend Miles Davis, who recorded the song for his 1985 album, You’re Under Arrest, and performed it regularly in concert. Jackson also featured the song in his shows, including the Bad World Tour and the Dangerous Tour.

			

			
				8. “P.Y.T. (Pretty Young Thing)”

				
					Written and composed by James Ingram and Quincy Jones

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				The first thing you notice on “P.Y.T.” is Jackson’s confidence. In his last spoken intro, on “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” he sounded timid, uncertain. Now he knows what he wants from the outset (“a girl just like you”).

				“P.Y.T.” once again shifts the tone on the album—from pensive to playful. P.Y.T. stood for “pretty young thing,” slang originating in black culture to describe a sexy young woman. It was Jackson who first came up with the song idea. His demo, melodic and wistful, was ultimately scrapped at the insistence of Quincy Jones. But the title was kept.

				Jones reached out to James Ingram, one of the main featured vocalists on Jones’s 1981 album, The Dude, to rewrite the song. Prior to The Dude, Ingram was a session singer making $50 a song. He had been astonished the first time Jones reached out to him; he was even more stunned when he was invited to write a song for Michael Jackson. For “P.Y.T.,” Jones explained what he was looking for—he wanted something with more funk and flair. Ingram, best known for his soulful baritone ballads, seemed like an odd choice on the surface. But he delivered.

				
				Jackson delivered as well. Ingram remembered watching him record the song at Westlake Studio—he’d never seen someone actually dance to the point of working up a sweat while recording a vocal. “Now me, I may bob a little bit,” said Ingram, “but I’m holding all my breath for the microphone…and Michael came out of the studio sweating. He said, ‘James, am I singing all right?’ I said, ‘Man, you killed it….’ There’s nobody that could do what he does.”

				It was a good sign, though—Jackson had apparently gotten over his frustration with Quincy Jones for cutting his version of “P.Y.T.” and was having fun with the song. That energy comes through on the record. From the bouncy synth bass, to the “na na na na” call-and-response (sung by sisters Janet and LaToya), to the pitched-up vocals (that’s Michael), “P.Y.T.” was a Saturday night party—sheer pleasure from start to finish.

				In spite of (or perhaps partly because of) the song’s dated phraseology (“tenderoni,” “sugar,” “take you to the max”), the song has aged as well as anything on Thriller. A Top 10 hit in 1983, it is still a staple of parties, clubs, and playlists. It has also been sampled by numerous artists, including Kanye West for his hit single “Good Life.” Why has this synth-funk workout—widely considered “filler” by critics in 1982—become such a beloved classic? “It’s all about the chipmunks,” offered music critic Oliver Wang. “The production has a compelling charm already; it’s not as forceful as ‘Beat It’ or as slick as ‘Human Nature,’ but those squiggly synths and chewy bass lines do their work well. But besides the robo-accented ‘P.Y.T.’ hook, what seals the deal is that helium-pitched voice after the bridge.”

				Whether the “chipmunk theory” holds up or not, there is no doubt that the song’s playful elements are a large part of its lasting appeal. The fun is simply infectious. But there are more subtle details to appreciate as well. Listen to the cool dissonant counter-harmonies performed by James Ingram and Howard Hewett in the verses, or Ndugu Chancler’s drumming in the first bridge. And then, of course, there’s Jackson’s vocal, flirtatious and ardent—but still with that boyish purity. Not that he couldn’t take it to the max when he wanted to. “The breakdown in ‘P.Y.T.,’ ” wrote music critic Rob Mitchum, “with its ecstatic call-and-response and sultry panting, remains the funkiest goddamn thing since James Brown’s ‘Hot Pants.’ ”

			

			
				
				9. “THE LADY IN MY LIFE”

				
					Written and composed by Rod Temperton

					Produced by Quincy Jones

				

				“The Lady in My Life” has often been classified as a “Quiet Storm” ballad. The term originates with Smokey Robinson’s critically acclaimed 1975 album, A Quiet Storm, which unveiled a moody new iteration of soul. It subsequently became a radio format associated with a certain kind of slow-tempo, smooth R&B—sultry slow jams that often expressed both physical and spiritual intimacy. Think Luther Vandross, Al Green, James Ingram, Lionel Richie, and even some Stevie Wonder.

				Jackson hadn’t done a song like this before. His one ballad on Off the Wall—“She’s Out of My Life”—was about heartache, not connection. Indeed, only a handful of songs he recorded on later albums come anywhere close to its sensual conviction. It concludes Thriller on an intimate note. A lot of songs from the album were played at parties and clubs in the ’80s; this is the song that people played in the bedroom at night.

				“The Lady in My Life” was written by Rod Temperton. According to Quincy Jones, it was originally intended for Frank Sinatra. Given the song’s elegant beauty, it is easy to see why. Wrote music critic Steve Hochman, “ ‘Lady’ shines for its classic simplicity and nuanced craft. [It is] a verse melody straight from vintage Burt Bacharach (the muted trumpet early on leaves no doubt) topped with a chorus that’s almost a Stevie Wonder homage.”

				
				But there’s no way Sinatra could have rendered the song the way Jackson did. Quincy Jones famously asked Jackson to “beg” in the song. “It’s an expression we use,” explained Jones, “which is a certain kind of a passion—it’s a very, very sensual feel. Michael has an innate sensual feel inside but he doesn’t think of it as that.” Jackson was so shy he requested the curtain be closed and the lights turned off while he sang. The track began, and he put his heart and soul into it.

				The way recording engineer Bruce Swedien captured that vocal makes it sound as if Jackson is right next to you. Listen to him sing, “Girrrl, you’re every wonder in this world to me,” at the end of the first verse—the lift and clarity and feeling in it gives goose bumps. The song originally had a second verse, but it was cut when they were forced to trim the album down. That meant the song went immediately from the opening verse and chorus to the bridge and extended outro.

				It’s fortunate that the outro was saved, because it is one of the highlights of the entire album. “Jackson’s closing minute-and-a-half ad-lib should be required listening for anybody needing a lesson in the Soul Man tradition,” asserted Mark Anthony Neal. “Even those folks who tired of Jackson’s over-the-top antics in the years following the release of Thriller continued to give him dap for what remains, alongside ‘She’s Out of My Life,’ one of his most sophisticated and nuanced vocal performances.” Listen to the shiver in his voice in the lull at the 3:45 mark, or the passion in those final ad-libs (“All over, all over, all over, all over, baby”). It was Quiet Storm at its finest—authentic, soulful, and palpably sensual. And if you were like most listeners, after the song faded, you flipped the cassette and started the album all over again.
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			BAD

			 

			(1987)

			
				We worked on Bad for a long time. Years. In the end, it was worth it because we were satisfied with what we had achieved, but it was difficult, too….You can always say, “Aw, forget Thriller,” but no one ever will.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, Moonwalk, 1988

			

			The initial backlash against Bad was predictable. Nothing could match the phenomenon of Thriller. In its wake, Michael Jackson reached the pinnacle as a recording artist and entertainer, setting just about every record, and winning nearly every honor and award imaginable. Within a few short years, however, he was being labeled “Wacko Jacko” as the press speculated wildly about everything from his cosmetic surgery and changing skin color (Was he bleaching his skin?) to his sleeping habits (Was he really going to bed in a hyperbaric chamber?). This shift in public perception had a huge impact on the way Bad was received. Many critics and consumers couldn’t separate the music from Jackson’s new image and the sensational stories coming out about him.

			Still, Bad became a massive worldwide hit, producing five consecutive #1 hits (a record that has yet to be topped). While it wouldn’t reach the stratospheric sales numbers of Thriller, it did sell more than ten million copies in the United States (the album was certified diamond by the Recording Industry Association of America in 2017) and thirty-five million albums globally, making it one of the Top 25 bestselling albums of all time.

			
			Moreover, Bad charted new territory for Jackson as a songwriter and an artist. Many of its songs were like cinematic dream capsules, taking listeners on a thrilling car chase (“Speed Demon”), into exotic locations (“Liberian Girl”), behind backstage doors (“Dirty Diana”), even to the scene of a mysterious murder (“Smooth Criminal”). “Jackson’s free-form language keeps us aware that we are on the edge of several realities,” observed Rolling Stone’s Davitt Sigerson, “the film, the dream it inspires, the waking world it illuminates.” Sonically, Bad expanded on the sounds of Thriller, using cutting-edge synthesizers to chart a new frontier for pop and R&B.

			Jackson’s final album with Quincy Jones, Bad contains some of the artist’s most memorable work. It wasn’t the commercial juggernaut that Thriller was (as no album by any artist has been before or since), but, creatively, with nine of the album’s eleven songs written and coproduced by Jackson, it represented a big step forward in his artistic evolution.

			
				WATCH THE THRONE

				A great deal had changed in America since Michael Jackson released Thriller, including the artist himself. The rap on Jackson in the Thriller era, for the most part, was that he was a good role model—wholesome, innocent, safe. That was good and—well—bad.

				As Jay Cocks wrote for Time in 1984, “Many observers find in the ascendancy of Michael Jackson the ultimate personification of the androgynous rock star. His high-flying tenor makes him sound like the lead in some funked-up boys’ choir, even as the sexual dynamism irradiating from the arch of his dancing body challenges government standards for a nuclear meltdown. His lithe frame, five-fathom eyes, long lashes might be threatening if Jackson gave, even for a second, the impression that he is obtainable. However, the audience’s sense of his sensuality becomes quite deliberately tangled with the mirror image of his life: the good boy, the God-fearing Jehovah’s Witness, the adamant vegetarian, the resolute non-indulger in smoke, strong drink, or dope of any kind, the impossibly insulated innocent. Undeniably sexy. Absolutely safe. Eroticism at arm’s length.”

				
				By 1985, Michael Jackson suddenly seemed a bit conservative next to emerging pop stars like Prince and Madonna. In many ways, Prince, in particular, was heralded by critics not just as a rival but as a corrective to Jackson. Prince, they said, was real rock and roll—brash, experimental, dangerous. Where Jackson’s work was clean, polished, and parent-approved, Prince’s was raw, subversive, and explicit. In fact, it was the Purple One’s 1984 song “Darling Nikki” that infamously galvanized Tipper Gore, wife of then–Tennessee senator Al Gore, to lead a charge against “dirty music” that ensured “Parental Advisory” stickers were placed on albums deemed offensive.

				Prince released 1999 the same year as Thriller. The landmark two-disc LP produced hits like “1999” and “Little Red Corvette.” Still, it seemed that Prince might remain more of an underground phenomenon and critical darling than a mainstream, commercial force. Then came Purple Rain.

				For all their differences, Prince and Jackson shared much in common: both were born in Midwestern cities in the summer of 1958; both were preternaturally talented; and both were driven by a blazing competitive ambition. Prince wanted to reach the heights of Thriller with Purple Rain. He nearly got there with his 1984 blockbuster soundtrack, which spent a staggering twenty-four consecutive weeks at #1 and sold close to fifteen million copies in its initial run. Prince also became the first artist since the Beatles to have the #1 album, single, and movie, all at the same time (the Beatles achieved the feat with A Hard Day’s Night in 1964). Initially dismissive, Jackson developed a grudging respect for Prince and began thinking of ways to outdo him on his next album.

				The 1980s was the era of the Big Pop Star. After Thriller and Purple Rain came a string of juggernauts, each taking aim at Jackson’s throne: Bruce Springsteen, Whitney Houston, George Michael, even Michael’s sister Janet.

				
				But perhaps the biggest challenger, along with Prince, was Madonna. While Jackson never felt quite as musically competitive with Madonna as he did with Prince, the Queen of Pop likewise led music into new territory, taking full advantage of MTV to promote a sexy, street-savvy image that took the world by storm in the years between Thriller and Bad. Like Prince, Madonna was bold and provocative. Her blunt sexuality, epitomized by her infamous performance of “Like a Virgin” at the 1984 MTV Music Awards, angered parents but delighted her fans. She became a master of pushing boundaries and capturing public attention, while her landmark albums—Madonna (1983), Like a Virgin (1984), and True Blue (1986)—carved out an edgy and exciting new brand of pop.

				In the wake of such rising competition, Jackson knew his image had to change. That was the impetus behind his radical transformation for Bad. It was edgier than the Thriller era, but also stranger. A common response was simply to stare. Not only was he more androgynous (with heavy eyeliner, makeup, and increasingly feminine features) and racially ambiguous (with lighter skin and a narrower nose), he embodied an unusual combination of styles. The black leather, buckles, and boots tapped into strains of glam punk, hip-hop, and metal. But he didn’t fit neatly into any of these scenes. He defied categorization in just about every way imaginable. It drove critics crazy. But from Jackson’s perspective, that was part of the game plan. He couldn’t remain stagnant. He wanted to keep people interested and guessing.

			

			
				THE RISE OF HIP-HOP

				Part of the backlash to Jackson’s new image also stemmed from a sense that he was simply too removed from the streets to understand real-world issues. While the Martin Scorsese–directed short film Bad was shot in (pregentrified) Brooklyn and based loosely on the real-life story of a young African American student (Edmund Perry) tragically shot by a white undercover cop, some claimed Jackson was too insulated and privileged to actually grasp that reality. “Michael’s concept of what really is bad—as in ‘tough’ and ‘streetwise’—seemed wildly distorted and exaggerated,” wrote biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli. “[He] shouted; he stamped his feet; he flicked his fingers and shook his groin. He tugged at his crotch repeatedly. Is this what Michael Jackson sees from the tinted window of his limousine?”

				
				Defenders of Jackson argued that the video actually addresses this very tension. Jackson’s character (Daryl) plays an out-of-place prep-schooler returning home to the skepticism of his former friends. Moreover, the video, like most musicals, had to be compressed and dramatized. Still, there was no question that, in the years since Thriller, the stories, emotions, and energy of the inner city were mostly being told outside mainstream pop. The individuals in those cities—particularly young people—found their voice and platform in the emerging subculture of hip-hop.

				Hip-hop was not just a musical genre; it was a movement. It was break dancing and graffiti; it was a style and sensibility. And it spoke to and from a place that didn’t exist in Reagan’s “Morning in America.” In this way, in its early days, rap was like counterprogramming—as Chuck D famously put it: “CNN for black people.” In Grandmaster Flash’s landmark 1982 track, “The Message,” Melle Mel spoke of broken glass, roaches, junkies, and poverty. “Sometimes I wonder how I keep from going under,” he rapped.

				At the time, the song seemed more of a novelty to most than the beginning of a sea change in popular music. Emerging out of the Bronx, hip-hop was an organic, DIY genre that didn’t require expensive instruments, studio technology, or musical training. It began as DJs simply emceeing over records, and evolved into a distinct combination of drum machines (most prominently, the Linn LM-1 and the Roland 808), beatboxing, scratching, sampling, and, of course, rapping. From the beginning, it prompted legions of critics and doubters, many of whom didn’t consider it real music, due to its lack of melody and traditional instruments.

				
				But by the mid-1980s, it was a force to be reckoned with, as acts like Public Enemy, Erik B. and Rakim, LL Cool J, the Beastie Boys, and Run-DMC arrived on the scene in what is often now characterized as the golden era of hip-hop. Run-DMC, in particular, a brash trio formed in Hollis, Queens, helped propel the genre into the mainstream. In 1985, they became the first rap group to have an album certified platinum (King of Rock). By 1986, they were on the cover of Rolling Stone and their videos were in regular rotation on MTV, including the revolutionary rock-rap hybrid with Aerosmith, “Walk This Way.” The track became the first rap song to reach the Top 5 on the Billboard Hot 100. “We are the Michael Jackson of now,” boasted Darryl McDaniels to Rolling Stone that year. “Prince was it when Purple Rain came out. But we are what’s going on right now. We are the music. We are what’s hot.”

				Michael Jackson was intrigued enough to meet with the group that year. The artist had written and recorded a demo called “Crack Kills” that he thought might work well with Run-DMC. Why not get together and give it a shot?

				Quincy Jones extended the invitation. Before meeting Jackson in person, Run-DMC claimed to be skeptical about working with the pop star. After meeting him in the studio, however, those concerns quickly dissipated. Jackson knew all about their work and even complimented them on their concert performances. He told them they should have won awards in every category in 1986 because of the way they had transformed the culture.

				“He’s the best man in the world,” Rev Run gushed after the meeting. “He’s an incredible human being. We ate soul food at Michael’s studio last night, and it seemed like he was in touch with God. He’s so calm, so content, and I’m going to go into the studio to do a tape with him. It’ll be an anti-crack song. The guy who did Mean Streets and Taxi Driver [director Martin Scorsese] is going to make the video. The whole thing was just great. Michael kept asking me about rap. I asked him about record sales. And when the fried chicken came, I knew he was cool.”

				
				According to Run-DMC, Jackson knew exactly what he wanted on the track and explained it to them in detail. They even returned for a second visit to Westlake Studio. Unfortunately, the collaboration was never completed for the album. By all accounts, Run-DMC was eager to participate. Quincy Jones later claimed it didn’t happen because Jackson wasn’t sold on rap, but, according to Run-DMC, the artist showed great interest and respect for rap—it was simply a matter of scheduling. The track wasn’t developed to Jackson’s satisfaction before the group had to leave Los Angeles to tour (the artist would, however, later sample Run-DMC in the intro to “2 Bad” on his 1995 album, HIStory).

			

			
				WE ARE THE WORLD

				As the Reagan era neared its end, the sense of optimism and patriotic fervor that culminated with the 1984 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles and Reagan’s landslide reelection that fall had been dealt a serious dose of reality. Over the ensuing years, a series of crises gripped the nation: the arrival of AIDS (which went largely ignored by the Reagan administration until Reagan’s close friend and fellow actor Rock Hudson died of the disease in 1985), the crack epidemic, and the continued deterioration of inner cities. Even the stock market, which had been humming for most of the decade, suddenly collapsed on October 19, 1987 (less than two months after the release of Bad), in what came to be known as Black Friday.

				In this context, popular music, which had mostly been fun and escapist in the early ’80s, gradually became more socially conscious. The mid- to late ’80s was the era of Band Aid, Live Aid, and Farm Aid. It was the era of songs like “Down and Out in Paradise” (John Mellencamp), “Living on a Prayer” (Bon Jovi), and “Sign O’ the Times” (Prince). It was also the era of USA for Africa and “We Are the World.”

				
				Michael Jackson was first introduced to the USA for Africa project by Quincy Jones in late 1984. It didn’t take much convincing for him to get on board. From the beginning of his solo career, Jackson believed his overarching purpose as an artist was to bring people together, to give back, and to make an impact on the world. This was reflected not only in his music and short films, but in his actions as well.

				In 1981, at Michael’s behest, the Jacksons had held a special concert in Atlanta to raise money for the Atlanta Children’s Foundation, following a flurry of gruesome kidnappings and murders of children. In 1984, when he learned about the difficulty fans were having getting tickets to the Jacksons’ high-demand Victory Tour because of the high cost and lottery-like process, he arranged to have thousands of tickets given away to the disadvantaged and disabled, and donated his entire cut for touring (more than $5 million) to charity. That same year, when the artist suffered second-degree burns on his scalp after his hair caught fire on the set of a Pepsi commercial, he used his entire settlement (more than $1.5 million) to establish the Michael Jackson Burn Center at Brotman Medical Center in Culver City.

				These were just a handful of examples of his early philanthropy. When he learned about USA for Africa, then, there was no hesitation: he was in. In fact, initially asked to simply sing on a vehicle song, similar to Band Aid’s “Do They Know It’s Christmas?,” Jackson instead offered to help write it with Lionel Richie.

				The driving force behind USA for Africa was actor and activist Harry Belafonte. After becoming aware of the dire situation in Sudan and Ethiopia—where drought and famine had reached crisis levels—he was inspired to organize an American response to raise money and awareness. The key to that response was a song—a song that was simple and memorable and, just as important, could generate a lot of attention for the cause. Who better to do that in the mid-’80s than Michael Jackson?

				
				Jackson went to work on the song with Lionel Richie in December 1984. After coming up with just a few lines in their sessions together, they received some gentle prodding from Quincy Jones—“My dear brothers, we have forty-six stars coming in less than three weeks and we need a damn song.” Jackson responded to the pressure by taking a couple of the melodies he and Richie had come up with and locking himself in his house until he had fleshed out a demo. “I love working quickly,” he said. “I went ahead without even Lionel knowing, I couldn’t wait. I went in and came out the same night with the song completed—drums, piano, strings, and words to the chorus.”

				Jackson continued to develop the song with musician and synth programmer John Barnes over the ensuing days. He was proud of what he had come up with: a simple melody he hoped the whole world could sing along to. When he sent it to Quincy Jones, the producer loved what he heard. Now he just needed to find a way to get a few dozen of the biggest artists in the industry in one room and—perhaps just as difficult—find each of them a part in the song.

				The night for recording “We Are the World” arrived on January 22, 1985, at A&M Studios, following the American Music Awards. Quincy Jones famously put a sign above the entrance that read: “Check your egos at the door.” Before long, the stars began shuffling in: Bob Dylan, Ray Charles, Diana Ross, Bruce Springsteen, Billy Joel, Tina Turner, Paul Simon, Cyndi Lauper, Steve Perry, Kenny Loggins, Willie Nelson, Lionel Richie, and Stevie Wonder, among others.

				Jackson, meanwhile, had skipped the American Music Awards to arrive early at the studio and begin preparing. When the other artists arrived, he, Richie, Wonder, and Quincy Jones helped them learn the song, including their individual parts. The atmosphere was both electric and symbiotic. “I have never before or since experienced the joy I felt that night working with this rich, complex human tapestry of love, talent, and grace,” Quincy Jones later wrote.

				
				By the early hours of the morning, the song was complete. “We Are the World” was a simple but powerful anthem. Jones’s deft arrangement allowed each voice to shine, often by pairing contrasting vocal styles (for example, Bruce Springsteen and Stevie Wonder), and one had to be cold-blooded not to appreciate the majestic, gospel-infused finale. In a 1985 review, even The New York Times praised it as “more than an unprecedented communal collaboration among pop music’s elite for a good cause—it is an artistic triumph that transcends its ‘official’ nature.”

				“We Are the World” hit stores and airwaves on March 7, 1985, and quickly became the fastest-selling single in history. The initial shipment of eight hundred thousand copies sold out within three days. It would eventually become the bestselling single of all time, selling an estimated twenty million copies (a record it held for nearly a decade before being replaced by Elton John’s 1997 tribute to Princess Diana, “Candle in the Wind”). It went on to win three Grammy Awards, an American Music Award, and a People’s Choice Award.

				More important, it helped raise more than $60 million for the relief effort in Africa. Those funds were used to send more than one hundred twenty tons of supplies, including water, high-protein biscuits, clothing, medicine, and tents, overseas. Funds were also used for larger recovery and development projects. These efforts, of course, didn’t address every intricate political issue or solve every problem in Ethiopia and Sudan, which some critics were quick to point out. But Jackson and Jones were proud of what the song accomplished. “Anybody who wants to throw stones at something like this can get off his or her butt and get busy,” said Jones. “Lord knows there’s plenty more to be done.”

			

			
				
				MAN IN THE MIRROR

				For twenty-seven-year-old Jackson, making “We Are the World” was an eye-opening experience. This is what he wanted to do more of going forward—use his art as a vehicle for social change and healing. His social consciousness and philanthropy, accordingly, continued to grow in the ensuing years, from donating to charities like the United Negro College Fund (which gave young underprivileged African Americans the opportunity to receive an education) to visiting hospitals. “He’s not afraid to look into the worst suffering and find the smallest part that’s positive and beautiful,” said then-manager Frank DiLeo.

				At nearly every stop on his Bad World Tour, Jackson visited hospitals and orphanages, donating huge sums of money. He also donated tickets, merchandise, and gifts to underprivileged and sick children, with whom he would meet before and after his shows. “Every night the kids would come in on stretchers, so sick they could hardly hold their heads up,” recalled Jackson’s voice coach Seth Riggs, who often traveled with the singer on tour. “Michael would kneel down at the stretchers and put his face right down beside theirs so that he could have his picture taken with them, and then give them a copy to remember the moment. I’m a sixty-year-old man, and I couldn’t take it. I’d be in the bathroom crying. But Michael could take it, and right before going onstage no less. The kids would perk right up in his presence. If it gave them a couple days’ more energy, to Michael that was worth it.”

				For his new anthem, “Man in the Mirror,” meanwhile, Jackson donated all proceeds to Camp Ronald McDonald for Good Times, which assisted children suffering from cancer. The concluding line of that song—“Make that change”—seemed to be his new mantra, as well as his rallying call to his now-enormous global audience.

				In this way, “We Are the World” began a new era of outward-looking social activism for Jackson. Yet, ironically, it also began a new era of isolation.

			

			
				
				HOWARD HUGHES AND P. T. BARNUM

				Early 1985 represented perhaps the peak of Jackson’s popularity. That year, however, he seemed to disappear.

				In 1984, he had been everywhere: on MTV and in Pepsi commercials, at the Grammy Awards and the White House, on the cover of Rolling Stone and Time magazines, and all across the United States on the Victory Tour. And then he was gone. “The year 1985,” wrote Gerri Hirshey for Rolling Stone, “has been a black hole for Michael watchers, who witnessed the most spectacular disappearing act since Halley’s comet headed for the far side of the solar system in 1910.” Before long, Jackson was referred to as a “recluse”—a Howard Hughes–like figure living in his own secluded utopia.

				Where had he gone? Why was he hiding? Part of it was undoubtedly post-Thriller fatigue. Jackson’s level of fame had reached an obscene level. Everywhere he went, he was mobbed by fans and paparazzi. Every single aspect of his life was held under a microscope. Celebrity obsession was at an all-time peak. And stories about Jackson, in particular, made good copy. They sold magazines, boosted ratings.

				In Jackson’s absence came a flood of speculative stories. Had he undergone a sex change? Had he taken hormones to keep his voice high? Had he built a shrine to Elizabeth Taylor? Was he sleeping in a hyperbaric chamber? Had he tried to buy the Elephant Man’s bones? Was his pet chimpanzee, Bubbles, being tormented by Prince via ESP?

				Many of these stories were harmless enough (and occasionally funny). In some cases, Jackson helped feed them. “It’s a great paradox about Michael,” observed biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli, “that he is as much a public show-off as he is a recluse.” While part of his seclusion was necessitated by his fame, part of it was strategic. “It’s rhythm and timing,” he once explained, as if speaking of a literal performance. “You have to know what you’re doing….It’s like a fever, they’re waiting, they’re waiting. It’s important to wait…to conserve and preserve….If you remain mysterious people will be more interested.”

				
				In many ways, his plan worked. The press and the public couldn’t get enough. As the ’80s progressed, he carefully cultivated a persona that kept people guessing (and talking). He liked the idea of being mysterious and elusive. He was fascinated with masks, costumes, and shape-shifting. Around this time, he even began, in certain ways, to embrace and perpetuate the public perception of his strangeness.

				In 1986, Jackson declared to his managers, John Branca and Frank DiLeo, that he wanted his “whole career to be the greatest show on earth.” He gave them copies of P. T. Barnum’s autobiography (which he had read numerous times) and began devising plans to win the world’s attention. “This is going to be my bible and I want it to be yours,” he said. Barnum was the consummate American showman and promoter, the self-titled “prince of humbugs,” which, in today’s parlance, essentially means publicity stunts.

				The showman’s ideas about “arrest[ing] public attention, and attract[ing] the public eye and ear” thrilled Jackson. He was already the master of stage performances; but now it could be extended outside the “show.” His entire life would be performance art. It was a way to turn the tables on an intrusive media and public that felt they owned him. He would be in control of the show; they were subject to his directions and imagination.

				Perhaps the most famous of these publicity stunts was the hyperbaric chamber story, orchestrated by Jackson and manager Frank DiLeo. The photograph and story, which initially ran in the National Enquirer, captured people’s imaginations and made headlines around the globe. Even credible news organizations covered the story, ruminating about whether such a contraption actually existed and if Michael Jackson could really live to be one hundred fifty years old by sleeping in it. Like a child who had just executed the perfect prank, Jackson was ecstatic about the response. “It’s like I can tell the press anything about me and they’ll buy it,” he said. “We can actually control the press.”

			

			
				
				BEATLES FOR SALE

				Michael Jackson, then, wasn’t a mere victim of the media. But he also didn’t foresee how quickly the game he was playing could turn malicious and destructive. Author James Baldwin did. In his 1985 essay, “Freaks and the American Ideal of Manhood,” observing the growing circus around Jackson, he wrote:

				
					The Michael Jackson cacophony is fascinating in that it is not about Jackson at all. I hope he has the good sense to know it and the good fortune to snatch his life out of the jaws of a carnivorous success. He will not swiftly be forgiven for having turned so many tables, for he damn sure grabbed the brass ring, and the man who broke the bank at Monte Carlo has nothing on Michael. All that noise is about America, as the dishonest custodian of black life and wealth; the blacks, especially males, in America; and the burning, buried American guilt; and sex and sexual roles and sexual panic; money, success and despair….

				

				Baldwin dialed in on some of the deeper underlying issues surrounding Jackson. “Freaks are called freaks,” he wrote, “and are treated as they are treated—in the main, abominably—because they are human beings who cause to echo, deep within us, our most profound terrors and desires.” In Jackson’s case, those terrors and desires were numerous: they had to do with race, with confusion about his changing appearance, with contempt for his eccentricities, and with fears about his power.

				Power was an often overlooked part of the equation. By 1985, Jackson had achieved unprecedented heights for an African American artist—or an artist of any race. On top of his own achievements, that same year, he purchased the crown jewel of music publishing: the ATV music catalog, which included the entire catalog of the Beatles. That deal, which cost Jackson $47.5 million, was described at the time as “the most expensive publishing purchase ever by an individual.”

				
				Ironically, Jackson had been introduced to music publishing by none other than Paul McCartney back in the early ’80s while working on songs together prior to Thriller. A few years later, in September 1984, while Jackson was on his Victory Tour in Philadelphia, Jackson’s attorney, John Branca, informed the artist that the ATV catalog was up for sale. “What’s that?” Jackson asked. “Well, it includes the Northern Songs, Michael. You know—Lennon-McCartney,” Branca replied. “The Beatles!” Jackson exclaimed. He couldn’t believe it.

				While McCartney subsequently claimed Jackson “stole” the catalog from him, the former Beatle actually had the opportunity to bid for it himself. “Michael told me, ‘Branca, you gotta call Paul, you gotta call Yoko and make sure they’re not bidding on it,’ ” recalled Branca. Jackson’s attorney did as instructed, calling Yoko Ono personally (who gave Jackson her blessing, preferring that an artist own the catalog over a corporation) and Paul McCartney’s attorney, John Eastman (who said the former Beatle wasn’t planning to bid, because it was “too pricey”). Knowing he wouldn’t be bidding against either of them, Jackson gave Branca the green light to proceed. Over the next several months, the attorney engaged in a long, drawn-out chess match that included several other bidders. Jackson stayed keenly informed about the negotiations, in one handwritten note imploring his attorney, “John, please let’s not bargain. I don’t want to lose the deal.”

				He didn’t. Branca finally closed the deal for Jackson on August 10, 1985. Now he was not only the most successful artist in the industry; he owned the catalog of the most successful group in history.

			

			
				
				“WACKO JACKO”

				Around this time the tone of media coverage surrounding Jackson began to turn. That same year, the British tabloid The Sun began calling him “Wacko Jacko,” a term Jackson despised. The nickname had racist connotations. “Jacko Macacco” was the name of a famous monkey used in monkey-baiting matches at the Westminster Pit in London in the early 1820s. Subsequently, the term “Jacco” or “Jacco Macacco” was Cockney slang to refer to monkeys in general. The term persisted in the twentieth century as “Jacko Monkeys” became popular children’s toys in Great Britain in the 1950s. They still remained common in British households in the 1980s.

				The nickname was quickly picked up by other media outlets. Reading news and magazine articles from this period, the transformation is striking. Suddenly, the eccentricities that had been alternately intriguing or overlooked just months earlier were now characterized as “bizarre” and “strange.” “In record time,” wrote Spin journalist Quincy Troupe, “he went from being one of the most admired of celebrities to one of the most absurd.” Critics maligned him for buying the Beatles catalog, mocked his changing appearance, called him a sissy, questioned whether he actually wrote his songs, reduced his art to commercial ephemera.

				Spin magazine described it as “the most powerful backlash in the history of popular entertainment.” America had a tendency to elevate and then crucify its own creations. Jackson, it seemed, would fall prey to that ritual as well.

				Ironically, one of the other sensational stories circulating around this time was Jackson’s supposed desire to purchase the bones of the Elephant Man, Joseph Merrick. A Victorian-era “freak,” Merrick was born with a rare congenital disorder called Proteus Syndrome, which caused severe deformities to his face and body. Later in life, he was exhibited as a curiosity by traveling showman George Hitchcock. Jackson learned of his story through the classic 1980 David Lynch film, The Elephant Man, and became fascinated with Merrick. “I visited [his] remains [and] I feel a closeness to [him],” Jackson confessed in a 1987 interview. “I love the story….It’s a very sad story.”

				
				In certain ways, Jackson was beginning to feel, similar to Merrick, less like a human being, and more like an exhibit or a curiosity. He had been an entertainer since he was a young boy. It was all he knew. But now the expectation to “perform” was almost constant. His identity was becoming inextricably wrapped up in the persona, the character. He was, for better or worse, “Michael Jackson, the greatest show on earth.”

				When manager Frank DiLeo was asked by Rolling Stone in 1987 about dialing back the publicity stunts because of the toll on his client, he responded: “It’s too late, anyway. He won’t have a normal life even if I stop.” But for Jackson, the price of the ticket was high. By the time Bad was released, the human being no longer seemed to exist to a public fed on sensationalism and hype.

				Later that year, in the midst of his Bad World Tour, Jackson scribbled a letter to the press (published by People in 1987) from his hotel room, which read in part: “Like the old Indian proverb says, do not judge a man until you’ve walked 2 moons in his moccosins [sic]. Most people don’t know me, that is why they write such things in wich [sic] most is not true. I cry very often because it hurts….Animals strike not from malice, but because they want to live, it is the same with those who criticize, they desire our blood, not our pain….But have mercy for I’ve been bleeding a long time now.”

			

			
				EXPERIMENTS IN SOUND

				While all these new narratives about Jackson’s “bizarre” eccentricities and seclusion swirled publicly, behind the scenes the artist spent most of his days in the studio with a handful of musicians and engineers, quietly working on new music.

				By 1985, almost three years had elapsed since the release of Thriller, and fans were anxiously awaiting the sequel. Following up the most successful record in the history of the music industry, however, was not an enviable task. Jackson added to the pressure with his own lofty expectations. On his bathroom mirror, he wrote “100 million,” the number of copies he expected his next album to sell. The figure was more than double the amount of copies Thriller had sold up to that point. “I can’t answer whether or not I like being famous,” he would later write in his autobiography, “but I do love achieving goals. I love not only reaching a mark I’ve set for myself but exceeding it. Doing more than I thought I could, that’s a great feeling.”

				
				The commercial ambition is what most media narratives focused on when Bad came out. But the more interesting story had to do with his creative ambition. With his new album, he not only wanted to write and produce every song; he wanted to create a pop album unlike anything anyone had heard before.

				The years 1985 and ’86 have long represented one of the most mysterious stretches in Jackson’s solo career. Even when journalists called up Quincy Jones, they got nothing. The producer wasn’t being reticent; he simply didn’t know much. Only a handful of people at the time did, and, at Jackson’s direction, they weren’t speaking to the press. One person who had a front-row seat to just about everything Jackson was working on in these years, however, was John Barnes. Jackson had gotten to know Barnes, a talented but mostly unknown musician and synth programmer from Watts, during the Jacksons’ Victory album sessions in 1983. Prior to that, Barnes had worked with Michael’s brothers Jermaine and Marlon. But it was a song Barnes cowrote and produced for Janet—called “Don’t Stand Another Chance”—that really got Michael’s attention. He liked the sound and feel of it—enough to call Barnes up soon after hearing it. “I like to experiment with different kinds of sound,” Barnes remembered Jackson saying on the phone. “Are you into stuff like that?” Barnes said yes, that was one of his passions. “How many sounds do you think you can create?” Jackson pressed. “That depends on how much time you have,” Barnes responded.

				
				Soon after, Barnes found himself in the studio with Jackson, working on a new song the artist had written called “Buffalo Bill.” “That was the first song we worked on together,” recalled Barnes. “We just clicked. Our musical sensibilities were very compatible. There are some people where you can speak and they know exactly what you’re speaking about. There’s so much more than language can express, there’s a whole other spiritual part that you’re either in tune with or not. That’s how it was with me and Michael.” In addition to their chemistry, Jackson valued Barnes’s versatility. “Out here,” explained Barnes, “it was very uncommon to have black players that were able to program. They weren’t in the recording community that much. So it was always viewed that you got the Michael Boddickers and people like that—who were great programmers and great guys—but you got them to create sounds and then the black guys would come in and play. I did both.”

				Growing up, Barnes’s two passions were music and technology: he studied philharmonics, orchestration, and music theory in school, and bought his first Apple computer and synthesizers in the late ’70s. But, according to Barnes, Michael Jackson really allowed him to combine the two in ways he never could have imagined. “For the first time in my life,” he reflected, “I was in an environment when absolutely everything was possible. He pushed me with his talent and energy and ambition—I could really explore how far we could stretch. Most projects couldn’t afford it and most artists weren’t that talented and ambitious. But with Michael that was never an issue. Money wasn’t a factor; the music was the factor.”

				After working on a few songs together, Jackson decided to hire Barnes full time. Along with recording engineer Matt Forger, they would show up in the studio five to six days a week, working on songs, creating new sounds, and translating Jackson’s ideas. “In those days,” recalled Barnes, “his home studio wasn’t complete so we would go into other studios [including Can-Am, Red Wing, and Sound Castle] and book six-hour sessions. Michael always wanted to have something complete or close to complete when we would leave. It was fertile ground. No restrictions. He was our guide. If he wanted us to shift to something else, we’d put our focus on that.” By early 1985, Jackson and Barnes had already worked on several songs together. But there still wasn’t much talk about an album. Jackson was taking his time to lay the foundation.

				
				In addition to Barnes, the artist enlisted some of the brightest minds in the world of synth programming and sound technology. Jackson had used synthesizers liberally on Thriller, but he took it to an entirely different level on Bad. In 1984 he reached out to Denny Jaeger, the mastermind behind the landmark digital synthesizer, the Synclavier. Jaeger was, in essence, the Steve Jobs of sound design. From the Bay Area, he was instrumental in the pioneering work of New England Digital in the late ’70s and ’80s, helping transform the Synclavier from a revolutionary but clunky audio system, used at a handful of universities, to the premiere digital synthesizer of the decade.

				Jackson not only formed a creative relationship with Jaeger, who is credited for synth programming on “Dirty Diana” and “Smooth Criminal,” but he also sent John Barnes to New England Digital to help design the system they would use for the Bad album. “We helped develop a big step forward for the Synclavier,” said Barnes. That model—known as the Synclavier PSMT—was essentially a fully self-contained workstation. Released in 1984, it cost over $200,000, more than the average house in Los Angeles at the time. Before it even hit the market, Jackson had one of his own, personally customized, and was using it to develop songs for his album.

				Around this time the artist’s new and improved, forty-eight-track home studio at Hayvenhurst was completed. Jackson nicknamed it “the Laboratory.” He envisioned it as a very distinct space from Westlake Studios—a space without pressures or expectations, a place where he could simply brainstorm ideas, experiment, and innovate. “Michael was always searching for something new,” said Forger. “How much stuff could we invent ourselves or research and find? There was a whole lot of that going on. That was what the Laboratory was about.” John Barnes remembers trying all kinds of things with the new Synclavier. “We were just being as creative and innovative as we could be,” he recalled. “We’d make new sound characters, combine them, collect sounds, record them on portable recorders, and put them into the Synclavier. One day we recorded those poppers that you throw on the ground, those fireworks—loaded that sound in. Nobody had done that kind of stuff before. You can actually hear them on ‘Smooth Criminal.’ ”

				
				In 1985, Jackson decided to create an official company based on the sonic enterprise they were engaged in. He called it Experiments in Sound. Along with Jackson, John Barnes was co-owner of the company. All this cutting-edge technology had a big impact on the way Bad was made and the way it sounded. “It really opened up another realm of creativity,” said Matt Forger. It was an exciting time for Jackson, in which the possibilities seemed unlimited—and the album was just getting started.

			

			
				THE B-TEAM

				If it had been up to him, Jackson would have parted ways with Quincy Jones after Thriller. Not because there was some dramatic falling-out; the artist was simply ready to take the next step without the legendary producer’s oversight. In any case, he reasoned, the producer was busy with other projects, including the soundtrack for The Color Purple, another collaboration with Steven Spielberg. Jackson’s contract with Jones was for three albums, so eventually the artist knew the producer would likely be involved. But, as with Thriller, he had no intention of waiting around. He wanted to get going on the album.

				The handful of musicians and engineers Jackson assembled to work with him in the Laboratory came to refer to themselves as the “B-Team”—a self-deprecatory play on Quincy Jones’s legendary A-Team. There were no big names on the B-Team. Even after Bad came out, most people never heard of them. It was also a much smaller crew than Jones typically assembled—for the better part of two years, it comprised just four individuals: John Barnes, Bill Bottrell, Chris Currell, and Matt Forger.

				
				Like Barnes, Bottrell got to know Jackson through the Victory album and could play the role of both engineer and musician. Prior to working with the Jacksons, Bottrell was mentored by acclaimed songwriter, instrumentalist, and producer Jeff Lynne of Electric Light Orchestra (Lynne also worked with George Harrison, Bob Dylan, and Tom Petty). The first song Bottrell helped produce for Jackson was his 1984 duet with Mick Jagger, “State of Shock.” “I just did what I wanted to do [with the demo],” recalled Bottrell, “while he stood there and watched, and I rocked it up really good….So I think Michael picked up on my openness to experimenting and that wide-open/what-can-this-be approach. You don’t bring a lot of techniques or set goals, and that’s what was fortuitous.”

				Jackson was drawn to Bottrell’s loose, improvisational approach. He also liked his versatility and willingness to try new things. “I was an engineer when he first hired me,” noted Bottrell. “I worked by the hour all around LA. Michael just started asking me, unlike many of my other clients, to take more responsibility.” While Bottrell wasn’t well-known to the wider public, he had earned a strong reputation within recording circles, especially in the studio where he worked the most in the mid-’80s—Sound Castle, in Glendale, California. “Bill was on staff there,” said Barnes. “He was a legend over there; that’s how we met.” That’s also where they began working with Jackson.

				After a lifetime of working with perfectionists like Berry Gordy and Quincy Jones, Barnes and Bottrell offered Jackson an alternative approach. “My process,” explained Bottrell, “was contrary to the whole Westlake scene in that I would jump and run around quickly, in an attempt to get a fresh performance from the artist. This was contrary to the Q-Swedien idea where every little thing is important and worthy of minute attention, and the artist had to wait similar to making a movie.” That approach had its merits, of course, and Jackson never entirely abandoned it; but he also felt it could stifle creativity. “It’s just a different sensibility,” Barnes pointed out. “They came from recording Frank Sinatra and guys like that where everything was pristine. We could be highly technical and detailed, but we could also say, this has a great natural feel, let’s keep that. We moved quicker and had less preestablished expectations.”

				
				Jackson also liked the fact that he was in complete creative control. By the end of Thriller, he had grown tired of compromising with Quincy Jones. “There were a lot of things he wanted to do that he had to fight for continuously,” noted Barnes. “He talked about how Quincy didn’t like ‘Billie Jean’ and how he would promise certain spots on the album to people. So when Michael got with us, he was like, ‘I’m sick of all this interference, and people in the way, I just want to express myself and be creative. I want to make my own record.’ ” Bottrell heard similar anecdotes. “There were just frustrations with the overall Q process,” he said. “There seemed to be some authority issues. Michael didn’t want to be shut down on certain song and arrangement choices.”

				For Jackson, the B-Team was about freedom and independence. “Michael was maturing and coming into his own,” explained Barnes. “So we were part of that team to help his maturation process. That’s what we were there to do.” Bottrell compared it to “a teenager leaving the nest….[He] was growing and wanted to experiment free of the restrictions of the Westlake scene.” For the next year and a half, beginning at Sound Castle and eventually at his home studio at Hayvenhurst, this was the small team that worked with Jackson day in and day out, allowing the artist to create his most personally realized album to date.

			

			
				
				IN THE LAB

				The period from 1985 to 1987 may have been the most prolific period in Jackson’s career. John Barnes estimates that they recorded around sixty songs during this time, nearly all of which were written and coproduced by Jackson. The artist wasn’t looking for outside songwriters anymore. He wanted to do it all—the rhythm tracks, the ballads, the mid-tempo cuts.

				Some of the early songs were carryovers from the Thriller and Victory sessions: songs like “Buffalo Bill,” “Don’t Be Messin’ ’Round,” and “Pyramid Girl” (which eventually became “Liberian Girl”). Other songs—“We Are Here to Change the World” and “Another Part of Me”—were for Captain EO, a 4-D film attraction for Disney that Jackson committed to in 1984. And still others were developed at Hayvenhurst in 1985, including “Dirty Diana,” “Tomboy,” “Hot Fever” (which eventually became “The Way You Make Me Feel”), and “Al Capone” (which later was renamed “Smooth Criminal”).

				Barnes remembered some of these songs coming together almost through osmosis. “With ‘Liberian Girl,’ ” he recalled, “when we started into it, it was almost like it was a magical, spiritual experience and everything just happened at light speed. Within three to four hours, all the main parts were in place.” Jackson loved it so much he told Barnes and Bottrell, “This can’t go on Victory. I’m saving it for my record.”

				To make these songs as fresh and compelling as possible, Jackson was constantly on the lookout for new sounds. Around this time he reached out to members of Kraftwerk, the German electronic band credited with revolutionizing the use of synthesizers in music in the late ’70s and early ’80s. Jackson loved their futuristic sound—especially the album The Man-Machine—and hoped to collaborate with them for his new album or possibly on the songs for Captain EO. According to Kraftwerk member Wolfgang Flür, Jackson did indeed meet with Ralf Hütter in New York, but a collaboration never came to fruition.

				
				That same year, in a handwritten note dated April 5, 1985, Jackson wrote, “Emergency,” in red pen, followed by: “You must find the guy who played guitar on the record ‘Dance Floor’ for the band ‘Zapp’ the album credits will tell you his name no matter where he is find him.” Whoever the note was sent to apparently found the man Jackson was looking for: Roger Troutman, singer and multi-instrumentalist for the synth funk band Zapp. Within days of his note, Troutman was at Hayvenhurst, working with Jackson on a song called “Tomboy” as well as “Smooth Criminal.” While his parts ultimately didn’t make the final cut of Bad, it was indicative of Jackson’s far-reaching approach. “Thanks for allowing me the great privilege of visiting your home and studio,” Troutman wrote to Jackson in the liner notes to Zapp’s next album, Zapp V.

				Meanwhile, Jackson was so interested in the Synclavier that he invited Chris Currell, a brilliant young synth programmer John Barnes had met at New England Digital, to come out to Los Angeles and help him learn how to operate it himself. Currell quickly put together a training schedule for Jackson and began meeting with him regularly at Hayvenhurst. In their first session, recalled Currell, “after three hours, I had taught Michael how to power up and boot up the Synclavier, call up his sound library and showed him how to call a sound down to the keyboard for him to play.” The technology was a bit overwhelming at first, but gradually the artist began to better understand how to use it.

				Jackson asked Currell to come back every day to teach him more. The artist also challenged the young programmer to come up with new, unusual sounds on his own that Jackson could listen to and use in his songs. Currell found the work exhilarating and began to develop a massive archive of not only random sounds, but also correlating “grooves and various musical pieces that would demonstrate the possible uses for the sounds I was creating.” When he was finished, he would record them on a cassette tape and slide them under Jackson’s bedroom door before he went home. “Many times,” noted Currell, “he would call my house at 2:00 a.m. and would be all excited about some sounds or groove. I could hear the tape I had made blasting in the background!”

				
				In addition to his Synclavier work, Currell began the huge task of organizing Jackson’s scattered tapes and archives. Because Jackson had worked with so many different programmers, engineers, and musicians, Currell pointed out, “his sound library was in chaos. I thought that no matter if it is me or someone else that uses Michael’s Synclavier, the sound library had to be in some logical order that can be accessed easily.” Jackson agreed, so Currell went to work. “I was at his studio from about 10:00 a.m. to about 1:00 a.m. every day. This job ended up taking me six months, seventeen hours a day, seven days a week!”

			

			
				FREE

				Session calendars show in fascinating detail how Bad unfolded over time. For Jackson, 1986 was a particularly busy year of recording. He typically arrived at the studio at 10:00 a.m. and often didn’t leave until 7:00 or 8:00 p.m. In the month of February he spent twenty-two days in the studio, working on songs like “Price of Fame,” “Turning Me Off,” “The Way You Make Me Feel,” and “Smooth Criminal.” “The vision came from Michael,” explained Bottrell. “He beatboxed the grooves and I would try to make it happen; same with John Barnes. Michael’s grooves came out of his mouth into my cassette recorder, and they were awesome from the beginning. It was brilliant to soak up his approach, which was one of extreme focus on the song and the outcome of the song.”

				Sometimes those ideas would come together quickly, as with “Liberian Girl” and “I Just Can’t Stop Loving You.” And other times it would take a while. Barnes remembers a part he did for one song that Jackson decided he needed to hear in about a hundred other variations. Jackson still wasn’t satisfied so he had Barnes reach out to Toto drummer Jeff Porcaro. Ultimately, said Barnes, they used the first part he played. “But it taught me something really, really interesting—that the exploration is sometimes just to confirm it’s the best. I came out of the session world where we had three-hour blocks of time. Time was money. We didn’t have days to explore something. But with Michael, I wasn’t on the clock like that. He was open to whatever it took to get it right.”

				
				The B-Team members also enjoyed surprising Jackson with their own ideas. One day, Barnes thought of splicing James Brown’s vocals onto an early version of “Al Capone.” When the artist came to the studio and heard it, his face lit up. Barnes laid out his vision for the song: “I said, ‘Michael, imagine—we get James Brown, Prince, Roger Troutman on this song—it’s going to be the funkiest goddamn record ever!’ He just fell on the ground laughing, ‘You’re crazy. You’re crazy.’ ”

				According to the four main members of the B-Team, most days at the studio were pure joy. They were on fire with the passion of the project. They would have impromptu jam sessions, long discussions, sometimes even pop in a movie. When Jackson got an idea, they would go to work, fleshing it out as far as they could. Jackson developed a special trust and chemistry with each member of the team. “After a few weeks of working closely together,” recalled Currell, “we both realized that our ability to communicate together was a bit unique. We just both understood each other about musical ideas and grooves. We noticed that words were used less often and we just ‘knew’ what we were feeling or thinking. It quickly got to the point where Michael would say to me ‘make me a sound that makes me do this’…and he would do a dance move. I got it right away…and I could make him the sound that he was feeling. I have never worked with anyone else where we had this kind of musical rapport.”

				Barnes, Bottrell, and Forger felt the same way—not only with Jackson, but with each other. “John and I developed a strong process,” noted Bottrell. “We worked fast, John working on synthesizers and me running the console….He was amazing at finding the right sounds and playing the parts while I mixed and affected the tapes.” The atmosphere was loose but invigorating. Somehow, even though they were working for the biggest star on the planet, it felt intimate, like a garage start-up. “There were not a lot of people; no egos to deal with; a lot of sidetracks down rabbit holes, but that was the point,” Bottrell recalled. “I think Michael was quite relaxed the whole time….It was really magic.”

				
				Matt Forger remembered one simple song they were working on in particular that captured the vibe at the time, appropriately called “Free.” “When you listen to this song,” he said, “you hear Michael’s spirit and joy. It’s raw, it’s loose, it’s him in his element, doing what he loved to do. The first time I listened to it [again] I broke down. This is what it was like every day.”

			

			
				CAPTAIN EO

				The original plan was to release Bad in 1986, but as the date approached it was obvious that wasn’t going to happen. For one, Quincy Jones still wasn’t available. For another, Jackson wanted to develop more tracks and was juggling his time and attention with other projects—most significant, Captain EO. A seventeen-minute film attraction for Disneyland and Disney World with cutting-edge 4-D effects (a 3-D film with additional physical effects), Captain EO was a massive project. A longtime admirer of all things Disney, Jackson couldn’t have been more excited about it. The feeling was mutual. Disney was struggling to stay relevant in the mid-’80s and saw the prospect of a Michael Jackson–themed attraction as the perfect way to revitalize its parks and brand.

				The project went into production in June 1985 at Laird Studio. New Disney CEO Michael Eisner invested $17 million into Captain EO, assembling a creative Dream Team that not only included Jackson but also Star Wars creator George Lucas and The Godfather director Francis Ford Coppola. On a per-minute basis, it was, at the time, the most expensive film ever made.

				
				“It was great, exciting stuff,” recalled Matt Forger, who worked on the project with Jackson from its infancy. “It was the first discreet 5.1 film in continuous playback [this was several years before digital surround sound became the norm in theaters]. The Disney people developed the equipment. It didn’t exist before. It was full bandwidth with six digital tracks of audio.”

				Jackson came up with two songs for the short film: “We Are Here to Change the World” and “Another Part of Me.” Both were developed and completed with the B-Team. Barnes remembered continuing to work on “We Are Here to Change the World” while Jackson was in the hospital after his hair caught fire during a Pepsi commercial. “It has a special kind of significance to me,” he said, “because it represented integrity—an effort to not waste his time in the studio and have nothing to show for it.”

				Jackson wanted the songs to sound like the future. He and Barnes used a range of synthesizers—the Fairlight CMI, the Roland Jupiter-8, the Rhodes Chroma, and the Oberheim Xpander—to achieve that sound. This was not done haphazardly, said Barnes. “We weren’t just piling synths. Michael and I approached it like orchestration.” Barnes saw it as opening up a new frontier in music, particularly for R&B. “With all the new sounds and textures, it was definitely on the edge. There weren’t a lot of people doing that. In black music, there were almost none.”

				The Captain EO songs sounded great coming out of a boom box, but even better in theaters. Forger, who helped design the setup and acoustics in four different theaters, was particularly pleased with the sonic experience at Tokyo Disneyland. “Tokyo was just kickass,” he recalled. “They had a playback system that just totally rocked. It was like being at a rock concert. The room, physically, just shook. It sounded phenomenal. All the theaters sounded great, but Tokyo was just incredible.”

				Jackson continued to record new music while working on Captain EO. Even in several visits to Orlando in 1985 and 1986, he recorded out of his hotel suite on the sixteenth floor of the Royal Plaza and at Bee Jay Recording Studio. An early version of “Streetwalker,” in fact, was called “Florida Groove” and recorded in the spring of 1986.

				
				That spring, Jackson and Quincy Jones were finally able to meet up and discuss the progress of the new album. He had dozens of songs ready, he told Jones. Jones told Jackson he was heading to Tahiti for a couple of months, but as soon as he returned they could get to work at Westlake. When Jones returned in July, however, Jackson was still putting the finishing touches on Captain EO. Finally, in August, their schedules aligned. It was time to put the album together.

			

			
				THE B-TEAM IS SHUT DOWN

				The early days at Westlake were equal parts tense and exciting. Jackson wanted the B-Team to continue working with him, but it soon became apparent that wasn’t going to happen, at least not at Westlake. Initially, Jackson had Barnes and Bottrell come to the studio, but it was obvious to both that their presence wasn’t welcome by the A-Team—especially by Quincy Jones. “Next,” recalled Bottrell, “Michael asked Quincy to come out to Hayvenhurst and work with me. The first time, I waited around all day and he never showed. The second time Quincy showed up and we worked on one of the songs, probably vocals. It was just Michael and Quincy and me.” After that session, Jones issued an ultimatum: “Either Bottrell goes, or I go.” From that point on, Bottrell was cut out of the “official” Bad sessions at Westlake.

				Barnes suffered a similar fate. “I believe Quincy viewed us as threats,” said Barnes. “One day MJ asked me to work on an orchestral arrangement for a string section. He called me at eleven at night. He said, ‘Have everyone there at Westlake at ten in the morning.’ So I go in the next morning and we were in the middle of recording when Quincy comes storming in the booth. He said, ‘What the hell are you doing? Who told you to do this?’ I said, ‘Mr. Jones, I work for Michael. That’s who told me to do this. This is really out of place to interrupt a session.’ ” Soon after, Barnes was no longer welcome at Westlake as well.

				
				Jones did grudgingly concede that one B-Team member could continue—Chris Currell. Jones viewed Currell more as an operator than a producer or engineer, and therefore felt less threatened by him. Currell set up the Synclavier, filled with the enormous archive of tracks the B-Team had created, in a small room just outside the control room. The keyboard and terminal were placed by the desk where Quincy Jones and Bruce Swedien operated. Its presence symbolized a tension that would persist over the next year: between the work of the B-Team and the A-Team; between the old guard and the new guard; between technology and tradition; and between Michael Jackson and Quincy Jones.

				Jones didn’t know much about the Synclavier, other than what Jackson had told him about using it to make most of his demos. Jones’s approach, going into Bad, was much the same as it had been on Off the Wall and Thriller: assemble his A-Team and have them rerecord Jackson’s demos with mostly live instrumentation.

				But this time things were different. For one, Jackson’s demos, even more so than those for Off the Wall and Thriller, were fully realized songs. And for another, Jackson now often liked the sounds he had come up with over the past two years better than the overdubs of live musicians. Chris Currell remembered several A-Team session musicians coming in one day to work on “I Just Can’t Stop Loving You” and eyeing him suspiciously. One of them, bassist Nathan East, said bluntly: “So you’re the reason why no one was being called.” Currell felt bad about it. “What a great introduction to LA’s finest studio musicians! Yikes! Actually, I had never even considered that I was taking away work from anyone. I was just using the Synclavier as a creative tool for manifesting Michael’s musical ideas.”

				Jackson had thoroughly developed his demos precisely because he wanted more say in how they were produced. The artist respected the session musicians—many of them were close friends. He wanted them featured on the album; but he also wanted the new sounds. This came to a head after Jones changed the production on several tracks and Jackson simply didn’t think they sounded as good. “Michael was concerned that the ‘punch’ of the music was being lost somehow,” recalled Currell.

				
				Jackson first brought his concern to Bruce Swedien. When the situation wasn’t addressed, however, he turned to his manager, Frank DiLeo, who spoke with Jones. Jones was miffed. Clearly, his role as producer had changed. He and Jackson had occasionally butted heads on Thriller, but then the artist still often compromised with Jones. Not anymore. Jackson was driving this album: he had written all the songs and knew how he wanted them to sound. Jones had to take a backseat, which was not something he was accustomed to.

				Occasionally, Jackson even snuck tapes back to Hayvenhurst to tweak them. This was the case with “Speed Demon” in the winter of 1986. When Jones found out about it, he was so furious he walked away from the project for a while. “[Quincy and I] disagreed on some things,” Jackson later acknowledged. “There was a lot of tension because we felt we were competing with ourselves. It’s very hard to create something when you feel like you’re in competition with yourself.” But eventually, concessions were made. Quincy Jones accepted that the songs on this album were going to be almost entirely by Jackson—not by Temperton, Toto, or any of his other go-to songwriters. He also accepted that the Synclavier—and synthesizers more generally—were going to play a prominent role. Jackson, meanwhile, agreed to part ways with the B-Team (at least officially) and tried to be open to Jones’s production suggestions. Bruce Swedien was a good mediator. He recognized that the tracks Jackson brought to Westlake already sounded incredible. And he was more familiar with the new technology than Jones. Given the ambition of the project, it would have been impossible not to use it.

				
				At Westlake, Swedien took the Hayvenhurst tapes and recorded them on sixteen-track tape, as on Thriller, to get that “fat, analog rhythm sound” Jackson loved. Jones described it as “big legs and tight skirts.” Then it was transferred back to digital. According to Swedien, Bad had the “widest variety of soundfields” of any album Jackson had yet done. The layers of synth and drum programming—created on everything from Roland Jupiter-8s to Yamaha DX7s to the vast archive of sound characters and grooves made on the Synclavier—continued to grow at Westlake. Assistant recording engineer Russ Ragsdale remembers “synth stacks filling up the entire large tracking room, taking up every available space, as well as the largest Synclavier in the world at the time operated by Chris Currell….It took over eight hundred multitrack tapes to create Bad; each song was a few hundred tracks of audio.” That hadn’t happened overnight. It was the result of hours of work and sweat and innovation. “A lot of people are so used to just seeing the outcome of work,” Jackson explained in a 1987 interview. “They never see the side of the work you go through to produce the outcome.”

			

			
				A DAY IN THE LIFE

				Recording at Westlake took place primarily in Studio D. A typical day at the studio began at 10:00 a.m. and stretched into the evening. Given exclusive access for Spin magazine, journalist Quincy Troupe described the scene like this: Jackson walks in with sunglasses, a brown fedora, and a red corduroy shirt accompanied by his chimpanzee, Bubbles (Jackson would also sometimes bring in his python, Muscles). Quincy Jones is sitting on the floor taking notes while eating; “walrus-mustached” Bruce Swedien is in the control room along with Jackson’s manager, Frank DiLeo, who is “sending long streams of cigar smoke curling toward the ceiling.” On the other end of the studio, there is a “spread of fried chicken, potato salad, greens, and coleslaw.”

				
				On many days, techs remember Jackson showing up wearing a parka with a fur-lined hood in the middle of summer because he didn’t like how cold it was in the studio with the air-conditioning. “We tried our best to just treat Michael like a regular guy,” recalled Russ Ragsdale. “We didn’t go out of our way too much.” Occasionally, said Ragsdale, “Michael would want to get out of the studio for a bit. At the time I had a big full-sized Ford pickup truck with tinted windows. Michael loved riding in that truck and got real excited because he was able to sit so much higher off the ground than in his Mercedes.” Jackson also sometimes retreated to a small, private, second-floor room that looked down on the tracking room, where he would often doodle, munch on popcorn, and brainstorm.

				Although some tension and big expectations were inevitably present, just about everyone who worked on the album at Westlake remembers the atmosphere in the studio as one of “love” and “camaraderie”—a creative climate attributed to both Jackson and Jones. Jackson started a tradition called “Family Night,” in which all the family members and friends of the studio crew were invited on Fridays to dinner in the studio, which was prepared by Jackson’s cooks, Catherine Ballard and Laura Raynor (affectionately nicknamed the “slam-dunk sisters”).

			

			
				THE PRINCE SUMMIT

				Of course, every now and then, those involved with the album were reminded of who they were working with—for example, when George Lucas showed up. Or Elizabeth Taylor. Or Prince.

				The legendary meeting with Prince took place in September 1986. The two artists had met a handful of times before, including once at Jackson’s Hayvenhurst house around the time of Purple Rain. That meeting had been arranged by Jackson’s attorney, John Branca, who knew Prince’s managers, Bob Cavallo, Joseph Ruffalo, and Steve Fargnoli. It didn’t go well. Prince brought a white box filled with strange items. “Michael thought it was a voodoo box and Prince was trying to mess with him,” said Branca. “He was like, forget this guy. He scares me.”

				
				But by 1986, he had warmed to the idea of a collaboration. He had a demo finished. The song featured a killer synth bass hook and an exploding chorus. Prince accepted an invitation to hear it at Westlake. His entrance in the studio seemed surreal. There the rivals were, in the same room, both at the peak of their powers. Jackson and his team—including Quincy Jones, manager Frank DiLeo, and recording engineer Bruce Swedien—looked on as Prince listened to the track in the control room. “It was a strange summit,” wrote Quincy Troupe for Spin. “They’re so competitive with each other that neither would give anything up. They kind of sat there checking each other out, but saying very little. It was a fascinating stalemate between two very powerful dudes.”

				As Jackson envisioned the release of “Bad,” they would begin leaking stories to the press about an escalating rivalry (which wouldn’t be a difficult sell, given the media’s interest in any sign of conflict between the artists). Prince, who was no slouch at manufacturing publicity himself, was intrigued but skeptical. He was interested in working with Jackson, but didn’t like that Jackson was in control of the project. He felt Jackson was setting himself up to look better in the music video and the song. “Prince was like, ‘Oh, he wants to punk me out on record. Who does he think I am, crazy?’ ” recalled Prince’s former manager, Alan Leeds. “He couldn’t get outside himself enough to realize that it was the kind of thing that probably could have benefited both of them. Still, it would have forever been Michael’s video with Prince as just a guest. So that captured what the relationship couldn’t be. They were like Ali versus Frazier. And the media couldn’t get enough of pitting these guys against each other.”

				Prince later explained to comedian Chris Rock the basis of his decision to pass on “Bad”: “Well, you know, that Wesley Snipes character, that would’ve been me. You run that video in your mind. The first line of that song is ‘Your butt is mine.’ Now I said, ‘Who’s gonna sing that to whom? ’Cause you sure ain’t singing it to me. And I sure ain’t singing it to you….’ So right there, we got a problem.”

				
				Ultimately, Prince offered a different song in place of “Bad,” reportedly sending Jackson an updated demo of “Wouldn’t U Love to Love Me” (which was later recorded by Prince protégé Taja Sevelle). Jackson, however, decided to pass. Both artists ultimately couldn’t bear to cede control of the project.

				As Prince left the “Bad” summit, he turned to Jackson and his team and said, “It will be a big hit even if I’m not on it.” And thus ended the closest possibility of a collaboration between the two legends.

			

			
				FINAL DECISIONS

				Jackson at one point envisioned Bad as a three-disc album. The new material continued to flood in—and even with his high standards, Jackson believed a lot of it was good enough to release. According to Rolling Stone, “Jackson had sixty-two songs written and wanted to release thirty-three of them as a triple album, until [Quincy] Jones talked him down.”

				This trimming led to some excellent tracks being left on the cutting-room floor, including songs like “Turning Me Off,” “Make or Break,” “Fly Away,” “I’m So Blue,” “Throwing Your Life Away,” “Scared of the Moon,” “Cheater,” “Price of Fame,” and “Streetwalker.”

				The decision on “Streetwalker” came down to the final weeks. Jackson was trying to choose between that song and the Captain EO anthem, “Another Part of Me.” Quincy Jones favored “Another Part of Me” (partly because he associated “Streetwalker” with Bill Bottrell, who produced the song); Jackson favored “Streetwalker” (mainly because the public had already heard “Another Part of Me”). As the story goes, they brought in manager Frank DiLeo for an outside perspective to see which way he leaned. “Another Part of Me” was ultimately chosen after it inspired the stout DiLeo, unprompted, to get up and dance. Everyone knew dancing was the ultimate Jackson barometer for a rhythm track.

				
				Another battle took place over “Smooth Criminal.” Quincy Jones didn’t want it on the album; Jackson did. As with “Billie Jean,” Jackson refused to budge on this one. “I gotta be honest, I was never a big fan of that song,” acknowledged Jones. “[But], you know, Michael loved it to pieces.” Indeed, Jackson loved the song so much he initially favored calling the entire album Smooth Criminal. Epic Records was onboard with the title. They felt it fit the edgy approach of the album. Jones, however, hated it, and resorted to calling Larry Stessel, senior VP of marketing at Epic Records, to protest. “I will not allow this album to be called Smooth Criminal,” he told Stessel.

				More drama ensued, but ultimately Jackson relented on the title—in part, because he also liked the proposed alternative, Bad; and in part, because he still got the song on the album. In the back of his mind, though, he knew this would be his last album with Quincy Jones.

				Unbeknownst to Jones, Jackson was still working out of two studios in early 1987—he would often spend most of the day at Westlake and then come home and work in the Laboratory with Bill Bottrell at night. Since Bottrell was working on important songs—including “Speed Demon,” “Leave Me Alone,” and “Streetwalker”—Jackson made one last attempt to bring him over to Westlake. But Jones still refused to work with him. Bottrell was officially “fired” by Jackson’s manager, Frank DiLeo, on January 22, 1987. Jackson told Bottrell he was really sorry, but promised him he’d be back for the next album.

				By February 1987, the album was coming together, but the artist still wasn’t satisfied. “A perfectionist has to take his time,” he explained. “He shapes and molds and sculpts that thing until it’s perfect. He can’t let it go before he’s satisfied; he can’t.”

				As with Thriller, his patience paid off, yielding the album’s climactic high—and what would become Jackson’s signature anthem—in the final months: “Man in the Mirror.” Written by Glen Ballard and Siedah Garrett, Jackson delivered a jaw-dropping performance in the studio that left even his longtime collaborators stunned.

				
				For all the drama and surrounding pressures, these were the transcendent moments that kept everyone pushing. Visiting the studio in the spring of 1987, journalist Quincy Troupe marveled at watching Jackson in his element: “Alone in the semidarkness, illuminated softly by a single spotlight, he starts to sing. This, finally, is what it’s about….There are no problems, no merchandise deals, no deadlines, no family rivalries. It’s just Michael and the song. Suddenly, he is no longer the dreamy, whispering recluse. He is no longer soft. He attacks the song, dancing, waving his hands, moving with unexpected power. He is in his own world….For these few moments, at least, he is neither a joke nor an icon, just a very, very talented singer.”

				A firm deadline was finally set for July 1987. “You need a dramatic deadline,” Quincy Jones explained to Rolling Stone. “I swear to God, we would have been in the studio another year without that deadline.” This time they hit their mark. The final touches were made over the first week of July and the album was sent to Bernie Grundman for mastering on July 10. After more than two years of recording with the B-Team and eleven months at Westlake, it was done at last. The world would finally get to hear the long-awaited follow-up to the bestselling album of all time.

			

			
				THE WHOLE WORLD HAS TO ANSWER

				Bad was released worldwide on August 31, 1987. It was promoted with a CBS special called The Magic Returns, which recounted the Jackson story up to Thriller before debuting the highly anticipated eighteen-minute, Martin Scorsese–directed short film, Bad.

				The now-iconic album cover, featuring the artist in black leather and buckles with the title graffitied in red, was a last-minute switch-out. Jackson wanted a design from a photo shoot with Greg Gorman that showed his face superimposed by lace with a black backdrop. The design was inspired by a 1928 black-and-white Vanity Fair photograph of actress Gloria Swanson. That concept was ready and approved by Jackson; ultimately, however, it was vetoed by Epic head Walter Yetnikoff, who felt it was too artsy, soft, and feminine when they were trying to establish a tougher, hipper image. The cover photo was subsequently pulled from a brief photo shoot by Jackson’s personal photographer Sam Emerson during the filming of the short film for the title track.

				
				With the packaging in place, hundreds of thousands of albums went out to record stores in late August. The looming question was this: Would it top Thriller? By the end of September, it had already surpassed the one million mark and had hit #1 on the Billboard 200 chart. Time called it “a state-of-the-art dance record.” Veteran music critic Robert Christgau concurred: “Anybody who charges studio hackery is too narrow-minded to be able to hear pros out-doing themselves. Studio mastery is more like it, the strongest and most consistent black pop album in years.” Rolling Stone believed it was his best album to date: “Bad is not only a product but also a cohesive anthology of its maker’s perceptions,” wrote Davitt Sigerson. “Comparisons with Thriller are unimportant, except this one: even without a milestone recording like ‘Billie Jean,’ Bad is a better record….Leaving the muddy banks of conjecture—as to sales, as to facial surgery, as to religion, as to, Is he getting it, and if so, from whom or what?—we can soar into the heart of a nifty piece of work.”

				Many others, however, were more interested in Jackson the celebrity than the actual music. “Jackson the singer can get bushwhacked by Jackson the persona,” acknowledged Jay Cocks. “The Man in the Mirror most people will see is not the conscience-racked singer (‘I’m starting with the man in the mirror / I’m asking him to change his ways…’), but the Captain EO of theme-park fantasies or the peekaboo celebrity, recumbent in his isolation tank or cornered by paparazzi flashes, wearing his Elephant Man surgical mask and upping his bid for the remains of John Merrick.” In nearly every other contemporaneous review of Bad, Jackson’s tabloid image took up the vast majority of space.

				
				With the release of the album’s lead single, the Jackson-penned ballad “I Just Can’t Stop Loving You,” you might have assumed from the reviews that it was the worst piece of music ever created. “With a face as plastic as the disc it covers, Wacko Jacko steps back into the limelight…even more of a girlie than before,” wrote one reviewer. “Jackson might have telephoned these vocals through,” wrote another, while a third assessment described it as an “ocean-sized drip of blustering sentiment.”

				Such critiques were absurdly hyperbolic and reactionary. While the song didn’t represent the album’s best material (just as Thriller’s lead single, “The Girl Is Mine,” didn’t), it was also clear from the beginning that, regardless of merit, Bad had no chance of topping Thriller. There was too much headwind. In a 1988 Rolling Stone poll, this reality was confirmed as Jackson was voted “Worst Male Singer,” while Bad was voted “Worst Album” by readers of the magazine. “The backlash has more to do with the singer’s quirky personality than his music,” reasoned Rolling Stone music editor David Wild. “People are responding negatively to his image and to the hype. The category he should have won is ‘worst image’ or ‘least understood.’ ”

				Bad was also criticized for lacking substance. In his 1987 review for The New York Times, Jon Pareles claimed that artists like Carole King, Fleetwood Mac, Pink Floyd, Bruce Springsteen, and Prince went deeper than Jackson: “They also have lyrics that try to go beyond typical pop sentiments, and those lyrics found a response outside the usual pop audience.” Such assessments, however, revealed some critical blind spots and biases. “Many of the attacks [on Jackson’s artistry],” observed Quincy Troupe, “came from white rock critics who suddenly seemed to resent his unparalleled success. Jackson didn’t fit the model for rock-critic idolatry. Someone like Bruce Springsteen plays the guitar, writes songs that are subject to literary criticism, and dances like a white guy. Whereas Michael Jackson represents a black cultural heritage that white critics either don’t know about or would rather appreciate nostalgically from someone who’s dead.” What is perhaps most surprising, however, given how much white rock critics lavished praise on acts like the Beatles or David Bowie or Pink Floyd for their studio mastery, is how little recognition Bad received for its sonic innovation. One would be hard-pressed to find another album in the 1980s that pushed harder into the future than Bad through use of cutting-edge technology and imagination.

			

			
				
				WHO’S BAD?

				Still, in spite of the backlash (and the comparisons to Thriller), Bad became an enormously successful record. In its first few months, it sold briskly, staying at #1 for six consecutive weeks in the fall of 1987 in the United States. And it outsold the rest of the Top 40 combined.

				Bad also revealed Jackson’s increasing global popularity, reaching the top of the charts in a record twenty-five countries. Bad became Jackson’s bestselling album in the United Kingdom and outsold Thriller in most other countries besides the United States. When Jackson traveled to those countries in the ensuing months and years on his Bad World Tour—including Japan, Australia, France, and Italy—he was greeted with Beatles-esque pandemonium (Japan dubbed his visit “Typhoon Michael”).

				To build excitement before the shows, Jackson would enter from the side of stadiums, jogging or marching with a few dozen police officers. The massive audiences, already whipped into feverish anticipation, would be flooded with bright white lights until Jackson appeared onstage, frozen until exploding into the opening number. “The word superstar became meaningless compared with the power and grace pouring from the stage,” wrote Greg Sandow in a review for the Los Angeles Herald Examiner.

				
				The Bad World Tour ultimately grossed a staggering $125 million (nearly $300 million adjusted for inflation), earning spots in the Guinness Book of World Records for the highest-grossing tour of all time and the highest overall attendance. In spite of the backlash, Jackson remained the biggest recording artist in the world.

				Thanks in part to the clarity of distance and in part to outstanding reevaluations like filmmaker Spike Lee’s award-winning documentary, Bad 25, the album’s legacy has come into much better focus over the past decade. Sonically, it balanced cutting-edge sounds with natural, instinctive vocals. The album also featured many of Jackson’s vocal signatures more prominently than ever before (hee hee, ooooh, owww), and even debuted some new ones (shamon). The latter term—a variation on “Come on!”—may have been drawn from gospel and soul legend Mavis Staples.

				Thematically, Bad was about taking listeners on a journey: from the subway station in Brooklyn (“Bad”), to the open road (“Speed Demon”), to exotic places (“Liberian Girl”); from the tense drama of “Dirty Diana” to the mysterious crime scene in “Smooth Criminal”; from the futuristic idealism of “Another Part of Me” to the soul-moving charge of “Man in the Mirror.” Like Prince’s Purple Rain (to which it can be viewed partially as a response), it is intended to be visual, cinematic. But the narrative is not linear. Bad is not so much a concept album as an eclectic fantasia.

				Bad now stands with Thriller as one of the most influential pop albums of the 1980s. It also competes with Thriller as Jackson’s most widely known LP, containing five #1 hits (“I Just Can’t Stop Loving You,” “Bad,” “The Way You Make Me Feel,” “Man in the Mirror,” and “Dirty Diana”). Three others cracked the Top 15 (“Smooth Criminal,” “Another Part of Me,” and “Leave Me Alone”). These songs remain staples in Jackson’s vast catalog.

				The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame praised Bad as “some of the sharpest black pop ever recorded” with its “canny use of urban beats, smooth jazz-funk and rock guitar.” Rolling Stone ranked it #202 in its list of the 500 Greatest Albums of All Time. Decades later, Jackson’s famous quip on the title track—“Who’s bad?”—is as rhetorical as ever.

			

			
				
				THE SONGS

				1. “BAD”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				Where the opener to Thriller was sonically playful and bright, “Bad” offered something cooler, moodier, edgier. The four-note brass proclamation is followed by the sleek opening hook. That groove snakes forward relentlessly through the track as Jackson delivers a pointed message to those intent on stealing his throne. “ ‘Bad’ needs no defense,” recognized Rolling Stone’s Davitt Sigerson in a 1987 review. “Jackson revives the ‘Hit the Road, Jack’ progression and proves (with a lyric beginning with ‘Your butt is mine’ and ending with ‘Who’s bad?’) that he can outfunk anybody anytime.”

				Jackson started the track in 1985 at his home studio at Hayvenhurst. He developed it primarily with Synclavier programmer Chris Currell. For the hook, in particular, Currell recalled, Jackson was “hearing a very specific bass sound. He was looking for a certain feel.” The artist tried to communicate that feel as precisely as possible and Currell went back to work, modifying and tweaking, before coming back to Jackson with new sounds. Still, the singer wasn’t completely satisfied. “Michael liked them,” said Currell, “but always there was something missing. In the end, the solution was to mix all the sounds Michael liked into one bass sound. To accomplish this took nine different bass sounds, which included synth sounds, organ bass pedal sounds as well as electric bass sounds. The composite worked and it is what you hear today on the song.”

				Jackson’s demo for “Bad” was melodically simple, but rhythmically complex. Complementing the sleek bass line are an array of subtle touches, from the trailing rapid-fire percussion that moves from right to left, chasing the hook, to the textured buildup of hand slaps, jazzy organ fills, and funky “wah wah” guitar licks. Jerry Hey leads a nimble horn section arrangement that dips in and out as Jackson’s singsong harmonies (“bad, bad, really, really bad”) lift the chorus.

				
				The song is rooted in the black signifying tradition, from its reversal of the word bad to its slang and vocal contortions to its swagger and bravado. These qualities come out even more in the demo, which, like many Jackson demos, had an extended outro, allowing the artist to improvise for a good four minutes over the beat.

				The darker tone of the track is matched by Jackson’s aggressive lyrics. “Your talk is cheap,” he sings. “You’re not a man / You’re throwin’ stones / To hide your hands.” Originally intended as a standoff with Prince, the confrontational lyrics instead offer a combination of social commentary and motivational guidance. In essence, the song interrogates what it means to be a man. As in “Beat It,” Jackson offers an alternative to macho-driven violence and destruction. There’s nothing cool or “bad,” it suggests, about getting locked up or killed. Likewise, it implies there is nothing wrong with being different and confident in who you are.

				Jackson and Jones brought in legendary jazz organist Jimmy Smith to perform the solo for the bridge. Considered the father of acid jazz and a pioneer of the Hammond B3 electric organ, Smith came into Westlake’s Studio D and laid down a few takes as Jackson paced around the studio. Smith, still not quite satisfied, then played a twenty-minute solo and when Jackson heard him grunting and groaning along to the music, he knew they had it and made sure Bruce Swedien got it recorded. Smith’s solo was cut down to a trim thirty seconds and embellished by Greg Phillinganes’s synth work. “Only Quincy would think to bridge two different generations, genres, styles and instruments in the span of eight bars!” said Phillinganes.

				
				After the bridge, Jackson takes it to the finish line: ad-libbing and soaring triumphantly over a crescendo of background harmonies, saxes, and trumpets, before ending with the famous quip: “Who’s bad?”

				Given the song’s role in announcing Jackson’s long-awaited return, the retort served another purpose: throwing down the gauntlet to his musical rivals. “The whole world has to answer,” he declared, and the track lived up to its word, surpassing Prince’s “U Got the Look” and Madonna’s “Causing a Commotion” on October 24, 1987, to reach the #1 spot on the Billboard Hot 100. It stayed on top for two weeks in the United States, while also reaching the Top 10 in at least fourteen other countries. Asked about the message of the track in a 1988 interview with Ebony, Jackson shrugged and smiled coyly: “It’s a bold statement to make,” he said, laughing. “But I mean it in all good will.”

			

			
				2. “THE WAY YOU MAKE ME FEEL”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				Jackson follows “Bad” with one of the most durable dance tracks in his catalog: the high-energy, throwback blockbuster “The Way You Make Me Feel.” After a series of ricocheting drumbeats, the song leaps out of the speakers with a blues shuffle rhythm that is nearly impossible not to move to.

				The shuffle rhythm, which divides the beat on the eighth note, was suggested to Jackson by his mother in 1985. After trying to convey the sound to her son, Michael replied, “I think I know what you mean.” Two weeks later, he had come up with a demo, resulting in his first and only known “collaboration” with his mother. The rough demo was given the title “Hot Fever.”

				It continued to evolve over the next two years as he worked over different parts with John Barnes, Bill Bottrell, Greg Phillinganes, and others. Jackson wanted a big sound, similar to Tears for Fears’ 1985 hit “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” but with more of a shuffle. “It’s a really intense shuffle,” recalled keyboardist Greg Phillinganes. “I remember how much fun I had laying down those offbeat parts, the bass line, all that stuff, and watching the expression on Michael’s face—he’d get that big grin that meant you had it.”

				
				Once it was brought to Westlake, Bruce Swedien remembers Jackson dancing all over the studio as he recorded the song. Rather than take out the sounds of the singer stomping, snapping his fingers, and beatboxing, Swedien decided to leave them in as part of the “overall sonic picture.” “I would hate to record Michael with what I would call the clinical approach,” he explained. “If I were to try to have Michael’s sound antiseptically clean, I think it would lose a lot of its earthy charm.”

				It’s true that much of the song’s appeal resides in such idiosyncrasies—in its raw spontaneity and unbridled exclamations of joy (“hee hee,” “whooo,” and “gawn, girl!”) that capture the thrill of being in love. The lyrics throughout are playful and flirtatious. The bright and grainy vocal, meanwhile—which, according to engineer Brad Sundberg, was sped up about 5 percent—is augmented by the street-corner doo-wop harmonies and emphatic horn punctuations. These natural elements provide textures and colors that complement the machine-driven motion of the bass line and drums.

				The bluesy roots of the song become particularly clear in a slowed-down intro Jackson often used in performances (including in his acclaimed rendition at the 1988 Grammy Awards). The gorgeous string lines paint a city at dawn as the keyboard stabs hit just behind the beat. “It’s like you’re dragging yourself out of bed,” Jackson explained to keyboardist Michael Bearden in rehearsals for This Is It.

				“The Way You Make Me Feel” stayed in the Top 10 for several weeks in late 1987 and early 1988 before finally hitting the top of the chart on January 23. It remains one of Jackson’s most popular songs. In fact, Stevie Wonder cites it as his favorite track in Jackson’s entire catalog.

			

			
				
				3. “SPEED DEMON”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				“Speed Demon” is a kind of vignette or dream capsule—one of several featured on the album. On the surface, the song is about a thrilling car chase in which the protagonist seeks to outpace an officer “hot on his tracks.” Yet it is also clearly about something else: breaking free from restraints and the exhilaration of the open road.

				Often dismissed as filler or an example of Jackson’s supposed penchant for shallow escapism, “Speed Demon” is actually one of the more bold and experimental tracks on the album. Quincy Jones praised it as “amazing”: “I mean, Michael’s imagination is awesome, you know, it really is. He’s really unique, man….He stays out of the box, and I love that.”

				Jackson worked on the demo extensively at Hayvenhurst, beginning in April 1986. In an early version, he blocked out the basic contours of the song with a guide vocal that includes directions for missing parts. This early version had a much different vocal. According to recording engineer Matt Forger, Jackson is singing through a bullhorn, giving it a kind of mediated, telephonic effect. Eventually, he opted for a raspy, tense narration in the verses before exploding in the chorus.

				Jackson referred to “Speed Demon” as a “machine song,” and it was indeed largely created on a machine: the Synclavier. The goal was to make the song itself a vehicle, mimicking the sound and feel of a motorcycle shifting gears as it growls and darts on a high-speed adventure. The idea sounds simple enough, but an entire team of synth programmers and musicians were enlisted to create the intricate rhythms and beat divisions in the song. Listen to the sense of acceleration in the synth runs and the elasticity in the beat. Some of the sounds were actual race-car sound effects put into the Synclavier by Chris Currell and matched with the timing of the groove, as in the break before the saxophone solo (played by Larry Williams).

				
				Often overlooked is the prominent role of horns on the track—not just in the sax solo, but throughout the song. This was largely the contribution of Jerry Hey, who created a second bass line and added a lively array of accenting trumpets and saxophones. Meanwhile, Jackson’s vocal moves deftly through different moods and textures (listen to the transition in the bridge from plaintive falsetto to the sudden aggressive shouts for acceleration). “There is a great singer at work here,” observed Time’s Jay Cocks, “doing vocal stunts…that are as nimble and fanciful as any of his dance steps.”

				As legend has it, Jackson wrote the song after getting a speeding ticket on the way to the studio. His creative response to that experience offers an exciting high-speed chase as well as a subtle tale about power, control, and escape. When the singer says he is “heading for the border,” he is speaking of crossing a threshold. The vehicle, in a way, becomes a symbol for the mind. He can go anywhere his imagination takes him (“Mind is like a compass, I’m stoppin’ at nothin’ ”).

				The police officer in the song, in turn, represents repressive authority. He repeatedly admonishes the driver to “Pull over, boy, and get your ticket right.” That terminology clearly carries racial connotations. Indeed, the entire scenario not only highlights racial profiling; it also serves as a kind of allegory for larger forces attempting to limit his autonomy and ambition. The world he is fleeing is one in which he feels trapped, constrained, stifled. “You’re preaching ’bout my life like you’re the law,” he asserts, before stepping on the gas and leaving such admonishing voices in the dust, shouting, “Go! Go! Go!” In this way the song is about escaping what is holding us back and—at least temporarily—feeling the exhilarating energy of freedom.

			

			
				
				4. “LIBERIAN GIRL”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				Having successfully fled the scene in the previous track, we find ourselves transported suddenly to a very different space in “Liberian Girl.” The sounds of speeding cars and revving engines dissolve into the tranquil pulse of what sounds like a jungle at sunrise. We hear birds and animals, then the captivating voice of a woman uttering the Swahili lines: “Nakupenda piya, nakutaka piya—mpenziwe” (“I love you too, I want you too—my love”). The lines were performed by South African singer (and anti-apartheid activist) Letta Mbulu.

				Like “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” on Thriller, Jackson draws on an imagined Africa to highlight connection and transcendence—in stark contrast to the noise, pressures, and constraints of the Western world. The Liberian girl of the song embodies the exact opposite of the officer in the previous track: she is gentle and beautiful; she makes life “brand-new.” “Liberian girl,” Jackson gratefully sings to her, “You know that you came and you changed my world.”

				Many Liberians were thrilled when they heard the song. According to one of them, Margaret Carson, she and her fellow Liberian citizens “were so astonished to hear a great musician like Michael Jackson thinking about a little country in Africa. It gave us hope, especially when things went bad….It make us to feel that we are still part of the world.” In a market dominated by Eurocentric notions of beauty, it also celebrated African women.

				Jackson came up with an early version of the song shortly after Thriller. At that point, it was called “Pyramid Girl.” Jackson considered including it on the Jacksons’ 1984 album, Victory, but liked it so much he decided to keep it for his own upcoming record. He began working it over with John Barnes and Bill Bottrell during the early sessions for Bad. “We used the Fairlight CMI,” recalled Barnes, “and no traditional bass at all. Instead we used a bass kalimba, a bass xylophone, and a de-tuned koto [a traditional Japanese harp] and mixed all those together to give it an exotic feel. We also used a human voice sound for the pad and a low string sound doubled with an analog synth to give it presence.”

				
				When Jackson brought the demo to Westlake in 1986, the A-Team was amazed. “I mean, ‘Liberian Girl,’ who would think of a thing like that?” said Quincy Jones. “It’s amazing. The imagery and everything else. It’s [an] amazing fantasy.” Bruce Swedien later described it as “one of my absolute favorites of all the music I have done with Michael.” They liked it so much, it hardly changed from the version Jackson created with the B-Team. “They used our original tracks,” said Barnes. “The final version was very similar to ours.”

				Like many songs on the album, “Liberian Girl” is cinematic—even in the lyrics Jackson describes the romance as “just like in the movies.” With the exotic instrumentation—including those deep, lush drums, as well as the koto, kalimba, and xylophone—it casts a spell over the singer and audience alike. One is entranced by the paradise-like atmosphere, the mysterious woman, and the dramatic narration of events.

				The Los Angeles Times described “Liberian Girl” as the album’s best ballad, conjuring a “dusky, tropical atmosphere, jazz shadings and less mawkish lyrics [than ‘I Just Can’t Stop Loving You’].” Jackson’s vocals are exquisite, beautifully conveying the song’s enchantment, sensuality, and yearning. “The lead, and the big, block background harmonies…are absolutely stellar,” noted Bruce Swedien.

				The final single from Bad, “Liberian Girl” was largely overlooked on an album packed with hits. But it is perhaps the LP’s best hidden gem, transporting the listener into a vivid love story in a faraway land.

			

			
				
				5. “JUST GOOD FRIENDS”

				
					Written and composed by Terry Britten and Graham Lyle

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				One of just two songs on the album not written by Jackson, “Just Good Friends” is a fun if forgettable synth-pop duet, featuring two of music’s most famous voices. Particularly after Prince dropped out of “Bad” and Whitney Houston’s record label wouldn’t allow her to perform a duet on “I Just Can’t Stop Loving You,” Jackson and Jones felt they needed a big-name duet partner in the vein of “The Girl Is Mine.” Jackson and Wonder had been friends since their days at Motown and held a deep mutual respect for each other’s abilities. Yet this marked the first time they had officially sung together on the same record. (They would go on to record another duet, “Get It,” for Wonder’s 1987 album, Characters.)

				“Just Good Friends” was written by Terry Britten and Graham Lyle, the British duo who penned Tina Turner’s 1984 hit “What’s Love Got to Do with It.” The song was solid enough. Yet, given the talent involved, some critics (and listeners) felt the song was a bit of a letdown (Rolling Stone called it the album’s “only mediocrity”), arguing that Jackson and Wonder—both first-rate songwriters—should have crafted their own song, rather than outsourcing it. With such a rare opportunity, they argued, why not attempt something more daring, rather than coasting on a relatively lightweight vocal workout?

				But, as it stands, the track still features Michael Jackson and Stevie Wonder, and their sheer talent, chemistry, and dynamism make the song a worthy listen (it even features a callback of sorts to “The Girl Is Mine” with the “doggone lover” reference). Extensive video footage was taken of the artists in the studio (revealed in part in Spike Lee’s documentary, Bad 25), in which the two legends warm up, joke around, and improvise some ideas and lines. According to assistant engineer Russ Ragsdale, Stevie laid down “the most ripping synth solo” that day for the song’s bridge, which Jackson loved.

				
				Recorded on September 23, 1986, it was the first song for Bad started at Westlake Studio, rather than with the B-Team at Hayvenhurst.

			

			
				6. “ANOTHER PART OF ME”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				“Another Part of Me” is about the future, and it sounds like it. The slowly crescendoing synth introduction recalls the “Deep Note” that became George Lucas’s sound production company THX’s audio trademark. Its sparkling shimmer unveils a new kind of space-age R&B.

				This sound, of course, wasn’t by accident. Before appearing on the Bad album, a slightly different version of the song was featured in Jackson’s 1986 4-D film, Captain EO. The song, like the film, was about the cosmic power of music to inspire global peace and harmony.

				Jackson worked on the song primarily with John Barnes, and further embellished and polished it with the A-Team at Westlake. The synths were designed to have a metallic texture but also be bright and airy on top. Once again, horns were featured prominently (the saxes played by Kim Hutchcroft and Larry Williams and the trumpets by Jerry Hey and Gary Grant), accenting and punctuating Jackson’s message. Listen, for example, to the three-note burst at the end of the bridge, led into by Jackson’s percussive “shoos” and a rapid drumroll, before culminating in the singer’s signature “ooooohh!”

				The Los Angeles Times called “Another Part of Me” a “heavy R&B riffer…[with] a timely salute to harmonic convergence.” Yet some critics pointed to the song as an example of Jackson’s simplistic, increasingly messianic worldview. Its lyrics about good “taking over” and music bringing “brighter days” might make sense as a Tomorrowland attraction, they argued, but it hardly spoke to real-world issues. While there was some merit to this critique, “Another Part of Me” wasn’t meant to be the Clash. It was more situated in Afrofuturism—science fiction through a distinctly black lens—and intended to offer a sense of hope and possibility.

				
				This comes through in the lyrics as well as the music. Listen to how Jackson’s vocal opens up in the chorus, matching the sentiment of the lyric (“We’re sending out…a major love…and this is our…message to you…”). The void into which his message is sent is filled by the reinforcing harmony (“message to you”). The point of the title was simply that we are all connected—no matter one’s skin color, ethnicity, nationality—“You’re just another part of me.” It was an extension of previous anthems like “Can You Feel It” and “We Are the World,” but with a more distinctly sci-fi frame.

				“Another Part of Me” was tailor-made to be a stadium anthem, which is exactly what it became on the Bad World Tour. The song peaked at #11 on the Billboard Hot 100—the first Jackson single unable to crack the Top 10. It did, however, reach #1 on the R&B chart in the summer of 1988.

			

			
				7. “MAN IN THE MIRROR”

				
					Written and composed by Siedah Garrett and Glen Ballard

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				Critics were slow to recognize “Man in the Mirror” alongside popular music’s greatest social anthems: John Lennon’s “Imagine,” Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Goin’ On,” the Beatles’ “Let It Be.” Part of that might have been Reagan-era reactionism; part of it might have been post-Thriller Jackson fatigue. But “Man in the Mirror” deserves its place alongside those classics.

				A passionate gospel-infused call for individual and social change, it is not only the centerpiece to Bad—it is also one of the crowning achievements of Jackson’s career. In 2009, Time called it “one of [his] most powerful vocals and accessible social statements, not to mention the best-ever use of a gospel choir in a pop song.” Following Jackson’s death in the summer of 2009, it was “Man in the Mirror” (similar to Lennon’s “Imagine”) that people turned to the most. More than twenty years after its initial release, it shot to #1 on iTunes and other streaming sites around the world. “This, more than any other,” observed music critic Paul Lester, “was the song that was given a new lease on life through his death, by public demand.”

				
				“Man in the Mirror” was one of the final songs recorded for Bad. Songwriter and producer Glen Ballard, whose song “Nightline” missed the cut for Thriller, had submitted about half a dozen songs for Bad. But Jackson was coming up with such great material by himself that there was no real need to look elsewhere. Still, by late 1987 Quincy Jones believed the album needed one more song, something Thriller had lacked: a big, inspirational anthem in the mold of Whitney Houston’s 1985 hit “Greatest Love of All.” Jackson was open to an outside track, but it had to be truly great; it had to give him goose bumps.

				Ballard had assumed he was out of the running for Bad when young singer (and Quincy Jones protégé) Siedah Garrett called him up on a Saturday, urging him to give it one more shot (the two had been writing songs together). “I said, ‘I’ve been writing for Michael for six months, it’s not going to happen,’ ” said Ballard. “She said, ‘Come on, let’s do one more.’ So I agreed. I canceled my plans on a Saturday night….I sat at my Fender Rhodes, we wrote ‘Man in the Mirror’ in one sitting, did a little scratchy demo.” In that session, as Ballard came up with the chords, Garrett began rapidly penning down lyrics in her notebook. By the end of the night, they had a spare but complete demo.

				Garrett was so ecstatic about the song she rushed it over to Quincy Jones the next day. Jones, of course, routinely received dozens of demos for consideration. Under normal circumstances, “Man in the Mirror” may have waited at least a few days, if not weeks. But given Garrett’s excitement and sense of urgency about the song, Jones agreed to listen to it that day. A few hours later, he called Garrett. “ ‘Baby, the song is great,’ ” Garrett recalled him saying. “ ‘It’s really good. But—’ I said, ‘But what?’ And he said, ‘I don’t know. I’ve been playing songs for Michael for two years. And he has yet to accept an outside song.’ ”

				
				A couple of days later, however, Quincy called Garrett back with good news. Jackson had listened to the song and loved it. He wanted to record it immediately. “I screamed!” remembers Garrett. “Couldn’t believe it.” When Ballard got the news, he couldn’t believe it either. “The next thing I know, on Tuesday, I’m in [Westlake Studio] with Michael,” he recalled. “I’ve got the whole song programmed in my Linn 9000, and we were working on keys, arrangements and everything. It’s like, shit man, every now and then you get lucky. It was the last thing we cut on Bad, and I’d written it in A-flat; we just dropped it a half-step. Then I got to do the half-step modulation back to A-flat, which he loved.”

				Michael Jackson actually recorded Siedah Garrett re-singing the song in the new key on a handheld video camera right then and there in the studio. No pressure. In the video, Jackson snaps his fingers as Garrett sings. Once it was in the right key, Jackson locked into the song intuitively, feeling his way into its rhythm, words, and meaning. The lights were turned out and Jackson went to work.

				Everyone in that session knew they were witnessing something special. Matt Forger, who worked with Jackson over nearly his entire solo career, described it as the greatest moment he’s ever experienced in a studio. “The song was this really magical moment, and it had everything to do with Michael’s vocal interpretation,” concurred Ballard. “In the last two minutes, [he] started doing these incantations: all the ‘shamons’ and ‘oohs.’ He went to that place on his own. We certainly couldn’t have written that….There were all these strange intervals in the vocal harmonies we’d written, and Michael totally got it….He felt music at its core….He was so soulful and rhythmically sophisticated….He knew how to sing flawlessly.”

				“Man in the Mirror” begins as a quiet confession: with a simple synthesized brass bell introduction, Jackson snaps his fingers and sings nearly a cappella. “I’m gonna make a change, for once in my life.” Some critics derided the lyrics as too individualistic (The New York Times’s Jon Pareles dismissed the song as “activism for hermits”). But a closer look reveals a rather bold call for social accountability during an era that often celebrated materialism and greed. These were the years of Dynasty, Donald Trump’s rise in real estate, and Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. In that context, “Man in the Mirror” draws our attention to a different reality. Jackson sings of homelessness, poverty, and injustice (“Who am I to be blind, pretending not to see their needs”); “washed-out dreams”; his own passive complicity in other’s suffering (“I’ve been a victim of a selfish kind of love”); looking outward, then inward, then outward again. Once we see ourselves and others more clearly, he suggests, we can begin to change things. “No one since Dylan,” argued Rolling Stone’s Davitt Sigerson, “has written an anthem of community action that has moved so many as Michael’s (and Lionel’s) ‘We Are the World.’ And no such grandiose plans can succeed without the first, private steps that Jackson describes here.”

				
				Gradually, with each verse and chorus, the momentum builds and his self-reflection (and by extension, the listeners’) morphs into resolve, conviction, and determination. Jackson, in essence, operates in the style of a black preacher. It was the artist’s idea to bring in a choir for a climactic call-and-response. For that, Quincy Jones reached out to the legendary gospel quartet the Winans, as well as the Andraé Crouch Choir. To get that huge, full sound, Bruce Swedien recorded them in three different spots in the studio, capturing the performance on his favorite pair of Neumann M-49 microphones. The result made it sound as if hundreds of singers were backing Jackson. “[The choir is] not coddling the listener,” wrote cultural critic Armond White, “but singing with a joyous communal strength.”

				The climax of the song is Jackson at his finest: the passionate conviction, the call-and-response, the ecstatic exultations. “It is a remarkable dramatic performance,” observed Time’s Jay Cocks, “intense, direct and unadorned, one of the best things Jackson has ever done.” For Glen Ballard, those final two minutes represent the absolute peak of his life in music. “He just killed it, man. I will never have another moment like that, where everything was working. I had the greatest musicians, engineer, producer, artist, studio in one place at one time—everything was perfect on that one.”

				
				“Man in the Mirror” was originally released as a single in February 1988; it reached the top of the charts the following month on March 26. It reached the Top 10 again through much of the world following Jackson’s death in 2009.

			

			
				8. “I JUST CAN’T STOP LOVING YOU”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				“I Just Can’t Stop Loving You” was originally intended to be a duet with Whitney Houston. By the mid-’80s, Houston was a rising star. Her eponymous 1985 album was a phenomenon, generating three #1 hits and selling more than ten million copies in the United States alone. She became the bestselling artist of 1986. Impressed by both her talent and commercial success, Jackson was determined to get her on his new album. Houston, who had already collaborated with Michael’s older brother Jermaine, reportedly agreed to be on the record. However, Arista Records head Clive Davis quashed the collaboration over concerns it would benefit competing label Epic Records and oversaturate Houston with no compensation to Arista.

				With Houston unavailable, Jackson suggested Barbra Streisand. Jackson had long admired Streisand’s vocal abilities, and the two had developed a friendly relationship over the years. Streisand had recently visited Jackson on the set of Captain EO. Due to Epic Records’ concerns over their age differences (Streisand was forty-four at the time; Jackson was twenty-six), however, the proposed collaboration never came to fruition.

				Running out of time to cut the track, Quincy Jones proposed a simple solution: How about Siedah Garrett? Garrett was almost entirely unknown in the industry at the time. However, with her demo of “Man in the Mirror,” she had already proven herself to the two people who mattered: Jackson and Jones.

				
				Not long after “Man in the Mirror” was recorded, Siedah Garrett got a call from Quincy Jones. He wanted her to come to the studio to work on another song. He sent her a tape of the song, which featured Jackson singing, and Garrett assumed she might be doing some background vocals as she had for “Man in the Mirror.” When she arrived at the studio, however, it quickly became apparent that she was being offered a much bigger opportunity. “Quincy said, ‘You got the tape, right? Did you learn the song?’ ” recalled Garrett. “I said, ‘Sure, I know the song.’ He said, ‘Well, go in there and sing it.’ ”

				In the recording booth were two music stands facing each other. Michael Jackson was waiting at one of them, wearing sunglasses. The other one was for her. “This is the first time I realized what was happening,” said Garrett. She looked at the sheet music listing her name next to Michael Jackson’s and nearly passed out as she understood she was about to sing a duet with the biggest artist on the planet.

				Jackson helped put her at ease by joking around and even throwing popcorn at her while she sang. “He has a real keen sense of humor,” said Garrett. “Which surprised me, because you hear all these stories about how strange he is.” Quincy Jones wasn’t sure how the pair would work together, but the chemistry turned out great, their contrasting vocals beautifully complementing each other.

				Initially, the song included a spoken intro in which Jackson whisper-confesses his love. “A lot of people misunderstand me,” he said. “That’s because they don’t know me at all.” The awkward introduction, however, was removed from all subsequent releases of the album and the single. The song itself begins with an Enya-like new age vibe (created by David Paich of Toto) before flowering into a pristine pop ballad, anchored by John Barnes on piano. “It almost sounded like a British ’60s song,” recalled Paich. “It was kind of ballad-y, but it had the timpani in it and everything. It went back to pop music in the ’60s almost, but it was interesting and fun.”

				
				On the original demo, Jackson sang all the parts. “That was another one of those magic songs,” remembers Barnes. “He called me up at like two in the morning—‘You’ve gotta come to the studio right now. I’ve got this beautiful song.’ So Bill and I went there in the middle of the night and in a couple of hours we had it down. It was another quick, magic musical experience.”

				“I Just Can’t Stop Loving You” was the first single released from Bad and quickly soared to #1. Most critics dismissed it as sentimental adult contemporary drivel (much as they had the lead single from Thriller, “The Girl Is Mine”). Yet the ethereal duet has held up as one of Jackson’s most enduring ballads. It was subsequently rerecorded with Jackson and Garrett singing the lyrics in both Spanish and French, the first time a major artist had made his music multilingual, and an acknowledgment of his increasingly global audience.

			

			
				9. “DIRTY DIANA”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				With “Dirty Diana,” Jackson is back in cinematic territory. From the opening sound effects, the mood is tense, coiled, dramatic. Those ominous effects were created by Denny Jaeger, legendary Synclavier sound designer. It is one of many examples on the album in which Jackson was expanding the sonic palette to achieve particular moods and emotions.

				“Dirty Diana” was intended to play the role “Beat It” played on Thriller—a crossover rock song that bent the genre in a distinctly Michael Jackson way. But Jackson wanted the track to be harder and edgier than “Beat It,” more a reflection of metal, which had exploded in popularity over the previous few years.

				Jackson enlisted glam rock guitarist Steve Stevens, best known at the time for playing alongside Billy Idol. Like Eddie Van Halen, Stevens was surprised to get the invitation and wasn’t sure how their styles would mesh. Hearing the song, however, was a revelation. “My initial thing was I loved how dark the track was,” he recalled, “because I thought, ‘Oh, yeah, this is different for Michael.’ It’s kind of got a very kind of foreboding vibe about it.”

				
				When Stevens came to record his part in the studio, Jackson was there and the two sat down and talked for a while. “We were just kind of getting to know each other and him getting to know my guitar thing,” noted Stevens, “and of course, I do some of those crazy ray gun noises [with the guitar], and he flipped for that. He’s like, ‘Yeah, that’s great, I love that stuff.’ And once we established there was a melody, like a counter-melody, he sang it to me. He said, ‘The one thing I want to make sure we get is this counter-melody that happens in the choruses…’ So once we got that stuff out of the way, they kind of let me have the track, and said, ‘Okay, do what you want. That’s why you flew across the country.’ ”

				Jackson and Quincy Jones also decided to add crowd noise to give the track a more natural, live feel, while John Barnes’s excellent string arrangement provided atmosphere. It all set the stage perfectly for Jackson’s tense narrative.

				“Dirty Diana” returned Jackson to the thematic territory of “Billie Jean” and “This Place Hotel.” The lyrics are about guilt, fame, and seduction. Quincy Jones described it as an updated version of “Killing Me Softly” (which Jones had produced)—a song that explores the fraught dynamic between artist and fan. Unlike in “Billie Jean,” the protagonist in “Dirty Diana” no longer denies interest or culpability. Rather, in vivid detail, he paints a picture of a groupie “who waits at backstage doors” and a man who, though married, cannot resist her allure.

				The song is structured as a dramatic dialogue of seduction and rationalization. He knows he shouldn’t give in, but does anyway. Jackson executes the internal conflict of temptation to perfection, capturing the sexual tension, frustration, guilt, excitement, anger, and pain of an affair. The song’s subject matter was perhaps his most risqué to date. Some critics argued that it was misogynistic because it depicted the woman as predatory and labeled her “Dirty Diana.” Others speculated about whether “Diana” was based on a real woman and a real experience. Fan theories claimed it was about a secret love affair the artist had with Diana Ross and Jackson simply tweaked the lyrics to make it seem like it was about a groupie (Jackson never revealed any specific biographical details relating to the song).

				
				The artist was so concerned about playing “Dirty Diana” in front of Princess Diana of Wales at Wembley Stadium in London that he planned to take it out of the lineup. When Jackson explained this to Princess Diana in a meet-and-greet before the show, however, she revealed that it was her favorite song on the album and insisted that he keep it in.

				The final minute of “Dirty Diana” unleashes a torrent of emotions. We hear Jackson’s mournful cries and contrasting yells (“Come on!”), and Steve Stevens’s blistering guitar solo, surrounded by ray gun lasers and screaming fans. It was a bold new sound and song for an artist most critics didn’t think was capable of being edgy.

				“Dirty Diana” hit #1 on the Billboard Hot 100 in the late summer of 1988, becoming the fifth consecutive single from the album to reach the top of the chart.

			

			
				10. “SMOOTH CRIMINAL”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				The album’s final cinematic dream capsule is the noir classic “Smooth Criminal.” Like much of Jackson’s music, it is hard to separate the song from the iconic visuals: the underground nightclub, the cream pinstripe suit and fedora, the jaw-dropping lean. But even without the brilliant short film, “Smooth Criminal” is one of Jackson’s most distinctive and compelling songs.

				It begins with a heartbeat—to be more precise, Michael Jackson’s heartbeat. Jackson had Dr. Eric Chevlen fly in from the Bay Area to record his heart, which was then digitally transferred into the Synclavier in stereo. Synclavier programmer Chris Currell controlled the speed, gradually increasing the intensity as the intro builds the suspense.

				
				The original title for the song was “Al Capone.” Jackson worked on that demo extensively in the Hayvenhurst Bad sessions through 1985 and 1986, during which time it evolved dramatically. “There have been many cases where Michael has done that,” said Matt Forger, “where he would dwell on a song and refine concepts, or lyrics or melodies. The bass line in ‘Al Capone’—you can see how it evolved into ‘Smooth Criminal.’ And the whole gangster theme carried over—though as it evolved it became less about a particular historical figure and more about a situation and a story. You can also hear Michael experimenting with this staccato-type of vocal, this rapid wordplay that he would later use.”

				Jackson believed he was onto something new and exciting with “Smooth Criminal.” It didn’t sound like anything else on the record—or anything else in pop music, for that matter. More than any song on Bad, Jackson and Jones disagreed about its merits. Jones didn’t like the song and didn’t think it should be included on the album. Jackson not only liked it; he thought it was some of his best work.

				The story in the song describes the gruesome murder of a girl named Annie. Perhaps in part because of Jackson’s rapid, throaty narration, listeners often miss the dark details—a man sneaking in the window, a woman running to her bedroom, the bloodstains on the carpet, the lifeless body. (Incidentally, the famous “Annie, are you okay?” line, repeated about one hundred times throughout the song, was inspired by CPR lessons Jackson received. The practice mannequin was called “Rescue Annie” and the person resuscitating her was trained to ask if she was okay.)

				Like “Billie Jean,” “Smooth Criminal” proved that Jackson could translate dark subject matter into a successful pop song. The song’s most memorable feature is its taut, staccato bass line, which Jackson’s vocal mirrors in perfect synchronicity in the verses. Note also the way the percussion hits (the sound of firework poppers Jackson had John Barnes load into the Synclavier!) right at the end of each hook—the snap that makes Jackson’s shoulders move or feet freeze in the short film.

				
				At about the 2:45 mark, in the bridge, a voice enters, saying, “Okay, I’d like everybody to clear the area right now!” That line was performed by none other than recording engineer Bruce Swedien. Jackson punctuates the line with a signature yelp (aowww!), before the song explodes into a remarkable multilayered sonic canvas: the falsetto vocal harmonies, the syncopated hook, the rhythm guitar, the horns, the strings. Music critic Owen Gleiberman describes the song as “gorgeously, ominously intoxicating” and the sequel to “Billie Jean.” “It’s a song that remains, after more than twenty years, Michael’s single most under-celebrated masterpiece.”

			

			
				11. “LEAVE ME ALONE”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Quincy Jones; Coproduced by Michael Jackson

				

				Because of space constraints, “Leave Me Alone” appeared only as a bonus track on the CD version of Bad, not on cassette tapes or record formats. Featuring a punchy, mechanical hook (similar to “The Way You Make Me Feel” and “Streetwalker”), the song was accented by a sledgehammer-like beat and driven by a relentless keyboard groove.

				Like most of the songs on the album, “Leave Me Alone” was composed and arranged entirely by Jackson. “I worked hard on the song,” he wrote in Moonwalk, “stacking vocals on top of each other like layers of clouds.” Note the way the harmonies converge in the chorus—first in his regular tenor, then a key higher, then in falsetto. Rolling Stone describes the song as “vintage Michael” with “a batch of thick chords for Jackson to vamp over” creating a “darker inversion of ‘The Way You Make Me Feel.’ ” While often an afterthought, given its status as a “bonus track,” music critic Stephen Thomas Erlewine called it the album’s best song.

				
				It was certainly the artist’s boldest response to date to his growing legions of critics. By the late ’80s, the tabloid press’s “Wacko Jacko” caricature was firmly entrenched. “Leave Me Alone” is Jackson’s first expression of anger and exasperation at this treatment. “There’s a time when you’re right, and you know you must fight,” he sings. Now, as the award-winning short film for the song highlighted, he was ready to stand up, not be passively victimized by a money-driven, exploitative system.

				Jackson bites into the lyrics with a vengeance (“Just stop doggin’ me around,” he demands). It was a side of the artist that hadn’t been seen before—an acknowledgment that the fame and insatiable fascination of the public at large were indeed taking their toll. In this way, it was an appropriate end to the album, presaging the more personal, provocative material to come.
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			DANGEROUS

			 

			(1991)

			
				I wanted to do an album like Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite. So that in a thousand years from now, people would still be listening to it. Something that would live forever. I would like to see children and teenagers and parents and all races all over the world, hundreds and hundreds of years from now, still pulling out songs from that album and dissecting it. I want it to live.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, Interview with Ebony, 1992

			

			Dangerous was a new kind of album for Michael Jackson. After a remarkable run with Quincy Jones that resulted in three of the most successful and influential albums in modern music history, Jackson refused to simply repeat proven formulas. He was ready for a new challenge, a new sound, and a new vision.

			Acting for the first time as executive producer, Jackson boldly sought out fresh talent, including talented young producer Bill Bottrell and New Jack Swing mastermind Teddy Riley. However, this wasn’t simply a New Jack Swing album, as it has often been characterized. Dangerous sampled Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony; it featured talents as diverse as the Andraé Crouch Choir, Slash, and Heavy D; it explored race, sex, alienation, death, and God. It was an audacious, maximalist collection. Having already achieved the pinnacle of commercial success, Jackson wanted to create something that would resonate on a deeper level—something for the ages.

			
			At seventy-seven minutes, Dangerous fulfilled Jackson’s lofty vision. It not only became the singer’s most socially conscious album to date, but also his most personally revealing. Even the cover art—an intricate, circus-like mask from which piercing eyes gaze out at the world—signifies a new self-awareness and depth. Dangerous is Michael Jackson’s Songs in the Key of Life: the work of an artist engaging with the world around him—and inside him—as never before.

			
				CONFUSIONS, CONTRADICTIONS

				The 1980s seemed to conclude on a triumphant note when the Berlin Wall came down in the fall of ’89. For decades, the wall had served as the uncompromising symbol of division during the Cold War: between East and West, between capitalism and communism, between oppression and freedom. It also literally separated families and friends from one another on the two sides of Berlin.

				In 1987, President Ronald Reagan delivered his famous speech at the Brandenburg Gate, challenging Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to “tear down this wall.” Change, however, was already beginning to foment organically, on the ground. Two years after Reagan’s speech, in early November 1989, after the East German government loosened travel restrictions, crowds began gathering on both sides of the wall. Rather than fire at them, guards allowed them to stay and chant; as their numbers grew, they began pouring across the border unimpeded. East German authorities relented.

				Within days, young Germans were taking pickaxes, chisels, and sledgehammers to the wall. Media outlets from around the world broadcast from the scene live. The mood was jubilant. People danced on top of the wall. They took pieces of it home as souvenirs. They embraced and cried and shouted in elation. That Christmas, legendary composer Leonard Bernstein held a concert in Berlin, celebrating the fall of the wall with Beethoven’s exultant Ninth Symphony. The concert was broadcast by satellite and watched by millions around the world.

				
				A new era was dawning. In 1989, Ronald Reagan’s second term as president ended. The torch was passed to his vice president, George H. W. Bush. While that year witnessed the thrill and hope represented by the demolition of the Berlin Wall, it also saw the tragedy of the Tiananmen Square massacre in China, in which student-led protestors were fired upon by their own military, and the infamous Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska, in which thousands of gallons of crude oil were spilled into the ocean, polluting the water and killing millions of animals.

				Time magazine, in place of its Person of the Year, dedicated the 1989 issue to the “Endangered Earth.” Concerns about the environment spiked in the late ’80s—not only in response to the Exxon Valdez oil spill, but also to deforestation (particularly in the Amazon rain forest), pollution, and greenhouse gas effects.

				The following year saw the beginning of the Gulf War, after Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein invaded and occupied neighboring Kuwait. The US-led response, dubbed Operation Desert Storm, was waged by a coalition of thirty-five nations. It was the first major war to receive live saturation coverage by cable news, giving CNN its highest ratings to date. For those watching at home, in spite of the real human costs, it almost seemed to play out like a movie or video game.

				Cable news played a large role as the ’80s transitioned to the ’90s. In 1991, amateur video footage of police officers relentlessly beating a black man (later identified as Rodney King) went public. The clip was played over and over again on CNN as Americans—and the world—looked on in horror. Months later, when the officers were acquitted by a predominantly white jury, Los Angeles erupted in violence. With sixty-three people killed, 2,383 injured, and more than $1 billion in damage, it became the most costly riot in American history. Like the Gulf War, it also received wall-to-wall coverage on CNN.

				
				Around the same time, the AIDS crisis reached its peak. By the early 1990s, hundreds of thousands of people had died of the disease, including high-profile figures like Ryan White in 1990 and Queen front man Freddie Mercury in 1991. That November, basketball star Magic Johnson shocked the world when he announced at a press conference that he had contracted HIV and would retire from basketball immediately.

				Meanwhile, the zeitgeist in the United States was shifting. Generation X—or the MTV generation—as they came to be identified, were the children of baby boomers. Gen-Xers tended to be more disillusioned than their parents. As the ’90s dawned, earnestness was replaced with irony and cynicism. Responding to these currents, wholesome family sitcoms like The Cosby Show gave way to more edgy programming like Roseanne, Married…with Children, and The Simpsons. Jackson famously featured characters from the latter show—Bart and Homer Simpson—in his music video for “Black or White.” He also contributed an uncredited song, “Lisa, It’s Your Birthday,” to The Simpsons and made a prominent appearance in the show’s famous 1991 episode “Stark Raving Dad.”

				Yet more broadly, it is remarkable how much Jackson absorbed the cultural shifts and events of the late ’80s and early ’90s in his work. “Will You Be There” used the same piece of music (Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony) that famously commemorated the fall of the Berlin Wall; “Gone Too Soon” was inspired by AIDS victim Ryan White, whom Jackson had befriended in the years before his tragic death (Jackson also featured Magic Johnson in the short film for “Remember the Time”); “Earth Song,” written and recorded during the Dangerous sessions, was inspired by the environmental crisis; “Black or White,” Jackson’s first song and music video to directly address racism, was released between the Rodney King beating and the Los Angeles riots; “Why You Wanna Trip on Me” referenced gang violence and police brutality. Jackson’s stage performances, meanwhile, drew from the iconic imagery of Tiananmen Square.

				
				Long criticized for living in his own isolated fantasies, Jackson was paying attention to the outside world, and increasingly grappling with its issues and shifting sensibilities in his creative work.

			

			
				SMELLS LIKE TEEN SPIRIT

				Jackson, of course, wasn’t the only artist to refract these changes. The late ’80s and early ’90s are often remembered as the moment grunge took the music industry by storm. Grunge emerged out of the Seattle music scene. While it shared the rebellious sensibility of punk, it sounded different: it had a darker, murkier feel. It was lo-fi and loud—an attempt to capture the raw authenticity of a live performance—but it also often incorporated pop-like hooks and melodies. Grunge was an alchemy of influences, but primarily defined itself against mainstream “corporate rock”: towering ’80s bands like Van Halen, Def Leppard, Bon Jovi, and Guns N’ Roses.

				What started as an underground indie enterprise quickly evolved. Bands like Soundgarden, Mudhoney, and Nirvana began to receive national, even international, press, and Seattle became ground zero not only for a new sound, but for a new aesthetic, style, and movement. The New York Times described the look as “greasy Caucasian youths in ripped jeans, untucked flannel and stomping boots.” The sensibility, meanwhile, was disaffected, antiestablishment, and angsty.

				The early ’90s saw the genre explode with bands like Pearl Jam, Alice in Chains, and Stone Temple Pilots earning massive record deals. But the most influential band from the grunge movement was unquestionably Nirvana. Nirvana’s rise was as swift as it was stratospheric. In a few short years, the group went from a local group of unknown twenty-year-olds to the biggest band in America. Their second album, Nevermind, was released by Geffen Records in September 1991, just months before Dangerous. Within weeks, its lead single, “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” was known by just about every suburban kid in America. Its music video, meanwhile, was played hourly (if not more) on MTV.

				
				A few months later, in early January 1992, Nevermind knocked Dangerous out of the top spot on the Billboard 200 chart. Critics heralded it as a symbolic moment: the glamour and excess of ’80s pop was over; grunge and alternative rock now reigned supreme. Yet as influential as grunge was, pop hadn’t gone anywhere. Artists like Mariah Carey, Janet Jackson, Whitney Houston, Madonna, and Michael Jackson remained enormous forces in the industry. Even many strands of ’80s rock remained extremely popular, from U2 to REM, Metallica to Guns N’ Roses. GNR, in particular, outsold just about everyone in the early ’90s. Its multiplatinum albums—Use Your Illusion I and Use Your Illusion II—were released the same month as Nevermind and sold a combined fourteen million copies in the United States (thirty-six million worldwide). If anyone could compete with Nirvana for the biggest rock band in America in 1991, it was Guns N’ Roses.

				Supposedly the music of misfits and outsiders, Nirvana and other grunge groups were branded, marketed, and sold by major corporations—Geffen, MTV, Ticketmaster, Rolling Stone—just as aggressively as any pop star, if not more so. Nirvana’s lead singer, Kurt Cobain, was all too aware of this. He despised the trappings of celebrity and fame, as well as the expectations of alt-rock critics and fans. “[Our rise] was so fast and explosive,” he told Rolling Stone in 1994. “I didn’t know how to deal with it. If there was a Rock Star 101 course, I would have liked to take it. It might have helped me.”

				Cobain didn’t want to be the “voice of a generation.” But, like Michael Jackson post-Thriller, it didn’t matter what he wanted. Nirvana became a phenomenon and Cobain became the poster child of a movement. Ironically, while Cobain was depicted as the anti–Michael Jackson, the two shared a number of things in common. Both deeply resented the ravenous, intrusive nature of the media; both were sensitive souls who refused to conform to stereotypically masculine expectations (“I definitely feel closer to the feminine side of the human being than I do the male,” Cobain told Rolling Stone in 1992, “or the American idea of what a male is supposed to be. Just watch a beer commercial and you’ll see what I mean”); and both used their music as a form of confession and catharsis.

				
				Few music critics made these connections at the time. But Jackson continued to evolve as an artist as the ’80s transitioned into the ’90s. He had come a long way since the blissful dance music of Off the Wall. His music was becoming darker, more personal, more revealing. Listen to songs like “Who Is It” and “Give in to Me” and Jackson sounds a lot more like Kurt Cobain than he does Mariah Carey or Madonna.

			

			
				NEW JACK SWING

				The other major rising force in popular music was hip-hop. The late ’80s saw rap branch off into several directions at once: there was the militant, politically charged rap of Public Enemy; the gangsta rap of N.W.A.; the smooth rap of LL Cool J; the alternative rap of De La Soul; and the pop rap of acts like DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince, MC Hammer, and Vanilla Ice.

				In 1988, MTV debuted Yo! MTV Raps, a two-hour program hosted by Fab 5 Freddy that introduced America to the latest trends and voices in the growing movement. By the 1990s, hip-hop was everywhere: on TV, in movies like Do the Right Thing (1989) and Boyz n the Hood (1991), surging up the charts, and shaping the culture of cities and suburbs alike. In 1990, MC Hammer’s Please Hammer, Don’t Hurt ’Em was the #1 album in America for twenty-one straight weeks. That same year, Vanilla Ice’s hit single, “Ice Ice Baby,” which borrowed its hook from David Bowie and Freddie Mercury’s “Under Pressure,” became the first hip-hop single to top the Billboard Hot 100.

				Hip-hop was also influencing other genres—most significantly R&B. Janet Jackson’s groundbreaking album, Rhythm Nation 1814, exemplified this shift. Released in 1989, it represented a marked evolution from the Linn drum machine–based Minneapolis pop of her previous album, Control (1986). The Flyte Tyme sound—deeply indebted to Prince and the Minneapolis sound—of Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis (among the most influential R&B producers of the decade), was now infused with hip-hop beats (many songs use the iconic SP-1200 drum machine), scratching, and a collage of street sounds (sirens, barking dogs, breaking glass). Like Public Enemy, Janet was bringing the noise.

				
				Brother Michael was paying attention. Arguably, no other album influenced Dangerous more than Rhythm Nation 1814. He loved the record’s sound; he loved its socially conscious concept; and he loved the songs. “I always tell her my favorite song of hers is ‘Rhythm Nation’ and ‘The Knowledge,’ ” Michael said. “I love the bass lick. It really just drives me crazy; makes me wild.” Songs like “Jam,” “Why You Wanna Trip on Me,” “She Drives Me Wild,” and “Dangerous” are clearly influenced by the angular, urban, hip-hop–inflected feel of Rhythm Nation. Michael even borrowed from Janet’s visual imagery—dark and industrial—especially in the back-alley coda in the short film for “Black or White.”

				The marriage of hip-hop and R&B ultimately resulted in a style that came to be known as New Jack Swing. The term was coined by journalist Barry Michael Cooper in a 1987 feature for The Village Voice. It quickly caught on. “Three words in one capsule,” wrote music critic Robert Doerschuk in 1992, “fashioned to slip smoothly down the media’s throat—snap, crackle, pop for the ’90s. It’s the hook of the season, the je ne sais quoi that everyone wants in their rhythm tracks.” New Jack Swing gave R&B an injection of youth, attitude, and vitality. Its “swing” beats, featuring accenting offbeats and whip-cracking snares, were mostly created with SP-1200 and Roland 808 drum machines, while the chords often came out of the black church. “Classic rap assaults your guts with its maxed-out, sloppy bass,” wrote Doerschuk in 1992. “Under similar circumstances, new jack swing goes for your feet and your brain. It’s as tidy as it is tight.”

				
				While many people helped contribute to the sound, the father of New Jack Swing was Teddy Riley. Born in Harlem, Riley learned music in the church. “I actually played piano at Universal Temple and the organ player was my teacher,” he recalled. “He took me to the next level of making different grooves and tempos and swinging. I learned pretty much everything about syncopation. My pastor was the most incredible piano player that I ever heard. He just blew me away…that’s when I started learning church chords. And that’s when I figured out that’s where R&B came from. I’m studying jazz artists like Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong and Jimmy Reed. And I was a huge Kid Creole fan. All the different swing beats he did. At the same time, I was learning that soulful funk from George Clinton, Parliament, Sly Stone, and Roger Troutman. You combine all that with hip-hop and you get New Jack Swing.”

				Riley formed the group Guy—which also included Aaron Hall and Timmy Gatling—in 1987. Soon after, they released their debut eponymous album. That same year Riley also cowrote and produced Keith Sweat’s album Make It Last Forever. Both albums went multiplatinum. Before long, he was the hottest young producer in R&B. In a 1987 feature on the producer, Barry Michael Cooper marveled at the twenty-year-old’s musical and technological prowess: “[He] has so many things happening at once—bass lines, strings, multileveled percussion tracks, computerized samples from James Brown and Stax records…This is a polyrhythmic community turned vigilante…Riley’s music is Robocop funk, in full effect; go-go music gunned down by rap and electronics, and then rebuilt with more vicious beats, and in-charge, large attitude.” Fresh from his break with New Edition, Bobby Brown enlisted Riley’s help with his hit single “My Prerogative.” Brown’s album Don’t Be Cruel also featured the songwriting and production talents of Babyface and L.A. Reid, two other figures who became instrumental in the evolution of New Jack Swing.

				Michael Jackson was following these currents. Many of these figures soon became collaborators and were shocked to learn how much the artist knew about their work. Jackson, however, was determined not to simply co-opt the latest sounds and styles, but to transform them—to take them someplace fresh and new. In the years since Bad, the music scene had changed dramatically. The artist’s challenge was to adapt to the times but still remain ahead of the curve.

			

			
				
				FINDING NEVERLAND

				Michael Jackson finally completed the Bad World Tour in January 1989. For the prior sixteen months, he had been performing around the world, from Tokyo to Sydney, London to Los Angeles. The tour generated more than $125 million, becoming the highest-grossing and most-attended concert in history to that point. While Jackson was proud of its success, he was also exhausted, vowing never to tour again. He had so many projects waiting for him back home and was anxious to begin a new chapter in his life and career.

				That began with Neverland. Jackson had tasked his attorney, John Branca, with purchasing him a new home while he was on tour. He finally felt ready to branch out on his own, away from the family estate in Encino, and settled on a quiet, secluded place to start his new life: the Santa Ynez Valley.

				Located about one hundred miles north of Los Angeles (nestled between Santa Barbara and Santa Maria), the Santa Ynez Valley contained picturesque vistas, rolling hills, and vineyards. Jackson first fell in love with the location back in 1983 while filming the music video for “Say, Say, Say” with Paul McCartney. The property Jackson wanted, then called Sycamore Valley Ranch, was just outside Los Olivos, a quaint village of one thousand residents, known for its art galleries, wine, and antiques. It was a sprawling, 2,700-acre estate featuring an English-style country house with beautiful wood detailing. The asking price was $60 million; after negotiations, Branca helped Jackson get it for $17.5 million.

				
				Jackson renamed the property Neverland Valley Ranch. It seemed to be the perfect escape for the artist, although years later it would come to be viewed by some through a much darker lens. Indeed, after his 2005 criminal trial, Jackson never returned to the property again. But in 1989, the picture was different. When Jackson returned from touring, he invited his mother to come see his new home. After Michael drove her around the estate in a golf cart, she remembers them stopping at an especially scenic spot to “soak in the view”: “It was hard for me to believe,” she wrote in 1990, “that just a couple of days earlier Michael was performing in front of 133,000 screaming fans half a world away. Now it was just the two of us on a silent morning in the country. I glanced at Michael. He looked peaceful and content as he gazed into the distance, alone in his thoughts. I felt content, too, knowing that as he neared a turning point in his career, Michael had a wonderful home where he could unwind, drink in the fresh air, and map out his future.”

				Over the next couple of years, that’s exactly what he did—not only with his career, but with the property itself, which Jackson approached with the same creative energy he invested in his albums and short films. Jackson had already transformed his Hayvenhurst home in Encino into a kind of Disney-esque fantasyland. But Neverland Ranch was Jackson’s fully realized utopia. There was a C. P. Huntington–style train (similar to the one at Disneyland) that wound around much of the grounds. There were teepees and forts and barricades for water balloon fights; an amusement park, complete with bumpers cars, a flying ride, and a large Ferris wheel; a recreation building and an arcade; a five-acre lake with a bridge crossing over it and a waterfall; a zoo that held giraffes and deer, zebras and llamas, lions and chimpanzees.

				A beautiful movie theater, meanwhile, was furnished with plush crimson seats, a performing stage, and a movie screen. Just outside—past the concession stands filled with candy, drinks, and popcorn—a sign announced which movie was playing that night. Statues of blissful children appeared everywhere, and, throughout the grounds, classical music by composers such as Debussy and Tchaikovsky played through strategically situated speakers.

				
				It was his own insulated world: a world apart from screaming fans, reporters, and photographers; apart from lawyers, managers, and music executives; apart even from his family. The new estate allowed the pop star time and space to meditate, read, and reflect. In 1988, he became close friends with the author, physician, and spiritualist Deepak Chopra, who encouraged Jackson to develop and express his intuitions, thoughts, and ideas about the world. Before long, the artist developed a book of poems and reflections with Chopra’s assistance. “I sat with him for hours,” Chopra recalled, “while he dreamily wove Aesop-like tales about animals, mixed with words about music and his love of all things musical. This project became Dancing the Dream [published by Doubleday in 1992].”

				It was an important time of self-discovery for Jackson. In 1987, he officially resigned his membership as a Jehovah’s Witness, the religion in which he had been taught and raised. For years, he had tried to follow its teachings. He took it very seriously. In the early ’80s, he even donned disguises and went door to door evangelizing for the church. Yet over the course of the decade, his belief and commitment to the faith waned. Jackson remembered the Jehovah’s Witness elders calling his iconic Motown 25 performance of “Billie Jean” “dirty burlesque dancing” and the “Thriller” short film “demonic.” As a concession to church authorities, Jackson had gone so far as to include a disclaimer at the beginning of “Thriller” disavowing any belief in the occult.

				But their concerns intensified with the edgier content on the Bad album. “When I did certain things in the past that I didn’t realize were against the religion and I was reprimanded for it, it almost destroyed me,” Jackson confessed. “Certain things that I did as an artist in my music I didn’t realize I was crossing a line with them and when they chastised me, it really hurt me. It almost destroyed it. My mother saw it.” After grappling with it for years, in 1987, he decided to leave the church. As an artist, he found it too inhibiting; and as an individual, he increasingly found its doctrines too parochial, rigid, and limiting. Exposed to new worldviews—particularly Eastern, transcendentalist, and new age ideas—Jackson began to develop a more open understanding of himself, the world, and the Divine. “I have chosen to break and be free,” he wrote in Dancing the Dream. “Cut those ties, so I can see / Those bonds that imprisoned me in memories of pain / Those judgments, interpretations that cluttered my brain.”

				
				In place of these “judgments,” he now saw God less as an angry, vengeful authority figure, and more as a loving, creative force. “It’s strange that God doesn’t mind expressing Himself/Herself in all the religions of the world, while people still cling to the notion that their way is the only right way,” he wrote in Dancing the Dream. “For me the form God takes is not the most important thing. What’s most important is the essence. My songs and dances are outlines for Him to come in and fill. I hold out the form, She puts in the sweetness….For me the sweetest contact with God has no form. I close my eyes, look within, and enter a deep soft silence. The infinity of God’s creation embraces me. We are one.”

			

			
				THE NEW CREATIVE TEAM

				It was an exciting, rejuvenating time for Jackson. He was bursting with creative ideas. On a whiteboard by the control desk at Westlake Studio, he put up a quote by John Lennon: “When the real music comes to me,” it read, “the music of the spheres, the music that surpasseth understanding—that has nothing to do with me, ’cause I’m just the channel. The only joy for me is for it to be given to me, and to transcribe it like a medium. Those moments are what I live for.”

				This was exactly the way Jackson felt songs came to him, even when he was on tour. While in Vienna, for instance, Jackson conceived of the concept and melody for what became “Earth Song.” The artist was so excited about it he called up Bill Bottrell—one of the key figures from the B-Team on Bad—and laid down a demo at Westlake Studio in September 1988, during a brief, two-week window between the European leg and final US leg of his tour. “With Michael,” explained Matt Forger, “he never stopped creating. He wasn’t an artist who said, ‘Oh, I’ve got an album coming up, I better start writing songs.’ The songs were constantly flowing from him, and if it wasn’t a song it was a poem, it was an idea for a story or short film….It was a constant creative process.”

				
				Since Bad had been the final album required in his contract with Quincy Jones, he decided not to rehire the producer for his next album. Jackson didn’t see the decision as “firing” Jones as much as taking the next step in his evolution as an artist. Jones didn’t see it the same way. He was angry. He vented to mutual colleagues that Jackson hadn’t even bothered to call him about the decision. Moreover, he had heard through the grapevine that Jackson believed he was old and out of touch. There was some truth to the rumor. Jackson had grown frustrated with Jones’s reluctance to adapt to the new musical landscape, including the latest studio technologies. He had hoped Jones would be more impressed with the cutting-edge sounds and production on his Hayvenhurst tracks for Bad.

				“Michael was not angry with Quincy,” explained musician/recording engineer Brad Buxer. “He has always had an admiration for him and an immense respect. But with Dangerous, Michael wanted to control the creative process from A to Z. Simply put, he wanted to be his own boss. Michael was always very independent, and he also wanted to show that his success was not because of one man, namely Quincy.”

				For Jackson, the full autonomy was liberating. He began working on new tracks with a handful of members from the old B-Team, including Matt Forger and Bill Bottrell. Rather than beginning out of his home studio as on Bad, Jackson reserved space at Ocean Way Recording on Sunset Boulevard and Westlake. The majority of recording in 1989 took place at Westlake in Studios C and D, before eventually moving to Record One in Sherman Oaks toward the end of the year.

				
				From the outset, the material was more socially engaged than anything he’d done before. “Michael was inspired by touring and seeing the world,” said Matt Forger. “He came back with certain impressions. His social commentary kicked up a notch or two. Most of the early songs we worked on—‘Black or White,’ ‘They Don’t Care About Us,’ ‘Heal the World,’ and ‘Earth Song’—were more socially conscious.”

				Jackson’s primary collaborator early on was Bill Bottrell. The pair had established a dynamic creative chemistry during the Bad sessions, working on songs like “Smooth Criminal,” “Speed Demon,” “Price of Fame,” “Streetwalker,” and the Beatles cover “Come Together.” While Bottrell had been forced out toward the end of the project by Quincy Jones, Jackson was eager to bring him back for the next album.

				This time, he promised Bottrell, they would be able to create and produce songs exactly the way they wanted. “Michael was always prepared to listen and put his trust in me,” said Bottrell, “but he was also sort of a guide all the time. He knew why I was there and, among all the songs he was recording, what he needed from me.” Bottrell came to be known as Jackson’s “rock guy,” but his work was broader than that. For Dangerous, it included exciting new material like “Black or White,” “If You Don’t Love Me,” “Monkey Business,” “Who Is It,” “Give in to Me,” “Dangerous,” and “Earth Song.”

				“The ‘producer’ role is something I always took very seriously,” said Bottrell. “I saw it as totally differentiated from all the engineering and mixing I had done. I felt it was my job to provide content that helped the artist achieve what he wanted. That’s how MJ treated me, telling me what he envisioned and leaving me alone to effect it. Sometimes that meant using the DIY ethic I had learned from Jeff Lynne. I was aware of the limitations of that, but it did serve to tighten up the focus on the vocals and the story. If there were musicians I needed, they would be called from my book, or suggested by MJ, from his book.”

				
				One of the first songs they worked on in 1989 was “Black or White.” Jackson sang Bottrell the main riff and melody, and Bottrell locked it in. As with many other songs, the demo—which was originally under two minutes long—was completed quickly, while the details would be worked on for months to come. Bottrell took pride, however, in convincing Jackson to retain more of the rawness in his early takes, particularly in his vocals, instead of always chasing perfection. “As opposed to some of the other people who worked with Michael at the time,” said Bottrell, “when I was allowed to produce I would consistently try to go for simpler vocals, comping them from two or three takes, with looser backgrounds and a more instinctive feel.” This comes through in Jackson-Bottrell collaborations, many of which were unlike anything the artist had done before, sonically and thematically.

				“Most of the time while I worked on Dangerous I had my sort of A-list of songs that I thought were his list of A-list of songs,” said Bottrell, “which were tracks like ‘Monkey Business,’ ‘Earth Song,’ ‘Give in to Me,’ ‘Black or White,’ ‘Who Is It,’ and ‘Dangerous.’ Other ones were sort of dabbled with, but those were my priority tracks.” From 1989 to 1991, Bottrell spent countless hours—some with Jackson, many alone—building these songs.

				Bottrell also fortuitously introduced Jackson to a key new member of the creative team: Brad Buxer. A classically trained pianist and keyboardist, Buxer had previously worked with Stevie Wonder. Jackson and Bottrell discovered that connection later. He was originally brought in as a tech. “I didn’t own an Emulator,” recalled Bottrell, “and I needed a sampler to do many things. I looked up rentals and came up with Brad Buxer, who came along with his machine and hung around. This was early, at Ocean Way. Every time I rented it he came along, and I found him to be a good positive energy, chatting and making positive comments. Eventually he met MJ and they hit it off.”

				
				That July, Buxer joined a studio session for “Heal the World” at Westlake Studio and the chemistry with Jackson was immediate. “It was pretty unbelievable really,” noted Buxer. “I will never forget my first encounter with him. A current immediately passed between us. Musically speaking, we were on the same wavelength; we spoke the same language.” Jackson valued Buxer’s ability to translate his ideas. The pair would work closely together for the next twenty years.

				Finally acting as executive producer, Jackson felt there were no limits to what he could do. He had learned a lot from Quincy Jones about putting an album together. Now, even more than with Bad, he was assembling the team and determining the vision. “He has an entire record in his head,” explained Bottrell, “and he tries to make people deliver it to him. Sometimes those people surprise him and augment what he hears, but really his job is to extract from musicians and producers and engineers what he hears when he wakes up in the morning.”

			

			
				DECADE

				While Jackson was coming up with new material, the plan for the next album took time to come into focus. Originally, the concept was a greatest-hits collection with a handful of new songs, similar to Madonna’s Immaculate Collection. The proposed title was Decade. The two-disc collection would contain all of Jackson’s major hits to that point, plus around five to seven new songs. Among the songs under serious consideration were the Beatles cover “Come Together,” “Black or White,” “Man in Black,” “Who Is It,” “Gone Too Soon,” “Heal the World,” and rerecorded versions of the Jackson 5 hits “I’ll Be There” and “Never Can Say Goodbye.”

				Jackson signed off on the idea in early 1989 and test pressings were made by Sony, which now owned CBS/Epic Records. Jackson was to receive an $18 million advance for the album. It was originally scheduled for release in late 1989, but that date was pushed back several times. The final drop-dead release date was set for November 1990 (the same month as Madonna’s album). Ultimately, however, the record never materialized.

				
				There were a number of reasons for this. For one, Jackson’s attention was being pulled in several directions at once. He was preparing for a long-awaited movie role as Peter Pan, in a film that was supposed to be directed by Steven Spielberg. He was spending time with Ryan White, who died tragically that April. Jackson’s longtime friend and hero Sammy Davis Jr. also died that spring. Just months earlier, Jackson had written and performed a song for him, called “You Were There,” at a televised special honoring Davis’s sixtieth anniversary in show business.

				Meanwhile, most of the key executives, managers, and attorneys who had guided Jackson through the ’80s were dismissed. CBS head Walter Yetnikoff, arguably the most influential music executive of the previous decade, was forced out by the new figures at Sony—which acquired CBS in 1988—after years of struggling with drug and alcohol addiction. Manager Frank DiLeo was fired in 1989, after Jackson became concerned that DiLeo was mishandling his finances and was generally dissatisfied with his work during the Bad years (including the Moonwalker film). And longtime attorney John Branca was let go in 1990 as Jackson became enamored of rival Hollywood mogul David Geffen, whom Jackson believed would finally help him realize his moviemaking dreams.

				These were consequential moves with long-term repercussions. More immediate, however, the accumulation of stress was adding up. That summer it finally reached a breaking point. In June 1990, with the deadline for Decade looming and dozens of other people, projects, and contracts competing for his time and attention, the artist collapsed while dancing in his home studio. He was rushed to St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica, where he was treated for chest pains and dehydration. The most probable cause was a panic attack due to stress, anxiety, and exhaustion.

				After four days in the hospital, Jackson was released. Asked by the press when he would resume recording for Decade, spokesman Bob Jones responded that the artist would need at least another seven days off and was advised to take things easy for a while after that. Soon after, Jackson decided to pull out of Decade entirely. Sony was frustrated, but the artist still had enough clout to keep their concerns at bay. He explained that the new material deserved its own album and would sell more copies as a stand-alone LP. He even had an idea for the title: Dangerous.

			

			
				
				SEARCHING FOR A NEW SOUND

				Over the next year or so, recording took place primarily at Record One (a branch of Ocean Way Studios in Sherman Oaks), where Jackson had arranged for exclusive reign of the facility at a cost of $4,000 per day.

				Through most of 1990, work proceeded on three distinct fronts: Bill Bottrell operated in one studio; Bruce Swedien, the lone remnant of the A-Team, operated out of another; and Bryan Loren, a young, talented R&B artist-producer from Philadelphia, operated out of a third.

				The dynamics between these three “teams” were mostly cordial, occasionally testy, but always competitive. According to Brad Buxer, Jackson intentionally kept “his recording crews separated and in the dark sometimes about what the other crew may be doing. He never liked any of his closest people getting too close or chummy with each other. He preferred his closest people to be loyal to him first.”

				The relationship between Bruce Swedien—who remained a loyal friend to Quincy Jones—and Bill Bottrell could be particularly tense. Besides representing different “teams” during the Bad project, they also had very different personalities and approaches in the studio. Recording engineer Brad Sundberg compares their styles to those of an artist and a scientist. Swedien was the scientist; Bottrell was the artist. It was maximalism versus minimalism, perfection versus improvisation, wine versus Corona. “I appreciate both approaches,” said Sundberg. “I love the lush, over-the-top production of Bruce’s production on ‘Will You Be There,’ but I also love the simplicity of Bill’s song ‘Give in to Me.’ ”

				
				So did Jackson. He was glad to still have Swedien onboard—not only because he was the consummate professional and an outstanding recording engineer, but also because he was a comforting, stabilizing force. He’d been there since Off the Wall and was someone Jackson knew he could count on. For Dangerous, Swedien even got to try his hand at arrangement and production. Along with R&B singer René Moore, who was signed to Motown Records, he began working on a rhythm track called “Time Marches On.” “We had been experimenting with the ‘looping’ of old but extremely high-energy drum and rhythm tracks,” recalled Swedien. “However, our idea was to take the fantastic feel of these vintage drum performances, and layer them with new, very contemporary sounds on parallel tracks to bring the sonic value of the track up to date.” Eventually, Swedien felt it was good enough to show to Michael. Jackson liked it and the song eventually became the album opener, “Jam.”

				For most of the other rhythm tracks, Jackson was working with Bryan Loren. Jackson first reached out to the producer in 1988. He liked Loren’s production on the 1987 debut album of R&B singer Shanice. When Jackson returned from the Bad World Tour, the pair began cutting tracks at Westlake, including songs like “Work That Body,” “She Got It,” “Serious Effect,” “Do Not Believe It,” “Seven Digits,” and “Man in Black.” “When we began working,” said Loren, “it was my hope to return to a form of feeling that you got from the Off the Wall or even the Thriller LP. Where there was a very organic feeling about the content.”

				Eager to incorporate hip-hop onto the record, Jackson also reached out to LL Cool J to rap on a few of these tracks, including “Serious Effect” and “Truth about Youth.” LL had been publicly critical of Jackson, sometimes even leading chants at his concerts boasting that he was better than the pop star. In a 1987 interview with Fab 5 Freddy, he mocked Jackson’s changing appearance and claimed the artist was out of touch. “Michael Jackson, even though he might be a real person,” he said, “symbolizes some fake shit. You know what I’m saying?…I’m showing all the people that ‘Yo, you can be real and make it. You don’t have to get that nose job. Make our music, sing our songs and people will still love you.’ Know what I’m saying? Don’t sell out.”

				
				Like Run-DMC, however, LL quickly changed his tune after meeting Jackson in person. They laughed a lot and LL got a firsthand look into how Jackson operated behind the scenes. He subsequently became a lifelong fan and defender of the artist. “Working with Michael was the most amazing part of my life,” he later acknowledged.

				Over the course of the year, Jackson and Loren likewise developed a close friendship and produced around twenty songs together. One of these tracks, “Mind Is the Magic,” was given to illusionists Siegfried & Roy to use as the anthem for their “Beyond Belief Show” in Las Vegas. Another song, “Superfly Sister,” was shelved for Dangerous, but later developed and released on Blood on the Dance Floor.

				Sonically, the Jackson-Loren material had a light, airy, funky feel. While they did work on a handful of ballads, including the lush R&B cut “To Satisfy You,” most of them were synth-based rhythm tracks. About ten of these had complete vocals; the rest were unfinished grooves. “When we did do vocals,” Loren noted, “beyond his lead work it was always a pleasure to listen to this man lay background harmonies. His voice was truly unique. Really pure tone, and great intonation.”

				Like Bottrell, Loren aimed for a looser, more instinctive atmosphere in the studio. This comes through on tracks like “She Got It” and “Work That Body,” the latter of which features Jackson repeating a line from the Jackson 5 classic “ABC” (“Sit down, girl! I think I love you! No! Get up, girl! Show me what you can do!”) “He did not want to do this,” said Loren, laughing, “but realized the tongue-in-cheek fun contained in it.”

				While the material was strong by most artists’ standards, Jackson wasn’t totally satisfied with it. He didn’t feel it was as compelling as some of the tracks on his sister Janet’s Rhythm Nation album. At one point Michael reached out to her producers, Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis, and invited them to work with him. But they declined out of loyalty to Janet. He also reached out to rising New Jack Swing producers Antonio “L.A.” Reid and Kenny “Babyface” Edmonds. Cofounders of LaFace Records, the duo would go on to help launch the careers of some of the biggest artists of the ’90s, including TLC, Toni Braxton, Outkast, and Usher. The producers were working with Michael’s brother Jermaine in 1990, but Michael clandestinely went behind his brother’s back and arranged to have them flown by helicopter to his Neverland Ranch.

				
				Once there, they signed nondisclosure agreements and Jackson gave them a tour of the grounds, culminating in a screening of a 1983 James Brown concert in which the Godfather of Soul had invited both Jackson and Prince up onto the stage. Then they got down to business. Jackson said he was looking for a stronger, hipper sound. When Reid and Babyface pressed for more specifics, most of the tracks Jackson mentioned were produced by Jam and Lewis, which made them nervous. But he was also clearly aware of their own work and asked them to commit to a few weeks in the studio.

				While they were nervous about Jermaine finding out, they agreed. Over the ensuing days, Reid and Babyface came up with a handful of grooves and introduced them to Jackson. The artist’s favorite had a very New Jack–sounding bass line; he took the tape and began fleshing out the arrangement and writing lyrics. He called it “Slave to the Rhythm.”

				Once they began work on the track at Can-Am Studio, recalled Reid, “it was not [record the vocal] once and fix the bad note. No, he sang the song from top to bottom twenty-four times without a bathroom break, without a water break, without a ‘Give me a moment.’ He would sing the song and say, ‘OK, give me another track, I can do it better,’ and he’d do it again.” While Jackson liked the song, it wasn’t quite clicking with Reid and Babyface. Something about the chemistry was off. Moreover, when Jermaine found out they were working with Michael, he was so furious he threatened to leave the LaFace record label. “He’ll get over it,” Michael said. (Jermaine later hit back with the pointed polemic “Word to the Badd.”) But before long, Jackson got over working with Reid and Babyface. He needed something edgier and grittier for the dance tracks. “Michael loved finding new sounds that the human ear had never heard,” recalled Brad Buxer. “Often, he [would say], ‘Brad, get me a sound that hurts really bad.’ That meant he wanted something that shakes him inside.” That’s what he was searching for on Dangerous—something more aggressive and urban. He finally found what he was looking for in Teddy Riley.

			

			
				
				THE KING OF NEW JACK SWING

				By the time Jackson called Riley in June 1990, the artist had at least fifty songs recorded. But he wanted more. Invited to work with the King of Pop, Riley didn’t hesitate. Working with Jackson was every producer’s dream—the opportunity of a lifetime. He wasn’t oblivious, however, to the big shoes he was filling. “There was more pressure,” he said. “I didn’t want to be the one to fail Michael.” Yet he also knew Jackson didn’t want or expect him to be Quincy Jones.

				Jackson’s message to Riley was simple: come to Neverland and bring your best grooves. Over the next couple of weeks, Riley went to work with his engineer, Dave Way, at Soundworks Studio on Twenty-third Avenue in Queens, New York, completing about a dozen demos.

				Riley arrived at Neverland on a Saturday. He was nervous. The twenty-three-year-old producer was met by staff at the famous front gate, and led up the winding road to Jackson’s secluded house. He waited anxiously in the library, staring at Jackson’s awards and memorabilia. As Riley was facing away from the door, Michael Jackson entered the room and stood behind him. When Riley realized he was there, he nearly jumped out of his skin.

				
				That day, Jackson took the producer on a tour of Neverland as they talked about life and music. Riley remembers Jackson asking him specifically about a song he had recorded with Guy called “Spend the Night.” “He started scatting and beatboxing different parts of it,” Riley remembered, “wanting to know where I’d gotten certain sounds. He told me [it] was his favorite of my songs and wanted me to give him something stronger than that.”

				That night Jackson had a helicopter fly Riley to a Universal Hilton near Record One. “I didn’t check out until a year and two months later,” recalled Riley. Indeed, Riley spent about half the time sleeping at the studio.

				The next day, at Record One, Jackson listened attentively to the grooves Riley had brought with him as the young producer looked on. Jackson loved them. Riley used different chords than he was accustomed to; the rhythms were fresh and hip; the beats swung with velocity and cracked like whips. He was particularly into the grooves that became “Blood on the Dance Floor” and “Remember the Time.”

				Riley was relieved by Jackson’s response. “Our first day at the studio—just watching Michael listen to my music—was the biggest experience in my life,” the producer said. Still, in the early weeks, he was understandably a bit intimidated to be working with the King of Pop. Sensing this, at one point Jackson confronted him, saying, “Listen, you’re going to have to really produce me….I need you to talk to me, I need you to criticize me, I need you to comment, I need you to give me all of you.”

				Riley started at Record One, but after a few weeks he moved over to nearby Larrabee Studios. With Bottrell, Swedien, Loren, and others already at work on the project, there simply wasn’t enough room at the Sherman Oaks studio; besides that, Jackson didn’t want his various collaborators to step on each other’s toes and get territorial. According to engineer Dave Way, the move was also precipitated by differences in studio gear. Larrabee had equipment that more closely synced with Riley’s studio in New York. Larrabee, then, became Riley’s home base.

				
				In contrast to Bryan Loren, Riley didn’t want Dangerous to sound like Jackson’s earlier records. He was not going for retro; he was going for new. That’s why Jackson loved him. “We didn’t want to sound like another Thriller,” said Riley in 1992. “We wanted to top it, even though that’s impossible.”

				Yet as hip as Riley’s production style was, Jackson also wanted to be sure that he started with the fundamentals. That meant all the grooves the producer brought had to start back at P&P (pen and piano). “I learned from Michael the real way to compose,” said Riley. “Sit at the piano, get the music down [first].”

				Once in the studio, the producer learned Jackson’s likes and dislikes early on and was quick to adapt his signature sound. “I was using a lot of vintage stuff to get the sound we needed,” Riley recalled. “Reeds and SSL XLs were mainly the boards we used—I always loved vintage better than digital. It’s way better…much warmer.” Riley also remembers Jackson telling him: “ ‘You know what I’d like to have overlaid to New Jack Swing? I’d still like to have my strings. I want the strings to be really wide.’ So that’s what we did.”

				Interestingly, on many of their tracks, the bass—one of the defining features on Bad—was left out entirely. “When we dropped the bass,” explained Riley, “the rhythm was always pumpin’. The rhythm was between my music and Michael’s vocal. As long as we were hittin’, if we didn’t have to use the bass, we didn’t use it. A lot of people think that having a lot of music is the key to putting an arrangement together. But we don’t just add music or instruments just to be adding. It’s more about what you feel in the music, what you think is happening. Anything can go, as long as it’s hip or street.”

				Jackson also challenged Riley not to simply use stock synth and drum machine sounds—he wanted everything to sound fresh and unique. Brad Buxer and Matt Forger remember going out and recording different sounds that could be used as percussion—sweeping floors, breaking glass, hitting trash cans—at Jackson’s request. Riley even recorded samples from Jackson’s zoo at Neverland. On one song, “She Drives Me Wild,” Jackson and Riley actually built the entire foundation around such everyday sounds: horns, screeching brakes, slamming doors (though Riley later confessed he got these sounds from a CD of samples, rather than out in the field). “Working with Michael was like going to college,” asserted Riley. “He basically gave me the map.”

				
				Jackson was just as appreciative of Riley. From early on, the artist knew he finally had the right producer onboard for the rhythm tracks. He was so pleased with Riley’s sound that he also tasked the producer with reworking songs he had generated with other producers. Riley began overhauling some of the songs Jackson had worked on with Loren, including “She Got It” and “Serious Effect.” Initially, Jackson also tried to integrate some of Reid and Babyface’s melodies with Riley’s grooves and production. While those tracks didn’t ultimately materialize, other songs did, including “Jam” and “Dangerous.” “Teddy was very professional,” said Bruce Swedien. “No problems. He’d come in with a groove, we’d say it wasn’t exactly right, and there would be no complaining. He’d just go back and then come back in and blow us away with something like ‘Dangerous.’ ”

				That track was originally recorded will Bill Bottrell, but Michael wasn’t totally satisfied with the production. “I told Michael,” recalled Riley, “ ‘I like Billy. I like his producing, and everything about him. But this is your album, Michael. If this is the right tune, I can utilize what you have in your singing. Let me change that whole bottom and put a new floor in there.’ He said, ‘Try it. I guess we gotta use what we love.’ And we did. I’m quite sure that if anyone else had come up with a better ‘Dangerous,’ [Michael] would have used that. So it’s not actually about me or Billy; it’s about the music. I always say that the music is the star.”

				Over a period of several months, the tracks started to come together. Jackson and Riley had at least half a dozen songs the artist was happy with, and several more in development. “He always pushed me to be different and innovative and strong,” said Riley. “He was demanding and we’d work on songs for a long time; we always had to get the mix right. We had the elements, but we had to get the mix right.” To verify their impact, Jackson cranked up the volume in the studio. “Michael likes to listen even louder than me,” said Riley in 1992. “His volume is past twelve. I’m maybe nine or ten. His volume is twelve-plus. Oh, man, he loves loud music. And he jams! Only way you know your music is right is if he’s dancing all over the studio.”

				
				Jackson was doing a lot of dancing with the Teddy Riley tracks.

			

			
				IN THE CLOSET WITH MADONNA

				On a piece of paper in the spring of 1991, Jackson wrote down the songs that were under consideration for the final track list. They included several of his collaborations with Riley—“Remember the Time,” “Dangerous,” and “In the Closet.” For “In the Closet,” Jackson wrote “MA and MJ duet.” “MA” referred to Madonna.

				Jackson and Madonna had briefly “dated” that spring, sending the media into a frenzy. Both were at the peak of their fame. Their relationship seemed to be a gift from the tabloid gods. Were the two biggest stars of the past decade actually a couple? Or was it just another publicity stunt by two media-savvy self-promoters?

				The King and Queen of Pop attended the Academy Awards together that March. Madonna looked like a modern-day Marilyn Monroe, while Jackson looked like, well, Michael Jackson. Over the ensuing weeks, the pair were spotted together multiple times. On April 9, they were seen leaving a restaurant in Los Angeles together, arm in arm. Later that month, in an interview, Madonna confirmed that the two stars were indeed working together—and that she wanted to give Jackson a makeover. “I have this whole vision about Michael,” she said. “We’re considering working on a song together.”

				The artists began work on that song at Jackson’s Neverland Ranch. “He wanted to get to know me, and I wanted to do the same,” recalled Madonna. “When you write with somebody, it’s a weird experience, you feel vulnerable and shy….To write songs together is a very intimate experience, like getting tossed into a juggernaut: ‘On your mark, get set, create!’ You have to get past these hurdles, which are, ‘I want to impress this person, but will they think my ideas are stupid?’ You end up talking and gabbing and socializing, and you have to do that in order to get to the next level, to be creative. So that’s what we were doing: watching movies, having dinner, hanging out, going to the Oscars, being silly, seeing if we could work.”

				
				Ultimately, however, as with the proposed Prince duet for “Bad,” neither artist was willing to cede control and the collaboration failed to come to fruition. According to Madonna, she “started writing words and getting ideas and stuff and I presented them to him and he didn’t like them. I think all he wanted was a provocative title, and ultimately he didn’t want the content of the song to…sort of, live up to the title.”

				Jackson, of course, saw things differently. He felt Madonna was too explicit and didn’t understand the art of concealment and mystery. Ultimately, he decided to keep the version of the song he had written for the duet and replace her part with someone else. Credited as “Mystery Girl” in the liner notes, the singer was actually Princess Stéphanie of Monaco. Unknown to most Americans at the time, Princess Stéphanie was not just royalty; she was an aspiring artist. Her dream was to break into the American music scene. She released her first album in 1986, which performed quite well in Europe. In 1987 she moved to Los Angeles, hoping to establish herself with a wider audience. She and Jackson met in the late ’80s. The two shy, soft-spoken celebrities immediately hit it off. (There were some rumors that they carried on a secret relationship.)

				After Madonna dropped out on the song, Jackson decided to reach out to Princess Stéphanie, who had recently signed a record deal with Sony for her next album, about the part. She was thrilled by the opportunity. In the studio, she remembers him putting her at ease, making her laugh, and giving her advice on her music career.

			

			
				
				SLASH

				According to Jackson’s handwritten list of songs, in addition to “In the Closet,” he also wanted Teddy Riley to work on “Messin’ Around” (a demo from the Bad era), “Ghost” (which ended up on Blood on the Dance Floor), “Joy” (a ballad Riley subsequently used with his group Blackstreet), and a couple of other unspecified “killer dance” grooves that Jackson believed were “better than Knowledge” (a reference to his sister Janet’s song).

				Among the other twenty or so songs on Jackson’s list were tracks that would remain unreleased, like “Call It Off,” “Verdict,” and “Deep in Night,” as well as songs that would resurface on his next album: “Planet Earth” (which became “Earth Song”) and “They Don’t Care About Us.” The list also included a handful of songs from other collaborators: “Gone Too Soon,” written by Buz Kohan and Larry Grossman, and “Keep the Faith,” written by Siedah Garrett and Glen Ballard (the same tandem that had composed “Man in the Mirror”).

				Meanwhile, the artist continued to fine-tune and polish the album. Former members of the A-Team, including David Paich, Marty Paich, Steve Porcaro, Greg Phillinganes, Paulinho da Costa, and Michael Boddicker were invited to help on certain tracks. For “Will You Be There,” and “Keep the Faith,” Jackson also brought in the Andraé Crouch Choir (which had performed so memorably on “Man in the Mirror”).

				Jackson reached out to Guns N’ Roses guitarist Slash for parts on “Black or White” and “Give in to Me.” The meeting with the legendary guitarist took more than a year to coordinate. Like many other collaborators, Slash wasn’t sure what to expect from the pop star. He had grown up listening to the Jackson 5 and admired Jackson’s abilities, but all he really knew about the artist came through his music and media accounts. After finally meeting Jackson in person, he came away impressed. “He’s a fucking brilliant entertainer,” Slash acknowledged, “a complete natural. He’s the only guy I’ve ever met that’s real—for that kind of music.” Slash and Jackson became good friends—not only would the guitarist contribute to subsequent albums, he would also join the artist for several live performances.

				
				As with Eddie Van Halen and Steve Stevens, Jackson gave Slash free reign in the studio. “I get a basic framework,” explained Slash to Rolling Stone in 1992, “and I just make up my part and they edit it. I wonder sometimes what it’s gonna sound like, [laughs] but every time, they do a great job.” Asked in a 1995 interview what the artist was like, Slash responded: “He’s very shrewd. He’s got a great, sarcastic sense of humor. People always ask me, ‘Is he weird?’ Well, he’s different. But I know what it’s like to be weird, growing up in the music business. I have to admit working with Michael Jackson is different than working with your basic, gritty rock ’n’ roll band. One time when I went to play for Michael, he walked in with Brooke Shields, and there I am with a cigarette in one hand, a bottle of Jack Daniel’s in the other, and my guitar hanging low around my neck. And he doesn’t care. That’s not the way he is, but I don’t have to change for him. He accepts me for what I am.”

			

			
				“WE BUMPED THE PUMPKIN”

				As was becoming customary for a Michael Jackson album, multiple deadlines for Dangerous came and went. Jackson believed he was on a roll and wasn’t ready to stop recording. Sony, however, felt they had been patient enough. They wanted the project done.

				It had been more than four years now since Jackson’s last album. In that time, fellow stars like Prince and Madonna had released multiple records. Jackson, meanwhile, had not only spent an exorbitant $10 million to record, including renting out three major studios, but he had also signed an unprecedented new six-album contract with Sony. “In a thriller of a deal,” wrote the Los Angeles Times in the fall of 1991, “pop icon Michael Jackson has signed a long-term contract with Sony Corp. that guarantees him an unprecedented share of the profits from his next six albums, his own record label, a role in developing video software products and a shot at movie stardom.” The contract was described as “the biggest ever awarded an entertainer,” worth up to $1 billion with incentives. It was an enormous investment. But it depended on Jackson producing at a quicker rate.

				
				Everyone involved with the record began to feel the pressure. As usual, Jackson was juggling a number of things at once, including the filming of the ambitious music video for the lead single, “Black or White.” Bill Bottrell remembers the atmosphere being much more compartmentalized and isolating in the final year than it was on Bad. The main collaborators worked in separate studios, and Jackson slipped in and out.

				Still, going into the fall of 1991, with Sony breathing down his neck, Jackson refused to stop recording new songs. “When the deadline came,” Teddy Riley told Rolling Stone, “he wanted to do more and more songs. And his manager came in there and said, ‘Teddy, you and Michael, you’re not up to your sneaky stuff. Do not write another song.’ And then when Michael saw the commercial for Dangerous, the David Lynch [teaser], we started working hard to get it finished.”

				Fortunately, Jackson had more space to work with in the final track list, thanks to advances in technology. With vinyl, albums generally couldn’t go past twenty-one minutes per side without sacrificing sound quality. Thriller, consequently, was about forty-two minutes in length. Bad was a little over forty-three minutes (forty-eight minutes on the CD, with the bonus track “Leave Me Alone”). But by the early ’90s, the industry had shifted almost exclusively to cassette tapes and CDs (the latter emerging as the dominant format). CDs could hold about seventy-five to eighty minutes. Dangerous, accordingly, was a sprawling seventy-seven minutes.

				
				Not that the album didn’t still require some excruciating cuts in the final weeks. After working together for more than a year, none of Jackson’s collaborations with Bryan Loren were included in the final lineup. Loren was devastated. Jackson felt terrible about it, but the bottom line for the artist was the music. He simply preferred Riley’s more aggressive street sound to the bright retro funk of his tracks with Loren. None of Jackson’s work with LL Cool J, L.A. Reid, or Babyface made the cut, either. Among the seventy or so tracks Jackson worked on in these years, many others were left on the cutting-room floor or shelved for later, including gorgeous ballads like “For All Time” (cowritten with Steve Porcaro) and “Someone Put Your Hand Out” (cowritten with Teddy Riley), as well as excellent rhythm tracks like “They Don’t Care About Us,” “Ghost,” and “Blood on the Dance Floor.”

				The clear winners were Bill Bottrell and Teddy Riley. While Bottrell was disappointed that “Monkey Business” and especially “Earth Song” didn’t make it, four other tracks he produced or cowrote did: “Black or White,” “Who Is It,” “Give in to Me,” and “Dangerous.” Riley, meanwhile, was ecstatic to learn that half the album would feature his work with Jackson. Not only was he given credit for coproduction, but also as cowriter for seven tracks. “I felt confident ‘Remember the Time’ would make the cut but I was blown away when he mentioned the names of six other songs we’d done together. ‘These are all great!’ he said.”

				Over the final two months of recording, Jackson and Bruce Swedien stayed at a hotel just minutes away from Record One so they could get back to work as soon as possible. “We’d drive to the studio and work until we couldn’t work anymore,” recalled Swedien. “Then we’d drive back to the hotel, go to sleep and then go back in the morning and hit it again.”

				Jackson’s perfectionism meant he refused to consider something finished until it was absolutely exhausted of its potential. “I’m never satisfied with anything,” he confessed, “After I’ve cut a track, I’ll come home and say, ‘Oh no, that’s not right,’ and you just go back and back and back.” This became frustrating to collaborators, who sometimes felt it was too much. At some point, they couldn’t hear the songs anymore. If not for being cut off by Sony, some believed Jackson might have been in the studio another year.

				
				Yet in many cases, those final touches paid off. The album was coalescing and sounded incredible. “The last three days of the project, Michael and I got about four hours’ sleep,” remembered Swedien. As on previous albums, there was last-minute trimming and editing to fit the length restrictions of a CD. Dangerous was finally completed and mastered by Bernie Grundman in the early hours of Halloween on 1991. “ ‘We bumped the pumpkin,’ ” Swedien recalled Jackson saying. The artist was elated. After three years of recording, he finally felt ready to send the new music out into the world.

			

			
				“I AM PROUD OF WHO I AM”

				That November, a headline in The New York Times ran: “THRILLER”—CAN MICHAEL JACKSON BEAT IT? “That is the challenge Jackson is up against,” echoed Rolling Stone. As with Bad, Jackson played into these over-the-top expectations, telling collaborators, managers, and marketers alike that he expected Dangerous to sell one hundred million copies.

				Before long, the Michael Jackson hype machine was up and running at full throttle. The elaborate teasers, created by renowned filmmaker David Lynch, were playing on television; “Black or White” was released to radio; the artist was on the cover of TV Guide; and MTV hosted a Michael Jackson Week, referring to him by his preferred nickname, the King of Pop. (The nickname actually went back years, but Jackson felt like it hadn’t fully stuck; to fix this, the artist worked out a marketing strategy with his management that ensured MTV would refer to him by the name throughout the week.)

				At the same time, a host of controversies swirled. An MC Hammer music video took aim at the pop star, while brother Jermaine’s strategically timed song, “Word to the Badd,” asserted that Michael had sold out, changed his skin color, and lost his way. The biggest controversy, however, stemmed from the eleven-minute short film for “Black or White.”

				
				The premiere for Black or White was given a platform like no music video in history—not even Thriller. In the United States, it aired on FOX directly after The Simpsons; it was broadcast simultaneously on MTV and BET. The video also aired on the BBC in the United Kingdom, as well as in twenty-five other countries. In total, it was estimated that five hundred million viewers watched it around the world. It gave FOX its highest ratings ever to that point.

				Yet immediately after it ended, the backlash began. Part of it had to do with Jackson’s skin color—since Bad, it had become noticeably lighter. Sure, critics said, he might sing that it “don’t matter if you’re black or white.” But then why had he turned himself white? Was he bleaching his skin? Was he ashamed of his blackness? Was he trying to appeal to every demographic, transcend every identity category in a vainglorious effort to reach greater commercial heights than he had with Thriller?

				Jackson had been diagnosed with vitiligo in 1986, a skin disorder that causes loss of pigmentation in patches on the body, but he hadn’t spoken about it publicly. According to those close to him, it was an excruciatingly humiliating personal challenge, one he went to great lengths to hide through long-sleeved shirts, hats, gloves, sunglasses, makeup, and masks. Eventually, he decided to use products such as Benoquin, a skin cream approved by the FDA for treatment of vitiligo, which removes the skin pigment altogether, rather than having blotches of discoloration. When Jackson died in 2009, his autopsy and medical history definitively confirmed the presence of vitiligo.

				However, in 1991, the public was skeptical, to say the least. Jackson wouldn’t publicly reveal that he had vitiligo until 1993, in a widely watched interview with Oprah Winfrey. “This is the situation,” he explained. “I have a skin disorder that destroys the pigmentation of the skin. It is something I cannot help, okay? But when people make up stories that I don’t want to be what I am, it hurts me….It’s a problem for me that I can’t control.” Jackson did acknowledge having plastic surgery but said he was “horrified” that people concluded he didn’t want to be black. “I am a black American,” he declared. “I am proud of my race. I am proud of who I am.”

				
				Michael’s sister Janet was glad her brother finally defended himself against the charge that he wanted to be white. “I got so sick of that,” she told Ebony in 1993, “because my brother is extremely intelligent and he’s extremely talented and he’s very, very smart. And I felt that people were thinking that he felt to be so talented or so smart he had to be acting white in order to get where he is. But I’m so happy he talked about it because he’s not like that at all. And he’s very proud of his race and who he is.”

				The other major controversy resulting from the Black or White short film was the so-called panther dance in the final four minutes. Just when the director (John Landis) yells “Cut!” a black panther slinks off the soundstage to a back alley. The coda that follows became Jackson’s riskiest artistic move to this point in his career—particularly given the expectations of his “family-friendly” audience. In contrast to the upbeat, mostly optimistic tone of the main portion of the video, Jackson unleashes a flurry of unbridled rage, pain, and aggression. He bashes a car in with a crowbar; he grabs and rubs himself; he grunts and screams; he throws a trash can into a storefront (echoing the controversial climax of Spike Lee’s 1989 film, Do the Right Thing), before falling to his knees and tearing off his shirt. The video ends with Homer Simpson taking the remote from his son, Bart, and turning off the TV.

				That censorious move proved prescient. The “panther dance” caused an uproar, more so, ironically, than anything put out that year by Nirvana, N.W.A., or Guns N’ Roses. FOX was bombarded with complaints. In a front-page story, Entertainment Weekly described it as “Michael Jackson’s Video Nightmare.” Eventually, relenting to pressure, FOX and MTV excised the final four minutes of the video.

				
				In response to the frenzy, Jackson issued a statement saying that he simply meant to portray the animalistic instincts of a panther and show the destructiveness of discrimination. The video, however, clearly struck a nerve, posing uncomfortable questions about race, sex, and violence. While most critics blasted it, film critic Armond White called it “the most significant personal gesture any American artist has made in years….He’s already charmed the world; Black or White shows he has the courage to shake it up.”

				For all the backlash to the video, just about everyone had seen it and was talking about it. Meanwhile, the single had been added to 96 percent of playlists on American radio stations. Within weeks, “Black or White” hit #1 on the charts, where it stayed for six weeks, becoming Jackson’s most successful single since “Billie Jean.”

				In a matter of weeks, as Jackson later put it in an acceptance speech at the Grammys, the artist had gone from “Where is he?” to “Here he is again.” It was true. For more than three years, he had rarely been seen in public and had given no interviews. Now he was all over the news, on TV, on the covers of magazines. The anticipation for Dangerous was so high that armed robbers stole thirty thousand copies of the album at a Los Angeles airport terminal days before its official release and sold them as bootlegs. By the official release date in late November, fans around the world were lining up to get their copy.

			

			
				BEHIND THE MASK

				Before people dived into the music, they were confronted by the album cover. Unlike the straightforward portraits of his previous albums, the cover of Dangerous featured an acrylic glaze painting created (with input by Jackson) by pop surrealist Mark Ryden. It was described by one critic as a “sleeve so symbol-laden it could provide grist for an entire symposium of pop psychiatrists.” Perhaps not since the Beatles’ cover for Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band had an album featured such cryptic and intricate packaging (a 1992 special edition of the album was packaged as a large box, which folded open as a diorama). “It was by far my most ambitious job,” recalled Ryden. “The original was very large (for me), three square feet. It took me many months to finish the project including sketches and everything….I’ve never spent so much time making a cover. The main problem is that if you can’t move everything to the small format of the CD, then it isn’t worth the effort.”

				
				At first glance, the cover looks like a display for the circus with Michael Jackson himself being promoted as “the greatest show on earth”—a kind of offshoot of Jackson’s short film for “Leave Me Alone.” Near the bottom of the cover, dressed in a tuxedo, is none other than P. T. Barnum, the legendary showman with whom Jackson became so fascinated in the mid-1980s. Circuses, of course, are public spectacles, and Jackson seems to recognize here, for better or worse, that this is what “Michael Jackson” the persona has become.

				Yet in the artwork, the circus spectacle also serves as a mask, a façade that allows Jackson to conceal himself and stare out at the audience. Inspired, in part, by a triptych oil painting by eccentric fifteenth-century artist Hieronymus Bosch called The Garden of Earthly Delights, the cover is packed with fascinating details. The peacock in the center (just below his face) is the symbol Jackson famously chose to represent his vision of racial harmony in his first major short film, The Triumph. Numerous other animals populate the cover, including Jackson’s famous chimpanzee, Bubbles. We see multiple references to the Disneyland ride Pirates of the Caribbean, including the iconic skull and crossbones symbol at the entrance. On the amusement ride, meanwhile, we see a number of biographical allusions: the rat from “Ben,” the Elephant Man Joseph Merrick’s bones, child actor Macaulay Culkin, and a young Michael Jackson. In addition to Bosch’s painting, there are a number of other artistic inspirations, including a statue that recalls Sandro Botticelli’s mid-1480s painting, The Birth of Venus (which was also the inspiration for Prince’s 1988 Lovesexy album).

				
				Cryptic symbols abound, from the clowns on white elephants; to the inscriptions reminiscent of ancient runic engravings; to the half-white, half-black face; to a diamond-encased all-seeing eye. There is also a pin on Barnum’s jacket that reads “1998,” and the number seven is on the top hat of the little person standing on Barnum’s head (believed to be inspired by Mihaly “Michu” Meszaros, the famed performer from the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus). Featured prominently on Jackson’s hand, meanwhile, is an African girl holding a skull.

				Flanking Jackson’s right is a “Dog King” sitting on a throne, clothed in a crimson robe and holding a scepter. This specific image recalls an 1806 painting by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, titled Napoleon I on his Imperial Throne. Jackson also memorably used dogs in his 1989 “Leave Me Alone” video to represent corporate power and greed.

				Opposite the Dog King is the Bird Queen, who wears purple, holds a compass, and is connected to a gear-driven machine that pumps life into a bubble-like globe containing a nude man and woman. Meanwhile, just beneath Jackson’s eyes is an industrial factory that seems inspired by the opening sounds of the title track. (Ryden acknowledged that he took inspiration from several of the songs on Dangerous, as well as from other well-known aspects of the singer’s life.)

				Straight through the middle of the cover is a path, suggesting that by following it inside, listeners might go beyond the mask and enter into the creative world of Michael Jackson. Mysterious and evocative, it is Jackson’s most compelling cover artwork. For those paying attention, it also signaled that this would be a different kind of Michael Jackson album. There was a lot going on beneath the surface.

			

			
				
				COMING OF AGE

				While it didn’t reach Jackson’s goal of selling one hundred million records, Dangerous did become his second most commercially successful album after Thriller. Outside the United States, it was his biggest album to date, hitting #1 in nine countries and selling approximately twenty million copies. Within the United States, it started strong—selling six hundred thousand copies its first week and about seven million over its initial run. Over a two-year span, Dangerous spent 117 weeks in the Billboard Hot 200, generating four Top 10 singles. In 1993, when it seemed the album had stalled, it caught fire again after Jackson performed to a record-setting 120 million viewers for the Super Bowl halftime show. Less than a week later, Jackson was interviewed by Oprah Winfrey, his first televised interview since the Thriller era (this was the same interview where he first mentioned his skin disorder, vitiligo). The heavily hyped TV event drew more than eighty-five million viewers. Other than Super Bowls, it was the most-watched TV program in history up to that point. Propelled by these two high-profile events, Dangerous soared back into the Top 10 nearly sixteen months after its original release.

				The critical response to Dangerous, meanwhile, was mixed. Los Angeles Times music critic Mark Coleman wrote that the “loping, melodic electro-groove patented by [Teddy] Riley winds up fitting Jackson like a glove. This collaboration could have been a disastrous attempt at catching up….But instead of clashing or merely coexisting, Jackson and Riley’s strong musical personalities actually complement each other. There’s no mistaking it for anything but a Jackson album, but the bulk of Dangerous presents the superstar in a fresh context.” All Music Guide’s Stephen Thomas Erlewine similarly praised Dangerous as “a much sharper, harder, riskier album than Bad, one that has its eyes on the street.”

				Rolling Stone called the album a “triumph…that doesn’t hide from the fears and contradictions of a lifetime spent in the spotlight….Despite his offstage Peter Pan image, Michael Jackson’s finest song and dance is always sexually charged, tense, coiled—he is at his most gripping when he really is dangerous.”

				
				Others, however, saw it differently. “On Dangerous,” wrote David Browne for Entertainment Weekly, “humanity lets Michael Jackson down at every turn. Even the most acute studio skills can’t compensate for the hole-in-the-soul that haunts the album. The love songs replace warmth with an unsettling sense of hostility, and even Jackson’s pop-gospel songs sound forlorn, not uplifting.” Even more dismissive was The New York Times’s Jon Pareles, who described Dangerous as Jackson’s “least confident album since he became a solo superstar.” Disregarding the massive experimentations in sounds, production, and personnel that had occurred within the record, Pareles concludes: “He sounds so eager to reclaim his popularity that he has ruled out taking chances.”

				But Dangerous has experienced a major reappraisal over the ensuing decades. Many critics and fans alike now feel it represents some of his best work. In a 2009 review, The Guardian’s Ben Beaumont-Thomas dubbed it Jackson’s “career high”: “In all the swooning at Thriller’s album sales and Jackson’s pre-surgery beatitude,” he wrote, “Dangerous risks becoming even more underrated than it is now. That would be a tragedy—for me, it’s his finest hour.”

				In her book-length study of the album, published in the 331⁄3 series, music scholar Susan Fast acknowledged that Dangerous is “baroque,” “noisy,” and “excessive on every level,” but viewed these elements, finally, as part of what makes it great. They showed Jackson was stretching, experimenting, and maturing. She called Dangerous Jackson’s “coming-of-age album.” The record, she wrote, “offers Jackson on a threshold, finally inhabiting adulthood—isn’t this what so many said was missing?—and doing so through an immersion in black music that would only continue to deepen in his later work.”

				For those who felt Jackson had gone “too pop,” Dangerous indeed marks a decisive shift back to black, from the street-oriented hip-hop of “Jam” to the organ-inflected New Jack Swing of “Remember the Time” to the gospel fervor of “Will You Be There” and “Keep the Faith.” Some saw it as his blackest album since Off the Wall.

				
				It was certainly his most expansive. Dangerous wasn’t as culturally momentous as Nirvana’s Nevermind, particularly in the United States. But over the long haul, it may have been more influential. After the ’90s, rock faded, as hip-hop ascended. The way Jackson bridged hip-hop with R&B on Dangerous was a game changer, as was his multigenre, maximalist approach to the pop album, establishing blueprints that are still being followed by artists today.

			

			
				THE SONGS

				1. “JAM”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, René Moore, Bruce Swedien, and Teddy Riley

					Coproduced by Michael Jackson, Teddy Riley, and Bruce Swedien

				

				On Bad, Michael Jackson wasn’t yet sure how to incorporate hip-hop; by Dangerous, he’d figured it out.

				The first thirty seconds of “Jam” make that clear. You hear the slamming beat, the scratching effect, the deejay-like callouts repeating in the background, the dissonance and noise.

				The song begins with shattering glass—effectively symbolizing the breakthrough. Gone are the pristine, cinematic fantasies of Bad; in their place is something grittier.

				Jackson allows the listener plenty of time to settle into the new sound, maximizing the anticipation. Other than some percussive breaths, we don’t hear his voice until fifty-four seconds in. When he finally begins, it hardly sounds like the Michael Jackson people expected. The verses more closely resemble rapping than singing.

				
				The lyrics, meanwhile, paint an ominous picture of the present: he speaks of “confusions” and “contradictions”; he speaks of a changing world, of being “conditioned by the system”; he speaks of “predictions of doom.” The way he delivers these lines conveys a sense of prophetic urgency. Listen to the way he gulps and gasps between lines, or the way his voice subtly moves up a key in the second verse, heightening the tension.

				Yet amid the swirling chaos he tells us we have to find a way forward. To “jam” is to come together, to let the music bridge divisions, give us hope. The chorus effectively releases the pent-up pressure. That one word—jam—hits right with the beat and the keyboard. It’s a galvanizing declaration of defiance and resilience. “It ain’t too much for me,” he shouts. He offers no detailed prescriptions in the song; just music, jamming. The suggestion, as with previous tracks like “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” and “Beat It,” is that whatever we’re dealing with—as individuals or societies—music can help us “work it out.”

				An enormous amount of work went into the making of “Jam.” It began as an experiment with drum sounds by Bruce Swedien and R&B singer René Moore. Jackson liked what they were onto and fleshed it out further, creating the arrangement and lyrics. Then Teddy Riley was brought onboard to help with production. “It was just a stripped tune until Michael did his vocals and I came in with the icing,” recalled Riley. “I actually added most of the keyboard parts, all of the percussion elements, all of the horn parts, and all of the guitar parts to make the tune what it is today.”

				It was a unique combination, particularly for Jackson. The bass, so prominent on the Bad album, was left out entirely. Instead, the track was driven by the shuffling drums, scratching, and crashing keyboard stabs. Perhaps the most retro element was the horns, though this time Jackson did not use Jerry Hey for live instrumentation (Riley used horn samples). There were also more subtle sounds persisting through the song—scanners and sleigh bells.

				
				As work on the track progressed, remembered recording engineer Brad Sundberg, “ ‘Jam’ got bigger and bigger, and the mix was incredibly complex….[It] grew to the point where Bruce needed two consoles—in two side-by-side studios, just to mix it! We had at least four digital multitracks running in sync, feeding into two consoles—with Bruce and the assistants running up and down the hallway to mix this monster.”

				Jackson reached out to Heavy D of Heavy D & the Boyz to perform the rap solo. Heavy D had worked with Guy (Teddy Riley’s group) and Janet Jackson, both of whom he shouts out in his rap. Still, when Heavy D got the call from Michael, he thought it was a prank. He couldn’t believe the King of Pop wanted him on his record. Ironically, it was Quincy Jones who confirmed to Heavy D that Michael was indeed trying to get in touch with him.

				When the rapper arrived at the studio, “Jam” was still in development. It hadn’t been touched yet by Riley, and Heavy D recalled not loving it. In fact, he believes it was his suggestion that convinced Jackson to bring Riley onboard. Several months later, after Jackson and Riley had updated the track, Heavy D came back and laid down his rap.

				As Jackson’s opening statement on the album, “Jam” represented Jackson’s acceptance and seamless integration of hip-hop into his work. The single only reached #27 on the charts—partly because it was released nearly a year after Dangerous came out. But it holds up as a bold foray into new sonic territory, serving as Jackson’s bridge to the ’90s.

			

			
				2. “WHY YOU WANNA TRIP ON ME”

				
					Written by Teddy Riley and Bernard Belle

					Produced by Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson

				

				“Why You Wanna Trip on Me” was Jackson’s version of Prince’s “Sign o’ the Times” or Janet’s “State of the World”—a survey of the social landscape that alludes to a range of contemporary problems: homelessness, poverty, illiteracy, drug addiction, gang violence, police brutality, even an oblique mention of AIDS. With all these problems, he sings, “There’s really no time to be trippin’ on me.”

				
				The critique takes aim at the public’s—and especially the media’s—priorities. Yet it is not just a rant about the tabloid press. It is about the convergence of tabloids and entertainment coverage with “real news,” particularly with the rise of twenty-four-hour cable news, a trend that would only grow more pronounced over the course of the ’90s. In this way, as Susan Fast noted, the song effectively highlights the growing obsession with the individual (especially the famous individual) at the expense of the community: “Why, Jackson asks, focus on the cult of celebrity rather than the multitude of serious problems in the world?”

				“Why You Wanna Trip on Me” was written by Teddy Riley and Bernard Belle, Riley’s close friend and creative partner. Belle worked on a number of tracks with Jackson and Riley—he is also credited as a cowriter of “Remember the Time.” The first time Belle met Michael Jackson at the studio, he recalled, the artist said he was a big fan of Belle’s work. “I couldn’t believe it. I was floored, and I wanted to pass out. I was actually shaking this guy’s hand, and I’d literally grown up listening to his music! It took about ten days for me to adjust to being with him every day. But he made us feel so comfortable. He wanted to take that whole ‘icon’ thing away. He just wanted to be Mike in the studio, and that’s what he was. We ate together, we talked, we laughed, we had a ball, and it was great.”

				For “Trip on Me,” Riley came up with the groove and Jackson came up with the vocal arrangement and harmonies. Belle contributed the melody and lyrics.

				The song begins with a blistering guitar intro by Jackson’s longtime guitarist Paul Jackson Jr. (no relation), before unfolding into a funky, stripped-down rhythm track. The drums here are dry and compact. “By keeping the beat straight-ahead, giving the snare extra pop, and leaving the bass out,” notes music journalist Robert Doerschuk, “[Riley] brings Jackson’s vocals out more than Quincy Jones did on some earlier cuts, and gives more exposure to the dotted eighth-note hi-hat pattern that essentially defines new jack swing.”

				
				As on “Jam,” Jackson doesn’t so much sing the verses as narrate—this time in clipped, aggressive bites. It’s a very rhythmic song, the twitchy guitar and slapping drums allowing the artist to slowly deliver his litany of social ills. The chorus—led into by an elegant organ staircase—offers a nice release (“Why you wanna trip on me,” he shouts in full voice) and is reinforced by beautiful climbing harmonies (“why, why, why”).

				The song wasn’t released as a single (or intended to be), but works well as an album cut, effectively building on the New Jack sound and the socially conscious concept of the record as a whole.

			

			
				3. “IN THE CLOSET”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

					Produced by Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson

				

				It’s hard not to wonder what “In the Closet” would have sounded like with Madonna—Jackson’s intended collaborator for the song. Yet the sensual track—which became one of the album’s three bona fide Top 10 hits in the United States—clearly found its way without her. In its 1991 review, The New York Times described it as the “best song on the album”: “It’s the kind of song that made Jackson a megastar as the age of AIDS began, all about desire and denial, risk and repression, solitude and connection, privacy and revelation. Once again, Jackson faces a temptress, embodied by a girlish voice saying things like ‘If it’s aching, you have to rub it.’ Not only does she want to seduce him, she wants to ‘open the door,’ while he insists (contrary to his introduction) that they ‘keep it in the closet.’ The singer is torn, wanting ‘to give it to you’ but holding back; his final whispered words are ‘Dare me,’ followed by the sound of a door—shutting, or being thrown open.”

				That mystery and ambiguity are what Jackson tried to sell to Madonna—he thought the restraint made the song more compelling. Madonna, of course, wanted it to actually deliver. But for Jackson, the song was probably the most sexually charged in his career, with its erotic, whispered confessions and suggestive pants, gasps, and groans.

				
				The track opens with an elegant piano introduction (played by Riley on a Bosendorfer), as Princess Stéphanie of Monaco, who was pursuing a music career at the time, provides a spoken prologue (she resurfaces throughout the track). The symphonic strings, meanwhile—played on live violins, cellos, and violas—heighten the atmosphere. It conjures a glamorous, romantic evening—until a door slams, the gyrating beat hits, and the real action begins.

				According to Riley, Jackson came up with that groove and recorded it on his tape recorder. Riley subsequently tried to capture it in the studio. “We used a variety of drum machines, but we compressed all our snares to make ’em pop,” recalled Riley. “[It] was something Michael came up with, and it came out exactly as he wanted.”

				Meanwhile, the track features a variety of other organic percussive sounds: breaking glass, slamming doors, snapping fingers, and industrial noises. Note also, for the third song in a row, there is no bass line in the verses. Susan Fast observed that the song also sounds different and “exotic,” in part, because “of the way it’s heard within the context of the half-step riff. The parallel motion of the backing vocals, separated by the interval of a fourth, is uncharacteristic of modern Western music. And the reverberating timbre of the drum on the downbeat sounds more related to Middle-eastern than R&B grooves.”

				The song, meanwhile, expertly builds tension and releases. It even teases with a couple of pre-choruses (“She wants to give it, ahh, she wants to give it”), and a spoken bridge, before exploding in the real chorus (“There’s something about you, baby…”). It is one of the better examples of Jackson’s genius as a musical storyteller: the song has an arc. Even with the releases in the chorus, the song manages to sustain momentum. Listen to the way the song begins working up to a final crescendo at the 4:10 mark. For most artists, the song would have already ended, but Jackson is just getting started. The beat pounds faster; the singer whispers, pants, and gasps; the strings increase in intensity, until the song finally culminates in an orgasmic climax.

				
				After that, the falsetto harmonies and cries take the listener to the finish, as Jackson introduces still more industrial, percussive effects, concluding with what sounds like a rickety gate. Those who claimed Jackson was simply co-opting New Jack Swing would be hard-pressed to find a Guy song or a Babyface song that sounded like this.

				“In the Closet” peaked at #6 on the Billboard Hot 100, and hit #1 on the R&B chart. Clearly Jackson was coyly playing with expectations in the title, given the rampant speculation about his sexuality. Yet, ironically, for one of the first times in his career, the artist openly expresses both sexual desire and fulfillment.

			

			
				4. “SHE DRIVES ME WILD”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

					Produced by Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson

				

				The eroticism continues in “She Drives Me Wild.” So, also, does the influence of hip-hop. Late-’80s rap was suffused with street noise, led by the layered sound collages of groups like Public Enemy and N.W.A. Susan Fast noted that such groups represented “a kind of peak in the principle of using noise as a signifier for dissent and critique.” The noise—sirens, horns, gunshots, dogs, and voices—wasn’t just random. It was intended to communicate a different reality; it was political. On Rhythm Nation, Janet Jackson wove some of those sounds into pop for the first time. On Dangerous, Michael takes it to another level.

				On Thriller and Bad, the artist stated that he expected every song to be a hit. No filler. Clearly, the calculation was different on Dangerous. There is no commercial impetus for “She Drives Me Wild.” It is, essentially, a hip-hop–influenced experiment with sound. In a 1991 review for The Village Voice, Chuck Eddy compared it to the musique concrète of songs like “Summer in the City” and “Expressway to Your Heart.” “If there’s nothing new happening on this record,” he wrote, “as certain fools have claimed (as some of the same fools claimed when Bad, which they now like, came out), how do they explain all this noise?”

				
				The song begins with a growling engine—then a car door shuts and a horn honks. From there, the entire track evolves out of sampled street sounds. “Even the bass is a car horn,” said producer Teddy Riley. Jackson’s gravelly vocal matches the raw tone of the track as he details a woman’s seductive powers with lyrics that would make Prince proud. The hard-hitting verses ease into the smooth, textured harmonies in the chorus.

				With the shuffling motion of the drum machine, meanwhile, Riley reverse-gated the snare to set up the backbeat, giving it both a crunching effect and a crack each time it hits. “She Drives Me Wild” also anticipates certain elements of the emerging G-funk sound, with its wide cinematic strings, sirens, and car sounds evoking the work of gangsta rappers like Dr. Dre and Snoop Dogg.

				Teddy Riley brought in close friend Aqil Davidson of Wreckx-n-Effect (best known for their 1989 Riley-produced track “New Jack Swing” and 1992 hit single “Rump Shaker”) for a brief rap solo in the bridge, which Jackson punctuates with a perfectly timed “whoooo!” The outro features some impressive rhythmic scatting and improvising before concluding with isolated harmonies.

				Jackson might have been a bit late to hip-hop, but tracks like “She Drives Me Wild” prove he was certainly a fast learner once he committed to it. Songs like this and “Jam” established the blueprint for credibly merging rap and pop.

			

			
				5. “REMEMBER THE TIME”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Teddy Riley, and Bernard Belle

					Produced by Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson

				

				“Remember the Time” was the song that sold Michael Jackson on Teddy Riley. At the time, the song didn’t have a name, or a melody, or a chorus. It was just a groove. But it was enough for him to hear its potential.

				
				After Riley played the track for Jackson, he remembered the pop star taking him to the back room. “I thought I was going to get fired. I thought I had done something wrong, but it was a chord that he couldn’t get around. He didn’t know the church chords. The first chord you hear on ‘Remember the Time’ started off that song in a very church way. He never started off his songs in that way, and that’s why he pulled me in the back because it was so unusual for him.”

				Jackson wanted to see if Riley really understood his music. “[He] was testing me to see what the chord really was and what it meant to me,” explained Riley. “And he wanted me to play it right in front of him on this piano he had in his room. He was used to the straight C majors. He wasn’t used to the C augmented chords.”

				Jackson came up with the main hook soon after, then met Riley and engineer Dave Way at the studio to get it down. “[He] sang the first chorus, first note [melody],” recalled Way. “Now, [Teddy Riley] and I were in the habit of singing the chorus once with all its parts and then flying it in to the other choruses. So when the first chorus was finished I stopped the tape and Michael, startled by this, said ‘Why’d you stop?’ to which we explained the flying in, etc. He said, ‘Well, I’d just like to sing each part all the way through.’ So we went back, started the song from the beginning and watched Michael sing each note and harmony, double it, triple it and then maybe quadruple—each time singing it perfectly, vibratos perfectly matched, perfectly in tune, rhythmically dead on, knowing exactly what he wanted to do the whole time. We were done with all the hooks faster than if I’d have flown them in. Flawless. That was day one.”

				From there—along with Bernard Belle—it was a truly collaborative process. On the back of a wood-paneled amplifier, the producer and artist sketched out some lyrics. Jackson’s lyrics are dated August 12, 1990; Riley’s August 21, 1990. These lyrics changed and evolved, as did the song, which they sculpted and refined for about a year.

				
				The beat, like the other Riley-Jackson songs, was hip-hop, but the bass was jazz and the vintage organ sound gave it a warm, rich, church-like feel. It sounded phenomenal and Jackson and Riley both knew it.

				Given the different chords, Jackson decided to sing in a lower register. Jackson, a high tenor, had never really sung like this on a record before. In contrast to the first four songs, which are heavily percussive, here he is smooth and melodic in the verses. It is a song about nostalgia, and that’s what his vocal conveys. The harmonies in the chorus are lush and thick, gliding over the punchy beat and airy strings. Then, at around the 2:20 mark, Jackson takes the song to church, ad-libbing, scatting, and otherwise pledging his love in gravelly exclamations. “One of the biggest things Michael really surprised me with on the Dangerous album was his vocal delivery on ‘Remember the Time,’ ” recalled Teddy Riley. “That really blew me away.”

				“Remember the Time” is now widely considered the fullest realization of the New Jack Swing sound and one of the best R&B songs of the ’90s. Teddy Riley has called it his favorite collaboration with Jackson. Released as the second single from the album in January 1992, it rose to #3 on the Billboard Hot 100 and #1 on the R&B chart.

			

			
				6. “CAN’T LET HER GET AWAY”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

					Produced by Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson

				

				One of Teddy Riley’s goals as producer was “bringing back Michael to his R&B roots….I didn’t just want to go the pop route because that’s not what he called me for. He called me for that New Jack Swing. That’s what he wanted and that’s what he got.” This is strikingly evident over the first six songs on the album. All are rhythm-oriented; they make you want to move. While the sound is clearly influenced by New Jack Swing and hip-hop, it also draws on some more retro sources. In the case of “Can’t Let Her Get Away,” one of the inspirations was Jackson’s longtime idol James Brown.

				
				This was not by accident. Drawing from a CD of samples, the funky groove reminded Teddy Riley “of the James Brown sound. I could feel it. I thought I’d bring a shadow of some of the greatness of the James Brown production sound to this [song].”

				That influence comes through, though Jackson adds some of his own signature elements, including his beatboxing. Music critic Chuck Eddy describes “Can’t Let Her Get Away” as a “nonstop, nonlinear barrage of bopgun pops and bumblebeed beats, vamps and squeaks and gurgles, Cupid’s arrows flying through space and what at one point could be a drippy faucet [with] as much disco momentum as anything Jackson’s waxed since Off the Wall.” Music critic Ben Beaumont-Thomas likewise praises it as “fiendishly intricate, loaded with scratching, multiple layers of drum programming, and shiny smashes of hyper-artificial brass. In its mechanic complexity and tautly funky precision, it mirrors and amplifies Jackson’s corporeal and vocal exactitude.”

				When Jackson isn’t grunting and gasping, he is climbing up into a high falsetto. Perhaps the song’s best highlight, however, comes in the funky bridge, which first isolates the beat amid industrial-sounding synth washes, then features Jackson beatboxing with remarkable intricacy before he actually begins to rap. That’s right: listen at the 3:06 mark to the King of Pop trying his hand at rapping for the first time on record.

				Once again, “Can’t Let Her Get Away” represents Jackson taking risks. It wasn’t intended to be a hit; it was intended to explore and experiment with a different sound and style. The song concludes the album’s New Jack Swing chamber—at least until the title track brings the album full circle.

			

			
				
				7. “HEAL THE WORLD”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bruce Swedien

				

				Unlike “We Are the World,” which was widely acclaimed for both its musical merit and its humanitarian mission, “Heal the World” was met with widespread cynicism, particularly in the United States. The New York Times called it “sticky-sweet” and “banal,” while All Music Guide referred to it as “middle-class soft.” This response, however, seemed to reflect more about the changing cultural milieu (and the heightened hostility toward the artist) than about the song itself. The early ’90s was the era of grunge and hip-hop. You weren’t going to hear Nirvana singing or Tupac rapping about healing the world.

				In fairness, it was a bit jarring to hear “Heal the World” right after the opening suite of collaborations with Teddy Riley. “When you’ve come through the first six songs,” wrote Susan Fast, “battered and bruised (in a good way) by the force of those grooves, that noise, the angst, suspiciousness, intense sexual energy of Jackson’s voice, and the worldly complications of the lyrics, there are two likely responses to the opening keyboard strains of ‘Heal the World’: relief or disbelief.”

				For most critics, it was clearly the latter. Jackson certainly would have anticipated this. He was, after all, the same artist savvy enough to generate the prior six songs. He knew the anthem wouldn’t be perceived as hip or edgy. But he did believe it could reach across borders of language, race, culture, and country; that it could offer hope to children growing up in a world of violence and pessimism; that it could endure the trends and backlash of the moment. “ ‘Heal the World’ is one of my favorite songs of anything I have ever recorded,” the artist asserted in a 1996 interview, “because it is a public awareness song. It is something that I think will live in the hearts of people for a long time.”

				Jackson began working on the song in 1989. He had the melody and arrangement mostly worked out before coming to the studio. When he arrived at Westlake, he asked Brad Buxer, who had only been brought in weeks before as a tech, to come with him behind the control room where there was a grand piano. Jackson asked Buxer to play while he sang. “Michael then started singing a melody and I started coming up with chords for that melody,” recalled Buxer, “a process that in one form or another we would do for the next twenty years together. Once we had a verse that he liked, we put together the chorus. The entire song took about an hour and a half to complete.”

				
				Jackson wanted the song to have a simple message and melody. But he also wanted it to have “lift.” To get the size and impact of the song right, Jackson took the song through an elaborate production process, eventually reaching out to members of Toto, including David Paich, Marty Paich, and Steve Porcaro, to help with the orchestral arrangement and synth programming. “We worked on it perhaps longer than any other song I remember,” recalled recording engineer Brad Sundberg. “It was finessed and massaged to a point of microscopic detail. Bruce mixed it and remixed it and remixed it—countless times.” Yet when Buxer heard the final version, the foundation of the song was, in essence, the same. “This is when I learned that when Michael falls in love with a demo, the finished record remains true to the original demo.”

				Jackson tasked Matt Forger with recording the “playground girl” in the introduction. Forger remembers interviewing hundreds of kids, asking them questions about their hopes for the world. “I called up every parent that I know. Finally, I interviewed the daughter of a friend of my wife’s. I started asking her these questions about the earth, and she says this line, ‘We have to think of our children, and our children’s children….’ It was totally sincere. Without any pretense or coaching.” Forger brought it to Jackson, and suggested he would edit out some of the stammering. “Michael said, ‘No, no, leave it in.’ He loved that kind of spontaneity and innocence and that’s what he wanted to capture.”

				Tellingly, the song also ends with the voice of a child, as Jackson’s repetition of the line “Heal the world we live in / Save it for our children” gradually blends with that of a young girl’s. Eventually, Jackson’s voice fades out and she carries the song, symbolically, to its conclusion.

				
				The song became the vehicle and namesake for Jackson’s Heal the World Foundation, an organization created in 1992 and dedicated to addressing poverty, world hunger, violence, and disease around the globe. It specifically supported causes related to children, including donating winter relief supplies to the children of Sarajevo; preparing and sending “shoebox gifts” to impoverished children in Bosnia; airlifting doses of urgently needed children’s vaccines to the Republic of Georgia; teaming with Toys ‘R’ Us and AmeriCares to deliver thousands of dollars in toys, food, and supplies to two children’s hospitals in Budapest; and paying for a liver transplant for a young boy from Hungary.

				At Jackson’s 2009 memorial service in Los Angeles, “Heal the World” was the final number. As the artist envisioned, it was sung not only by the thousands of people in attendance, but also by millions more watching around the world. Perhaps most poignant, however, was the sight of his own children, center stage, earnestly singing the utopian dreams of their father.

			

			
				8. “BLACK OR WHITE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bill Bottrell

				

				“Black or White” was a massive hit, even by Jackson’s standards. Not only did it soar up the charts in the United States faster than any single since the Beatles’ 1969 single “Get Back,” but it reached #1 in nineteen other countries, including the UK, France, Mexico, Israel, and Zimbabwe. Globally, it was the most popular song in Jackson’s entire catalog. It is a fitting achievement for a song about overcoming racial barriers.

				The song’s iconic guitar riff, often mistakenly attributed to Guns N’ Roses guitarist Slash, originated with Jackson. “As soon as we got to Westlake [Studio in 1989], the first thing that Michael hummed to me was ‘Black or White,’ ” recalled producer Bill Bottrell. Jackson didn’t specify what kind of guitar Bottrell should use for the riff, so the producer, hearing in it a kind of classic Rolling Stones vibe, selected a 1940s Gibson to “put down this big, slamming, old sort of rock & roll…guitar part.”

				
				Jackson loved it. After that, Bottrell simply added a drum machine loop, before Jackson recorded his first vocal. It sounded amazing from the first take. “The guy’s an absolute natural,” said Bottrell. “I mean, we’re talking about Michael Jackson—and for me the best thing about ‘Black or White’ was that his scratch vocal remained untouched throughout the next year [of work on Dangerous] and ended up being used on the finished song….I thought [that] vocal was brilliant, and that the loose, imperfectly layered backgrounds were perfectly charming.”

				All this work was completed in one day. Jackson then stepped away, as he often did, to allow Bottrell to flesh it out a bit more. At this point, it still had some big gaps. One of those gaps was eventually filled with a surging, metal-like bridge featuring renowned session guitarist Tim Pierce. According to Bottrell, the metal part was Jackson’s idea. Bottrell suggested Pierce, whom he had worked with before. Jackson came up with some pointed lyrics (including the Ku Klux Klan–targeted line, “I ain’t scared of no sheets”) for this bridge, which he delivered in a fiery vocal attack over the guitar runs.

				Jackson also came up with those fast sequencer notes that lead in and out of the bridges, which were programmed by Michael Boddicker. (These begin the “single” version of the song, which eliminates the long, unnecessary intro.) Meanwhile, Jackson had Bryan Loren and Brad Buxer help out with the drums and percussion. Loren also laid down the Moog bass part. The artist liked the way the song was developing—the drums were swinging, the riff sounded amazing, and the vocals were raw and vibrant.

				But one last part was missing: the gap for the rap solo. Bill Bottrell had long assumed that Jackson would bring in someone like LL Cool J or Heavy D for the part. At one point the producer even asked Bryan Loren to do it. With no one chosen for the part, Bottrell decided to try it himself. He penned down some lyrics and recorded a few attempts. “For my part,” he joked, “I didn’t think much of white rap…[but] I played it for Michael the next day and he went ‘Ohhh, I love it, Bill, I love it. That should be the one.’ I kept saying ‘No, we’ve got to get a real rapper,’ but as soon as he heard my performance he was committed to it and wouldn’t consider using anybody else.”

				
				The rap was credited in the liner notes as L.T.B., which many assumed was some cool emerging rapper. Rather, it was an inside joke: LTB stood for Leave It to Beaver, a reference to the very white, suburban TV show from the 1950s. Ironically, while that rap was rather tame compared to N.W.A. or Public Enemy, it was nonetheless censored by many radio stations in 1991. According to Bill Bottrell, they didn’t feel it was appropriate for traditional pop/rock radio.

				It is often forgotten that the song itself, while bright and catchy, is one of only a handful of political songs over the past thirty or so years to become a #1 hit. While some mistakenly understood the chorus to mean race didn’t matter, it is actually saying that the race of his lover shouldn’t matter—a big difference. In the verses, he also preempts passive triumphalism, singing, “Don’t tell me you agree with me / When I saw you kicking dirt in my eye.”

				“Black or White” was also revolutionary for fusing three genres that had generally occupied different lanes: rock, pop, and hip-hop. At the dawn of the ’90s, this was Jackson’s crossover anthem—depending on how you looked at it, it was either a strategic attempt to appeal to every musical, cultural, and racial demographic, or his vision for a more integrated, borderless sound and society. Most likely it was a combination of both.

			

			
				
				9. “WHO IS IT”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bill Bottrell

				

				“Who Is It” often goes overlooked by those less familiar with Jackson’s work. In the United States it wasn’t even released as a single until the spring of 1993, after Jackson beatboxed part of the song during his highly watched interview with Oprah Winfrey. It was one of the first times Jackson had publicly explained his creative process. “The process is creating a vocal rhythm to a click track—which is a sound, a timed beat,” Jackson explained. “And you’re doing these mouth sounds to that beat. These sounds can be looped according to how you sample it in the computer again and again. This is your foundation for the entire track—everything plays off this. It’s the rhythm….Every song I’ve written since I was very little I’ve done that way. I still do it that way.”

				Jackson’s a cappella performance elicited such interest that Sony decided to issue the song as the album’s seventh single, instead of the planned “Give in to Me.” It peaked at #14 on the Billboard Hot 100 (#6 on the R&B chart) in May 1993 (Janet’s “That’s the Way Love Goes” held the #1 spot that month). “Who Is It,” then, wasn’t a smash hit for Jackson; but it was one of the album’s most compelling songs—and one of the most personal tracks in his career.

				“Michael wrote the song 100 percent,” recalled Bill Bottrell. “I just remember him coming to me and singing it, singing me the bass line, and the mood he wanted. And it sort of grew from there.” Jackson’s percussive beatboxing, which usually served as a preliminary guide, actually stayed in the final mix. You can hear it in the intro and outro, alongside the drum track. For the drums Bottrell decided to just use a loop from Bryan Loren’s Linn drum machine, “because by then it sounded kind of retro and hip-hop.”

				The bass, meanwhile, was doubled to get that thick, heavy sound (Bottrell played a synth bass, while Louis Johnson—who also played the bass on “Billie Jean”—played guitar). “He really wanted the bass line right,” recalled Bottrell. The impact is visceral—played through a decent set of speakers, it literally shakes the listener. And it repeats relentlessly throughout the track, locking one into the song’s dark, subterranean mood.

				
				Jackson wanted David Paich of Toto to play keyboard and synths. The artist explained what he wanted and Paich delivered with a warm, majestic keyboard floor and moody strings. Bottrell then brought in George Del Barrio to do the whole orchestral arrangement. That arrangement, including the striking cello flourishes, adds to the song’s atmospheric drama. So too do the haunting soprano vocals, performed by Linda Harmon (and doubled by Jackson). Susan Fast notes that the opening phrase is modeled after a medieval chant, situating the music “in the realm of the Christian sacred.” After the driving bass hits, those ethereal notes reappear throughout the track, giving it a haunting feel as Jackson delivers his confession.

				Brad Buxer, who watched a couple of sessions as the song came together, remembered the song evolving very organically and intuitively. “There was almost no thought process.” Bottrell felt the final version was raw and minimalist, but indicative of Jackson’s evolution as an artist.

				The song is about betrayal. “I gave her passion,” he sings. “My very soul / I gave her promises / And secrets so untold.” Yet the primary emotion Jackson conveys is loneliness. His desperate cry, “I can’t take it ’cause I’m lonely!” is one of the most piercing moments in his entire catalog. Jackson hadn’t written a song like this before. “Who Is It” is sometimes compared to “Billie Jean,” but it is more introspective. It’s more confessional. And it’s definitely not a dance track.

				The song takes the listener deep inside Jackson’s psyche, where we find the artist racked with anguish. “I am the dead, I am the damned,” he sings. “I am the agony inside this dying head.” Lyrics like these would (much later) draw comparisons to artists like Kurt Cobain or Chris Cornell. The emotions in the song are raw, honest, palpable. In fact, Jackson uses nonverbal vocalizations throughout the track—cries, gasps—to communicate his pain.

				
				The track runs long. At about the 3:30 mark, an instrumental interlude begins, featuring a mournful alto flute solo, which recalls the famous solo from “California Dreaming.” Jackson wanted a long “trance ending” as the outro. Since Quincy Jones wasn’t there to cut it down, he got what he wanted. The chorus repeats over and over again like a chant, as Jackson ad-libs over the top. Bottrell thought it was incredible and, like Jackson, hated the shortened, “single” versions that cut it out. “The long ending was all part of the mood of the thing,” he said. At 6:35, it was the second-longest track on the album.

				While not a commercial hit, “Who Is It” is an artistic masterpiece and one of Jackson’s most powerful expressions of despair. Fittingly, the last word of the song is “lonely,” after which the bass is isolated and begins to fade. The only other sound is Jackson’s rhythmic beatboxing.

			

			
				10. “GIVE IN TO ME”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Bill Bottrell

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bill Bottrell

				

				The dark, confessional mood continues in “Give in to Me.” This song is about as close as Jackson came to grunge. The murky, Mellotron opening and slow-strumming guitar has shades of Nirvana, as does the soft/loud dynamic in the verse and chorus. It certainly wasn’t the dance rock of “Beat It” or the theatrical metal of “Dirty Diana.” “Give in to Me” was a new sound and style for the artist, which suited him surprisingly well.

				Jackson developed the song with Bill Bottrell in 1990. “[‘Give in to Me’] was like a revelation,” recalled Bottrell. “Michael walked through the room and I happened to have a guitar in my hand and I played the main riff to it and he said, ‘Billy, that’s a great song.’ Then he hummed me the melody.” In a two-hour tape preserved by recording engineer Brad Sundberg, the song unfolds piece by piece in a remarkably organic process. The two of them sit down on a pair of stools and begin shooting the breeze. They talk about the Beatles song “Get It” (which Jackson begins to sing). They talk about the evolution of studio technology.

				
				Then they begin jamming: Bottrell on guitar, Jackson humming and improvising lyrics. The main riff emerges, as does the melody of the verses. Gradually, the chorus and other parts of the song fall into place. Occasionally, they stop and Jackson gives instructions. He extemporizes counter-melodies and harmonies. By the end of the two-hour session, they had created out of thin air the bulk of what would arguably become Jackson’s best rock track. “A lot of magic is created out of the moment like that,” said Jackson on the tape. “It really is.”

				In retrospect, Bottrell wishes they could have kept the early, stripped-down version of the song. “I should have left it alone,” he said. “It was absolutely stunning.” That demo is indeed gorgeous, especially the melancholy falsetto cries in the outro. Still, the song that evolved was stunning itself, retaining much of its original essence, including Jackson’s raw vocals.

				The main addition was Slash. “He sent me a tape of the song that had no guitars other than some slow picking,” recalled the guitarist. “I called him and sang over the phone what I wanted to do….[When I came to the studio] I basically went in and started to play it….Michael just wanted whatever was in my style….I don’t come from this heavy-metal school of guitar playing. All the stuff that I do or dig is from the same place that Michael Jackson comes from. We may go in separate directions or be on different sides of the fence, but when it comes down to it, it all comes from the same shit.”

				Slash’s contribution made Jackson change his calculation about the outro. Instead of the mournful cries, he soared over the top with pent-up passion and ferocity. “Love is a feeling,” he shouts. “Give it when I want it / Quench my desire, ’cause I’m on fire.” Part of what gives the song such impact is its contrasts: in the verses, Jackson is vulnerable and insecure; then in the chorus he comes in like a hurricane. Along with “Who Is It,” this was about as raw and soul-baring as Jackson had ever been on a record.

				
				“Don’t try to understand me,” he sings in one of his most memorable lines. “Because your words just aren’t enough.” As soon as he finishes the last word, Slash comes slicing in on guitar with a vengeance. “Michael Jackson was often at his best when he was indulging a dark streak,” proclaimed Rolling Stone, “and this strange, sinister number about obsessive love…is all ice and shadows. Jackson sounds agonized on the chorus, and Slash’s eerie descending arpeggios envelop the song like spider webs. [It is] one of Jackson’s more masterfully ominous numbers.”

			

			
				11. “WILL YOU BE THERE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bruce Swedien

				

				The segue from “Give in to Me” to “Will You Be There” tells you everything you need to know about the ambition and scope of Dangerous. Up to this point, Jackson has already dabbled in hip-hop, New Jack Swing, funk, R&B, and rock. Then, as the turmoil of “Give in to Me” fades, the listener hears the reverential strains of a choir singing in the fourth movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. The part was sampled from a CD Jackson owned of the symphony by the Cleveland Orchestra. This prelude builds to a majestic climax at about the one-minute mark, before melding into an angelic chorale part (arranged by Andraé and Sandra Crouch). The song proper doesn’t begin until nearly two minutes in.

				“Will You Be There” takes Michael Jackson into new artistic territory. The nearly eight-minute epic blends classical, black gospel, and R&B and ends in a spoken confession/prayer. Music critic John Kays calls it “one of the best efforts of his career….A moving spiritual that seems to be carved out of the pages of the Old Testament.” Indeed, after the Job-like anguish of the two previous tracks, “Will You Be There” arrives as a moment of grace and hope. The use of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony effectively takes Jackson’s struggle out of the pages of the celebrity magazines and into the grand human drama. It situates his struggle on a more significant, less trivial scale.

				
				It also sets the mood for a new chamber of the album. “He was brilliant with that stuff,” said Brad Buxer. “Intros and outros were really important to him. The intros were almost as important as the song itself.”

				Jackson said the song came to him while sitting in a tree—he called it his “Giving Tree”—at Neverland Ranch. He developed the song initially with Brad Buxer, to whom he beatboxed the percussion and hummed the chords. “By this time he was getting very comfortable with what I could do,” recalled Buxer. “We both sat down at the piano. It was extremely simple, where I just matched the chords to the melody he was singing. For the chorus, I kept the chords the same for simplicity but changed up the rhythm. This kept a kind of simplistic purity to the track.” Buxer then came up with a series of triads for the bridge. “He loved it and then sang the top notes of the voicings I was using for the chords in the bridge,” Buxer said.

				Following the elaborate prelude, the song kicks off with a simple piano hook and a shuffling, Chariots of Fire–like percussion. “It was modeled after Michael’s beatbox,” said Buxer. “He’d say, ‘It has to be dry and in your face,’ meaning no reverb, no effects. Just raw.” That sound was ultimately achieved by banging a piece of wood against a piano bench. It created an organic wood-to-wood texture. Buxer recorded that sound and tweaked it in his Emulator keyboard. “It is exactly the same pattern of what Michael had been beatboxing but was now made up of wood sounds that I had then turned into a percussion part,” said Buxer.

				Work on the song continued through the summer and fall of 1991, with Matt Forger assembling various parts from an array of musicians, from Paulinho da Costa’s maracas to Johnny Mandel’s orchestral arrangement to Michael Boddicker’s synth programming. Jackson, meanwhile, kept Brad Buxer’s piano performance from the original demo (Greg Phillinganes plays the gospel chords during the final prayer). Eventually, the Andraé Crouch Choir came in to record their part, which was captured by Bruce Swedien.

				
				In contrast to “Give in to Me,” Jackson begins the song in a low, serene voice (“Hold me, like the River Jordan…”) before climbing up an octave in the second verse (“But they told me…”), giving the song momentum. As the song progresses, the Andraé Crouch Choir’s humming grows stronger. Jackson, of course, had done gospel before in songs like “Man in the Mirror,” but “Will You Be There” is perhaps his fullest realization of its language, style, and purpose.

				The power of the song is the way it builds. After the bridge, at the 3:40 mark (“Everyone’s taking control of me / Seems that the world’s got a role for me”), it really begins to take off, as Jackson launches into a rousing call-and-response with the choir. Where on “Man in the Mirror” he leads the charge for change, here he pleads for comfort, assistance, guidance. Jackson may have left the Jehovah’s Witness faith, yet in songs like this it is clear he hasn’t abandoned his roots in the Bible and the black gospel tradition. With each call, Jackson is lifted up by the choir, gathering strength. It’s difficult not to get goose bumps as this sublime drama plays out.

				Part of Jackson’s legacy will always be in his darker tracks (“Billie Jean,” “Who Is It”), but it is also in songs like this—songs that elevate and inspire. Brad Buxer called it “one of the most beautiful songs he has ever written” and claims that it “attests to his true genius.”

				“Will You Be There” is a personal song about a universal condition. Whether the final prayer is directed to God, a loved one, or humanity as a whole, it communicates our common yearning for love, devotion, and understanding.

			

			
				
				12. “KEEP THE FAITH”

				
					Written by Glen Ballard, Siedah Garrett, and Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bruce Swedien

				

				“Keep the Faith” continues the gospel fervor. “So much for the charge that he abandoned his black heritage,” quipped Susan Fast. Indeed, to fully appreciate the song, you must understand the role the black church—and gospel music—has played in American history as a force of solidarity, strength, and empowerment in the face of oppression and injustice.

				Rooted in the pathos of spirituals and the blues, gospel often tells stories, not just of spiritual devotion, but also of human suffering and endurance. They connect the present with the past. As W. E. B. Du Bois put it: “The music of Negro religion still remains the most original and beautiful expression of human life and longing yet born on American soil….Intensified by the tragic soul life of the slave…it became the one true expression of a people’s sorrow, despair, and hope.” Gospel-infused “freedom songs,” of course, also played a key role in the civil rights movement.

				In songs like “Will You Be There” and “Keep the Faith,” then, Jackson is tapping into a genre with a deep and rich past. This was not by accident. These traditions were passed onto Jackson—by his family, by collaborators, by his own knowledge of black history.

				Crossover gospel—gospel targeting a wider, pop audience—was also part of that history, from Ray Charles to Aretha Franklin to Whitney Houston. On “Keep the Faith,” Jackson follows in this tradition. Perhaps with his global, multicultural audience in mind, he avoids religion-specific references (no mentions of Jesus, for example), opting instead for a more universal message of endurance and self-belief.

				The song was a collaboration with Glen Ballard and Siedah Garrett, the same tandem who created “Man in the Mirror.” “Keep the Faith” shares strains of that song, though it is primarily aimed at offering encouragement to the struggling individual. “The lyrics are like a proper sermon on Sunday by a spirited preacher trying to uplift his congregation to meet the challenges that life proposes,” wrote music critic John Kays. Without Jackson’s vocal to bring the lines to life, the lyrics can easily come across as a string of platitudes.

				
				When he sang the song, however, he transformed it. “Sitting at a piano and having him sing…it’s just a religious experience,” recalled collaborator Glen Ballard. “The guy is amazing.” Indeed, what seems like a rather innocuous, sanitized pop gospel song suddenly goes all the way to church in the nearly three-minute, rapturous outro. Even for a natural like Jackson, that performance required some sweat. According to Bruce Swedien, Jackson became so flustered by the song he walked out of the studio in the middle of a take, something he almost never did. Swedien found him in the corner of a studio office “crying his eyes out.” Swedien calmed Jackson down. “I told him, ‘Michael, it’s not that big a deal. I’ll just record it in the other key.’ We’d tried two keys and, unfortunately, picked the wrong one. He was really upset. I told him, ‘Michael, we’ve got to face this right now.’ ”

				True to the theme of the song, Jackson went back to work. It was already very late in the night, but Swedien told Jackson, “We’re not going home until you’ve sung this all the way through.” They didn’t leave the studio until dawn, but Jackson went home satisfied with the result. Listen to the final breakdown at the 4:40 mark with the African drums and Jackson’s ad-libs with the choir. That’s not the sound of sanitized pop. Parts of his vocal were so powerful, you can hear them causing interference. The recording couldn’t contain it. Swedien decided to leave it in as a testament to Jackson’s tenacity.

			

			
				13. “GONE TOO SOON”

				
					Written by Buz Kohan and Larry Grossman

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bruce Swedien

				

				In the wake of Michael Jackson’s tragic death in 2009 at the age of fifty, “Gone Too Soon” suddenly became infused with new meaning. Ironically, the first time Jackson heard the song himself, it was being played to commemorate the passing of another artist whose time came far too early: Karen Carpenter. It was February 1983. Jackson was watching a TV special, called “Here’s Television Entertainment,” when he saw singer Dionne Warwick perform “Gone Too Soon” to honor Carpenter, who was just thirty-two when she died. “Certain singers carry with them the energy of their time,” Warwick reflected. “They become symbols or signposts. They’re reminders of our frailties and need to communicate….[Tonight] we are left with unanswered questions that are asked when any great talent is consumed before its time: Why? What if? And what might have been?”

				
				Warwick then began her performance. Watching at home, Jackson wept. Late that night he called up Buz Kohan, a renowned television producer, writer, and longtime friend, to ask about the song. Kohan confirmed that he had written the song, along with Larry Grossman. Jackson told him how beautiful and moving he found the ballad. “It’s yours when you want it,” Kohan said.

				Over the ensuing years, however, the timing was never right. Then Jackson met Ryan White, a young teenager from Kokomo, Indiana, who had been diagnosed with HIV in 1984 when he was just thirteen years old. White was teased, taunted, and threatened at school. When the threats turned to violence, his family was forced to leave their hometown. White subsequently became the most visible face of the AIDS crisis—and a powerful spokesperson for AIDS education.

				Hearing his story in the news, Jackson reached out to and befriended Ryan White in 1989. In the final years of White’s short life, the two spent many days together at Neverland, forming a deep bond. Jackson knew he couldn’t change Ryan’s fate, but he hoped to give him some escape and joy before his time was up. White and his family made several trips to Neverland Ranch that year, where they rode four-wheelers, ate pizza, and watched movies, including an advance private screening of Indiana Jones: The Last Crusade. “Those trips to California kept me going,” Ryan said. Jackson later bought Ryan a red Mustang convertible, his dream car, for his birthday. Just months later, however, on April 8, 1990, Ryan died.

				
				Jackson was devastated. Soon after, he called Buz Kohan about recording “Gone Too Soon.” Kohan came to the studio at Record One in Sherman Oaks when Jackson recorded the song. As usual, Jackson sang in the dark to fully immerse himself in the process. Sitting by engineer Bruce Swedien at the control desk, Kohan got goose bumps as he listened. The lyrics were about the beauty, transience, and fragility of life. For many performers, those sentiments might come across as contrived or sentimental, but Jackson was no ordinary performer. “He put his soul into it,” recalled Kohan. “There was no exaggeration or affect. It was real emotion.”

				“Gone Too Soon” was released as a single on World AIDS Day, December 1, 1993. Jackson also performed the song at President Bill Clinton’s inaugural gala to further educate the world about Ryan White and to garner political support and funding for AIDS research. “One can never choose to forget how much vitriolic hate was spewed against AIDS patients at the height of the virus’s transmission,” wrote author and music critic Jason King. “Jackson released his tribute at a time in the 1990s when I can’t recall many, if any, hip-hop artists willing to talk about or discuss AIDS publicly.” Indeed, Jackson became, along with friend Elizabeth Taylor, one of the most prominent celebrity voices to get behind AIDS education and treatment.

				Jackson rededicated the song to Princess Diana after her tragic death in 1997. Usher performed the song at Michael Jackson’s memorial in 2009.

			

			
				14. “DANGEROUS”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Bill Bottrell, and Teddy Riley

					Produced by Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson

				

				The album closes with perhaps the hardest-hitting song on the album—and one of the most impressively produced. It is a jarring transition after “Gone Too Soon,” but Jackson felt it was important to end with something edgy—something that reminded people of the sonic innovation the album represented.

				
				“Dangerous” was originally recorded with Bill Bottrell in the summer of 1990. Bottrell had started the track while Jackson was on his Bad World Tour. The main hook was an outgrowth of the song “Streetwalker.” Bottrell tinkered around with it for months until Jackson returned.

				Jackson came up with the evocative lyrics and decided to speak the verses, similar to Madonna’s 1990 hit “Justify My Love.” The wide strings and sexy, moody vibe also resembled Madonna’s work from this period. Interestingly, the outro seems to draw from the atmospheric score for the 1990s TV show Twin Peaks, composed by David Lynch and Angelo Badalamenti.

				As compelling as the song was, however, by 1991, Jackson felt the production was a bit behind the times. “To me, it wasn’t contemporary enough,” he acknowledged. “So I had Teddy go in and kind of update the sounds.” Bottrell understood Jackson’s reasoning. While he could have been territorial about the track, he generously passed it along and was impressed with what Riley and Jackson came up with. “When Michael suggested Teddy do a version, I had no problem,” said Bottrell. “Hey, it’s all about the writing, Teddy’s version rocks and sounds like the ’90s, whereas mine was stuck in the ’80s. Everything was in divine order.”

				The final version of “Dangerous” wasn’t the New Jack Swing of Bobby Brown. It was more industrial and dark. The long intro feels like entering an enormous steel mill or factory—as if the song were being created in the depths of a fiery furnace. The tension builds as the metallic pounding gradually grows closer and louder. These are the sounds that inspired the industrial center of the album cover.

				When the beat finally hits, it hits with force. It raises the hair on your arms. With the factory noises still looming, it pounds relentlessly, the snare popping with every swing.

				
				Jackson, meanwhile, narrates in a low whisper, as if the listener were being let in on a secret. His confession is about a woman who has seduced and entrapped him. “Deep in the darkness of passion’s insanity,” he says, “I felt taken by lust’s strange inhumanity.” Like “Billie Jean” and “Dirty Diana,” the tension is in Jackson’s indecision. He is torn. He describes her as “divinity in motion”; yet he is also fearful of where it might lead. “I never knew but I was walking the line,” he sings, an oblique allusion to Johnny Cash. The tension of the narrative builds until it explodes into the one-word chorus: dangerous.

				The song is a classic femme fatale story. Susan Fast reads it as “a retreat from reality, from real-world problems, into theatricality, to the presentation of stylized, more two-dimensional characters, a tough-guy barrier that safely distances Jackson from the world of hurt he has explored throughout the record.” This makes some sense, as Jackson literally lifts lines from the 1953 MGM classic The Band Wagon, starring Fred Astaire (a film that also inspired the short film for “Smooth Criminal”). Like “Smooth Criminal,” “Dangerous” is, at least partly, a cinematic genre song. Yet the sound and feel of the latter song lend it a certain authenticity. There is real lust, trepidation, fear, even anger in Jackson’s vocal (it marks the first time he ever swore on a record). Listen to the gasps and percussive breaths. “Jackson’s hard exhalations,” noted Fast, “brilliantly placed on beats one and two…[represent] one of the most intense moments I’ve ever encountered on a record.”

				Jackson could have ended Dangerous on the high, transcendent note of “Will You Be There” or “Keep the Faith.” Instead, he chose to return to the hard-hitting, ominous uncertainty and ambiguity of the record’s early tracks. The implication seems to be that while life might contain glimpses of relief, even ecstasy, the “danger” is never far removed. It is always encroaching, threatening his peace. The title track represents this danger in the form of a femme fatale, but for Jackson it seems more about navigating the fraught world outside his Neverland gates.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			5

			HISTORY

			 

			(1995)

			
				I’m not planning to write another book anytime soon. If you want to know how I feel, check out HIStory. It’s a musical book.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, SimulChat, 1995

			

			HIStory is Michael Jackson’s most personal album. From the impassioned outrage of “Scream” to the quiet endurance of “Smile,” the record was, in Jackson’s words, “a musical book.” It encompassed all the turbulent emotions and struggles of the previous few years. It was his excorcism, his confession, his rebuttal.

			The result, for some, was a bit jarring. They wanted the “old Michael Jackson”: the warm, breezy melodies and lyrics that beckoned people to the dance floor. HIStory openly defied these expectations. It was challenging. It was often angry. Even its lighter moments (“You Are Not Alone,” “Smile”) contained a residue of pain and sadness. Sonically, it continued to experiment with new sounds, while traversing a variety of genres, including hip-hop, R&B, rock, electric funk, and orchestral pop. Thematically, it confronted rather than evaded Jackson’s tempestuous emotional state—though it looked outward more than critics noticed, often tying the artist’s personal experiences to more universal experiences of vulnerability (“Childhood”), alienation (“Stranger in Moscow”), or indignation (“They Don’t Care About Us”).

			While this approach produced some raw moments (and songs without the commercial viability of past albums), it also seemed to liberate Jackson, resulting in some of the most politically potent, emotionally honest, and artistically powerful tracks he had ever made.

			
				
				THE INFORMATION AGE

				By 1995, while Michael Jackson remained enormously popular throughout most of the world, his appeal in the United States was waning. That year, the Los Angeles Times polled twenty-five major music executives to determine the hottest commercial acts in the industry. The list included rock bands like Pearl Jam, R.E.M., and U2. Also on the list were pop stars like Mariah Carey, Whitney Houston, and Janet Jackson. Michael Jackson didn’t crack the Top 20.

				Asked their anonymous assessment of the artist’s viability, the replies were brutal: “He’s wounded as a commercial property.” “More trouble than he’s worth.” “I think it is over.” “Over.”

				One executive at least offered a glimmer of hope: “I would never say never about anyone with that kind of talent, but it is a tremendously difficult time for him. The same is true of Prince. Nothing seems to work for them. They can still sell records, no question about it. But they are not the dominant figures they once were—or even close to it.”

				This was the headwind Jackson was up against going into his fifth solo studio album. There were a number of reasons for this fall from grace. Years of bad press had taken their toll. The 1993 allegations of sexual misconduct were particularly damaging. It was one thing to be perceived as eccentric (as he had been for much of the previous decade); it was another thing altogether to be perceived as a predator.

				But it also had to do with a changing cultural zeitgeist and musical landscape. Grunge and hip-hop remained major forces in the culture, especially for young people. The sensibility that pervaded the mid-1990s was irony, cynicism, and “realness.” It was the era of Tupac’s Me Against the World, Biggie’s Ready to Die, Nas’s Illmatic, Green Day’s Dookie, Radiohead’s The Bends, Nine Inch Nails’ The Downward Spiral, and Alanis Morissette’s Jagged Little Pill. In this context, Jackson’s Old Hollywood mystique, theatricality, softness, and utopianism were increasingly viewed as relics of the past.

				
				The mid-’90s did see an R&B renaissance—led by acts like Boyz II Men, TLC, Toni Braxton, Mariah Carey, and Janet. But these were artists with more natural appeal to young people. Their songs were mostly about sex and relationships. Michael Jackson, meanwhile, was now thirty-seven years old and mostly known to a new generation of music listeners as the subject of endless tabloid controversy.

				Broader cultural shifts were taking place as well. Three years into the Clinton era, the information age was underway. When Dangerous was released in 1991, the public was still largely unfamiliar with terms like the World Wide Web, search engines, chat rooms, and email. By 1995 they were embedded in the culture, transforming the way people communicated, learned, spent leisure time, dated, and shopped. Computer sales exploded in the mid-’90s, led by Microsoft and, eventually, a resurgent Apple.

				As the economy rode the dot-com boom, the media landscape was changing. The ’90s saw the rise of infotainment and reality TV. Not only did this include shows like the MTV sensation The Real World, which premiered in 1992 and forever changed the network’s content, it also included real-life spectacles and scandals that the public could consume as they happened. The ’90s witnessed a merger between twenty-four-hour cable news, celebrity news, and tabloid news, all fueled by a highly competitive chase for ratings, readers, and advertising dollars.

				Perhaps the best example of this was the O. J. Simpson murder case. A former NFL football star, actor, and broadcaster, Simpson was indicted for murdering his ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simpson, and her friend Ron Goldman in June 1994. When Simpson fled, rather than turning himself in, the situation suddenly became a thrilling TV drama, far more riveting because it was “real.” The footage of Simpson’s white Ford Bronco driving down the Los Angeles freeway, pursued by a fleet of police cars, was broadcast live by just about every news station in America. It was viewed by an estimated audience of more than ninety-five million people (Michael Jackson, reportedly, was one of these people, watching the chase unfold from the Hit Factory studio in New York City).

				
				The ensuing trial was likewise broadcast live on TV. It had every element the media could ask for: drama, race, sex, violence, family dysfunction, celebrity. For nearly a year, it dominated news coverage and riveted the nation’s attention, spawning countless stories from every angle imaginable. It was described as the “trial of the century.”

				The O. J. trial wasn’t an anomaly; the mid-’90s also saw saturation news coverage of the Tonya Harding–Nancy Kerrigan incident, the paparazzi car chase that led to the death of Princess Diana, and, eventually, the President Clinton–Monica Lewinsky sex scandal that led to impeachment and set off a two-year national obsession. It was a new era of coverage in which scandals were the biggest media prize.

			

			
				THE ALLEGATIONS

				In this context came the 1993 allegations against Michael Jackson, which elicited a nearly two-year media feeding frenzy.

				News of an investigation against Jackson first surfaced in late August, just days before the third leg of his Dangerous World Tour. The pop star was accused of sexual misconduct with a thirteen-year-old boy named Jordan Chandler. Jackson had become friends with Jordan and his family in the summer of 1992 after the pop star’s car broke down on Wilshire Boulevard. Dave Schwartz, Jordan’s stepfather, owned a rental car business and provided the artist with a car that day. Several months later, in early 1993, Jackson invited the family to come visit Neverland Ranch. Jordan’s parents—Evan Chandler and June Schwartz—were in the midst of a custody dispute at the time (for the previous seven years, June had had full custody of Jordan). However, both parents grew close to Jackson over the next several months, viewing him as a big brother figure for Jordan.

				
				That gradually changed, however, when Jordan’s father, Evan, became increasingly upset that he was being cut out of the picture. Given how much time Jordan was spending with Jackson, Evan also became concerned that Jackson might be engaging in inappropriate behavior with his son. “I had a good communication with Michael,” he vented to Dave Schwartz in a phone conversation taped by Schwartz in early July 1993 (just over a month before the allegations broke). “We were friends. I liked him and respected him and everything else for what he is. There was no reason why he had to stop calling me. I sat in the room one day and talked to Michael and told him exactly what I want out of this whole relationship. What I want.”

				What he wanted, it turned out, in addition to not being left out, was funding for a series of screenplays. Evan was a dentist—known in the Los Angeles area as “dentist to the stars.” But he also had aspirations of being a Hollywood screenwriter.

				When Evan told his ex-wife about his concerns, she thought the “whole thing was baloney.” She had never seen anything inappropriate, she said, and planned to join Jackson and her son on the artist’s Dangerous World Tour that summer.

				Evan was furious about this plan, and after negotiating a one-week visitation period with his estranged son in July, repeatedly interrogated Jordan about his relationship with Jackson. Jordan said that nothing sexual had taken place. After one week turned into three and Jordan still hadn’t been returned to his mother, she became deeply concerned about her son’s welfare.

				That July, Evan arranged a meeting with Jackson and the artist’s private investigator, Anthony Pellicano, at a Los Angeles hotel suite, bringing Jordan along with him. In the meeting, Evan produced a letter from a Beverly Hills psychiatrist, Dr. Mathis Abrams, which expressed concern about potential sexual misconduct by Jackson with Jordan. The letter, however, was not based on anything Jordan had said; it was based on a hypothetical scenario described by Evan’s attorney, Barry Rothman, to Abrams over the phone.

				
				In the hotel meeting, Jackson said he would never do anything to hurt Jordan and that the accusations of sexual misconduct were preposterous. Jordan, likewise, maintained throughout that conversation that no sexual contact had ever occurred between them. Jackson insisted Evan was simply jealous of their close relationship since Evan had never been close to Jordan and was using his son as a pawn in an extortion scheme. Evan, however, was increasingly convinced there was something untoward about Jackson’s interest in his son. Shortly after the hotel meeting, Evan arranged a second meeting, this time just with Pellicano (Jackson refused to meet with Evan again). Evan wanted $20 million, he said, and the allegations would be dropped. Pellicano took the demand to Jackson. Jackson reportedly rejected it. Next Evan asked for $15 million, but that offer was also swiftly rejected. Eventually, on August 13, Pellicano countered with a deal for three screenplays worth $350,000 each, but Evan rejected it.

				With the negotiations going nowhere, Evan brought his son to his Beverly Hills clinic for a tooth extraction. Evan gave Jordan amytal sodium—a powerful psychiatric sedative—intravenously before pressing him again about his relationship with Michael. This time Jordan said Michael had indeed touched him inappropriately. Shortly afterward, Evan took Jordan to Beverly Hills psychiatrist Dr. Mathis Abrams to get Jordan’s confession on record. With that confession, Abrams was required by law to report to authorities. He contacted a social worker at the Department of Children and Family Services, who in turn contacted the police.

				Evan, meanwhile, was ready for the allegations to go public. “It’s already set,” he said in the taped phone conversation with Dave Schwartz. “There are other people involved that are waiting for my phone call that are in certain positions. I’ve paid them to do it. Everything’s going according to a certain plan that isn’t just mine. Once I make that phone call, [attorney Barry Rothman] is going to destroy everybody in sight in any devious, nasty, cruel way that he can do it. And I’ve given him full authority to do that.”

				
				Evan continued: “And if I go through with this, I win big-time. There’s no way I lose. I’ve checked that inside out. I will get everything I want, and they will be destroyed forever. June will lose Jordie…and Michael’s career will be over….This man is going to be humiliated beyond belief. He will not believe what is going to happen to him—beyond his worst nightmares….He won’t sell one more record.”

				“Does that help Jordie?” Evan was asked by Schwartz. “That’s irrelevant to me,” Evan replied. “It’s going to be bigger than all of us put together. The whole thing is going to crash down on everybody and destroy everybody in sight. It will be a massacre if I don’t get what I want.”

			

			
				SWIFT AND SUDDEN FALL FROM GRACE

				Just a few weeks later, that’s exactly what happened. The Sun was the first to run the story based on leaked information from the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services. Within days, other British tabloids ran front-page articles, with headlines labeling the artist “Sex Beast” and “Sicko Jacko.”

				Hard Copy correspondent Diane Dimond was the first to report the story in the United States. Within hours, leaked police documents were being sold to other media outlets and began to spread like wildfire. Among the unfortunate consequences of these leaks was that Jordan’s name and photo were not protected.

				After local Los Angeles news station KNBC Channel 4 ran the story on the evening of August 23, the floodgates were officially open. By the next day, August 24, it was front-page news all over the world. PETER PAN OR PERVERT? screamed a headline for The New York Post. SCANDAL OF THE DECADE, declared the lede for A Current Affair. While some newspapers—notably the Los Angeles Times and The New York Times—were more careful and restrained in their reporting, most were not. Established television networks began turning to tabloid journalists and talking heads as experts. “I turned on CBS This Morning,” recalled Los Angeles Times critic Howard Rosenberg, “and saw Diane Dimond being interviewed by Paula Zahn. And I remember thinking, ‘This is a seminal moment in the regression of TV journalism.’ ”

				
				In response, Jackson issued a statement through his attorney, Howard Weitzman, saying that he was confident that the Los Angeles Police Department would “conduct a fair and thorough investigation and its results will demonstrate that there was no wrongdoing on my part.” Pellicano also issued a statement, asserting that the allegations were part of a failed $20 million extortion attempt.

				These statements, however, did little to stop the deluge. “Competition among news organizations became so fierce that stories weren’t being checked out,” acknowledged KNBC-TV reporter Conan Nolan. “It was very unfortunate.” Moreover, in the ensuing weeks and months, several former employees of the pop star began selling stories to tabloids for enormous sums of money, some in the six-figure range. For example, Phillip and Stella LeMarque, who worked at Neverland Ranch for ten months from 1990 to 1991, claimed they caught Jackson with his hands down child actor Macaulay Culkin’s shorts. Rather than take their story to authorities, they went to the National Enquirer, seeking a $500,000 payout.

				Interviewed by investigators in 1993, Culkin himself asserted that nothing inappropriate ever happened. Over a decade later, in 2005, he maintained this assertion while testifying under oath. “You heard about some of the allegations about whether or not Mr. Jackson improperly ever touched you, right?” he was asked in court.

				
					
					CULKIN: Yes.

					INVESTIGATOR: Did Mr. Jackson ever molest you?

					CULKIN: Never.

					INVESTIGATOR: Did Mr. Jackson ever improperly touch you?

					CULKIN: Absolutely not.

					INVESTIGATOR: Has Mr. Jackson ever touched you in any sexual type of way?

					CULKIN: No.

					INVESTIGATOR: Has he ever touched you in any offensive way?

					CULKIN: No.

					INVESTIGATOR: What do you think of these allegations?

					CULKIN: I think they’re absolutely ridiculous.

				

				In 1993, actor Alfonso Ribeiro said he and his father were offered $100,000 by a tabloid to say anything sexually suggestive about Michael Jackson, an offer they declined. Ron Newt, a cousin of Joseph Jackson, claims the National Enquirer offered him $200,000 to say Jackson touched his kids inappropriately, which he rejected. Sean Lennon, son of John Lennon and Yoko Ono, was also contacted by the media but consistently asserted that nothing inappropriate happened with him. “It’s funny,” he said. “People who think Michael’s a diddler always assume that he bought the families of the kids he molested. You hear it all the time….But look at me, I was one of those kids that he befriended at a young age. I may have spent more time with him than anybody else. I’ve seen all kinds of people publicly speculate that he abused me. But I think my family is actually richer than he is, so it would be quite the trick to buy me and my mother off. It’s ridiculous, no way is Mike a child abuser. Take it from me. I knew the kids he knew. I would have known if anything funny was going on.”

				
				Yet others were skeptical. In a series of articles for Vanity Fair, journalist Maureen Orth painted a damning portrait against Jackson, drawing from Chandler’s attorney, Larry Feldman, the Santa Barbara District Attorney’s office, and a host of other sources. Orth documented Jackson’s history of “special friends”—typically boys between the ages of eight and thirteen—and found it inexplicable that sexual misconduct hadn’t taken place.

				Diane Dimond was perhaps even more forceful in her belief that Jackson was guilty, though some of her tactics and claims—including reporting that she was privy to an incriminating video of Jackson, which turned out not to exist—raised concerns from established journalists. Still, the information she received from the Chandlers and the district attorney’s office led her to the conclusion that where there was smoke, there was fire.

				Jackson biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli was sought out by many in the media at the time. His biography, Michael Jackson: The Magic, the Madness, the Whole Story, was critical of Jackson in many ways, documenting an artist increasingly cut off from reality. However, he told Maureen Orth that in his decade interviewing people on and off the record he found nothing that pointed to Jackson’s guilt. Moreover, he noted that Jackson never tried to hide his relationships with children. “If Michael Jackson is guilty of anything, it’s poor judgment,” he said. “Many people have warned him over the years that this kind of thing could happen. But he’s the type of person you can’t really tell what to do.”

				In an in-depth piece for GQ in 1995, journalist Mary Fischer described the coverage of the allegations against Jackson as “a frenzy of hype and unsubstantiated rumor, with the line between tabloid and mainstream journalism virtually eliminated.” Fischer’s case, like Orth’s, was thoroughly sourced, though they came to very different conclusions. “What became of the massive investigation of Jackson?” she wrote. “After millions of dollars were spent by prosecutors and police departments in two jurisdictions, and after two grand juries questioned close to two hundred witnesses, including thirty children who knew Jackson, not a single corroborating witness could be found.”

				
				As the allegations swirled in the media, those close to Jackson watched him rapidly deteriorate. “Nothing in the world could have hurt him more,” said actress and close friend Elizabeth Taylor. “If it had been calculated. If they’d planned an assassination, they couldn’t have done it any better….It almost broke his heart.” After the news broke, Jackson canceled multiple shows on his tour due to “dehydration.” The truth was that he could barely function. He began taking heavy doses of painkillers; some close friends believed he might kill himself. Asked how he was holding up in a phone interview with Taraborrelli around this time, he confessed: “I’m just very, very…sad. It’s such a terrible world, isn’t it? No love in the world.” The Dangerous World Tour somehow pushed forward for another few months, but by November, the artist couldn’t do it anymore.

				That month he announced that he had become addicted to painkillers and would cancel the rest of his tour to seek treatment. He explained in a written statement:

				
					As I left on this tour, I had been the target of an extortion attempt, and shortly thereafter was accused of horrifying and outrageous conduct. I was humiliated, embarrassed, hurt and suffering great pain in my heart. The pressure resulting from these false allegations coupled with the incredible energy necessary for me to perform caused so much distress that it left me physically and emotionally exhausted. I became increasingly more dependent on the painkillers to get me through the days of the tour. My friends and doctors advised me to seek professional guidance immediately in order to eliminate what has become an addiction. It is time for me to acknowledge my need for treatment in order to regain my health. I realize that completing the tour is no longer possible and I must cancel the remaining dates. I know I can overcome the problem and will be stronger from the experience.

				
Soon after, Jackson checked into a rehab facility recommended by friends Elizabeth Taylor and Elton John.

			

			
				NIGHTMARE IN NEVERLAND

				The investigation against Jackson was led by conservative Santa Barbara County District Attorney Tom Sneddon, who approached the case with unusual zeal. Nicknamed “Mad Dog,” Sneddon was known for his hot temper and aggressive legal tactics. He was also known as “the single most powerful person in all of Santa Barbara County.”

				His investigation began with a dramatic raid of Jackson’s Neverland Ranch, his family’s Hayvenhurst home, and his condo in Los Angeles shortly after the pop star left on tour in August 1993. More than seventy officers descended on his properties, breaking down doors, slashing open mattresses, and taking away journals, books, videos, and photos in boxes. Officers combed through every square inch of Jackson’s properties—looking under beds and in desks and closets and rummaging through his personal belongings. “Imagine having someone going through all of your stuff while you’re a million miles away,” Jackson later told Taraborrelli.

				
					They took all kinds of things, stupid things like videotapes of me at Disneyland, pictures of my friends, boxes and boxes of personal things. And diaries! Imagine having some stranger reading your most private thoughts, his filthy hands turning all of those private pages, thoughts about [my] mother and the way I feel about God. It was vicious. And we still haven’t gotten back a lot of stuff. It makes me cry when I think about it. But in all of my private stuff, there wasn’t one piece of evidence to prove I had done anything wrong.

				
The Santa Barbara County Police Department scoured through Jackson’s belongings, searching for a note, a photo, a videotape—anything that might substantiate the allegation. Among Jackson’s massive library, they did find two large-format art books titled Boys Will Be Boys and The Boy: A Photographic Essay, but both books were legally available for sale at bookstores and not considered pornography. One of the books was inscribed by a fan who gifted the book to the artist; the other contained an inscription from Jackson, which read: “Look at the true spirit of happiness and joy in these boys’ faces, this is the spirit of Boyhood. A life I never had and will always dream of. This is the life I want for my children.”

				Toward the end of 1993, the Santa Barbara County Police Department received a warrant to conduct a strip search of Jackson’s body. Pictures were taken of the artist’s penis and buttocks. Some experts felt the intrusive search was not only unnecessary, given that Jackson’s medical records (including photos of his body) had already been obtained, but unconstitutional, because it was not a criminal investigation. Shortly after this experience, in his first televised appearance since the allegations surfaced, Jackson blasted the Santa Barbara County Police Department for forcing him “to submit to a dehumanizing and humiliating examination.” He continued: “But if this is what I have to endure to prove my innocence—my complete innocence—so be it.” (The rationale for the strip search—to corroborate Jordan’s description of Jackson’s genitalia—produced mixed results. It corroborated his skin disorder, vitiligo, but Sneddon had hoped to confirm that Jackson was circumcised; he was not).

				Over the nearly two-year investigation, dozens of children associated with Jackson were interviewed by investigators. All asserted that the artist never did anything sexually inappropriate with them. Meanwhile, the FBI was also conducting its own independent investigation of Jackson. Its three-hundred-page file on the pop star, released under the Freedom of Information Act in 2009, found nothing incriminating. According to the Associated Press, “The FBI monitored Jackson for more than a decade [after the 1993 allegations], but the files contain no major revelations about his private life and the bureau apparently never developed any solid evidence against him.”

				
				Not that this put an end to questions surrounding the nature of Jackson’s affection for children. For many, the indisputable fact that Jackson allowed children to sleep over at his house and in hotel rooms, including in his bed, was damning. Critics claimed he was able to get away with it because of his star power, his celebrity. Even his closest friends and supporters acknowledged that he made poor decisions. No matter how much he claimed to want to re-create the childhood he missed, they recognized, allowing children to sleep over was naive and reckless at best. All of Jackson’s close friends, family, and advisors told him as much. They believed he was innocent but saw a man who was, in certain ways, cut off from reality—oblivious to the vulnerable position he had put himself in and how it would be perceived.

				For his part, Jackson adamantly maintained his innocence throughout the rest of his life. “I could never harm a child, or anyone. It’s not in my heart, it’s not who I am,” he told ABC-TV correspondent Diane Sawyer in 1995. In another interview, he said he would “slit his wrists” before he would hurt a child. Those close to the artist, including family, relatives, collaborators, close friends, and eventually his own children, all likewise attested to their belief in his innocence. “I never thought that Michael’s thing with kids was sexual,” said actress and friend Carrie Fisher. “Never. Granted, it was miles from appropriate, but just because it wasn’t normal doesn’t mean that it had to be perverse.”

				The trauma of the 1993 allegations, however, had lasting effects. Jordan Chandler’s life was torn apart. Not long after the allegations went public, he was separated from his mother, stepfather, and sister by his father. In her 2005 court testimony, June Chandler stated that she had not seen her son since 1994. Around the same time, Jordan filed papers for legal emancipation from both of his parents. In 2006, he accused his father of attacking him with a barbell and mace. In 2009, Evan Chandler died by suicide in his New Jersey high-rise apartment. Jordan has carried on with his life in quiet anonymity.

				
				For Jackson, meanwhile, his reputation would never be the same, nor would his life. His insulation and fear of the outside world only grew stronger. His anxiety became debilitating at times. And his dependence on painkillers and other prescription medications, as well as dangerous intravenous anesthetics to help him sleep, would eventually lead to his death.

				In early 1994, faced with the prospect of years of drawn-out litigation and bad press, Jackson decided to settle the civil case out of court. It was a consequential choice, and the artist’s bloated legal team and close advisors were divided on the decision. Attorney Bert Fields advised Jackson to vindicate himself in court. “They had a very weak case,” Fields said. “We wanted to fight. Michael wanted to fight and go through a trial. We felt we could win.”

				Ultimately, other voices prevailed upon Jackson. He was particularly concerned about how much of his life and career might be consumed in courtrooms. “I talked to my lawyers,” Jackson recalled, “and I said, ‘Can you guarantee me that justice will prevail?’ And they said, ‘Michael, we cannot guarantee you that a judge or a jury will do anything.’ And with that I was like catatonic. I was outraged. Totally outraged. So what I said…[I said,] ‘I have got to do something to get out from under this nightmare. All these lies and all these people coming forth to get paid and all these tabloid shows, just lies, lies, lies…This could be something that could go on for seven years.’ We said, ‘Let’s get it behind us.’ ”

				The settlement was officially announced on January 26, 1994, with Jackson acknowledging “negligence” but maintaining his innocence. The Chandler family reportedly received $15 million in the settlement. That same month, after interviewing more than two hundred witnesses and with Jordan Chandler refusing to testify, two grand juries deemed that there was insufficient evidence for criminal charges against Jackson.

			

			
				
				A ROYAL MARRIAGE

				Begun just weeks after the settlement was announced, the HIStory album became Jackson’s canvas for the anguish, anger, and emotional turmoil of the previous two years. “You have to have that tragedy, that pain to pull from,” he said of the paradoxical inspiration of art.

				The original plan for HIStory was a greatest-hits collection with a few new songs tacked on. However, with an influx of promising new material, Jackson quickly opted to make it a double-disc album—one disc containing his classic hits and one with all new songs. “In truth, I really didn’t want the album to be about old songs,” Jackson said. “To me greatest hits albums are boring. And I wanted to keep creating.” The new album, he believed, would be a powerful rebuttal to those who declared him dead.

				Helping with both his confidence and resilience was a new presence in his life—Lisa Marie Presley. The only daughter of rock legend Elvis, Lisa Marie was a breath of fresh air for Jackson. Introduced to each other by Jackson’s longtime attorney John Branca, the two grew close during the most difficult year of Jackson’s life. “I was on tour,” the artist recalled, “and it seemed like I was in Armageddon….All these horrible stories were going around about me….It was unbelievable. Lisa Marie would call. I could count my true friends on one hand. She was very, very supportive the whole time. That really impressed me. She would call and be crying.”

				Having lost her own father to a drug overdose, Lisa was sensitive to what Jackson endured as a larger-than-life superstar and anxious to help him recover from his addiction to painkillers. She was also eager to help fend off what she described as the surrounding “vultures.”

				
				When Jackson returned to the United States in December 1993, the two began seeing each other. “The brilliant thing about us is that we were often together but did not let anybody know about it,” said Jackson. “We got to see each other that way….We were really quiet and comfortable with each other. That’s pretty much how the dating started happening….We spent a lot of time on the ranch and just walked around and talked….It happened, it unfolded all natural. We could feel the feeling we had for each other without even talking about it. It was all in the vibrations, the feelings and the look in our eyes.”

				“We fell in love,” confessed Presley. While that was hard for the public to believe, she said their courtship contained all the normal things one would expect in a blossoming relationship—“flowers, calls, candies, you name it.”

				Jackson proposed to Presley in his library at Neverland. A few months later, the couple snuck out of the United States and were married in a private ceremony in the Dominican Republic. By some miracle, the couple managed to keep the marriage a secret for nearly two months afterward, as they honeymooned in Budapest, Hungary, and Disney World, before settling in together at Neverland Ranch.

				When the press finally got wind of the marriage, there was a predictable frenzy—and a great deal of skepticism. Many saw it as a PR move, given that Jackson was less than a year out of his child abuse scandal. Others claimed Presley was using him to launch her own singing career or to get Jackson and his money into the Church of Scientology (Lisa Marie was introduced to the religion by her mother, Priscilla, and still loosely connected to it when she and Jackson married).

				In multiple interviews (even after their divorce), however, Presley claimed that while she could understand the skepticism, the marriage was indeed real. “Our relationship was not ‘a sham’ as is being reported in the press,” she wrote shortly after learning of Jackson’s death in 2009. “It was an unusual relationship, yes, where two unusual people who did not live or know a ‘normal life’ found a connection….Nonetheless, I do believe he loved me as much as he could love anyone and I loved him very much.”

				
				With her support and encouragement, Jackson was ready to start fresh and move on to a new phase of his life and artistry.

			

			
				HISTORY BEGINS

				Michael Jackson was about to begin recording music again at Record One in Sherman Oaks—the same studio where most of Dangerous was recorded—when a massive earthquake hit the Los Angeles area. It was January 17, 1994. The earthquake lasted only about ten seconds, but people felt it from hundreds of miles away. It ultimately killed ten people and caused over $25 billion worth of damage.

				The quake terrified Jackson so deeply that he decided to relocate his recording operations to New York City. In truth, by then he was ready to get out of California anyway, given the events of the past year.

				While he worked out a host of complicated, difficult decisions with his legal team, he sent musician Brad Buxer ahead to get set up in New York and start preparing tracks that were already demoed. The rest of the crew—including Bruce Swedien, Matt Forger, and Brad Sundberg—weren’t far behind.

				For HIStory, Buxer became Jackson’s go-to musical translator. A brilliant musician and engineer, Buxer was meticulous, intense, and eager to please. “He lived and breathed the music,” recording engineer James Khalaf explained to biographer Steve Knopper. “He knew every little nuance of everything. He tried to make me put things in the [Dangerous World Tour] mix that weren’t even on the records because they were on the original multitrack recordings.”

				Buxer had earned Jackson’s trust during the recording of Dangerous—on which he helped out with songs like “Heal the World” and “Will You Be There”—but he impressed the artist even more while on tour. Not only did Jackson rely on Buxer to handle the details and responsibilities of the shows as music director; the two also began collaborating on new music. When Jackson had ideas, he would call up Buxer (who traveled with his keyboard and gear). Their most important collaboration came in Moscow in mid-September 1993, just weeks after the sexual abuse allegations had gone public. They were staying at the Hotel Metropol and Jackson was staring out his window at the rain one morning when inspiration struck. He called Buxer up to his room. Less than two hours later, they had created a demo for one of Jackson’s best songs: “Stranger in Moscow.”

				
				It was the song Buxer went back to work on when he arrived in New York City in the winter of 1994. That January, the new creative team gradually got settled in to their new headquarters. Jackson rented out the entire thirty-fourth floor of the Four Seasons hotel in Midtown Manhattan for his team. The artist, meanwhile, stayed a couple blocks away in a three-floor suite at Trump Tower.

				Jackson arrived in New York in early March, a couple of months behind the rest of the crew. Initially, he worked with Brad Buxer and his sound engineer Eddie DeLena at Sony Music Studios. Sony wanted to push a greatest-hits album out as quickly as possible to remind the public of Jackson’s musical legacy. They thought that by allowing him the studio space, it would help them keep an eye on the artist and ensure that the project stayed focused.

				Not surprisingly, Jackson didn’t like this arrangement. Within a matter of weeks, he moved the team over to the legendary Hit Factory studio a few blocks away. He did promise, though, that the album would be completed efficiently. He was motivated to make a statement.

				The artist liked living in New York. He had fond memories of his time there during the filming of The Wiz. In the early months of the HIStory recordings, he would stay up late into the night, working on songs or talking to Lisa Marie on the phone. Mornings he would travel incognito, whisked to the studio in a black SUV (occasionally, he would even wear a disguise and go on foot), passing unsuspecting New Yorkers as they walked to work. The artist primarily operated out of Studio 3 and often stayed for the entire day, having meals brought in so he could keep working.

				
				As with Dangerous, Jackson assumed the role of executive producer, assembling a team of musicians, producers, and engineers to help him carry out his creative vision. From the outset, those who worked on the album remember the atmosphere being positive and exciting. There seemed to be surprisingly little residual hangover from the events of the past year. From the creative crew, there was not only support for the artist, but a sense of protectiveness. “If people knew the Michael we know…” was perhaps the most common refrain among those involved with the album.

				For HIStory, Bruce Swedien set up with his writing collaborator René Moore in one studio; Brad Buxer worked with a host of talented young newcomers, including Eddie DeLena, Andrew Scheps, and Rob Hoffman, in another. Matt Forger and Brad Sundberg, meanwhile, took two-week shifts overseeing the operation, since both had families back in Los Angeles.

				As usual, Jackson wanted the new music to be at the cutting edge sonically. One day at the studio he asked Bruce Swedien if he could think of anyone “who was truly original in the crafting of synthesizer sounds and colors.” Jackson emphasized, “And I mean truly original.” Swedien thought about it, and recommended Chuck Wild, from the revolutionary ’80s new wave group Missing Persons.

				Jackson told Swedien to call him up and bring him onboard. Wild, stunned by the offer, accepted, and for the next few years found himself doing experimental sound programming for the King of Pop. “I’ll never forget the first conversation Michael and I had in 1994,” recalled Wild. “He said, ‘Chuck, I want you to manufacture sounds the ear has never heard. I want them to be fiery and aggressive, unusual and unique.’ ” During the HIStory sessions, Wild estimated that he worked with about twenty-five synths, three samplers, and a couple of Macintosh computers, creating “a library of sounds and soundscapes.”

				
				Meanwhile, Jackson had numerous other musicians and producers come in to work on particular songs. He flew in members of Toto for “Stranger in Moscow.” Steve Porcaro, the man behind “Human Nature,” ended up staying another month, while the rest of the band left on tour, helping out with songs like “Little Susie” and “You Are Not Alone.” “They were so nice to me,” Porcaro noted. “They even gave me my own studio and my own assistant engineer, and I was being paid $2,500 a day to just sit in a room and write…Every day they had the best food brought in from the best restaurants in New York for us to eat, steak, lobsters, everything. There was so much money flying around.”

				Within a few months, Jackson and his collaborators had generated some impressive new material. In addition to “Stranger in Moscow,” this included songs like “Faces,” a drum-driven anthem about creating a new world without divisions (with a planned spoken part by civil rights icon Nelson Mandela), and “In the Back,” a haunting, atmospheric piece about betrayal. Jackson wrote both songs. The early lineup also included songs like “Money,” “Morphine,” “Innocent Man,” “Much Too Soon,” and “2 Bad,” as well as resuscitated Dangerous tracks like “They Don’t Care about Us” and “Earth Song.”

				Back in his element, Jackson was on a roll. Sony was thrilled with some of the new songs, but also wanted Jackson to stick to the time line they had set and wrap up the project by the summer. Instead, the artist suddenly left the country. He was gone for months. Most of his collaborators had no idea where he had gone. The instructions were to simply keep working until he got back.

				As it turned out, the artist had secretly flown to the Dominican Republic to get married. He was so worried that word would get out that he essentially eloped in the middle of recording. That spring and early summer, he honeymooned and traveled the world with Lisa Marie. Somehow the secret of their marriage was kept until August, when he returned to New York with his new wife.

				
				Lisa Marie often came with Jackson to the studio. “They acted like two kids in love,” recalled assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “Held hands all the time, and she [would] hang out for quite a while.” Presley was impressed by Jackson’s talent, but she also wasn’t afraid to be honest with him. She didn’t want him to play victim on this album; she wanted him to fight back. Jackson agreed. He was ready to release more than a year of pent-up rage and indignation.

			

			
				SINGING WITH JANET

				That August, Sony executives held a big meeting, laying out their promotional plan for the album. While some sponsors had dropped Jackson amid the allegations, most prominently Pepsi, Sony stood behind him publicly throughout 1993 and was all-in for his comeback. They envisioned an enormous marketing blitz in time for the holiday season. At Jackson’s behest, they had already green-lighted a $4 million (which eventually ballooned to $8 million) video teaser to generate buzz for the album. The teaser, which featured the artist leading a massive military parade before unveiling a towering honorary statue, was filmed in Budapest that month.

				Jackson assured Sony executives he could wrap up the album in time. He just wanted to develop a few more songs he felt the album was missing. For that, he turned to legendary Minneapolis producers Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis.

				Replacing New Jack Swing mastermind Teddy Riley with Jam and Lewis surprised some people. Given their success working together on Dangerous, many assumed Jackson would repeat the formula for at least one more album. The artist did reach out to Riley, but he never planned to feature the producer prominently on HIStory. He admired Riley’s talent, but he didn’t want to tread water sonically. The sound of R&B had moved forward and he wanted to stay one step ahead of it.

				
				In any case, Jackson had wanted to work with Jam and Lewis for years—since he’d heard Rhythm Nation 1814 in 1989. The producers would have loved to produce Michael’s last album, but their first loyalty was to Janet. They didn’t believe it would be fair to her to work with her brother—at least not unless she said it was okay.

				In the summer of 1994, Michael called Janet and asked if she would record a duet with him. In prior years, she would have said no. She didn’t want to be perceived as riding his coattails. Michael understood. But by the mid-’90s, Janet was probably more popular than Michael (at least in the United States). Her landmark 1993 album, Janet, produced six Top 10 hits, and its music videos were ubiquitous on MTV. So when Michael asked that summer, especially after what he had gone through the previous year, she said yes.

				It was Janet’s suggestion that they enlist Jam and Lewis to help develop and produce the track. Given the green light from Janet, the producers began developing ideas that September. Once they had six or seven solid grooves, they shared them with Janet and asked her which one she thought Michael would pick. She picked the groove that became “Scream.” “How do you know?” asked Jam. “I know my brother,” she responded, laughing.

				Jam and Lewis arrived at the Hit Factory—with Janet—that October. Michael was excited to hear what they had. “He’d listen to each track for a couple of minutes,” recalled Jimmy Jam. “ ‘I like this….This is real good,’ he’d say. Then at the end, he told us: ‘All of these really work, you did a great job.’ ” Then he asked to hear track five again. Just as Janet predicted, he picked “Scream.”

				When the producers met with Michael the next day, he had already worked out most of the melody, arrangement, and lyrics. “It was amazing,” Jam pointed out. “The writing process was like that on all the songs we did together….He was very fast, very intense. Everything was written in a whirlwind. It just came to him. It was exhilarating.”

				
				How was working with Michael different from working with Janet? “Janet is a little more spontaneous,” said Jam, “whereas Michael’s very methodical. Janet will hear something the first time and know that it’s cool. Michael will say, ‘Give me a day to think about it and make sure it’s cool.’ ” What they shared in common, said Jam, was “an ability to elevate the work of everyone around them—through hard work, sheer talent, and a desire to not be second-best.”

				For Jam and Lewis, working with the two legends was the highlight of the album—and possibly of their careers. Not only seeing their talent up close and in person, but seeing them as brother and sister: “They were reminiscing about the old songs Michael had written a long time ago, and Janet would start singing, and Michael would go, ‘Oh, you remember that song,’ and they’d start singing it together.”

				Originally enlisted just for the duet, Michael convinced Jam and Lewis—with Janet’s approval—to work on a handful of other tracks. One of these was Jackson’s second favorite of the demos the producers had shared with him at the Hit Factory. As with “Scream,” Jackson took the groove and added the melody, arrangement, and lyrics. It turned into “Tabloid Jungle” (eventually changed to “Tabloid Junkie”). Jam and Lewis also helped the artist with previously recorded songs like “Is It Scary” and “2 Bad,” as well as the mammoth project that was the title track, “HIStory.”

				Working with Michael, Jam and Lewis discovered how relentlessly the artist pursued the potential of each track—fine-tuning each minute element and exhausting its possibilities. “He was a perfectionist,” reflected Terry Lewis. “He would ask questions: ‘What do you think about this or that? Are these lyrics the best lyrics?’ He analyzed and cross-analyzed everything he did musically. Because he wanted to make sure he was always doing his best.”

			

			
				
				HITMAKER

				Around the same time, Jackson reached out to legendary Los Angeles “hitmaker” David Foster. Foster had first worked with Jackson back on Off the Wall, cowriting “It’s the Falling in Love” with Carole Bayer Sager. Throughout the ’80s, he’d produced multiplatinum records for pop rock acts like Chicago, Peter Cetera, and Kenny Loggins. He also composed the score for St. Elmo’s Fire. By the ’90s, he was producing for Whitney Houston and Céline Dion. While Rolling Stone dubbed him the “master…of bombastic kitsch,” he was a specialist in pristinely produced power ballads and orchestral pop. For certain songs on HIStory, that’s exactly what Jackson wanted.

				As with other collaborators on the album, Jackson rolled out the red carpet for Foster when he arrived in New York. “Michael asked me to bring my family along,” noted Foster. “He was big on making sure everyone was comfortable. I took three of my daughters and my two stepsons who, of course, were all very excited. Michael puts us up in this incredible five-bedroom suite at the Plaza [Hotel].”

				Foster found Jackson much more complicated than the man he’d worked with in 1979. “The better I got to know him, the more elusive he seemed,” Foster reflected. He remembers observing the artist’s childlike behavior one minute and then his suddenly shifting into a normal adult the next. With Lisa Marie, meanwhile, he was a bit of both. “I know that he and Lisa Marie were absolutely 100% in love because I was around them, and it was amazing. It was a great love story. I know that.”

				In the studio, Foster quickly saw what made Jackson special as an artist—not just the natural ability (Foster compared Jackson to “Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly rolled into one”), but the work ethic. “He actually worked,” remembers Foster. “He was always engaged and focused, and my biggest complaint is that he had a tendency to do dozens of takes of every song. I can’t think past eight takes, so it made me crazy.”

				
				Jackson and Foster tried to come up with some original material together, but, according to recording engineers in these sessions, the chemistry wasn’t quite right and nothing materialized. Instead, Foster helped Jackson complete two mostly finished songs—“Earth Song” and “Childhood.” After a conversation about Charlie Chaplin, he also convinced Jackson to finally pursue his dream of covering “Smile.” Jackson ended up recording his vocals for that song and “Childhood” on the same day, both accompanied by the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. Those who witnessed the performances remembered it as one of the biggest highlights of working on the album.

			

			
				“THE MOST INTENSE PERSON I’VE WORKED WITH”

				As the fall of ’94 came and went, so too did Sony’s hopes of getting the album out for the holiday season. As usual, Jackson wasn’t satisfied with it and wanted to keep recording.

				As the weather got colder in New York City, he also decided to move production back to California. Work on the album stopped in early December and commenced again in January, back at Record One and Larrabee Studios, where Dangerous was born.

				At this point, approximately thirty-five songs had been recorded. In addition to his work with Foster, Buxer, and Jam and Lewis, Jackson had flown out to Chicago in November to work with R&B singer-songwriter R. Kelly on what became “You Are Not Alone.” In the mid- to late-1990s, R. Kelly was at the peak of his career, generating hits like “Bump N’ Grind,” “You Remind Me of Something,” and “I Believe I Can Fly,” while collaborating with superstars like Jackson, Céline Dion, Mary J. Blige, and Jay-Z. Since then, of course, he has come under fire due to allegations of sexual misconduct with several teenage girls. In 2018, women mobilized to create the “Mute R. Kelly” movement, which aimed to draw attention to the singer’s abuses and put pressure on streaming services and corporations to no longer give him a platform. In early 2019, the documentary Surviving R. Kelly provoked widespread condemnation of the singer, leading many former collaborators, including Lady Gaga, to remove their duets with Kelly from streaming services. Kelly was indicted on ten counts of sexual abuse in 2019.

				
				Jackson also reached out to Babyface, resulting in a handful of solid songs, including the lush ballad “Why” (which Jackson ultimately passed on to his nephews’ group, 3T, lending his background vocals to their version as well) and the inspirational anthem “On the Line” (which Jackson decided to give to Spike Lee for his 1996 film Get on the Bus).

				Meanwhile, back in Los Angeles, he brought in hot young Atlanta producer Dallas Austin. Austin offered a handful of demos, one of which became “This Time Around.” While working on the song, Jackson decided to reach out to legendary New York rapper Notorious B.I.G. about contributing a rap solo. Many were surprised that Jackson would think of someone like Biggie—on the same album that featured David Foster, no less. But this reflected Jackson’s wide-ranging, maximalist approach—particularly in the ’90s. “I think very few people realized how deeply [Michael] was involved in his records,” said assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “He had an incredible music vocabulary—from show tunes to jazz, and whatever was on the radio. He studied, and I think you can hear it in his music.”

				Many other celebrated musicians were brought in to participate on the record, from Nile Rodgers to Slash, Boyz II Men to Wyclef Jean. “He’s the only person in my life where, when I saw him, my whole voice-box went,” recalled Wyclef of his first meeting with Jackson. “I didn’t know what to say. My hands were trembling.”

				One of the most overlooked aspects of Jackson’s artistry is how effectively he worked with such a diverse range of talents and personalities. Nearly every one of his collaborators on HIStory enjoyed their time in the studio with Jackson and felt that their contribution was valued. “Michael’s the most intense person I’ve worked with,” reflected Jimmy Jam. “For him, everything is about the music and how to make it better. [But] he also makes work a lot of fun. He’s a kid at heart—his office is not like a normal office. He has all the kids’ toys. A lot of times we’d be in session, in the middle of playing a video game, and he’d be, like ‘Well, we got to do this. But go ahead and finish your game, though—I don’t want to mess your game up.’ ” Producer Dallas Austin likewise appreciated Jackson’s balance between flexibility and relentless commitment to his craft. “Working with Michael is a different type of work,” he explained. “You’re pressured by time, but not by creativity or money. So you’re left with mad freedom. You’d think he’d be very controlling, but if he likes you enough to work with you, he wants your expertise.”

			

			
				
				HISTORY COMPLETED

				After multiple missed deadlines, the heat from Sony was getting intense. As with Dangerous, Jackson had spent an enormous amount of money (over $10 million) and had recorded about forty songs in all—some twenty-five more than could fit on the album. That meant many great tracks were once again left on the cutting-room floor, including “In the Back,” “Faces,” “Morphine,” and “Is It Scary.”

				Over the final stretch, Jackson tried to focus on the unfinished songs he felt had to be on the album. That included the title track, which had grown so big it spread over ninety-six tapes and featured more than a dozen collaborators. It also included “Earth Song,” Jackson’s ambitious rock opera lamentation that had been cut at the last minute from Dangerous. On one of the final nights of recording HIStory, Jackson delivered the breathtaking ad-libs in the song’s three-minute finale. “Later that night, while mixing,” Rob Hoffman explained, “everyone left the room so [Michael] could turn it up. This was a common occurrence during the mixes, and I was left in the room with earplugs, and hands over my ears, in case he needed something. This particular night, all the lights were out and we noticed some blue flashes intermittently lighting up the room during playback [because of the volume and intensity]. After a few moments we could see that one of the speakers was shooting blue flames. [Michael] liked this and proceeded to push all the faders up.”

				
				Jackson demonstrated his trademark laser focus as the project reached the final weeks. “Sometimes we’d look up and it would easily be three or four in the morning,” Jimmy Jam noted. “There were days when Michael would leave the studio at 3:00 a.m. and be back in action first thing the next day.” Rob Hoffman remembers Jackson approaching the engineering crew in late March 1995, saying, “ ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think any of us are going to sleep this weekend. There’s a lot to get done, and we have to go to Bernie [Grundman for mastering] on Monday morning.’ He stayed at the studio the entire time, singing, and mixing.”

				The final pruning was a typically painful process. Bruce Swedien tasked assistant engineer John Van Nest with helping Jackson trim it down. “This was no small undertaking,” recalled Van Nest, “as about seven minutes needed to be trimmed somewhere. I laid this all out in [Pro] Tools and came to know every bar of every song very intimately. I found places where songs could be tightened up and came up with many suggestions. On the night of mastering, I was put in a room at Bernie Grundman’s with my Sound Tools rig, and in this room, I would have to ‘negotiate’ with Michael about what to take out. I’ll never forget this night….Michael came in, and Bruce told MJ that we would have to remove either one whole song or edit the others to fit onto a CD. We chose the latter. I started with song one and played Michael my edits, ‘Oh no, we can’t take that out, it’s my favorite part of the album!’ ‘Okay,’ [I said.] ‘Let’s try another.’ ‘Oh no, we must keep those four bars.’ Okay, let’s go to the vamp, which carries on for two minutes—how about removing these eight bars, ‘Oh no, that’s my favorite part of the vamp!’ Well, you get the picture. Meanwhile, Jimmy Jam was in with us, telling Michael that all these edits were killer, and actually made things better. And over the course of about five hours, we got it down. By this time, it was probably 3:00 a.m., and I was wiped out.”

				
				The album was finally mastered by Bernie Grundman a few hours later. In a portentous sign of things to come, however, the playback session for Sony executives did not go well. Perhaps because of accumulated frustration over how long it had taken to record, or perhaps because of the challenging, eclectic content, they sat stone-faced as the album played and walked out without saying a word when it was finished. “No applause, no comment, no reaction,” recalled Bruce Swedien. “I was absolutely mortified. How can people that are supposed to be in the record business be so dumb?…There were tears in Michael’s eyes. Bea [Swedien’s wife], Michael, and I went out to the parking lot and got in my big Bronco. Michael said to me, ‘I’ll never do this again.’ ”

			

			
				HYPE, FASCISM, AND CONTROVERSY

				HIStory was released on June 16, 1995. By that time the lead single, “Scream,” had already soared to #5 on the Billboard Hot 100 chart. It replaced the Beatles’ “Let It Be” as the highest-charting debut in the thirty-seven-year history of the chart. Anticipation was so high that it was leaked to a Los Angeles radio station two weeks early (this was long before the days of illegal downloading in which such leaks became commonplace).

				Jackson premiered the Mark Romanek–directed music video for the song—which remains the most expensive music video ever made—during an hour-long primetime interview with Diane Sawyer on ABC. That interview, Jackson’s first since the 1993 allegations, was watched by an estimated sixty-four million people. Accompanied by Lisa Marie, Jackson told Sawyer before the interview that he was willing to answer any and all questions, including about the allegations. Like his interview with Oprah in 1993, the special helped humanize the artist, though it also spent the majority of the time focused on controversies—not on his creative work.

				
				HIStory debuted at #1 on the Billboard album chart that week. “It’s now common for albums to enter at #1 based on first week sales,” noted John Branca. “But back when HIStory was released, you really did have to have a very big album to get to #1.” It hit #1 in nineteen other countries that summer—quite a comeback for an artist who had been declared dead by many industry experts.

				In the early stages, Sony seemed to be all-in on the album, unleashing a massive, global, $30 million promotional campaign—including the $7 million for the “Scream” short film and the elaborate military-themed teaser filmed back in 1994. Directed by Rupert Wainwright, the four-minute promotional video featured Jackson marching at the head of a perfectly synchronized army to the stirring music of Basil Poledouris’s “Hymn to Red October.” As Jackson walks, he is gradually identified through his iconic trademarks and waves benevolently to near-hysterical fans. The video culminates in the unveiling of a colossal statue of the artist.

				While the video achieved Jackson’s goal of rebuilding his stature and aura (and generating excitement for the album), it was not well received by critics. “The clip doesn’t just stop at representing previously known levels of Michael mania,” wrote the Los Angeles Times’s Chris Willman, “it goes well beyond the bounds of self-congratulation to become perhaps the most baldly vainglorious self-deification a pop singer has yet deigned to share with his public, at least with a straight face.” Others argued that, with its use of military visuals and iconography and glorification of a charismatic leader, it was modeled after the Nazi propaganda film Triumph of the Will. (Jackson responded to this by claiming it was “art” and had “nothing to do with politics, or Communism, or Fascism.”)

				As the rest of the promotional campaign unfolded, however—which included the unveiling of a series of real-life thirty-two-foot steel and fiberglass statues of the artist throughout Europe, some of which floated down major waterways like London’s Thames—a major backlash began to build. For Jackson, the campaign was a declaration of defiance and triumph. After being declared down and out, he had emerged even stronger. The cover image presented him standing like an immortalized prizefighter—bold, fists clenched, confident—amid red, apocalyptic clouds.

				
				Yet all the hype and self-promotion played into narratives about Jackson’s lack of self-awareness and megalomania. After a promising first week, the album began to slip quickly, dropping out of the US Top 10 after less than a month. Interest did seem to revive with the release of the second single, “You Are Not Alone,” which shot to #1. The gorgeous R&B ballad became one of the most popular songs on the radio that summer. Yet—in the United States, at least—Sony seemed to give up on the album after that, seeing Jackson’s prospects in America as limited. No further singles were released for six months—and when they were, they received little promotion or airplay.

				Overseas, however, was a very different story. Jackson’s popularity abroad had never been bigger. HIStory went platinum or multiplatinum in at least fifteen countries. The album’s singles, meanwhile, met extraordinary success. “Earth Song,” for example, which wasn’t even released as a single in the United States, hit #1 in fifteen countries. It held the top spot in the UK for seven weeks; in Germany, it was #1 for five weeks. “They Don’t Care About Us,” likewise, cracked the Top 10 in over eighteen countries.

				After just two months, HIStory had sold nearly eight million copies. More than 75 percent of those sales came from outside the United States. The verdict on Jackson’s comeback was clear: he remained one of the biggest superstars on the planet, but in his home country, the popularity he’d commanded throughout the ’70s, ’80s, and early ’90s would never return.

			

			
				
				REEVALUATING HISTORY

				For the most part, critics in the mid-’90s dismissed HIStory. Stephen Thomas Erlewine called it “a monumental achievement of ego,” which seemed more a commentary on the promotional campaign than the music. The New York Times’s Jon Pareles, meanwhile, castigated its subject matter and tone: “His rage keeps ripping through the sweet, uplifting façade he has clung to throughout his career. He’s not pretending to be normal anymore. In his new songs, he is paranoid and cagey, messianic and petty, vindictive and maudlin. Comparing himself to John F. Kennedy and Jesus Christ, he’s a megalomaniac who feels like a victim.”

				In a more balanced review, Rolling Stone praised it as an “exhilarating” collection of songs, but ultimately saw it as “misconceived.” “HIStory’s ultimate goal,” speculated the magazine, “is to position Michael Jackson’s music as a planet, a genre, a law, a marketing budget unto itself.”

				While the vast majority of reviews were critical of HIStory in 1995, however, it has held up as one of his most important albums. Songs like “Scream,” “They Don’t Care About Us,” “Stranger in Moscow,” “Earth Song,” “You Are Not Alone,” and “Smile” are among the strongest and most durable songs in his entire catalog.

				“It’s insipid,” notes cultural critic Armond White in his 2009 book, Keep Moving: The Michael Jackson Chronicles, “for reviewers to complain that HIStory’s anger is personally motivated—of course it is. But it matters that Jackson broadens it, relates it past crackpot fury to the condition of national, universal injury….[He] makes the discomfort of American living, the whole serious question of our nation’s lost humanism, a matter of mainstream consciousness….[He] expresses hard experience and uneasy knowledge. In his aggrieved voice, there’s a place for everyone’s desperate, urgent yearning.”

				Connecting the personal, the social, and the universal is part of what continues to make HIStory compelling years later. It is without question Jackson’s most politically pointed album, taking aim at everything from environmental degradation to racism to media malpractice. Yet the album’s power also lies simply within the music itself—the haunting chords of “Stranger in Moscow,” the staccato snares of “They Don’t Care About Us,” the majestic sweep and passion of “Earth Song.”

				
				Those who worked on the album knew those songs didn’t come from the caricature in the press but from an artist deeply committed to his craft. “I don’t know that many people would ever have the patience or work ethic to create the records that [Michael] did,” reflected assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “We’ll never have the budgets again, that’s for sure….There was this constant pursuit for ‘sounds the ear has never heard.’ ” Music critic Daniel Sweeney praises not only the “vast musical resources” that went into the album, but the “richness and overall spatial perspective of the recording.”

				Was it a cohesive listening experience? Certainly not in the same way as Off the Wall or even Dangerous. There’s no single “sound” on HIStory. Some songs—including “Come Together,” recorded during the Bad era—feel out of place. There are also some strange sequencing choices—as, for example, when “Earth Song” gives way to “D.S.”

				The argument can also be made that there are too many songs that hit the same note tone-wise. “Scream,” “This Time Around,” “D.S.,” “Money,” “Tabloid Junkie,” and “2 Bad” are all grounded in Jackson’s rage and indignation. The album is a much darker, heavier experience than his work from the 1980s. Yet, like many artists—including John Lennon in his later records—some remarkable material comes out of that struggle, pain, and anger. It may be less accessible than his earlier albums, but it can also be more rewarding.

				Decades later, some critics and fans view HIStory as Jackson’s artistic apex, given its combination of raw emotion, tenacity, and vulnerability. For all the headwinds it faced, HIStory has now sold more than twenty million copies (forty million discs), making it the bestselling double-disc album of all time.

			

			
				
				THE SONGS

				1. “SCREAM”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Janet Jackson, James Harris III, and Terry Lewis

					Produced by Michael Jackson, Janet Jackson, James Harris III, and Terry Lewis

				

				After the events of the previous couple of years, Michael Jackson had a lot of pent-up emotions. The HIStory album gave him a number of ways to channel them. For the opening track, he wanted to come out swinging. Perhaps no other track in Jackson’s catalog packs as big a punch. “Scream” is a furious expression of exasperation and indignation. It’s his primal therapy. It’s his declaration of requital.

				What it was not was bright, cheerful pop; that’s not the mood Jackson was in.

				“Scream” was the first and only duet between Michael and Janet—the most successful brother-sister duo in the history of popular music. It was an expression of family solidarity. Janet enlisted her longtime producers Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis to help out with the track. Within hours of hearing the groove, Michael began developing the lyrics and melody. According to Jimmy Jam, Michael wrote most of the song in one day. He locked into its aggression immediately and quickly figured out the arrangement. Soon after, in the studio, he laid down his first vocal. “The music comes on,” Jam recalled, “and for about ten seconds, Michael just starts dancing around, stomping…snapping his fingers…clapping, which is really unusual. And suddenly, he just started singing. We were blown away. I had never seen or heard anything like it in my entire life. We had to almost hold on to our chairs due to the sheer energy and force of his singing.”

				Janet decided to record her lead vocal back in Minneapolis, where she was typically based for her own albums and more comfortable. Revealing his competitive nature, Michael was so impressed with his sister’s lead vocal that he flew out to Minneapolis to rerecord his (ultimately, he stuck with the original). Once the main parts were in place, Janet and Michael sang the harmonies together at the Hit Factory in New York. “The two of them singing together was amazing,” Rob Hoffman asserted. “Super tight, no bad notes, one part after another.” According to Hoffman, the only glitch in the recording session was Michael’s reluctance to swear. “I was in the room when Jimmy Jam asked him to sing the chorus of ‘Scream,’ ” he noted, “and he would not say the F-word. He kind of made it very percussive instead of singing the full word. Janet carried the majority of that background vocal.” This may have been due to some residual holdover from his conservative, Jehovah’s Witness upbringing. But eventually, Michael did it. The “Stop fucking with me” line became the first and only time he used the word in a song, giving it extra impact.

				
				Production on the track, meanwhile, was an elaborate process. Michael wanted a loud, fierce sound, and he got it. The song begins with electric buzzing and glitching effects; then what sounds like an explosion of fire; then screeching and metallic clanking; and, finally, Michael’s voice unleashing a guttural scream as glass shatters around it. It is a brilliant aural effect that captures the entrapment and suffocation he feels. It’s as if he is breaking out of a glass cage by the sheer power of his voice.

				The beat kicks in from there, pounding through speakers like a fist (with a subtle sprinkling of residual glass). “Tired of injustice,” Michael sings, “Tired of the schemes.” As Jimmy Jam observed the day the artist recorded it, the vocal arrives with the force and energy of a lightning storm. Janet likewise brings a solid dose of fury. “You’re sellin’ out souls,” she sings, “But I care about mine.”

				Throughout the song, the slamming beat and hair-raising bass assault the ear. The background harmonies don’t so much lighten the song as give it momentum, like gusts of wind. Nothing else in the ’90s sounded like this. It was like a cross between Nine Inch Nails and Daft Punk. It was industrial and electronic; R&B and rock.

				
				In the bridge, the noise finally cuts out and there is a brief moment of zen. That peace, however, quickly disappears as Janet registers her dismay at the reports she sees on the television (“…a man has been brutally beaten to death by police after being wrongly identified as a robbery suspect. The man was an eighteen-year-old black male…” the news relays). “I was disgusted by all the injustice,” Janet whispers, then Michael repeats the line, before an electric guitar interjects and blazes through a jagged solo, with sirens and breaking glass in the background.

				Many in Jackson’s camp—and at Sony—had wanted the first single to be something lighter and listener-friendly. They didn’t want the artist to come across as angry, defensive, and bitter out of the gate. But Michael insisted on “Scream.”

				The song debuted at #5 on the Billboard Hot 100 (and at #1 on the R&B chart). It cracked the Top 10 through most of the rest of the world.

			

			
				2. “THEY DON’T CARE ABOUT US”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				“They Don’t Care About Us” is probably the most powerful protest song of Jackson’s career—and certainly among the most enduring pieces of musical agitation to come out of the 1990s. In the mid-2010s, in the United States, the track was resurrected as an anthem for the Black Lives Matter movement. Activists chanted it at rallies, blasted it on stereos, and circulated the Spike Lee–directed short films on social media. Decades after its initial release, it seemed that America (or, at least, some in America) finally understood what Jackson was trying to say.

				In 1995, by contrast, the track was plagued by controversy from the outset. Before the HIStory album was even released, critics charged that it was anti-Semitic. Among the opening salvos was an article by Bernard Weinraub for The New York Times on June 15, 1995, which described the album as “profane, obscure, angry, and filled with rage,” and singled out “They Don’t Care About Us” as “pointedly critical of Jews.” Weinraub cited the lines, “Jew me, sue me / Everybody do me / Kick me, kike me / Don’t you black or white me.” Jackson responded immediately in a statement, which read: “The idea that these lyrics could be deemed objectionable is extremely hurtful to me, and misleading. The song in fact is about the pain of prejudice and hate and is a way to draw attention to social and political problems. I am the voice of the accused and the attacked. I am the voice of everyone. I am the skinhead, I am the Jew, I am the black man, I am the white man. I am not the one who was attacking. It is about the injustices to young people and how the system can wrongfully accuse them. I am angry and outraged that I could be so misinterpreted.”

				
				Jackson was asked about the lyrics in his primetime ABC interview with Diane Sawyer as well, and responded similarly. He was in no way anti-Semitic, he asserted. He simply didn’t realize the lyrics would be read as prejudiced in an anti-prejudice track. But that didn’t stop the condemnation of the song. One day after the Weinraub article ran, a Los Angeles Times headline blared: JEWISH LEADERS CALL JACKSON LYRICS ANTI-SEMITIC. In the article, Rabbi Abraham Cooper, associate dean of the Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles, described the lyrics as “deeply disturbing” and potentially harmful to young people. Over the ensuing days, enormous public pressure was put on Jackson to remove the song from the album or change the lyrics. By this time, two million copies of the album had already been shipped. Jackson reached out to a number of Jewish friends to ask for support, but few were willing to step forward.

				After his initial statement failed to quell the backlash, Jackson promised to include stickers on all subsequent copies with a disclaimer apology, which read: “There has been a lot of controversy about my song, ‘They Don’t Care About Us.’ My intention was for this song to say ‘No’ to racism, anti-Semitism and stereotyping. Unfortunately, my choice of words may have unintentionally hurt the very people I wanted to stand in solidarity with. I just want you all to know how strongly I am committed to tolerance, peace and love, and I apologize to anyone who might have been hurt. Respectfully, Michael Jackson.”

				
				This gesture, however, failed to calm the storm. In his review of HIStory, The New York Times’s Jon Pareles went so far as to claim that “[Jackson] gives the lie to his entire catalogue of brotherhood anthems with a burst of anti-Semitism.” Finally, on June 23, Jackson pledged to remove the lyrics in question, which was done with percussive scratching effects. Some, however, particularly in the African American community, saw the entire controversy as manufactured—and a clear double standard. How many artists, after all, black and white, used the N-word in their work without nearly the backlash? Explained filmmaker Spike Lee in a 1999 interview: “Michael Jackson is a much greater artist than Quentin Tarantino. Quentin Tarantino will never be the artist that Michael Jackson has been over the past thirty years. And Michael was brought to his knees because of ‘Jew me, sue me, kick me, kike me’ in his song ‘They Don’t Care About Us.’ He had to pull the record from the stores, redo the lyrics, and then make an apology to the Simon Wiesenthal Center. Now how is it that Michael Jackson has to do all that because of ‘Jew me, sue me, kick me, kike me’? Even if we want to leave out [the rest of] Tarantino’s body of work and just focus on Pulp Fiction, where he used the N-word thirty-eight times. Why is it that Tarantino is an artist and Michael Jackson is anti-Semitic?”

				Lost in the controversy, unfortunately, was the power of the song. Jackson wrote it during the Dangerous sessions, inspired in part by the Rodney King beating in 1991. The lyrics, of course, became more personalized after his own dehumanizing interactions with the Santa Barbara County Police Department in 1993.

				
				Decades later, the track still retains an invigorating force. The song begins, tellingly, with other voices: a black woman leading children in a playground resistance chant (“All I wanna say is that they don’t really care about us”). From the outset, it makes clear that the song is not merely about him, but about a collective “us.”

				The chant dissolves into a turbulent sound effect—as if being sucked into a vortex—before giving way to a crisp beat. That militant beat—dry like cracking wood—repeats on a loop as a police scanner is heard in the background. “[In the early stages the song] was basically a click track,” recalled assistant engineer Rob Hoffman, “…with Michael and Brad [Buxer] adding new percussion elements every day, and Andrew [Scheps] and I building sample libraries for it every night. Sticks, claps, snares, hits. [The] basic groove was started on the MPC….Brad [Buxer]’s 909 is the main kick. Some of the crazy FX sweeps and sounds were added at the very end by Chuck Wild.”

				Nearly a minute into the song, Jackson finally arrives, delivering clipped, staccato rhymes over the beat. Like a playground chant, the lines have a singsong quality, but are delivered with an aggressive bite. The lyrics, meanwhile, are simple but direct, intended to approximate the sting of slurs.

				In the bridge verses, Jackson stretches his lines out more as the strings provide an ominous backdrop. “Tell me what has become of my rights,” he sings. “Am I invisible because you ignore me? / Your proclamation promised me free liberty / I’m tired of being the victim of shame / They’re throwing me in a class with a bad name / I can’t believe this is the land from which I came.” In such lines—some of the most provocative in Jackson’s catalog—the artist indicts America’s hypocrisy and identifies with those who have been unjustly targeted, abandoned, or mistreated. Gradually gaining force and adding witness, meanwhile, is the humming choir (performed by the Los Angeles Children’s Choir and conducted by Annette Sanders). In an earlier iteration of the song, that choir was featured much more prominently. While that version is impressive in its own right, Jackson ultimately decided to keep the track stripped back to capture its raw energy.

				
				At the three-minute mark, a fierce guitar solo (originally played by Yes guitarist Trevor Rabin before being overdubbed by Rob Hoffman) soars over swirling synth effects, handclaps, and the persistent drum loop. “The bridge section consisted of over three hundred tracks,” Rob Hoffman pointed out. “We had tons of programmers and guitar players come in and everyone filled up their own twenty-four-track tape with overdubs….Eddie [DeLena] and Michael edited and comped it down to a manageable number of tracks for Bruce [Swedien] to mix.”

				“They Don’t Care About Us” was released as the album’s third single in the spring of 1996. While it became a Top 10 hit in eighteen countries, it stalled at #30 in the United States, where radio stations largely refused to play it and Sony was reluctant to promote it. This was not “Heal the World” or even “Black or White.” The message now was less utopian, more defiant and angry. “They Don’t Care About Us” was a sonic fist on behalf of the voiceless. For Jackson, regardless of airplay or promotion, this was their anthem.

			

			
				3. “STRANGER IN MOSCOW”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				There’s something about the chords in “Stranger in Moscow.” They have an almost hypnotic effect.

				Most music fans aren’t familiar with “Stranger in Moscow,” which is unfortunate because it is, without question, one of Jackson’s best songs. Poetic and evocative, it is about many things—loneliness, despair, alienation, disillusionment with the American Dream. Cultural critic Armond White calls it Jackson’s “finest track since ‘Billie Jean’…a tale of out-of-step but soul-deep anguish.” Music critic Tom Molloy describes it as an “ethereal and stirring description of a man wounded by a ‘swift and sudden fall from grace’ walking in the shadow of the Kremlin.”

				
				Jackson wrote the song during a stop in Moscow on his Dangerous World Tour. It was September 1993, just weeks after allegations against the artist had gone public. “It fell into my lap,” Jackson recalled, “because that’s how I was feeling at the time. Just alone in my hotel and it was raining and I just started writing it.”

				After the artist penned some lyrics and hummed out a melody, he called up his keyboardist (and music director for the tour) Brad Buxer. It was ten thirty in the morning. Buxer came up right away, assuming Jackson wanted to flesh out some tunes for a Sega Genesis game they had been working on. But Jackson said, “No, no, I want to just work.” So Buxer went to the piano and began playing.

				Similar to the making of “Give in to Me” with Bill Bottrell, “Stranger in Moscow” came together organically and intuitively. “I played him a verse and he loved it,” Buxer noted. “Then he said, ‘Play something else,’ and I just went to these chords. It’s a simple progression, but there’s this weird modulation….If you take the root and fifth of a triad…you can bend the air a little bit and make some psychological things happen. You get a powerful, but almost invisible modulation that affects the psyche simply by altering one note.” Buxer played another section, a step down, but the same progression. Jackson, meanwhile, beatboxed the rhythm, came up with the melodies in the verses and chorus, and felt his way into the lyrics.

				Both Jackson and Buxer knew they had tapped into something special. “Just like with poetry,” explained Buxer, “if you have too many lines, or one extra stanza, it can ruin the whole thing—music is the same thing. It’s minimalism. I learned that from Stevie Wonder. Use as few notes as possible to find as much psychological information as you can.”

				
				When Jackson returned from touring, “Stranger in Moscow” was the first song he wanted to work on. In New York City, Buxer had already been tinkering with the song in the studio, adding drums, strings, and orchestration. He remembers Jackson being thrilled when he heard the new mix. The artist further developed the song with Toto members Steve Porcaro and David Paich, enhancing the keyboard bedding and adding rhythm guitar, a new bass, and a keyboard sax. Meanwhile, he continued to find ways to polish and embellish the track. “I was the tape op for the recording of the background vocals on ‘Stranger in Moscow,’ ” said assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “Scared the hell out me. Michael was dropping in and out on syllables, rearranging the notes and timing as he put it down. No Pro Tools at the time, just [two-inch] tape, and my punches.”

				It was Jackson’s idea to start the track with rainfall—it had been raining that day in Moscow. For the first twenty seconds of the track, that’s all you hear. Then the beat arrives, heavy and rhythmic. It was built on Jackson’s beatboxing, which remains in the final mix. Then the melancholy, strumming guitar and atmospheric strings appear. There is a distant, muffled cry. The intro takes its time, establishing the mood.

				And then those beautiful chords hit. Jackson’s voice floats over them like a mist: “I was wanderin’ in the rain / Mask of life, feelin’ insane.” His vocal conveys fragility, betrayal, loneliness, longing. He almost sounds like a ghost. The structure of the verse gives it a kind of echo effect, further heightening the sense of isolation.

				The lyrics are among the most striking and poetic in Jackson’s career. “The word pictures he paints with the verses are so vivid,” observed music critic Jonathan Conda, “narrating a life of pain against mental images and feelings of Cold War Russia.” Brad Buxer was amazed when he heard them, but he understood where they came from. “[They] were perfect. The pain that guy was going through was incredible….I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed if I was going through something like that. He would cry sometimes. It tore him up….But at the same time he’s a very strong man. So while he’s battling all these mental demons, he was still working and touring.”

				
				The chorus refrain—“How does it feel?”—poses one of the most common and elemental questions in music. It is the question at the core of Bob Dylan’s seminal track “Like a Rolling Stone.” In “Stranger in Moscow,” the question seems to be both introspective (an artist trying to grapple with his own internal state) and a callout to listeners (asking, as it were, if they understand the anguish). The question, however, goes unanswered.

				In the bridge, there is a gorgeous piano solo amid symphonic strings. A brief sax lick rises before a young girl cries out, “Michael!” About four minutes into the song, the restraint finally gives way and the pain is released. “We’re talking danger!” he shouts. “We’re talking danger, baby! Like a stranger in Moscow / I’m living lonely! I’m living lonely, baby!”

				As the song fades into an elegant instrumental outro, a distant KGB interrogator can be heard speaking in Russian. In English, the words translate: “Why have you come from the West? Confess! To steal the great achievements of the people, the accomplishments of the workers.”

				For Michael Jackson, icon of the Western world, the song presents a fascinating paradox: born a black boy to a poor family in Gary, Indiana, he became the most famous pop star in the world—a symbol of the American Dream. But now, only ten years removed from Thriller-mania, he was an outcast, a vagabond, more accepted in places like Prague, Warsaw, and Moscow than in his home country. Yet even in these faraway places, he doesn’t belong—he is trapped in a hotel where “Stalin’s tomb won’t let [him] be.” He is, in essence, a nowhere man, an alien, a stranger in Moscow.

			

			
				
				4. “THIS TIME AROUND”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Dallas Austin, Bruce Swedien, and René Moore

					Produced by Michael Jackson, Dallas Austin, Bruce Swedien, and René Moore

				

				It’s a shame Michael Jackson didn’t have a chance to do more songs with producer Dallas Austin. The sinuous, urban sound of “This Time Around” hints at the potential that such a partnership might have fulfilled. Austin brought Jackson several grooves to consider in 1995, but “This Time Around” was the only one that materialized into a song.

				Trained at Motown Records in the late ’80s and then LaFace Records in the early ’90s, Austin developed a reputation as a rising star, producing influential albums by Boyz II Men, Arrested Development, TLC, and Monica. By the mid-’90s, the Atlanta-based producer was a big shot in the industry. In 1994, he even helped produce Madonna’s Bedtime Stories.

				Austin remembers hitting it off immediately with Jackson. “Michael was the biggest kid in the world,” he recalled, “a real prankster. When we were working [one day], he shot off a tear-gas gun in the studio. He screamed, ‘Everybody get out!’ We all ran outside, scared as hell, and we saw Michael driving a black van down Ventura Boulevard, laughing his butt off.”

				Yet he also saw a more serious side to the artist. One day, he saw Jackson drawing a self-portrait that ended up in the album’s liner notes. “That’s when I was like, ‘Man, do you paint and draw?’ and he just started showing us all these paintings and drawings that he had like at his house. The stuff was amazing.”

				“This Time Around” represented a new variation on the hip-hop–R&B fusion Jackson had established on Dangerous. It still had the whip-crack New Jack beat and wide strings, but now the slinky bass and funky rhythm guitar were the focal points. The artist’s vocal, meanwhile, had an added bite. “This time around,” he sings, “I’m taking no shit.”

				
				The lyrics convey a mix of paranoia and simmering anger. The production, accordingly, was quite different than a lot of Austin’s other work: heavier, darker, tougher. This was due in part to Jackson’s lyrics and in part to the work of hip-hop icon Notorious B.I.G. In 1995, the Brooklyn rapper was just coming off his landmark album, Ready to Die (1994). The record, executive-produced by Sean “Puffy” Combs, showcased Biggie’s mastery of flow and storytelling, establishing him as one of the most respected hip-hop artists of the decade.

				Not many people would have expected the large, intimidating rapper to collaborate with Michael Jackson. But when the King of Pop, who was impressed with him, sent an invite via Puff Daddy, he accepted. “He was quite an imposing figure when he walked in,” noted assistant recording engineer John Van Nest of the session. “I had no idea what to expect from him in terms of attitude, but he seemed nice when he walked in….But almost immediately, he blurted out, ‘Yo, Dallas, can I meet Mike?’ To which Dallas replied that he thought so. Biggie went on to talk about how much this opportunity meant to him, as Michael was his hero.”

				Biggie recorded his rap in just two takes, before waiting for Michael to come listen. “[When] Michael came in, Biggie nearly broke out in tears,” recalled Van Nest. “Biggie was tripping up on his words, bowing down and telling Michael how much his music had meant to him in his life. Michael was, as always, very humble and kept smiling while Biggie just went on and on how much he loved Michael.”

				After the pair had talked for a while, Dallas Austin played Biggie’s rap, which he had just recorded, for Jackson. “We popped it up on the big speakers and let her go,” Van Nest said. “Michael loved it. ‘Oh, let’s hear it again,’ [he said], and we listened again. Michael just loved it and thanked Biggie for coming all the way from Philadelphia. Biggie asked rather sheepishly whether he could get a photo, and Michael agreed. A shot was taken, we listened again, and Michael thanked Biggie. Michael said good-bye and stepped out, leaving Biggie standing there looking completely stunned.”

				
				Just a couple years later, in 1997, Biggie was killed at the age of twenty-four. While his career was short, he would be remembered as one of the most formidable, talented, and influential rappers of all time.

			

			
				5. “EARTH SONG”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and David Foster; Coproduced by Bill Bottrell

				

				If Michael Jackson had been asked to pick his single most important song, there is a good chance he would have picked “Earth Song.” The six-and-a-half-minute epic is his ultimate plea on behalf of the planet. While it was not released as a single in the United States, it reached #1 in more than fifteen countries, becoming the most successful environmental anthem ever recorded. Yet “Earth Song” was more than just a jingle for a cause; it was an ambitious work of art, rooted in the lamentations of the Bible, the struggle of the spirituals, and the apocalyptic urgency of visionary poets and painters. Sonically, it was like nothing else on the radio, combining rock, gospel, and the blues with the scope and arc of a mini-opera.

				The song had come to Jackson back in June 1988, while in Vienna, during his Bad World Tour. “I was in…a hotel,” the artist recalled in a 1995 interview, “and I was feeling so much pain and so much suffering for the plight of the planet Earth….And that’s what inspired it….It just suddenly dropped into my lap when I was on tour in Austria.”

				Jackson was so excited about the song he recorded a piano demo with Bill Bottrell at Westlake Studio in a two-week window between the European and US legs of his tour. That demo—dated September 20, 1988—contains the verses and the chorus cries. Like Jackson, Bottrell could hear its potential. The melody was simple, but elegant, and the cries seemed to tap into something primal and universal.

				
				During the Bad era, Bottrell and Jackson had often talked about social and environmental issues. One day, Jackson insisted that Bottrell watch a VHS of the 1985 film The Emerald Forest, which was about a Brazilian tribe (and their home in the Amazon) under siege by corporate colonizers. According to Bottrell, the artist was deeply concerned about the shortsighted harm humans were causing and the resulting ecological devastation.

				When Jackson returned from his Bad World Tour in early 1989, “Planet Earth,” as it was then called, was among the handful of priority songs Jackson and Bottrell worked on. “It became quite the obsession for both of us,” noted Bottrell. As Jackson began to envision it, “Planet Earth” would be a three-part suite, similar to “Will You Be There,” consisting of an instrumental intro, then the song, and then a spoken poem.

				Unlike the classical prelude to “Will You Be There,” however, Jackson wanted something more ambient and natural. He explained his vision to composer George Del Barrio—“an ominous sound, the beginning of Earth as might have sounded when it was created and life began.” According to recording engineer Matt Forger, the original three-minute prelude was “very modern, very avant-garde. He wanted to change the rules of a pop song, to stretch and experiment. It was a completely different sound for Michael. The whole concept was very ambitious.” That intro was ultimately trimmed and the spoken poem scrapped (though it has since been released independently as “Planet Earth”).

				Jackson and Bottrell continued to build the song, part by part. Guy Pratt (who was playing with Pink Floyd at the time) was brought in to lay down the bass. That deep, powerful sound was achieved by using an octave divider so that the bass was playing two octaves at once. “That’s what gave it that grandiosity,” explained Bottrell. Then British drummer Steve Ferrone was brought in to play drums. “It’s this very heroic rock rhythm,” Bottrell pointed out. “And the drums just explode. Michael kept saying, ‘Make it big! Make it big!’ ” To capture that sound, Jackson initially wanted to use a drum machine, but the artist was so impressed by Ferrone’s live performance he changed his mind. “The real drums just move the air off those speakers,” said Ferrone. “He went from just sitting there listening, to dancing around the room. And that’s what they used.”

				
				Meanwhile, Toto band members Steve Porcaro and David Paich assisted with synth programming, including the track’s lush synth pads, and the Andraé Crouch Choir was invited to sing for the climactic call-and-response. “We gave them a tape to rehearse a few days before with Michael’s lead vocal,” Bottrell explained. “And they came in with the most wonderful arrangement.”

				By 1991, the song was mostly complete, apart from a few vocal overdubs. Given how important the track seemed to Jackson, Bottrell assumed it would be the centerpiece of the Dangerous album. Jackson, however, held it back in the final weeks. As much as he loved the song, he didn’t feel it was quite ready.

				The track was pulled out of the vault for HIStory in 1994. “It crossed formats,” recalled Matt Forger. “It started on twenty-four-track, switched to digital [due to changes in the industry]. The detail and work that went into it was staggering.” A few significant tweaks were made, including session guitarist Michael Thompson’s bluesy interjections in the verses and Bill Ross’s orchestral enhancements (overseen by producer David Foster).

				But the biggest difference was in the final call-and-response ad-libs. On the original track, Jackson sang them in a kind of plaintive falsetto that Bill Bottrell described as “very Marvin Gaye-ish.” But Jackson wanted them to be more urgent, more gritty and aggressive. To achieve that, he decided to sing in full voice, but waited until the final week of recording as he expected “to kill his voice” in the process. In those final days, assistant engineer Rob Hoffman remembers some quiet moments with the singer: “We talked about John Lennon one night as [Jackson] was gearing up to sing the last vocal of the record—the huge ad-libs at the end of ‘Earth Song.’ I told him the story of John singing ‘Twist and Shout’ while being sick, and though most people think he was screaming for effect, it was actually his voice giving out. He loved it, and then went in to sing his heart out.”

				
				Jackson sang that night with the lights out. The small crew of engineers in the control room remember getting goose bumps as they listened to the impassioned voice roaring out of the darkness.

				While it took seven years to complete, the final result on “Earth Song” was worth it. Just as Jackson envisioned, it had a beginning, middle, and end. It told a story. The crisis point in the song comes at about the three-minute mark. “I used to dream,” he sings. “I used to glance beyond the stars / But now I don’t know where we are / Although I know we’ve drifted far.” The drums and bass kick back in, the chorus cries continue, and the song begins to build energy like a storm. And then comes the climactic finale. Jackson’s call-and-response with the Andraé Crouch Choir at the 4:10 mark may be the most breathtaking moment in the artist’s entire catalog. The sheer passion and power is simply unparalleled. It was as if he were channeling from the lungs of the Earth. As the artist explained, “I think Earth feels the pain, and she has wounds…and that’s what inspired it.”

				With each line Jackson shouts on the Earth’s behalf, the choir responds emphatically (What about us?). The “us” here, as in “They Don’t Care About Us,” seems to refer to all those people who have been ignored, oppressed, mistreated; but also all the animals that have been harmed or killed, all the trees that have been cut down, all the oceans that have been poisoned, all the air that has been polluted. He is witnessing for it all.

				“Earth Song” was mocked and maligned by most critics in the 1990s. Yet it has held up well over time. “I’m still very proud of it,” Bill Bottrell asserted. “There is nothing else like it in terms of size and structure….It has the broadest scope, the most unusual blend of elements….It expresses such deeply felt, powerful emotions.”

				
				Jackson planned for “Earth Song” to be the climactic moment of his 2009 This Is It concert series in London. He saw its message as more urgent than ever, and wanted to “open up people’s consciousness.” It was the final song he rehearsed before he died.

			

			
				6. “D.S.”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				Jackson is back on the attack in “D.S.”—a thinly veiled reference to Tom Sneddon, the Santa Barbara County district attorney who had led a costly investigation against Jackson (and would go on to lead a second one in 2003). The title (and written lyrics) were changed from “T.S.” and “Tom Sneddon” to “D.S.” and “Dom Sheldon” after Jackson’s attorney John Branca recommended the change in case Sneddon decided to take legal action against him. Yet, in the recording, Jackson seems to clearly say “Tom Sneddon.”

				Beginning with the sound of a baby crying, the track is Jackson at his most acerbic. “They wanna get my ass dead or alive,” he sings, “You know he really tried to take me down by surprise.” Sneddon did indeed try to take the pop star down—and was almost successful. In 2003, Sneddon was widely criticized for smiling, joking, and personalizing his vendetta against the artist at a press conference announcing Jackson’s indictment (a press conference that fell on the same day as the artist’s album release for Number Ones). Jackson, and those close to him, believed that the conservative DA was prejudiced against the eccentric African American superstar—and had gone out of his way not to simply investigate, but to humiliate the artist.

				On “D.S.,” Jackson uses his most potent weapon—music—to fire back. By turns taunting and vengeful, Jackson blasts Sneddon for four straight minutes, linking him to racism (“You think he brother with the KKK?”), institutional corruption, and parochial conservatism. As in the 1996 musical film, Michael Jackson’s Ghosts, Sneddon is, in essence, represented as the anti-artist: a cold, clinical authority figure, bent on ridding the world of “freaks” (those who don’t fit his definition of “normal”).

				
				Jackson developed “D.S.” primarily with Brad Buxer and Chuck Wild. Against a driving guitar riff and funky beat, he delivers his throaty assault. The song, which samples Yes’s hit song “Owner of a Lonely Heart,” is simple and sparse, though some cool synth effects are sprinkled throughout. Even Slash’s guitar solo is scaled down and short. One of the main goals of the song seems to be how many times Jackson can repeat the refrain “Tom Sneddon is a cold man.”

				When asked about the song, Sneddon replied, “I have not, shall we say, done him the honor of listening to it.” Though the district attorney knew it ended with a gunshot.

			

			
				7. “MONEY”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				On the heels of “D.S.,” it is easy to view “Money” as an extension of Jackson’s litany of personal grievances. And on one level, it is. Jackson believed the allegations against him were driven by greed and plans to extort him, and the song drives home this point.

				Yet “Money” effectively broadens the critique. Just as “D.S.” is about Tom Sneddon and institutional corruption, “Money” is about Evan Chandler and larger systemic greed and abuse. In “Money,” Jackson calls it “the devil’s game.” No one is immune to it. He asks his listeners: “Are you infected with the same disease?” He also calls out the hypocrisy of those who cling to religion, but act against its values. “So you go to church,” he sings, “Read the holy word / In the scheme of life it’s all absurd.” Money, as he puts it, is their real God.

				
				Interestingly, Jackson switches perspectives throughout the song so that he also embodies those he is indicting. The chorus, for example, comes from the point of view of the individual who has sold out: “Anything, anything, anything for money / I’d lie for you, die for you, even sell my soul to the devil”. Musically, the track begins with a simple, shuffling drum loop and three contrasting bass lines, as Jackson speak-raps the verses. According to Brad Buxer, Jackson came up with every aspect of the song, from the lyrics, to the instrumental parts, to the arrangement.

				Jackson was trying to figure out who to get to play the track’s funk guitar part when assistant engineer Rob Hoffman recommended the legendary Nile Rodgers. “That was one of the really fun parts about working with MJ,” recalled Hoffman. “You could call anyone and get them down there….Michael was excited for that because they had toured together in the ’70s. Of course Nile played some of the funkiest shit ever.” Rodgers later credited Jackson for helping to resurrect his musical career. “He was a good friend at the time and it’s thanks to him that I got back into the music industry.”

				As “Money” evolves, it unfolds into an intricate collage of colliding rhythms, harmonies, and counter-harmonies (“Money makes the world go ’round”). “You want it,” Jackson finally declares, “You earn it with dignity.”

				At about the 3:23 mark, barely audible beneath the harmonies, Jackson begins to call out a list of iconic business titans: Vanderbilt, Morgan, Trump, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Getty. While these figures have often been praised as entrepreneurial giants and philanthropists, they have also been criticized for the practices that brought them such wealth. In fact, concerns about the concentrated power, influence, and illegal practices of Rockefeller, Morgan, and Carnegie helped inspire the “muckraking” movement that launched the Progressive era in the early 1900s.

				“Money” was originally intended to be released as the third or fourth single from HIStory. After “You Are Not Alone” hit #1 in the summer of 1995, however, no singles were released in the United States over the next six months, at which point Jackson finally solicited the release of “They Don’t Care About Us.”

			

			
				
				8. “COME TOGETHER”

				
					Written by John Lennon and Paul McCartney

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Bill Bottrell

				

				Jackson’s high-octane cover of the Beatles’ classic “Come Together” originally appeared in the ninety-two-minute musical fantasia Moonwalker in 1988. Jackson performs the song in a sort of underground, private concert as the children featured in the film (including John Lennon’s son Sean) are ushered in (by Jackson’s real-life manager Frank DiLeo) and look on in amazement. That performance, featuring Jackson decked out in a yellow shirt and black leather pants, strutting and stomping with abandon, perfectly showcases the song’s raw, visceral energy.

				That version is almost identical to the one that appears on HIStory. Jackson originally recorded the song in October 1986 with Bill Bottrell, just over a year after the artist had purchased the Beatles catalog in 1985. He had been thinking about potential cover songs within the catalog—Bottrell remembers driving around Los Angeles with Jackson, listening to Beatles tunes and trying to determine which would work best. They eventually decided on “Come Together” (the runner-up was the McCartney-penned “You Know My Name”). While Jackson’s relationship with McCartney had begun to fade by this time, he remained very close to the Lennon family. “It turns out that he’s the nicest person in the world,” said Sean Lennon in 1988, after working with the artist during the filming of Moonwalker. Yoko Ono, meanwhile, praised Jackson as both an artist and a person. When the pop star died in 2009, she wrote on Twitter: “We will always remember you and love you for what you were to us.”

				“Come Together” didn’t take long to record. “I just went in and in one take started singing it,” Jackson noted. “We kept it raw and kinda funky. It was just spontaneous, but I knew I wanted to do something with it.” It was so raw, in fact, that even Bottrell thought it might be a little “undercooked.” Bottrell tinkered with the track a bit while Jackson was on his Bad World Tour, but Jackson (uncharacteristically) didn’t want much changed.

				
				The original plan was to use the song for the Days of Thunder soundtrack. That film, starring Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman, featured a blockbuster lineup of artists, including Guns N’ Roses. The plan, however, fell apart due to a power struggle between CBS/Epic head Walter Yetnikoff and Hollywood mogul David Geffen (whose Geffen Records was overseeing and distributing the album). Jackson subsequently intended to include it on the proposed 1990 greatest-hits collection, Decade.

				When that collection failed to materialize, “Come Together” became an orphan. Jackson never felt it fit with the material on Dangerous. He eventually released it as a B-side on the single “Remember the Time.” But he believed the Beatles cover deserved a bigger audience.

				That’s how it ended up on HIStory nearly seven years after it was recorded. When Bottrell found out that Jackson had included it on the album, he was surprised. It didn’t sound like it had been touched since the last time he’d worked on it all those years earlier. But he was pleased that Jackson still gave him production credit.

				While the song is a bit of an odd fit on HIStory, it was a smart pick from the vast Beatles catalog. The Beatles were famous for borrowing from black R&B. Jackson clearly picks up on those elements in his translation of “Come Together,” injecting it with a heavy dose of rhythmic tension and funk. Where the Beatles song is cool and spaced out, Jackson’s is hot and coiled. The famous guitar riff, remade with a synthesizer, has an elastic spring to it, while Jackson’s gravelly textured vocal is charged with electricity.

				The song is also appropriate because of how much Jackson identified with John Lennon—a fellow eccentric whose genius often rested in his unorthodoxy. “Come Together” illustrated this well. “It pitches a stream of self-confessed ‘gobbledygook’ at the violent antagonisms of an unenlightened world,” wrote Beatles critic Ian MacDonald, “implying that the language deployed in such confrontations is a trap and a potential prison.” The song, that is, tries to move beyond words and to let the music, sound, rhythm, and feel do the talking.

				
				That resonated for Jackson, who not only often ad-libbed lyrics in demos to allow the music to dictate the song, but also loved playing with the sounds of language. He loved to twist and contort words; you can hear him doing just that on “Come Together.”

				Of course, the main phrase listeners really hear and understand in the song is the title—“Come Together”—and this was, in essence, the overriding message of Jackson’s entire catalog. Music, for both Jackson and Lennon, was about bringing people together and making them feel free. It was, as Ian MacDonald reads “Come Together,” “a call to unchain the imagination and, by setting language free, loosen the rigidities of political and emotional entrenchment.”

				While its full public unveiling was delayed for years, the song offers a nice symbolic link between two generation-defining music icons.

			

			
				9. “YOU ARE NOT ALONE”

				
					Written by R. Kelly

					Produced by Michael Jackson and R. Kelly

				

				Released as the second single from HIStory, “You Are Not Alone” was the first song in the thirty-seven-year history of the Billboard Hot 100 chart to debut at #1. The majestic ballad also reached #1 in twelve other countries, including the UK, France, Poland, New Zealand, and Japan. While it has long been a beloved staple in Jackson’s catalog, some feel it is now tainted due to its association with R. Kelly, though there is some dispute about whether Kelly even wrote the song himself. In 2007, a Belgian court ruled that Kelly plagiarized the song “If We Can Start All Over” by Eddy and Danny Van Passel. While Kelly adamantly denied being aware of the song, the chorus melodies are indeed identical, and Van Passel’s demo, which was written in 1993, was circulating in the American music industry.

				
				“You Are Not Alone” was one of a pair of demos R. Kelly sent Jackson to consider in 1994. Jackson loved both (the second, called “All My Life,” subsequently became a #1 hit for R&B duo K-Ci & Jojo). The songs were not only written in keys that worked well for Jackson’s voice, but Kelly also sang the lead vocals in a style similar to the artist, hoping to give him a sense of how they might sound. Jackson immediately saw the potential in “You Are Not Alone.” The lyrics, about isolation and longing, resonated with the pop star, and he couldn’t get the five-note melody out of his head.

				Jackson turned to longtime collaborator Steve Porcaro to help with the lush production and to give the song more momentum. The artist wanted the song to have more of an arc and decided to modulate to a higher key and add a choir in the latter part of the song to achieve that. Listen to the shift at the 4:16 mark—that lift was Jackson’s contribution, as was the Andraé Crouch Choir’s humming and the final ad-libs, including that incredible twelve-second note hold. Jackson thought he should get cowriting credit for his contributions, but when R. Kelly pushed back, he demurred. Jackson flew out to R. Kelly’s studio in Chicago to work on the song before finishing it at Record One in Los Angeles.

				“You Are Not Alone” is a love song—yet it has a gospel element that carries echoes of “Will You Be There.” As in that song, the narrator is lonely and lost. He feels abandoned in “a world so cold.” The chorus, however, offers catharsis. While he is the one who sings “You are not alone,” the reassurance actually comes from another source (God? His lost lover?) that comes in his hour of need and comforts him. “Though we’re far apart,” the voice tells him, “You’re always in my heart.” In this way, the song functions as a kind of answered prayer. Jackson calls out for supplication and finds relief, at least for a moment. The sublime ballad was widely praised by critics. The music video (directed by Wayne Isham) was inspired by the 1933 painting Daybreak by Maxfield Parrish (Jackson’s idea) and featured the artist and his then-wife, Lisa Marie Presley, in the (semi) nude. “You Are Not Alone” ended up being Jackson’s final #1 hit.

			

			
				
				10. “CHILDHOOD”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and David Foster

				

				“If you really want to know about me,” Michael Jackson said in a 2004 interview, “there’s a song I wrote, which is the most honest song I’ve ever written….It’s called ‘Childhood.’ [People] should listen to it. That’s the one they should really listen to.”

				While there are many layers to the enigma that is Michael Jackson, the trauma of his “lost” childhood is where it all begins. In a way, the rest of his life was an endless attempt at recovering from that trauma. There were, of course, consequences to this quest, as his critics were quick to point out. His obsession with Peter Pan, his creation of Neverland, his childlike behavior (and, at times, naïveté and recklessness) have all elicited libraries’ worth of scrutiny and commentary. Perhaps no figure in American history has been pathologized more than Michael Jackson.

				But regardless of how he attempted to compensate, the pain was real. He was a child star, which meant the public’s entertainment and enjoyment came at a cost. That cost included loneliness, abuse, exploitation, and always the expectation that he must perform to be loved. It meant working in studios all day when other kids rode bikes and played on playgrounds. He dealt with red-eye flights, hotels, and groupies and, since the age of ten, was unable to go out in public without being mobbed. He was so ashamed of the way his appearance changed as he grew, including a bout with acne and a bigger nose, that he would hide in a closet and cry. And his father made him so terrified that he would want to vomit, even as an adult.

				
				This is the very real place from which “Childhood” sprang. “Our personal history begins in childhood,” he explained, “and the song ‘Childhood’ is a reflection of my life….It’s about the pain, some of the joys, some of the dreaming, some of the mental adventures that I took because of the different life I had, in being a child performer. I was born onstage and ‘Childhood,’ it’s my mirror—it’s my story.”

				Given the importance of this story to him, Jackson approached the song differently. Unlike many of his songs, he wrote, revised, and polished the lyrics completely before recording. He dictated to Brad Buxer exactly how he wanted the melody, chords, and strings to sound. Then, when he felt ready, he sang it live in the Hit Factory, accompanied by the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. His remarkable a cappella performance is captured in preserved video footage. In a small vocal booth, headphones on to hear the orchestra, he pours his heart and soul into the song.

				The tone of “Childhood” is both whimsical and sad. It opens with a question (“Have you seen my childhood?”). That question recurs throughout the song and works in different ways. On a literal level, it is asking the listener to consider the challenges of his early life. Yet it is also presented as an irrecoverable abstraction: his “ideal” childhood doesn’t exist, no matter how much he tries to find it. “I’m searching for the world that I come from,” he sings.

				In a way, the song operates as a confession. It is his Oprah interview condensed into poetry and music. Because of the unusual life he has led, he explained, people say “He’s not okay”; they view him as eccentric and weird. But because he was forced to be an adult as a child, he reasons, he has tried to “compensate” by re-creating some of the joy, wonder, and magic of childhood as an adult. You can hear that wonder in his vocal as he escapes into a world of “adventurous dreams.” But before long it fades. He wakes up in the adult world and the ache returns.

				
				In this way, it is both an ode and an elegy to innocence. Yet it is also simply a plea for compassion. “Before you judge me,” he begs, “Try hard to love me…The painful youth I’ve had…” The pathos in these final lines, as his voice breaks, is palpable.

				Perhaps because his vocals were so vulnerable—or because it was a string-laden, Broadway-esque ballad—rock critics ridiculed it. They described it as “maudlin” and “self-pitying.” Rolling Stone dismissed it as “a blend of rampaging ego and static orchestral pop” that was a “Streisand-size mistake.”

				For Jackson, however, it was his most honest and personal song.

			

			
				11. “TABLOID JUNKIE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Jimmy Jam, and Terry Lewis

					Produced by Michael Jackson, Jimmy Jam, and Terry Lewis

				

				“Tabloid Junkie” is a sequel of sorts to songs like “Leave Me Alone” and “Why You Wanna Trip on Me”—only this time the critique of the media is much more personal, specific, and sharp. “We were gonna call it ‘Tabloid Jungle,’ ” said Jimmy Jam in 1995, “because we felt like the tabloids were the hunters and Michael the prey. He’s the biggest prize in the jungle, and the media’s on this mission to capture him.”

				Critics maligned the track, citing it as an example of Jackson’s persecution complex. But Jimmy Jam wasn’t wrong about the media fixation with the superstar. Stories about Jackson—no matter how outlandish—made for good copy. And over the previous decade, the media’s appetite and tactics had only intensified. Jackson ultimately decided to change “jungle” to “junkie” to accentuate the media’s—and society’s—drug-like addiction to spectacle and sensationalism.

				
				The song begins with the voice of a newscaster mindlessly repeating tabloid fodder as news. Other voices follow and begin colliding with each other until it is a chaotic blend of white noise. Meanwhile, people frantically type on keyboards in the background, illustrating how quickly stories (whether true or false, important or unimportant) are produced, consumed, repeated, and spread. In this case, many of the stories involve the “strange and weird” Michael Jackson, who, for both reporters and audience, is no longer a human being but a consumable object.

				The breathless reporting builds until it turns into an all-out feeding frenzy—the sounds of wild animals mix with the voices of “journalists”; the beat swings and slams with abandon, as the rapid-fire percussion mimics a big game hunter maniacally shooting down prey. Jackson’s vocals, meanwhile, come in with a raspy rap: “Speculate to break the one you hate / Circulate the lie you confiscate / Assassinate and mutilate / As the hounding media in hysteria.”

				It’s noteworthy that Jackson uses the sound and style of hip-hop to deliver his counterprogramming (remember Chuck D’s famous line about rap being “CNN for black people”?). The verses here, like those in “Why You Wanna Trip on Me,” are rapped in short, biting rhymes, before he stretches out in the pre-chorus. “And you don’t have to read it,” he sings. “And you don’t have to eat it / To buy it is to feed it / So why do we keep foolin’ ourselves?”

				The chorus, meanwhile, offers a mantra of resistance: “Just because you read it in a magazine / See it on the TV screen / Don’t make it factual, actual.” The harmonies have a lush, airy quality that feels better to the ear than the noise in the verses. The implication seems to be that weaning yourself off the drug of tabloid journalism will have a similar effect. Note how the dense, aggressive bottom is overlaid with an airy, melodic top, providing that relief from losing the addiction.

				Between the verses, newscasters continue to recite outlandish stories. Jackson also inhabits their position, repeating the sensational claims (including that the artist is “homosexual”), before switching back to his own voice and pleading with his audience not to believe them. “It’s slander,” he proclaims. “You say it’s not a sword / But with your pen you torture men / You’d crucify the Lord.”

				
				He later refers to such malicious journalists as “parasites” and “false witnesses,” while alluding to the media frenzy surrounding JFK and Marilyn Monroe—even in death. Jackson’s message wasn’t anti-media, but a rebuttal against careless, speculative infotainment media in an era dominated by celebrity scandals and reality TV.

			

			
				12. “2 BAD”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Dallas Austin, Bruce Swedien, and René Moore

					Produced by Michael Jackson, Bruce Swedien, and René Moore

				

				Michael Jackson had nearly collaborated with Run-DMC back in 1986. Nine years later, he finally found a way to feature them in his work. The clip used here is not just any random sample—it’s a demo of “King of Rock,” in which the group makes its brash declaration of preeminence as “the baddest of the bad”—and volleys against the (white) rock establishment and its gatekeeping role in the music industry.

				Jackson’s use of “King of Rock,” then, is not only a nod of respect to fellow African American musical pioneers; it is also his own declaration to the industry that he himself remains “the baddest of the bad,” that “there is none higher.”

				Jackson worked on the song with a number of people, including Dallas Austin, Jimmy Jam, Bruce Swedien, and René Moore. As with “Jam,” Swedien and Moore introduced an initial groove to Jackson and the artist went to work on it, beatboxing incredible rhythm parts around it (some of which were retained in the final mix) and elaborating on the main riff, which was a hip-hop–inflected adaptation of Sly and the Family Stone’s 1969 song “Thank You (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin).” The hi-hat part was performed by Jimmy Jam and, according to assistant engineer Rob Hoffman, “used as a trigger on a gated robot sound from the Roland S-760.” Jackson came up with many of the synth effects and horn parts. “If you listen to the bridge,” said Rob Hoffman, “the entire horn thing was Michael’s idea. He had Jerry Hey come in, and sang him all the parts.”

				
				Meanwhile, the artist invited basketball superstar Shaquille O’Neal—who was then moonlighting as a rapper—to perform on the track. Why did the artist select the Orlando Magic center over a more established rapper? According to collaborators, the two had struck up a friendship over the previous year, visiting each other’s houses and getting to know each other’s families. While critics mostly dismissed Shaq’s 1993 album, Shaq Diesel, it did go platinum. Moreover, Jackson was a fan of basketball, as indicated by previous collaborations with Magic Johnson (in the video for “Remember the Time”) and Michael Jordan (in the video for “Jam”). For his part, Shaq was thrilled. He’d grown up idolizing Jackson and couldn’t believe he now had the opportunity to be featured on one of his records. As it turned out, he delivered some pretty solid rhymes (which were recorded in Orlando and sent back for Jackson’s approval).

				While “2 Bad” was buried on the back half of the album and was never released as a single, it is one of the more innovative and interesting tracks on HIStory. It contains elements of funk, rock, hip-hop, and even some gospel. Jackson’s lyrics, meanwhile, combine defiance and bravado. “Look who’s standing if you please,” he sings. “Though you tried to bring me to my knees.” The lyrics call out the various forces he believes have attacked him—because of his race and his success, among other reasons—but also assert that he’s not about to back down.

			

			
				
				13. “HISTORY”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Jimmy Jam, and Terry Lewis

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				Michael Jackson had trouble figuring out the title track. He wanted something big and grand, but also something rooted in the grind and sweat of struggle. Eventually, he enlisted Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis to help out. To complete the song, he ended up calling on numerous others. Depending on your point of view, the song represents Jackson at his most excessive or his most ambitious.

				Production was a massive undertaking, requiring more than 192 tracks, sprawled over four different forty-eight-track digital audiotapes. In addition to the artist’s vocal and the instrumental parts, typical for a Michael Jackson song, this included a full orchestra, classical music samples, dozens of spoken lines, and historical audio clips (including quotes from Thomas Edison, Walt Disney, and Malcolm X), a performance by the Andraé Crouch Choir, a child solo, and even background vocals by R&B trio Boyz II Men.

				Like “Will You Be There” and “Earth Song,” Jackson envisioned “HIStory” as a three-part suite: in this case, a classical introduction, the song, and then a collage of historical events and quotes at the end.

				It begins with a sample from the tenth movement (“The Great Gate of Kiev”) of Russian composer Modest Mussorgsky’s masterpiece Pictures at an Exhibition. From a biographical standpoint, the choice seems to symbolize Jackson’s triumph over his trials and adversaries. It is the musical counterpart to the album cover, in which Jackson is shown as powerful, strong, and immortalized in the form of a statue (as he puts it in the song: “He dares to be recognized / The fire’s deep in his eyes”).

				After twenty seconds, that triumphant music suddenly stops. Historical dates (without corresponding events) are read as a bell tolls and a marching drum is played. We hear the scratching sound of vinyl being pulled off a record player. Then a distorted version of “America, the Beautiful” plays as we hear a quote from Michael Jackson himself (as a young boy): “Whatever I sing, that’s what I really mean. Like, I’m singing a song, I don’t sing it if I don’t mean it.”

				
				When the beat finally kicks in, it sounds nothing like Jackson’s other anthems. The verses in “HIStory” are not hummable melodies, but short, clipped rhymes that recall the rhythm and structure of African American work songs from the era of slavery. “Don’t’ let no one get you down,” Jackson implores. “Keep movin’ on higher ground.” In such lyrics Jackson is not simply motivating himself, but playing the role of preacher (recalling “Keep the Faith”). He’s connecting his struggle and journey, that is, to the larger community—and within the broader sweep of human history.

				The verses feel like an uphill climb, a slow but steady push, with Jackson crying out words of hope and encouragement as they ascend to a summit. When the chorus arrives, we have come to the top of a mountain. There is suddenly a sense of perspective and accomplishment as we look around at the panoramic view. The melody gives us a gust of rejuvenating air.

				While the lyrics here get a bit contrived (“Every soldier dies in his glory / Every hero dreams of chivalry”), the juxtaposition of the verses and the chorus is effective, and leads to a characteristically sublime Michael Jackson lift after the bridge.

				In the bridge Jackson combines the exultant strains of a military parade, with recorded lines from Martin Luther King Jr.’s iconic “I Have a Dream” speech at the 1963 March on Washington. That speech unleashes the celebratory outro. Boyz II Men comes in with the harmonies, Greg Phillinganes plays a Fats Waller–esque piano, the choir swells, and Jackson ad-libs rhapsodically over the top.

				The song concludes with Jackson and a young girl (Leah Frazier) harmonizing, much as in “Heal the World.” Then a string of historical events are read (mostly by the engineers who worked on the album). Recording engineer Matt Forger put this elaborate section together. The track concludes with a final sequence of quotes, including JFK’s famous speech (“Some men see things as they are…”), the awe-inspiring moments of the first moonwalk, and Thomas Edison’s introduction of sound recording (“I am the Edison phonograph, created by the great wizard of the New World to delight those who would have melody or be amused”). That’s a lot to pack into six minutes and thirty-eight seconds.

			

			
				
				14. “LITTLE SUSIE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				“Little Susie” was originally written in 1979, but there is no way it would have appeared on a Michael Jackson album in the ’80s. It was too left-of-center, too macabre, and definitely not a hit. “What it’s doing on an album with Dallas Austin and Jam and Lewis is anyone’s guess,” wrote Rolling Stone. That, no doubt, is why the track was shelved for so long. By 1995, however, Jackson was a different artist—less commercially driven, more willing to take risks. “Little Susie” is another testament to his depth and range. “If he ever decides to stop being a pop singer,” wrote music critic Anthony Wynn, “this song [is] proof he could compose music for movies and seriously win Oscars for it. It’s sad, haunting, beautiful.”

				Jackson began working on the song for HIStory in 1994. The song recalled “Sunrise, Sunset” from 1971 musical film Fiddler on the Roof and featured Broadway-style orchestration. Initially, like “Childhood” and “Smile,” Jackson had live orchestration on the song. Ultimately, however, he asked Steve Porcaro to redo it on a synthesizer.

				For the nearly two-minute prelude, Jackson sampled the “Pie Jesu” movement of Maurice Duruflé’s majestic masterpiece Requiem, Op. 9. Based in the plainchant tradition of the Catholic church, it once again shows Jackson drawing on the sacred to create a wider, deeper canvas than pop music typically allows. It also establishes a more somber mood for the story he is about to tell. “Pie Jesu” eventually fades, as the listener hears the cranking sound of a music box, followed by the voice of a young girl humming. The effect is both enchanting and disturbing.

				
				Then comes the tragic story, narrated in what has to be one of Jackson’s most moving vocal performances (captured vividly by Bruce Swedien). The lyrics read like a combination of William Blake and Edgar Allan Poe. Much of Little Susie’s life remains mysterious. We learn that her father abandoned her and her mother died. Only one man really knew her—but he couldn’t prevent her tragic fate. Instead, as he sees her limp body on the floor, he can only reach down and close her eyes. What matters in the song is what led to her death.

				For years, Jackson relays, she sings a beautiful tune but goes unheard (“She knew no one cared”). The ongoing loneliness she feels eventually leads to despair. “To be damned to know hoping is dead, and you’re doomed,” he sings. “Then to scream out and nobody’s there.” His delivery captures the horror of feeling invisible and unloved. He also paints a gruesome portrait of her death (“Lift her with care, oh, the blood in her hair”), though exactly how she died isn’t made clear. Did she kill herself? Was it an accident? Was she murdered? The full story is left a mystery.

				Jackson was inspired by Thomas Hood’s 1844 poem “Bridge of Sighs,” about a young woman who jumped to her death from Waterloo Bridge in London. The poem includes lines that closely mirror lyrics in Jackson’s song: “Take her up tenderly, / Lift her with care; / Fashion’d so slenderly/ Young, and so fair!”

				Another source of inspiration was a 1972 photograph by Gottfried Helnwein called “Lichtkind” (Child of Light), which depicts a young girl’s lifeless, bandaged body on a stark wooden floor. Rooted in German expressionism, “Lichtkind” was part of a series of photographs and watercolor paintings called Beautiful Victims. Jackson was deeply moved by the series and included “Lichtkind” in the booklet for HIStory. In the late 1980s, while on his Bad World Tour, he had met the artist in person. Helnwein described Jackson as “extremely beautiful, fragile, and totally unearthly. I always had the feeling that he is not standing on the floor, but slightly floating on air.”

				
				“Little Susie” was a testament to the suffering, sadness, and pure spirit Jackson sensed in Helnwein’s portrait. It was also a cautionary tale about abandonment and neglect. She died, the song suggests, because she wasn’t loved. It is one of the most gut-wrenching songs Jackson ever sang.

			

			
				15. “SMILE”

				
					Written by Charlie Chaplin, John Turner, and Geoffrey Parsons

					Produced by David Foster and Michael Jackson

				

				Michael Jackson’s love of Charlie Chaplin went back decades. He watched and studied all his films; he devoured biographies of the icon; he drew pictures of him (the earliest sketch was made when he was just nine years old); he dressed up as the Little Tramp for photo shoots; he visited Chaplin’s widow, Oona, in Switzerland, and even tried to purchase his idol’s home.

				Jackson identified with the entertainer in numerous ways: his rags-to-riches story, his stratospheric success and fame, his ambition, and his eventual ostracism and exile. “I just love him to death,” the artist confessed in a 1982 interview. “The little tramp, the whole gear and everything, and his heart—everything he portrayed on the screen was a truism. It was his whole life. He was born in London, and his father died an alcoholic when he was six. He roamed the streets of England, begging, poor, hungry. All this reflects on the screen and that’s what I like to do, to bring all of those truths out.”

				As a dancer and student of movement, Jackson especially appreciated how Chaplin could convey great emotion through silent expression. “How could you not admire his genius,” he raved. “He was the king of pathos….He knew how to make you laugh and cry at the same time….I relate to him. I sometimes feel like I am him.”

				
				For a time, Chaplin, like Jackson, was the biggest star of his time. His landmark movies—including The Kid, The Gold Rush, City Lights, and Modern Times (all of which Chaplin both directed and starred in)—were hugely popular and remain among the most significant films of the silent era.

				“Smile” came from Modern Times. The original instrumental song played during the poignant final scene as Chaplin and Ellen (played by Paulette Goddard), after enduring seemingly endless disappointments and hardships, walk toward the horizon together, arm in arm. The song was composed by Chaplin himself. Songwriters John Turner and Geoffrey Parsons later gave it lyrics and a title. It was first sung by Nat King Cole in 1954.

				Jackson had long considered covering the song. After discussing it with producer David Foster in 1994, he finally decided to do it. Like “Childhood,” “Smile” was recorded at the Hit Factory with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. In fact, the two songs were done on the same day. According to Rob Hoffman, the orchestra “rehearsed a bit without vocals in, then during the first take Michael sang, [he] just about knocked them out of their chairs.” Jeremy Lubbock, who oversaw the orchestration, concurred: “I think I’ve worked with everyone,” he said, “but my most memorable recording session remains Michael Jackson’s ‘Smile’ from the HIStory album. Great song, great artist, painless!”

				The performance was so moving the orchestra gave the artist a standing ovation. “During the recording,” Bruce Swedien noted, “[they] had been listening to Michael sing through their individual headphones. When Michael walked out in the studio…every member of the fifty-piece orchestra stood up and tapped their music stands with their bows, as loud as they could. Jeremy [Lubbock] stood on the conductor’s podium and also applauded as loud as he could. I was applauding by myself in the control room as loud as I could!”

				
				Being a perfectionist, Jackson insisted on recording his vocals again the next day. He eventually did fourteen takes, but ended up using the first one. That performance has become a classic in Jackson’s catalog. The New York Times called it “a dramatic tour de force. Over quivering strings and a nonchalant piano, Jackson sounds like he’s barely holding back tears. His voice trembles, breaks, pulls together and heads for another emotional brink. It ends with an indrawn breath, a sob on the verge of a crying jag.”

				In the outro, Jackson hums, laughs, and whistles his way to the end. It completes a turbulent, emotionally exhausting journey, from the rage and fury of “Scream” to the temporary solace and acceptance of “Smile.” Like the best Chaplin performances, the final track somehow felt joyful and painful at the same time (“a smile—and perhaps, a tear,” as Chaplin famously put it). It was the best tribute he could have given his longtime hero.
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			BLOOD ON THE DANCE FLOOR

			 

			(1997)

			
				If you wanna see

				Eccentric oddities

				I’ll be grotesque before your eyes.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, “Is It Scary,” 1997

			

			Two years after the release of HIStory came an unexpected postscript: a collection of five new songs and eight remixes titled Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix. The album was in many ways an anomaly for Jackson. In the United States, its release went virtually unnoticed. There was no elaborate unveiling, no promotion, no big music videos or hit singles. It did do much better abroad, particularly in Europe, where it received more advertising and airplay.

			Because all the songs were written during the Dangerous and HIStory sessions, Blood on the Dance Floor didn’t require the drawn-out, excruciating attention and time Jackson gave his other albums. The quality was still strong, but the result felt less calculated—more raw and experimental, without all the hype and expectations that typically accompanied a Michael Jackson release.

			There has been a great deal of mystery around how the album came about. In a 1998 interview, Michael Jackson acknowledged that he wasn’t much of a fan of remixes. “The least I can say is that I don’t like them,” he said. “I don’t like it that they come in and change my songs completely. But Sony says that the kids love remixes.” Jackson did, however, often express approval of creative engagement with his work, whether in the form of sampling, covers, or club remixes.

			
			What appealed to him most about Blood on the Dance Floor, though, was the idea of releasing a smaller collection of songs. HIStory was originally intended to have a full sequel (thus, the complete title of the first album: HIStory: Past, Present and Future, Book I). Book II would have been another double-disc record, including more hits and more new songs. But given that the artist was in the middle of a world tour, he knew he wouldn’t have time to come up with a whole new album that was up to his standards.

			A smaller collection of four to five tracks, therefore, appealed to him. It would sustain enthusiasm for the HIStory World Tour and would count as one of the six albums promised to Sony in his 1991 contract. Sony would have preferred a full new record, but knew that was unlikely given Jackson’s protracted creative process. The hybrid album, then, was a compromise: Jackson could release a tightly edited batch of new songs and Sony could tack on some dance remixes.

			Those remixes, eight in total, were all based on tracks from HIStory and were carried out by a range of producers. Probably the best of the bunch was a reggae-infused reworking of “2 Bad” (called the “Refugee Camp Mix”), featuring members of the Fugees. This chapter, however, focuses only on the album’s five new songs.

			Recording for Blood on the Dance Floor commenced in January 1997 during a gap in touring in Montreux, Switzerland. A small crew of musicians and engineers, led by Brad Buxer, worked with Jackson at Mountain Studio, building on the digital audio tapes (DAT) of songs recorded during the Dangerous and HIStory sessions. The tracks were completed at Record Plant in Los Angeles in the spring of 1997.

			About ten or twelve songs were considered, but Jackson ultimately settled on five: the titular “Blood on the Dance Floor” (originally written and recorded with Teddy Riley during the Dangerous sessions); “Morphine” (written and recorded with Brad Buxer during the HIStory sessions); “Superfly Sister” (written and recorded with Bryan Loren during Dangerous); “Ghosts” (written and recorded with Teddy Riley, also during Dangerous); and “Is It Scary” (originally worked on with Teddy Riley and intended for the 1993 movie Addams Family Values; later developed and recorded with Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis).

			
			Blood on the Dance Floor officially dropped on May 20, 1997. The title track was released as the lead single two months beforehand. While it performed poorly in the United States (peaking at #43), globally the song was a hit, reaching the Top 10 in fifteen countries. The album as a whole, meanwhile, largely flew under the radar.

			The lack of hype and hoopla, however, seemed to allow some critics to pay attention to the considerable merit of the music. Rolling Stone called it arguably his most “revealing record.” Others saw it as a creative breakthrough. “His singing on the first five tracks of new material has never been so tormented, or audacious,” observed cultural critic Armond White. “Blood on the Dance Floor has the vitality of an intelligence that refuses to be placated….[It] is a throwdown, a dare to the concept of innocuous Black pop.” “There is real pain and pathos in these new songs,” concurred The New York Times’s Neil Strauss: “In keeping with Jackson’s darker mood the music has grown more angry and indignant. With beats crashing like metal sheets and synthesizer sounds hissing like pressurized gas, this is industrial funk….Creatively, Jackson has entered a new realm.”

			Picking up where HIStory’s most intense tracks left off, the album is often shocking in its boldness—both sonically and lyrically. It was Jackson at his darkest. Some even compared the sounds and themes to Nine Inch Nails and Marilyn Manson. The songs told stories of murder, drug addiction, sexual panic, abnormality, paranoia, and decay. They experimented with fusions of industrial funk, EDM, R&B, rock, and Gothic pop.

			
			It was perhaps the closest Jackson got to a concept album—in essence, an exploration of an individual’s descent into a monstrous world. From the fear and betrayal of the title track to the rage and desperation of “Morphine,” from the vexed reproach of “Superfly Sister” to the metaphorical horror capsules “Ghosts” and “Is It Scary,” Jackson is surveying a fraught reality. There is no “Man in the Mirror” or “Heal the World” here—the only real hope it offers is in its act of holding up a mirror to both the individual and society. It is a dark collection from start to finish; however, it also contains some of Jackson’s most experimental and compelling work.

			In spite of its low profile, Blood on the Dance Floor moved an estimated six million copies, becoming the bestselling remix album of all time.

			
				THE SONGS

				1. “BLOOD ON THE DANCE FLOOR”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

				

				“Blood on the Dance Floor” is classic Michael Jackson: a high-energy, thumping rhythm track with the mystery and intrigue of “Billie Jean” and the film-noir drama of “Smooth Criminal.”

				The song was originally conceived during the Dangerous sessions with producers Teddy Riley and Bill Bottrell. “I thought I’d be a clever salesman,” recalled Bottrell, “and I teased Michael about this great song I had called ‘Blood on the Dance Floor.’ He was out of town and I was trying to tweak the song and this went on for weeks. He was really intrigued, so much so that before he ever heard what I did, he wrote his own ‘Blood on the Dance Floor.’ ” Jackson developed this version with Teddy Riley, believing that Riley had the perfect groove for it.

				Riley’s groove was written in the wake of a visceral tragedy—a friend of his had been murdered at a club. The music absorbed the mood—it was aggressive, ominous, menacing. Jackson had no idea about the events surrounding the song. “He knew nothing about it,” Riley said. “I never told him anything about it.” Yet a couple of weeks later, Riley said he was shocked to learn Jackson’s proposed title for the track: “Blood on the Dance Floor.” Riley got goose bumps. “It was like he prophesied that record. He felt its mood.”

				
				In the months that followed, “Blood on the Dance Floor” became a priority track for Dangerous. “I remember he came back with this melody,” Riley noted. “ ‘Blood on the dance floor, blood on the dance floor.’ I was like, ‘Wow!’ He came up with these lyrics and harmonies. Then we just started building it up, layer by layer.”

				Riley used a vintage drum machine—the MPC 3000—for the beat. The snare was compressed to make it pop. It was a sound used throughout the Dangerous album, including on “Remember the Time.” Ultimately, however, the track didn’t make it onto Dangerous. “It wasn’t quite finished,” said Riley. “There were still some vocal parts missing. Michael loved the song, but he would listen to it and say, ‘I like what you did here, but we still need this here.’ He was a perfectionist.”

				“Blood on the Dance Floor” was pulled back out of the vault in January 1997. Jackson was in Montreux, Switzerland, where he had reportedly tried to purchase the home of his longtime idol Charlie Chaplin. In Montreux’s Mountain Studio, Jackson completed his vocals and polished the production. “We took Teddy’s DAT [digital audio tape] [from 1991] and worked it over with a four-man crew,” recalled Brad Buxer. That crew also included HIStory recording engineers Eddie DeLena and Andrew Scheps. It was completed and mixed at Record Plant by Mick Guzauski in February 1997.

				When Riley heard the finished song, he had mixed feelings. “I wished I could’ve been the one to [complete it],” he said. “But Michael knows what he wants, and he was happy with it.” Jackson told Riley he thought “Blood on the Dance Floor” would be a “smash.” He turned out to be right, at least globally. “Blood on the Dance Floor” hit #1 in four countries and reached the Top 10 in at least seventeen (the United States was the exception).

				
				It was a dark track to be a hit: the song is about deceit and betrayal. Jackson’s clipped, raspy narration evokes a sense of foreboding as the electro-pop canvas propels the listener recklessly forward. The song’s female subject, Susie, had (like Billie Jean) once seduced him but now has turned on him. In this case, however, she is not simply claiming he is the father of her son, but seeking violent retribution. “Blood is on the dance floor / Blood is on the knife,” Jackson sings in the chorus. The beat cracks out of the speakers like a whip, and the hook is irresistible.

				But, ultimately, the song is about regret. Many critics read “Susie” as a metaphor. What she represents, however, is never made explicit. Yet Jackson does reveal that the site of the crime—the dance floor—is what allowed her to catch him off guard. That’s where he turned to “escape the world.” That’s where he assumed he was safe and free. And that’s where she drew blood.

				In this way, it is one of Jackson’s more disturbing tracks, an expression of paranoia and disillusionment: “Susie” lures with promises and pleasure, but ultimately stabs you in the back when you least suspect it.

			

			
				2. “MORPHINE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				“Morphine” is Jackson at his most raw, honest, and experimental. In both sound and subject matter, the track was different than anything the artist had done before. It was songs like this that drew comparisons to the industrial rock sound and dark psychological content of Nine Inch Nails. The song was also the first (and only) time Jackson openly addressed drug addiction in his music.

				
				The track begins with what sounds like an electric tattoo needle and a collage of other buzzes, clinks, and bangs that then give way to a massive industrial stomp. The crashing steel is accented with hammer-like pounding and hissing. There are also quick bursts of guitar (performed by Slash). The sound is loud and intense.

				When Jackson arrives, he spits out the lyrics in fragmented shards. The words are difficult to make sense of, but seem to be bursts of pent-up outrage and internalized insults. The actual words are less important than the mood and emotion. The pain and anger are visceral.

				In the chorus, the percussion shifts around rapidly as an eerie, liquid sound emerges like melted steel in a foundry. The “Morphine” shouts, meanwhile, were performed by Jackson along with Brad Buxer and Bill Bottrell. At about the 1:35 mark, a knocking sound leads into an audio clip. That clip, which resurfaces and plays behind the music like a TV left on throughout the song, comes from David Lynch’s classic 1981 movie, The Elephant Man. The film, about a Victorian-era “freak” named Joseph Merrick, had long been deeply important to Jackson.

				After nearly three minutes of relentless noise, pain, and rage, it all suddenly stops. “Relax,” Jackson sings, “this won’t hurt you.” His voice is fragile and tender. He is accompanied by piano (played by Brad Buxer), which opens into a swelling orchestral piece (arranged by George Del Barrio). This interlude captures the pacifying effect of the drug. The struggle subsides, and Jackson sings soothingly from the perspective of the doctor or drug. “Close your eyes and drift away,” he sings, before crying, “Demerol, demerol. Oh god, he’s taking demerol.”

				The interlude is beautiful and heartbreaking, brilliantly capturing the sense of temporary release from physical and psychological pain. Although Jackson alludes to drugs here, the interlude is about any kind of temporary escape. There is a pleading desperation in his voice—as if he were trapped in a dream he knew would soon turn ugly. The contrast to the first part of the song is striking—the sudden lightness, the melody, the symphonic strings. It lasts about a minute and then the grinding, metallic beat returns. We are slammed—along with him—back into the real world of pain, struggle, and anguish.

				
				Music critic Adam Gilham described this musical sequence as a “moment of absolute genius.” According to Brad Buxer, the song was Jackson’s concept from beginning to end. “Michael knew exactly what he wanted to hear [from] each instrument,” recalled Buxer. “He sang all the parts…the piano in the middle of the song [and] those sheets of synth on the chorus.” Jackson also produced the song and contributed percussion and even guitar.

				It ranks among Jackson’s most powerful artistic achievements. It is a confession, a personal intervention, a description, and a warning.

			

			
				3. “SUPERFLY SISTER”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Bryan Loren

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				After “Morphine,” “Superfly Sister” arrives like a breath of fresh air. A piece of airy synth funk, created with Bryan Loren, the track was written during the early Dangerous sessions. In that period Jackson and Loren worked on nearly twenty songs together, none of which made it onto that album. It was nice, then, to see one of those tracks finally get a proper release.

				Jackson reached out to Loren to help complete the track. The producer’s goal had always been to return Jackson to a more organic, bright, funky sound—something with strains of Off the Wall and Thriller. That comes through in “Superfly Sister” (especially as it is couched among a suite of dark songs).

				The production is vibrant and loose. Still, the lyrics, written by Jackson, continue to survey the outside world with disenchantment and unease. The song is ultimately about the demise of love. “Love ain’t what it used to be,” he sings in the chorus refrain. “That is what they’re tellin’ me / Push it in stick it out / That ain’t what it’s all about.” This critique of casual sex certainly went against the grain in pop music. Jackson’s point wasn’t a plea for celibacy—as some critics misread the lyrics—but an expression of concern about sex without commitment or responsibility. The lyrics—at times playful, at times sarcastic, at times pointed—are essentially targeting reckless behavior. Some of the words seem partly based on the experiences of his own family members, as he obliquely references the ill-fated romantic relationships of brothers and sisters. He also mentions a mother preaching the Bible, but her counsel falling on deaf ears. “Brothers, they don’t give a damn,” he sings.

				
				In an era of hypersexual pop and R&B, Jackson’s funky lamentation, bemoaning the decline of traditional morality, was unusual to say the least. Yet it wasn’t entirely new territory—this was the same artist, after all, who famously admonished, “If you can’t feed the baby, then don’t have the baby,” in “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’.” In “Superfly Sister,” he’s back at the pulpit.

			

			
				4. “GHOSTS”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

				

				Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley were on fire in the early 1990s. “Ghosts” is more evidence of that fruitful creative partnership.

				The 1991 version of the song was in the running for Dangerous until the final months. That recording, which began with an operatic prelude, had most of the key parts in place. But Jackson hadn’t sung it all the way through. In the demo (called “Ghost”), he hums and improvises lyrics, and sings the chorus in falsetto. Feeling it still needed quite a bit of work, Jackson held it back.

				It resurfaced again in 1996. Michael Jackson’s Ghosts, a forty-minute horror film cowritten with Stephen King and Mick Garris and directed by Stan Winston, was released independently that year. It was Jackson’s most ambitious narrative film since Moonwalker in 1988. Jackson chose to feature “2 Bad” in the main dance, while “Ghosts” played during the end credits (similar to “Another Part of Me” in Captain EO). That version of “Ghosts,” however, was still not the version that appeared on Blood on the Dance Floor. The film cut featured a prominent synth bass, which recalled “Thriller,” and a funky outro.

				
				For the album version, Jackson mostly stripped out the bass, giving the track a more stark, minimalist feel. The metal-crashing hook and swinging drums drive the song, as haunting operatic vocals float in like mist. Jackson’s vocals, meanwhile, dramatically describe the surrounding threats—invisible ghouls, creaking floors, blood on the stairs—before giving way to the harmonies in the chorus.

				“Ghosts” is a fascinating return to Jackson’s penchant for the Gothic—one of his most persistent interests. Not only did he enjoy horror films and books, he studied them—from Edgar Allan Poe to Stephen King, Alfred Hitchcock to John Carpenter. Many assumed from “Thriller” that Jackson was simply using the genre for fun and entertainment, but his later work makes clear his deeper intentions. The artist saw horror as a way to explore our most primal fears.

				In “Ghosts,” the surrounding threats are as much internal as external. He can’t see them, but he knows they are there and lashes out. “Who gave you the right to shake my family tree?” he demands. “And who gave you the right to scare my baby? She needs me.” The artist feels under siege, and the terror he describes is palpable. But there are no answers to his questions. Is he just paranoid? Or are the ghosts real?

				He seems to have no doubt, labeling it the “ghost of jealousy.” He believes it wants what he has, that it wants to take that from him, that it wants to destroy him. “Ghosts” finds Jackson carrying a torch down into the dark corridors, to the place of his deepest fears, and swinging at the surrounding threats.

				
				The song was released as a double A-side single along with “HIStory” in July 1997. It became a Top 5 hit in the United Kingdom, France, and Italy, but unfortunately remained unreleased (and largely unknown) in the United States.

			

			
				5. “IS IT SCARY”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Jimmy Jam, and Terry Lewis

					Produced by Michael Jackson, Jimmy Jam, and Terry Lewis

				

				“Is It Scary” continues the Gothic theme, making the autobiographical implications more explicit. With early songs like “This Place Hotel” and “Thriller,” Jackson essentially invented Gothic pop—a genre that would subsequently be used by a number of other artists, from Marilyn Manson to Lady Gaga. In later tracks, like “Is It Scary,” he complicates the genre, making it psychologically incisive and self-aware. The song allowed him to embody what many people now perceived him to be—a freak, a monster, a danger. As he puts it in the song: “I’m gonna be / Exactly what you wanna see.”

				Jackson first worked on the song with Teddy Riley. It was originally intended for the 1993 film Addams Family Values. Ironically (given the content of the song), when the 1993 allegations hit, director Barry Sonnenfeld and Paramount Pictures decided to replace Jackson’s song with one by MC Hammer. Jackson revived the track during the HIStory sessions, this time developing it with Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis. He had the lyrics and melody worked out, but needed help with the groove and production. Still not completely satisfied with it, Jackson held it back from HIStory. He finally completed it in 1997 for Blood on the Dance Floor.

				Sonically, the song begins very similarly to “Ghosts”—with lyrical images of encroaching apparitions and ghouls, creaky stairs and confining walls. A door slams shut, the air is compressed, and a heart beats rapidly, evoking a sense of claustrophobia, fear, and panic. It is a symbolic descent into a prison-like chamber. It is here, significantly, that Michael Jackson takes off his proverbial mask and reveals himself. “If you came to see the truth, the purity,” he confesses. “It’s here inside a lonely heart.”

				
				That loneliness is caused, in part, by the way people see him. He speaks of being taunted and misunderstood, of being ostracized and demonized. “Am I amusing you, or just confusing you?” he asks his audience. “Am I the beast you visualized?”

				These are some loaded lines—particularly from the most famous African American entertainer of a generation. As cultural critic David Yuan notes, “The history of American entertainment (and Jackson’s own place in that history) is never far from Jackson’s mind. He has made it clear that he believes African American music should not be relegated to ‘sideshow’ status in American cultural history….It is important to recognize how the oft-told history of Michael Jackson’s rise to stardom resembles the institutional history of African American entertainment—and the institutional history of the freak show.”

				In “Is It Scary,” Jackson is self-aware enough to recognize that people view him as a “freak” or worse. Yet he asserts that what we see in him might reveal more about the observer than the observed. “If you wanna see eccentric oddities,” he sings, “I’ll be grotesque before your eyes.” He’ll be grotesque, that is, because that is what a prejudiced culture sees and wants to see. It is what they have made him.

				The climax of “Is It Scary” is one of the more powerful moments in Jackson’s catalog, as he channels his anguish over a surging Gothic choir. It feels like an exorcism. “I’m tired of being abused,” he says, “You know you’re scaring me, too!” As the music soars, Jackson repeatedly cries out into the swirling vortex until finally the storm subsides. The song concludes with a melancholy piano coda.

				If “Childhood” is, as Jackson once claimed, his most personal song, “Is it Scary” is the necessary counterpoint. It is perhaps the artist’s best musical response to the public perception of him as some combination of spectacle, villain, and freak. This is what The New York Times’s Neil Strauss was referring to when he spoke of Jackson, “like the elephant man, screaming that he is a human being.”
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			INVINCIBLE

			 

			(2001)

			
				Music is what lives and lasts. Invincible has been a great success. When The Nutcracker Suite was first introduced to the world, it totally bombed. What’s important is how the story ends.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON, USA Today, 2001

			

			Released at the dawn of a new millennium, Invincible was Michael Jackson’s final studio album. It also was his least commercially successful. The album sold a solid (if not spectacular) 363,000 copies in the United States in its first week. By the end of the year, it had reached more than one million domestically and an estimated three million globally. For most artists, this would be considered a resounding success, and Invincible ranked as the ninth bestselling album of 2001. But this was Michael Jackson. People—including the artist himself—expected more.

			Invincible was also perhaps his most polarizing album among critics—and even fans. Was it a return to his R&B roots? Or was it chasing the trends of the time? Was it unfocused? Or was it another manifestation of Jackson’s versatility?

			Where the album ranks in Jackson’s catalog is, of course, subjective. It is not as ambitious or challenging as Dangerous or HIStory, yet some felt it was his most listener-friendly album since the ’80s. From the retro soul of “Butterflies” to the Latin pulse of “Whatever Happens” to the R&B heartache of “Heaven Can Wait,” Invincible’s track list is packed with strong material.

			
			Why, then, after years of hype about Michael Jackson’s “big comeback album,” was it viewed as such a disappointment? Some felt the artist had simply lost his audience, and that the record’s commercial performance had more to do with his declining reputation than the music itself. Others felt the album lacked the distinctive sonic personality of earlier albums—that it was pandering and uninspired. Among fans, the biggest culprit was Jackson’s record label, Sony, which suddenly stopped promoting the album after its first single, “You Rock My World.”

			Regardless, Invincible, like Jackson’s other later albums, has benefited from time and distance. Shortly after the artist’s death in 2009, readers of Billboard magazine ranked the album the best of the 2000s. In spite of its flaws, its sixteen songs still showcase the talent, innovation, and style that inspired the very generation Jackson was now competing against. It may not have met expectations in 2001, but it has become a cult favorite for those diving into Jackson’s catalog in search of hidden gems.

			
				SEPTEMBER 11

				Invincible was released just over a month after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The largest attack ever on American soil, nearly three thousand people were killed and many thousands more injured as the Twin Towers in the heart of New York City were reduced to rubble. In the ensuing weeks, the country remained shaken, fearing more attacks were imminent. President George W. Bush promised justice to those responsible and urged Americans to go about business as usual. But it was difficult for many people not to feel afraid, particularly as the horrific images continued to replay endlessly on TV.

				Michael Jackson was in Manhattan on the day of the attacks, just blocks from the World Trade Center. The night before, he and hundreds of the biggest stars in the entertainment industry had convened at Madison Square Garden, where Jackson was performing the second night of his highly anticipated Thirtieth Anniversary Celebration, commemorating three decades as a solo artist.

				
				The next morning, Jackson recalled, “I got a call from friends in Saudi Arabia that America was being attacked. I turned on the news and saw the Twin Towers coming down, and I said, ‘Oh my God.’…It was unbelievable—I was scared to death.”

				Stories have circulated that Jackson fled the city with screen icons Marlon Brando and Elizabeth Taylor (both close friends who had attended his Madison Square Garden concerts) in an epic, near-farcical road trip across America. The truth was he simply got his children packed and ready and then crossed the George Washington Bridge to New Jersey, where he stayed with longtime friends the Cascio family. Jackson also arranged to have dozens of stranded fans relocated and taken care of.

				Within days, the artist was trying to figure out ways to help on a larger scale. “I’m not one to sit back,” he later explained to Rolling Stone. “I want to do something, to give help to those who lost their parents, who lost their mothers and their fathers. Those are our people. Those are our children. Those are our parents.”

				On September 16, Jackson announced his intention to raise $50 million for those affected by the 9/11 attacks. Like “We Are the World,” that effort would include a vehicle song to raise funds. “I want the whole world to sing it,” he said, “to bring us together as a world, because a song is a mantra, something you repeat over and over. And we need peace, we need giving, we need love, we need unity.”

				The song Jackson chose was called “What More Can I Give.” It was born out of a track he had started back in the early ’90s in response to the Los Angeles riots. It was renamed and completed in 1999 after a conversation with South African president Nelson Mandela. “We discussed the concept of giving,” Jackson said, “and the words, ‘what more can I give’ kept coming into my mind.”

				
				In the days after September 11, Jackson felt it would be the perfect anthem for the moment and began reaching out to his peers. “I believe in my heart that the music community will come together as one and rally to the aid of thousands of innocent victims,” said Jackson in a statement. “There is a tremendous need for relief dollars right now and through this effort each one of us can play an immediate role in helping comfort so many people. We have demonstrated time and again that music can touch souls. It is time we used that power to help us begin the process of healing immediately.”

				Fellow artists responded to the call. Within days, dozens of major singers were onboard, including Beyoncé, Britney Spears, Mariah Carey, Céline Dion, Usher, Mary J. Blige, Luther Vandross, Tom Petty, Santana, Jennifer Lopez, and members of *NSYNC and the Backstreet Boys. Not only did they participate in the song, but many also performed at a benefit concert Jackson helped put together called “United We Stand: What More Can I Give” held at RFK Memorial Stadium in Washington, DC.

				Unfortunately, Jackson’s song never saw the light of day in 2001. The reasons were as petty as they were muddled. In part, it had to do with the media discovering that the producer of the song, Marc Schaffel, had a background in making pornographic videos. Apparently, this put off McDonald’s, which was supposed to distribute the charity song at its restaurants, and the chain pulled out. There were also rumors that Sony killed the song over fears that it would compete with Jackson’s upcoming album.

				“What More Can I Give,” then, became a casualty of a complicated web of backroom maneuvering. It also foreshadowed the fraught path that lay ahead for Michael Jackson, even for something as seemingly straightforward as a charity single.

			

			
				
				THE DIGITAL ERA

				Fear also seeped into the music industry as record labels and artists alike scrambled to adapt to tectonic changes in how music was discovered, listened to, and distributed.

				Internet file sharing represented a kind of midway point between recording songs on a blank cassette tape or CD and streaming. For many in the music industry, it posed an existential threat. If listeners were simply able to share songs for free online, why would anyone go to a store and pay money for a CD?

				The insurgent company at the center of this crisis was Napster. Launched in 1999 by two teenage developers, Sean Parker and Shawn Fanning, Napster’s rise was stratospheric. Almost overnight, high school and college students across the country were elated to discover that just about every song they could imagine—from new hits to obscure demos—was available online. For music fans, it seemed too good to be true.

				Almost immediately, Napster found itself entangled in a legal battle with the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) over copyright infringement, as well as with many songwriters. Parker and Fanning defended their company by arguing that since they were not profiting from the music and users were not exchanging it commercially, it was essentially like friends exchanging CDs. As it battled legal action, Napster generated twenty-five million users in less than a year, becoming the fastest-growing website in history. By 2001, in spite of legal challenges, its popularity peaked at a staggering thirty-eight million users. But eventually, in July 2001, Napster was forced to shut down.

				By then, however, the file-sharing genie was out of the bottle. Many music fans described it as a revolution in which the music was being liberated from an obsolete corporate system. Industry executives—and many artists—weren’t as jubilant. This was their livelihood, they said. File sharing was akin to stealing.

				
				Music sales had already been on the decline in the late ’90s. Now, even though enthusiasm for music seemed to be as strong as ever, the bottom line continued to drop. CD sales went from 730 million in 2000 to 593 million in 2005. In the United States, meanwhile, total revenue for music sales and licensing fell almost 60 percent from 2000 to 2010, from $14.6 billion to $6.3 billion.

				Meanwhile, record stores slowly but surely began to disappear. What to do about all this became the defining issue of the decade for a disoriented music industry. “The Internet,” wrote Rolling Stone, “appears to be the most consequential technological shift for the business of selling music since the 1920s, when phonograph records replaced sheet music as the industry’s profit center.”

				Potential solutions divided executives, artists, and listeners alike. Some prominent musicians, including Metallica and Dr. Dre, were quick to denounce file sharing, calling it destructive and dishonest (both filed lawsuits against Napster). Others, including Radiohead and Chuck D, felt it generated enthusiasm for music, particularly for new or lesser-known artists.

				But the transformation was undeniable and unstoppable. By 2010, music distribution and consumption had been fundamentally altered. It was the dawn of iPods, streaming, and digital music. By the end of the decade, more music was being purchased digitally than physically.

			

			
				POP REVIVAL

				The music scene in the late ’90s, meanwhile, was experiencing something of a pop revival—especially teen-oriented pop. The New York Times described it as “a general return—post-grunge, post-gangsta—to peppy, happy-faced pop songs: a reaction to too much self-importantly gloomy music.”

				Not that rock and hip-hop were dead: groups like Radiohead and Pearl Jam could still pack stadiums and sell records, while rapper Eminem became the bestselling artist of the 2000s. But even hip-hop was moving more toward pop with artists like Puff Daddy, Will Smith, and Nelly leaving behind the grittiness of gangsta rap and finding huge success on radio and MTV.

				
				The pop insurgence started with teen groups like Hanson and the Spice Girls. The Spice Girls, in particular, took the world by storm with their hit song “Wannabe” and its unabashedly upbeat pop feminism. Then came the Backstreet Boys, who became the most successful boy band since the Jackson 5, producing fourteen Top 40 hits and selling more than 130 million albums in just a few short years. Their 1999 album, Millennium, sold a staggering eleven million copies in the United States in its first year alone, spawning hit singles like “I Want It That Way” and “Show Me the Meaning of Being Lonely.”

				Following closely behind was *NSYNC. Their breakthrough came in 2000 with the release of No Strings Attached. Propelled by the lead single, “Bye Bye Bye,” the album racked up an unprecedented $2.4 million in sales in its opening week, the most in music history. No Strings Attached became the bestselling album of the decade, launching Justin Timberlake to stardom.

				The late ’90s also ushered in a host of new female pop stars. At just eighteen, Britney Spears became one of the biggest forces in the industry. Her debut album,…Baby One More Time, dropped in 1999 and became a radio and MTV sensation. It went on to sell more than twenty-five million copies, and the title track became the most popular single of the year. Christina Aguilera, likewise, dominated the airwaves with hit singles like “Genie in a Bottle,” “What a Girl Wants,” and “Come on Over (All I Want Is You).”

				A number of other boy bands, girl groups, and teen icons emerged in this period, including 98 Degrees, Usher, Brandy, Monica, Jessica Simpson, Mandy Moore, and Destiny’s Child (which eventually launched the solo career of Beyoncé).

				The turn of the twenty-first century also saw the Latin Explosion—a boom of Latin crossover artists who met unprecedented commercial success. After his hit single and sizzling music video, “Living La Vida Loca,” Ricky Martin elicited comparisons to Elvis Presley. Artists like Enrique Iglesias, Marc Anthony, and Jennifer Lopez also became stars. Meanwhile, Santana’s landmark 1999 album, Supernatural, featuring the smash hit “Smooth” with Rob Thomas, stayed at the top of the charts for twelve weeks and earned eight Grammy Awards, more than any album since Thriller.

			

			
				
				TAKE IT A STEP FORWARD

				Michael Jackson’s reentry into this diverse new musical landscape was difficult to predict. On the one hand, many aspects of the pop revival were a tribute to his work: his dance moves, his vocal style, and his sound were all over the new scene. The emerging generation of pop icons—including Justin Timberlake, Britney Spears, Usher, and Beyoncé—practically worshipped him. When Jackson made a surprise appearance at the MTV Video Music Awards during *NSYNC’s performance of “Pop,” the group seemed so awed and overwhelmed that their only reaction was to freeze.

				By the beginning of the new millennium, there was a sense that America was finally ready to give Jackson a chance for a major comeback.

				In a 1999 front-page feature for TV Guide, he was asked who he believed his audience was now, twenty years after his solo career had begun. “I don’t know,” he answered. “I just try to write wonderful music, and if they love it, they love it. I don’t think about any demographic. The record company tries to get me to think that way, but I just do what I would enjoy hearing.” Asked if he thought people would finally be able to forget the sensationalism and focus on his music, Jackson was realistic: “I don’t think so ’cause the press has made me out to be this monster, this crazy person who’s bizarre and weird. I’m nothing like that.” “Is there anything you can do to change that impression?” Jackson was asked. “Well, all I can do is be myself,” he responded, “and create from my soul. But they take that and manipulate it.”

				
				Still, Jackson was excited about the future. “I think the best work is coming,” he said, “but I would like to go into other areas, not keep doing album after pop album.” Among his many plans was to finally break into film—both in front of and behind the camera. While he had continued to make groundbreaking music videos, his last involvement in a full-length feature film was The Wiz back in 1978. After a series of bad breaks—including a planned Peter Pan movie with Steven Spielberg that fell through in the ’80s and a Sony-backed film called Midknight (directed by Batman set designer Anton Furst) that failed to materialize in the early ’90s—he was finally scheduled to play the lead role in a new film called The Nightmares of Edgar Allan Poe. He was also interested in doing an album of classical music and a children’s book. “I think it’s going to be totally different than what I did before,” he predicted. “The idea is to take it a step forward and to innovate or else why am I doing it? I don’t wanna be just another can in the assembly line.”

			

			
				FAMILY LIFE

				In 1998, Michael Jackson turned forty. The ’90s had been a turbulent decade for him personally and professionally. In January 1996, after just twenty months together, he and Lisa Marie Presley divorced. Having lived most of his life alone, Jackson wasn’t used to the commitments and compromises of marriage. Moreover, by the mid-1990s his life and career had become enormously complicated. As Presley later explained it, she asked him to choose between her and the “vultures” and “sycophants” who surrounded him. “I was so angry [at the time],” she reflected, “because I felt that we had such…we were so united. Then at some point he pushed me out.”

				Soon after, Jackson married his longtime nurse, Debbie Rowe. Jackson first met Rowe in the late ’80s while making visits to his dermatologist, Arnold Klein. The two became good friends—such good friends that Rowe made Jackson an unusual offer: knowing how much he wanted to be a father, she offered to have his child via surrogacy. In interviews, she described it as a “gift.” She believed Jackson would be an amazing father and she wanted to help make that happen.

				
				Originally, marriage never entered into the discussions. But, ultimately, Jackson decided it would be the right thing to do. Soon after, Jackson and Rowe took the plunge. The couple were married on November 14, 1996, in a private ceremony in Australia. Less than four months later, on February 13, 1997, Jackson’s first son, Prince Michael, was born. Jackson called it the best day of his life. “Words can’t describe how I feel,” he said in a written statement. “I have been blessed beyond comprehension and I will work tirelessly at being the best father that I can possibly be. I appreciate that my fans are elated, but I hope that everyone respects the privacy that Debbie and I want and need for our son. I grew up in a fish bowl and will not allow that to happen to my child. Please respect our wishes and give my son his privacy.”

				On April 3, 1998, Jackson and Rowe announced the birth of another child, this time a girl. They named her Paris Michael Katherine. Michael adored her. They developed a lifelong bond. Indeed, when Michael died in 2009, it was eleven-year-old Paris who bravely insisted on saying something at her father’s memorial in front of more than a billion people, watching on television and online. “I just want to say, ever since I was born, Daddy has been the best father you can ever imagine, and I just wanted to say I love him so much,” she said in tears.

				Rowe and Jackson divorced amicably in 1999, with Jackson retaining full custody of the children. Jackson’s youngest child, Prince Michael II (nicknamed “Blanket”), was born a few years later, by surrogacy, on February 21, 2002.

				More than anything, Jackson wanted to give his children the “normal” childhood he never had. He wanted them to have privacy (thus the masks they wore in public to protect their identity); he wanted them to be educated (they were privately tutored); and he wanted them to feel loved. By their own accounts, he succeeded. In interviews, they speak of a father who could not be more different than the “freak” portrayed in the media: he taught them, they say, to be polite, respectful, and grateful; he introduced them to music and movies and art; he showed them different countries and cultures; he talked to them and read to them. “Nobody but my brothers and I experienced him reading A Light in the Attic to us at night before we went to bed,” said Paris in a 2017 interview. “Nobody experienced him being a father to them. And if they did, the entire perception of him would be completely and forever changed.”

				
				While they were not a traditional family, they were a family—and that’s all that mattered to Michael. With Prince, Paris, and Blanket, he finally had something beyond his music that he felt he could give himself to completely and unconditionally.

			

			
				BREAK OF DAWN

				The buzz in 1999 was that a new Michael Jackson album was imminent. Rumors had been leaking in tantalizing pieces. That year Jackson divulged one of the tracks he expected to be on the new album, “a millennium song about the world and the environment” he had cowritten with David Foster and Carole Bayer Sager, called “I Have This Dream.” Sager described it as “a song to take us into the new millennium with hope.” She said Jackson seemed to have a greater sense of peace and purpose (most likely due to his children), and the song reflected this. “It’s the most amazing track I have ever heard—it is a timeless classic that is just way too uplifting. No one will believe this record.”

				The list of rumored collaborators for the album, meanwhile, was as long as it was intriguing: Puff Daddy, Will Smith, Jay-Z, Wyclef Jean, Brandy, Jodeci, Sisqo, R. Kelly, Lenny Kravitz, Babyface, Justin Timberlake. Jackson had indeed worked with several of these artists for the new album. In 1999, he met up with Lenny Kravitz at the legendary Marvin’s Room Studio (named after Marvin Gaye) to record a soaring cosmic rock song called “Another Day.” According to Kravitz, it was just the two of them in the studio. “It was one of the most amazing musical experiences I’ve ever had. It was done by two people who respect each other and love music. That was it.”

				
				Jackson also worked with Babyface for the third album in a row, cutting a handful of new tracks, including “Angel” and “Do You Love Me.” Neither would make the final track list for Invincible, although another Babyface-penned track brought in at the last minute in 2001, “You Are My Life,” did.

				Yet most of the work Jackson had done to this point was with a small circle of lower-profile figures. Throughout 1998 and 1999, Jackson developed more than a dozen songs with longtime friend and musician Brad Buxer, sometimes at Neverland and sometimes at Record One or Record Plant in Los Angeles. Among them were gems like “Beautiful Girl,” “The Way You Love Me,” “Monster,” “Hollywood Tonight,” “The Lost Children,” and “Speechless” (only the latter two would ultimately make it onto Invincible).

				For “Hollywood Tonight,” Jackson scribbled the lyrics on stationery from the Beverly Hills Hotel before recording it. According to Buxer, Jackson dictated nearly all the parts of the song to him by phone—two layered bass lines, the opening Gregorian chant, the “westbound, Greyhound” harmonies, the operatic bridge, and the whistling in the outro—before they recorded the actual demo at Record Plant.

				Other songs materialized in a similar way. In a recorded phone message regarding “The Way You Love Me,” Jackson sings the throwback doo-wop melody and beatboxes the drums. “We worked beautifully together,” recalled Buxer. “Michael was no-nonsense. If you were there, you were there to work. He’d say, ‘If you don’t sweat, there’s nothing.’ What was most important was the craft, the art. It was an extremely pleasant, fun time for me….You knew at the end of the day you would have something. It never got old, it never got stale.”

				
				In contrast to HIStory and Blood on the Dance Floor, there is a notable lightness to much of this material that seems to reflect Jackson’s state of mind in these sessions. Part of it was simply having time to process the tumultuous events of the mid-’90s; and part of it was due to having children. “They have changed me and my outlook on life,” Jackson acknowledged in a 1999 interview. Buxer remembers Jackson often changing diapers and feeding the kids in between recording sessions. As they got older they would hang around the studio, doing homework or working on art projects. “He was the best dad on the planet,” said Buxer. “The kids adored him.”

				During these months, Jackson also worked closely with R&B songwriter and producer Elliot Straite, better known by his nickname, Dr. Freeze. Dr. Freeze rose to prominence in the early 1990s with songs like Color Me Badd’s “I Wanna Sex You Up” and Bell Biv Devoe’s “Poison.” As New Jack Swing faded, however, so did Dr. Freeze’s opportunities. That changed in a major way when he was introduced to Michael Jackson by John McClain, who was managing the pop star at the time. On McClain’s suggestion, Dr. Freeze sent Jackson some demos to consider. Days later, the songwriter/producer got a call from the King of Pop, saying he wanted to work with him.

				Dr. Freeze remembers being intimidated his first few days in the studio. “It was pretty scary for me,” he recalled. “I felt like I was back in primary school….I was very nervous, very nervous but very honored!” He described his time working with the artist as attending “Michael Jackson University.” He learned about songwriting, about production, about storytelling. But Jackson appreciated what Dr. Freeze brought to the table as well. They had a natural chemistry and Dr. Freeze was capable of creating great hooks, not just beats. “Michael and I, we have a knack for melody,” said Dr. Freeze. That was apparent in the songs they worked on together.

				
				Of the demos Dr. Freeze showed him, Jackson’s favorite was “Break of Dawn,” a sensual, mid-tempo R&B track that allowed the artist to really stretch vocally. According to Dr. Freeze, Jackson “adored” the song and made it blossom in the studio. “I did not give him orders,” he recalled. “He knew exactly what to do. He took control of the plane.”

				The pair also worked extensively on a moody, cinematic piece called “Blue Gangsta.” The song was a sequel of sorts to the noir style of “Smooth Criminal” and featured an outstanding vocal by Jackson. In addition, they worked on a remake of America’s 1971 hit song “A Horse with No Name,” featuring a new title (“A Place with No Name”), as well as lyrics and harmonies. “I’m not certain if it was Dr. Freeze or Michael who kicked off the idea first,” said CJ DeVillar, who worked as engineer on the track, “but I know Michael loved the America song.” According to DeVillar, who also played bass on the song, there were many “musical explorations” like this, “with no specific outcome in mind other than finding a surprise in the process…and I’m certain what I saw was only the tip of that iceberg!”

				Jackson and Dr. Freeze worked on about six songs in all, primarily at Record Plant in the summer of 1998 (though Dr. Freeze also remembers coming out to the Hit Factory later in the process). By 1999, Jackson had already recorded about thirty new songs in all. That February, with everyone in the industry in town for the Grammy Awards, the artist decided to give Sony and Epic executives a sneak peak of what he had come up with thus far. All the key figures came to Marvin’s Room studio to hear the new material—Sony head Tommy Mottola, as well as other key executives John Doelp, Polly Anthony, David Glew, and Cory Rooney. Jackson decided to play them just one song: “Break of Dawn.” The rest, he said, was just as good, but would have to wait.

			

			
				
				DARKCHILD

				The early months of 1999 were very productive for the artist. During a writing session with Carole Bayer Sager, he was introduced to red-hot R&B songwriter-producer Rodney “Darkchild” Jerkins. “[She] called me and said that she was gonna have a writing session at her house with Michael Jackson and she wanted me to do a track,” the producer recalled. Sager wasn’t the only one vouching for Jerkins. He also came recommended by Sony, who had signed the producer that year. By 1999, Jerkins had an impressive résumé, having already crafted hits for the likes of Brandy (“The Boy Is Mine”), Monica (“Angel of Mine”), Jennifer Lopez (“If You Had My Love”), and Destiny’s Child (“Say My Name”). The son of a minister from New Jersey, he was mentored by none other than Teddy Riley. “I’ve always heard people that worked with him before say, ‘When you meet Michael, it’s crazy!’ ” Jenkins said. “But I’m the type of guy who is like, ‘Nah, I’ma be okay. I’ma be cool. It’s just another artist.’ And then once I got there, and was in his presence, I was like, ‘Whoa, this is crazy!’ ”

				That session ultimately resulted in the powerful anti-violence anthem “We’ve Had Enough.” More important, it established a crucial partnership for the Invincible album. Building the relationship, however, took some time. As he’d done with Teddy Riley, Jackson challenged Jerkins to come up with some grooves that he could review. The young producer was thrilled with the opportunity. For the next few weeks he and his writing partners—Fred Jerkins III and LaShawn Daniels—went to work at Record One, working such long hours they sometimes slept in the studio. They came up with more than a dozen demos, tailor-made to what they thought Jackson would like. Most of them were a mix of retro and contemporary R&B, including “You Rock My World.” When Jackson heard them, he liked them—but didn’t love them.

				The songs, to him, sounded too much like other R&B on the radio. He wanted something more innovative and fresh. “He changed my whole perception of what creativity in a song was about,” said Jerkins. “I used to think making a song was about just sitting at the piano and writing progressions and melodies. I’ll never forget this crazy story. Michael called me and said, ‘Why can’t we create new sounds?’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ He was like, ‘Someone created the drum, right? Someone created a piano. Why can’t we create the next instrument?’ Now you gotta think about this. This is a guy—forty years old—who has literally done everything that you can think of but is still hungry enough to say, ‘I wanna create an instrument.’ ”

				
				Jerkins didn’t back down from the challenge. He remembers going to a local junkyard and hitting trash cans and old cars, trying to come up with new sounds. “Michael said, ‘Go out in the field,’ ” recalled Jerkins. “That was his term. He used to say, ‘Go out in the field and get sounds. Don’t do it like everybody else.’ ”

				Back in New Jersey, Jerkins came up with a new song he was really excited about—so excited that he couldn’t wait to share it at a studio; instead, he played it for the artist over the phone. When Jackson heard the groove, noted Jerkins, “he went crazy. He was like, ‘That’s what I’m talking about! That’s what I’m talking about!’ ” It had fresh sounds, it had syncopation, it made him want to dance.

				Jackson was so enthusiastic he began scratching down lyrics right away and insisted on recording vocals immediately. Since Jerkins was in New Jersey and Jackson was in Los Angeles, they used EDNet—a technology that became popular after it was used on the 1993 Frank Sinatra album, Duets. That allowed Jerkins to hear and record Jackson through a phone line with near-perfect fidelity while the two were in different studios. Jackson laid down all his background vocals at Record One as Jerkins recorded them from New Jersey. The producer flew out to LA soon after to record Jackson’s lead.

				With the chemistry beginning to click, Jackson decided to move production of the album from the West Coast back to the East Coast. As with HIStory, Jackson worked out of Sony Studio and the Hit Factory, this time living at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in Midtown Manhattan. “I have an album coming out for the new millennium,” Jackson said in an interview that April, “which I’m halfway through. It’s going to be the best thing I’ve ever done. I’m putting my heart and soul into it because I’m not sure if I’m gonna do another one after this. This will be my last album, I think.”

				
				Around the same time, Jackson also worked with Walter Afanasieff, the in-demand producer behind Céline Dion’s smash 1997 ballad, “My Heart Will Go On.” The song he submitted to Jackson was called “Fall Again.” It was a gorgeous, understated ballad with jazz-inflected chords. But Afanasieff, like Jackson’s other collaborators, could tell the artist was juggling a lot. “He’ll be in, like, ten different studios with ten different people. Just getting him to come in and finish is the thing. I’m halfway through my song with him, and I’ve just got to get him back in the studio….[But] he’s the master. He’s the king, man; that’s not a phony title. He’s a really talented person.”

				The album was coming along nicely. By the early summer of 1999, he had a great collection of songs from a variety of collaborators, including Rodney Jerkins, Brad Buxer, Dr. Freeze, Cory Rooney, Babyface, Walter Afanasieff, and Lenny Kravitz, among others. Sony president Tommy Mottola told the press it was “some of the best music Michael’s ever made.” It included songs like “Break of Dawn,” “You Rock My World,” “Escape,” “A Place with No Name,” “Fall Again,” “Angel,” “Speechless,” “Beautiful Girl,” “I Have This Dream,” and “We’ve Had Enough.” (Fewer than half of these songs would ultimately appear on the album.)

				Confident with what they were hearing, Sony set the release date for November 9, 1999. Jackson would have the summer to select, tweak, and polish about twelve or thirteen tracks. Then, in the midst of the pop revival, he would make his triumphant return.

				It didn’t happen.

			

			
				
				DETOUR

				That June, Jackson left the country to perform in two large-scale charity concerts: one in Seoul and the other in Munich. He had first announced the concerts a few months earlier from the home of Nelson Mandela in South Africa. The proceeds from the shows would be donated to the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund, the Red Cross, UNESCO, and relief efforts in Kosovo. Called “Michael Jackson & Friends: The Adventure of Humanity,” the concerts featured performances by Jackson as well as a host of other major stars, including Luciano Pavarotti, Andrea Bocelli, Mariah Carey, Boyz II Men, and Slash.

				Overall, the shows were an enormous success—both sold out, raising an estimated $3.3 million for charity. In the second performance, in Munich, however, part of the onstage set—the raised steel bridge supporting Jackson—collapsed while he was singing “Earth Song.” With pyrotechnics blasting and Slash shredding away on guitar, a cable snapped and the artist plummeted more than a hundred feet before landing in the orchestra pit in front of the stage. Most of those in the audience assumed it was part of the show. Security ran out to check on the artist, but he was already crawling back up onto the stage. Miraculously, he finished the performance. Minutes after the show, however, he was rushed to the Klinikum Rechts Der Isar hospital in Munich. Initially, there was some bruising and bleeding on his head. But the fall had also caused damage to his back that would need long-term management. That meant painkillers.

				Since the 1993 allegations, Jackson’s dependence on painkillers—including Demerol, OxyContin, and morphine—had ebbed and flowed. It tended to be at its worst when Jackson was touring. During the HIStory World Tour, to deal with persistent insomnia, he also reportedly began taking propofol, a sedative agent generally used as an anesthetic. “Physically, touring takes a lot out of you,” Jackson acknowledged in 2001. “When I’m onstage, it’s like a two-hour marathon. I weigh myself before and after each show, and I lose a good ten pounds. Sweat is all over the stage. Then you get to your hotel and your adrenaline is at its zenith and you can’t fall asleep. And you’ve got a show the next day. It’s tough.” Jackson reportedly traveled with an anesthesiologist (who would sedate the singer at night) during much of the HIStory World Tour.

				
				Through most of 1998 and 1999, Jackson had been lucid and healthy. But beginning in the early 2000s, the artist reverted back to destructive habits. In public his eyes often looked glassy, and behind the scenes he was consulting a revolving door of doctors. Medications were often prescribed under aliases. Some days and weeks, collaborators and friends say he remained highly functional and focused; other days and weeks he seemed dazed and lost. In addition to dealing with pain and insomnia, he was also being treated for intense anxiety with benzodiazepines, like Valium, Xanax, and Lorazepam.

				Many family members and close friends who became aware of Jackson’s addiction tried to help him. There were serious talks and even a few staged interventions. But the problems persisted. “He was surrounded by enablers,” said longtime friend Deepak Chopra, “including a shameful plethora of MDs in Los Angeles and elsewhere who supplied him with prescription drugs. As many times as he would candidly confess that he had a problem, the conversation always ended with a deflection and denial.”

				More obvious to the public at the time was Jackson’s ongoing addiction to cosmetic surgery. The exact number of procedures he underwent is unknown; but it is clear Jackson continued to struggle with his appearance, which changed dramatically from 1995 to 2001. “I wish I could never be photographed and I wish I could never be seen,” he confessed in 2000. When Jackson began promoting Invincible in the fall of 2001, many fans were stunned by how different he looked from just a couple of years earlier.

				Adding to these personal struggles was a seemingly endless litany of lawsuits, contract disputes, and financial entanglements. His representation, like his doctors, seemed to change every month. In this chaos and disarray, the artist’s carefully constructed empire began to unravel from within.

			

			
				
				ONE MORE CHANCE

				Of course, not all of this was immediately apparent when Jackson got back to work on the album in August 1999. Spirits were still mostly high. The outlook on the comeback album was still optimistic. Jackson moved back to New York City that month, this time staying in a town house on the Upper East Side.

				He worked on a couple of tracks—“Cry” and “One More Chance”—with R. Kelly, and continued to develop material with Brad Buxer and Rodney Jerkins. But it soon became obvious he wasn’t going to meet the November deadline. He wasn’t satisfied yet with the material—especially the rhythm tracks. Jackson kept challenging Rodney Jerkins and his team to “dig deeper,” to push for greatness. “He is the best,” Jerkins said in an interview that year. “There’s no other artist at his level—and I’ve worked with many. He is great to work with because he knows exactly what he wants….He is so innovative—he doesn’t want the usual stuff that they play on the radio all the time, and he is very hands on. Everything has to be as he wants it.”

				But that perfectionism could be difficult. At one point in early 2000, Jackson insisted they scrap everything and go back to the drawing board. “He was like, ‘Let’s start from scratch,’ ” recalled Jerkins. “ ‘I think we can beat everything we did.’ That was his perfectionist side. I was like, ‘Man, we have been working for a year, scrap everything?’ But it showed how hard he goes.” In a 2001 interview, Jackson did say that he was hard on the young producer. “I pushed Rodney. And pushed and pushed and pushed and pushed him to create…to innovate more. To pioneer more. He’s a real musician. He’s a real musician and he’s very dedicated and he’s real loyal. He has perseverance. I don’t think I’ve seen perseverance like his in anyone. Because you can push him and push him and he doesn’t get angry.”

				
				That loyalty and perseverance were enough to convince Jackson that his work with Jerkins could end up comprising a good chunk of the album. To that end, he made Jerkins promise he would not work for any other artist while working on Invincible. Jackson was willing to compensate him accordingly. Jerkins agreed. Over the ensuing months, they worked on dozens more tracks, including “Get Your Weight Off of Me,” “Pressure,” “Privacy,” “The Pain,” “Invincible,” and “Rampage.”

				Jackson was fine with some retro elements in the music. In fact, while many producers were switching to digital recording, Jackson insisted on the warmth of analog recording. “He was a little scared of Pro Tools,” said Rodney Jerkins, referring to the digital audio editor that was quickly becoming the industry standard. “We tried to get him to use it, but he didn’t want to go that route yet and I understand: He came from the school of analog.” The new team of recording engineers did use Pro Tools to manage tracks for Invincible, some of which had at least thirty different versions. Pro Tools was also sometimes used to record Jackson’s scratch vocals, instead of his old tape recorder.

				But whatever his recording preferences, stylistically, Jackson did not want a throwback album. “You Rock My World” was the exception to the rule. He told Jerkins over and over again that he wanted the album to be forward-looking and futuristic. Gradually, Jerkins got a feel for Jackson’s expectations. “He was so hands on,” said Jerkins. “I’m talking about from the hi-hat to everything. The sound quality was so important to him. He looked at everything under a microscope, like, ‘The middle frequency is too much’—he was very technical. He used to always say, ‘Melody is king,’ so he really focused in on melody.”

				Over years of working closely together, Jackson and Jerkins developed a close rapport that went beyond making music. Still, nothing was quite as thrilling to the producer as getting something right and feeling the warmth of Jackson’s approval—as, for example, when he brought the artist a demo of “Heartbreaker.” It represented exactly the kind of sonic innovation Jackson was seeking.

				
				In the winter of 2000, Jackson moved back to Neverland with the album release date uncertain. Rumors circulated that he had submitted a full album of songs to Sony and they had rejected it. Over the next several months, the artist spent time with his children at home, traveled, and found other distractions, but the album seemed to have stalled. That May, fans were at least given a glimmer of hope when Jackson appeared at the World Music Awards in Monte Carlo, looking healthy in a svelte, all-black, dragon-emblazoned outfit to receive a special millennium award for the world’s bestselling recording artist. He concluded his acceptance speech with the confident declaration, “You ain’t seen nothing yet!”

			

			
				WHATEVER HAPPENS

				Fans, however, would have to be a lot more patient. In the summer of 2000, recording engineer Bruce Swedien was brought onboard, presumably to help Jackson wrap up the project. Some work was done at Marvin’s Room in Los Angeles. Then, in September, production moved back to New York. But the album had lost focus and momentum. As winter arrived, sensing the project had a ways to go, Swedien headed back home.

				Unsatisfied with how things were progressing, Jackson decided to reach out to another old collaborator, Teddy Riley. Riley had managed to make his own comeback with his new group, Blackstreet, scoring a #1 hit with the 1996 single “No Diggity.” Jackson still admired his abilities and wanted to see if they could come up with a few great tracks together. Knowing Sony wouldn’t be happy about it, however—given the delays and already-bloated lineup of collaborators—he kept their work a secret. Instead of working at the Hit Factory or Sony Studio, he created a space for Riley to work near his hotel suite. “Michael built this studio for me on the top floor of a building,” recalled Riley. “He had Criteria Studios build me a studio in a penthouse in two weeks.”

				
				Here, outside the purview of record executives, they began working on a handful of tracks, including “Heaven Can Wait,” “On My Anger,” “Don’t Walk Away,” and “Whatever Happens.” For “Whatever Happens,” they assembled a forty-piece orchestra to record the strings and reached out to legend Carlos Santana to play guitar. It became one of Jackson’s favorite songs on the album. It was also comforting to be working alongside Riley again, although after about a month in Manhattan, Riley went back to his home studio at Virginia Beach.

				That March Jackson also recorded “Butterflies,” a beautiful piece of jazzy soul written by A Touch of Jazz alumnus Andre Harris and Floetry member Marsha Ambrosius. Jackson was introduced to the song by manager John McClain and fell in love with it. He nailed his vocal in one session.

				By this time, Jackson had recorded over fifty songs—and was being offered more by some of the biggest names in the industry. Perhaps the most tantalizing offer came from the Neptunes. A songwriting-production duo composed of Pharrell Williams and Chad Hugo, the Neptunes were all over popular music in the late ’90s and early 2000s. Their list of hits included Noreaga’s “Superthug,” Britney Spears’s “I’m a Slave 4 U,” and Nelly’s “Hot in Herre.” But their big dream was to work with Michael Jackson.

				Having heard that the pop star was on the lookout for hot rhythm tracks, they came up with a batch of songs tailor-made for him. As it turned out, Jackson was crazy about the beat for “Superthug” and was intrigued at the prospect of working with the Neptunes. However, his management and Sony quashed the idea before it gained any traction. The record was unfocused enough as it was, they felt. The last thing it needed was more cooks.

				Those Neptunes songs ultimately ended up going to Justin Timberlake for his solo debut, Justified, and included four major hits: “Like I Love You,” “Cry Me a River,” “Señorita,” and “Rock Your Body.” Timberlake was a huge fan of Jackson’s, openly acknowledging having modeled his singing style, sound, and many of his dance moves after those of the King of Pop. To help Timberlake prepare for the album, the Neptunes drove the singer around, playing Off the Wall and Thriller, allowing the vibe they were after to further sink in. Years later, when Pharrell finally got to meet Jackson in person, Jackson sang every one of the songs to him and said, jokingly, “Those songs should have been for me.”

				
				It was an intriguing what-might-have-been. Incidentally, Justin Timberlake also submitted a song for Jackson to consider around this time, a soulful ballad called “Gone.” That track, which ended up being featured on *NSYNC’s 2001 album, Celebrity, was a hit as well, earning the group a Grammy nomination for Best Pop Performance.

				As 2001 dawned, tension really began to mount between Jackson and Sony. An album that seemed so promising two years before now seemed muddled, with no end in sight. Jackson, meanwhile, seemed to have lost interest, preoccupied instead with other projects. That February, he announced the launch of a new organization—Heal the Kids—at Carnegie Hall with Rabbi Shmuley Boteach. The following month, he delivered a speech on the subject of child welfare at Oxford University. This, he said, is what he was most passionate about and how he wanted to spend his time and energy.

				What this meant for his music career was unclear. Part of Jackson’s reluctance to finish the album seemed to have been prompted by the early stages of a protracted stalemate between himself and Sony head Tommy Mottola. Mottola was irate at the artist for taking so long and spending so much money—an estimated $30 million—on an album that should have been finished back in 1999. Jackson, meanwhile, felt Sony was infringing on his creative process too much and still hadn’t shown him a marketing plan.

				Friends and collaborators alike remember hearing many shouting matches, mostly over the phone, in these months. The dispute was becoming personal. Teddy Riley remembers Tommy Mottola also threatening him, saying, “ ‘This will be the end of your career if you don’t turn over those masters!’ I had no idea that Michael had told him I had the masters [laughs]. I called him up and said, ‘My God, Michael…you put me in trouble with Tommy Mottola. Do you know who Tommy Mottola is?’ But I ended up helping Michael. I took the masters and I held them for him.”

				
				Finally, at the behest of those who had worked so hard on the album, Jackson decided, ready or not, it was time to finish Invincible.

			

			
				THE TOUGHEST ALBUM

				That May, Jackson, Bruce Swedien, Brad Buxer, Rodney Jerkins, Teddy Riley, and a handful of engineers flew down to Florida with the intent of completing the album. They set up at the Hit Factory Criteria in North Miami. Jackson stayed at the nearby Sheraton Bal Harbour hotel. In adjacent rooms were Brad Buxer and Bruce Swedien. “It was glorious,” recalled Buxer. “A gorgeous hotel right on the water and one of the rooms was full of keyboards and recording gear. Bruce had a room that was right next door….Generally the studio day started at noon. Bruce would go to Criteria Studios [about five miles away] and I would either go with him or stay and work on music with Michael from my hotel suite.”

				Away from the stress and noise in New York, here, finally, was a united creative team—for the most part, all in one place with one goal, instead of being isolated in various cities and studios. Yet for those who had worked on previous Michael Jackson albums, it felt different. The artist just wasn’t as engaged as he normally was; at times he felt detached. “With Invincible,” said Buxer, “he just was not as hands on anymore. We would come up with ideas and we would hang out….But what was not happening was that he was not coming into the studio each day and working like he normally did….It seemed like he was in a darker space and while he kept an overview of everything and was very businesslike in keeping with deadlines and expecting everyone to perform on the project, the innocence and the joy of the actual building of the tracks seems to have been lost.”

				
				The final month, when Jackson was in, they often worked sixteen to eighteen hours a day, not only polishing the twenty or so tracks in the running for the final track list, but also generating a handful of late additions, including “Unbreakable” and “Threatened,” two of Jackson’s favorites on the album.

				With nearly seventy tracks recorded in total, there was enough solid material to make Invincible a double-disc record. In essence, there was a 1999 album and a 2001 album. According to collaborators, Jackson might have gone with a double album but Sony would not consider it because they believed the higher cost would prohibit people from buying it. “There were some songs that we loved, loved, loved [that were left off],” said recording engineer Harvey Mason Jr.

				Much more than with previous albums, Tommy Mottola insisted that Sony not only have a say in concept and packaging, but also in the final track lineup. That June, around sixty Sony and Epic executives and high-level employees flew down to Miami to hear the record. The response was mixed. By all accounts, the label did not want “The Lost Children” on the album, but Jackson insisted and won that battle. There was also a last-minute switch, with Babyface’s “You Are My Life” replacing “Shout.”

				In the end, the album was a sprawling sixteen tracks—the longest in Jackson’s career—with more than six collaborators. Dozens of other great songs were eliminated, including much of the early material from 1998 and 1999. “Of all my albums,” Jackson said in 2001, “I would say this one was the toughest. I was hardest on myself. I wrote so many songs…just to get to the sixteen that I think are acceptable. And, um, it’s the album where…I didn’t have children before other albums, so I caught a lot of colds; I was sick a lot….So we had to stop and start again and stop and start.” There were, of course, a host of other reasons for the delays.

				
				But in June 2001—after more than three years of recording in California, New York, New Jersey, Virginia, and Florida—the album was done. After some last-minute revisions, the tapes were finally submitted to Bernie Grundman for mastering in July.

			

			
				MADISON SQUARE GARDEN

				Michael Jackson did more interviews in anticipation of—and just after—the release of Invincible than during any other period in his adult career. He spoke with TV Guide, Vibe, USA Today, and Rolling Stone. He even did an online audio chat, responding to fan questions, and appeared on MTV’s popular show Total Request Live. It was unprecedented for the pop star. It also reflected how much he wanted Invincible to succeed.

				In those interviews he discussed many things, including the new music. He acknowledged that the album took a long time because of his perfectionism: “In my head, it is completed, but I have to transplant that to tape. It’s like [Alfred] Hitchcock said, ‘The movie’s finished.’ But he still has to start directing it. The song is the same. You see it in its entirety and then you execute it.” The artist confessed that with Invincible, in particular, it was difficult to reach that point of realization. “I’m never happy with the songs. I’ll write a bunch of songs, throw them out, write some more. People say, ‘Are you crazy? That’s got to go on the album.’ But I’ll say, ‘Is it better than this other one?’ You only get seventy-five minutes on a CD, and we push it to the limit.”

				Invincible, he said, was not approached with any overarching concept. “I never think about themes. I let the music create itself. I like it to be a potpourri of all kinds of sounds, all kinds of colors, something for everybody, from the farmer in Ireland to the lady who scrubs toilets in Harlem.” Asked for his personal assessment of the album, Jackson responded: “Invincible is just as good or better than Thriller, in my true, humble opinion. It has more to offer.”

				
				That summer, buzz surrounding the album—which had faded due to recurring delays—began to build back up. “All I can tell you,” Rodney Jerkins told the press, “is that it’s a sound you have never heard before in your life. Definitively different from everything else….Definitively something no one has heard before. It’s gonna be the best album that he’s ever made.”

				Even label executives were gushing about it. “It’s wonderful and amazing,” Epic Records head David Glew told FOX News. “Michael is singing better than ever. The ballads! The ballads are beautiful, and they’re all there. The dance songs are full of melodies. We’re going to get a single out by mid-July, at least eight weeks before the album hits stores. Michael’s done his work, now we have to do ours. It’s all about how it’s marketed.”

				The album’s first single, “You Rock My World,” was released in late August. It debuted at #10 on the Billboard Hot 100, but behind the scenes things were not going well. Jackson was angry that Sony had chosen “You Rock My World” over his choice, “Unbreakable.” The music video, starring Chris Tucker and Marlon Brando, was fraught with problems from the outset and seemed to recycle old concepts. And Jackson still believed Sony had no real marketing plan in place.

				There was truth to that. “You Rock My World” wasn’t even given a commercial release—there was no physical or digital single. The rationale was that the single would compete with album sales. It reached #10 on airplay alone. “Certainly, if a commercial single had been available, it would have peaked higher,” said Billboard’s Fred Bronson in 2002, “perhaps even at #1. I thought it was a huge mistake.”

				Still, that September, Jackson had a big opportunity with two major concerts at Madison Square Garden celebrating his thirtieth anniversary as a solo artist (the thirty-year marker was a bit contrived, marking the release of Jackson’s debut solo album with Motown, Got to Be There, in 1972). The shows, which featured an impressive list of guest performers—including Beyoncé, Justin Timberlake, Usher, Alicia Keys, and Britney Spears—sold out within hours. The concerts were scheduled for September 7 and 10, and an edited two-hour special from the shows was also planned for broadcast on CBS in November.

				
				In the days leading up to the concerts, the excitement surrounding Jackson’s comeback in New York City—and the music industry—was palpable. “I think that it just shows how hungry everybody is for Michael,” said Destiny’s Child member Kelly Rowland. “The nearest we have [in America] to royalty is Michael Jackson,” said hip-hop star Sisqo.

				Unfortunately, behind the scenes, Jackson was not doing well. The day of the show, he was so overmedicated he slept through his makeup appointment. Longtime friend Frank Cascio, who was organizing the concerts along with David Gest, had to break into the artist’s hotel room and revive him with gallons of Gatorade. Jackson ultimately performed that night, but the effects of the drugs were still obvious. His eyes looked glassy, his face gaunt. In his performance of “You Rock My World,” he hunched over in exhaustion, barely managing to sing. Even Jackson himself later described this first show as “horrible.” He was disappointed in himself.

				The second show went much better. Jackson was in better condition and the long speeches and delays that had marred the first show were tightened up. For moments at least, the magic was back. When Jackson appeared with his brothers, the crowd roared. And when Jackson performed “Billie Jean,” the atmosphere was electric.

				The next morning, however, was September 11, 2001. In the wake of the tragedy, pop music—among many other things—suddenly seemed superfluous and took a backseat as people tried to reorient themselves and recover from the trauma.

			

			
				
				BATTLE WITH TOMMY MOTTOLA

				Invincible was released a month and a half later, on October 30. The cover art, featuring a half-digital, half-human face of Jackson and produced in five different colors, certainly had the look of something compelling and relevant to the new millennium. Upon release, the album shot to #1 in the United States and most of the rest of the world. Within the first week, the album had sold an estimated three million copies globally.

				But Jackson still felt Sony was not doing enough to promote the record. How, the artist fumed, could they not even run a commercial for the album during the Thirtieth Anniversary Special at Madison Square Garden, which was watched by more than twenty-five million people?

				Promotion, however, clearly wasn’t the only problem. The music industry as a whole was in major decline in the wake of 9/11, file sharing, and slow adaptation to the digital era. According to Wired, CD sales dipped 11 percent in the first six months of 2002. Had Jackson released Invincible in 1999 (as originally intended) he would have caught the music market at its peak. The early 2000s, by contrast, saw perhaps the most rapid decline in sales in the history of the industry, with sales plummeting from $14.6 billion in 1999 to $6.3 billion in 2009.

				Moreover, Jackson seemed to have missed a window in which the cultural climate was ripe for his comeback. By the end of 2001, the national mood was very different than it had been in the late 1990s. Sony tried to respond to the moment, releasing “Cry” as the album’s second single, but it failed to gain traction. Meanwhile, by the beginning of 2002, Invincible had dropped out of the Top 10, and the media was already labeling it a disappointment.

				By February, the feud between Jackson and Sony head Tommy Mottola was boiling. Mottola felt Jackson’s expectations were totally unreasonable, particularly since the artist refused to tour or make lower-budget music videos; Jackson felt Sony had given up on the album and informed Mottola that he intended to leave the record company after his next album; Mottola, in turn, told Jackson that his career was finished.

				
				Within just a couple of months of its release, Sony stopped promoting the album entirely. When “Butterflies” caught fire on radio in February 2002, the single was still not given a commercial release. It reached #14 on the Billboard Hot 100 and #2 on the R&B chart on airplay alone. It was the final single from the album. After the music video for “Cry,” in which Jackson did not appear, there were also no subsequent short films. Fans were bewildered and angry. Was Sony giving up on the album already? Was Michael Jackson done with music?

				Answers gradually began to surface over the ensuing months. When Jackson threatened to leave Sony, Mottola—probably the most powerful music executive of the 1990s—retaliated forcefully, not only by refusing to spend money to promote the album, but also by spreading disparaging stories about the artist to the press. According to one source, Mottola’s threats to Jackson became vicious. “Not physical threats,” the source told FOX News, “but certainly the threat that Michael would be destroyed and his career would be over if he didn’t agree to Tommy’s terms.”

				Much more was at stake than an album. Jackson and Sony co-owned the ATV catalog after a merger orchestrated in 1995. In that deal, Jackson earned $110 million and expanded the catalog’s holdings (his own catalog, Mijac Music, was not included in the deal). Given the toxic situation with Mottola, the artist wanted to split with Sony but retain his master recordings and his half of the ATV catalog. After reviewing contracts with his attorneys, he was confident that all he owed Sony was one more album (which he determined could simply be a greatest-hits collection). Then he was free. But Mottola pushed back, insisting that there were clauses in his contract that prevented him from leaving and refused to grant him his terms. Some believed Mottola was trying to squeeze Jackson, knowing the artist was deeply in debt. It was not merely an act of personal retribution; it was an attempt to secure half of Jackson’s royalties, as well as his share in the ATV catalog.

				
				In the summer of 2002, an exasperated Jackson decided to go public with his case. He attended fan rallies in London and New York protesting against Sony. He called Tommy Mottola a “devil” and a “racist.” Mottola, incidentally, was ousted at Sony the following year as the corporation tired of his controversial tactics, bad press, and Sony Music’s commercial decline. But there was little sympathy for Jackson’s cause. He was painted by the press as a washed-up artist who simply couldn’t come to terms with the fact that his latest album was a failure.

				The reality was more complicated. Invincible was certainly never going to repeat the success of Thriller. But Jackson’s dispute with Mottola cut deeper than mere commercial disappointment. Since his days at Motown, he had worked tirelessly at his craft and put his heart and soul into his career. In the process, he had made billions of dollars for record companies. With Invincible, he felt he had been abandoned and betrayed.

				The issue of race further exacerbated the situation. Michael Jackson was well aware of the history of black artists in the music industry. From Chuck Berry to Little Richard, Bo Diddley to Jackie Wilson, Jackson saw revolutionary African American artists not only slighted in proportion to their accomplishments, but also exploited by white-owned record companies. This is one reason Jackson—like Prince—was so adamant about owning his master recordings.

				Michael Jackson felt so strongly that his case was part of a larger issue of institutional racism and exploitation that he joined the Reverend Al Sharpton’s National Action Network, a nonprofit civil rights organization founded in 1991, that summer. “Record companies have to start treating their artists with respect, honor, and financial justice,” the artist asserted. In a speech in Harlem in June 2002, the artist further elaborated:

				
					It’s very sad to see that these artists really are penniless, because they created so much joy for the world. And the system, beginning with the record companies, totally took advantage of them….And I just need you to know that this is very important, what we’re fighting for because I’m tired—I’m really, really tired of the manipulation….I’m here to speak for all injustice. You gotta remember something, the minute I started breaking the all-time record in record sales—I broke Elvis’s records, I broke the Beatles’ records—the minute it became the all-time bestselling album in the history of the Guinness Book of World Records, overnight they called me a freak….They called me a child molester. They said I bleached my skin. They made [up] everything to turn the public against me.

				
Jackson’s comments were largely dismissed at the time as the grievances of a bitter and desperate artist. And he was, in fact, responsible for a number of self-inflicted wounds. He was steeped in debt after years of excessive spending and careless management of his business affairs. His focus had become erratic due, in large part, to his ongoing dependence on prescription drugs. And his expectations—both artistic and commercial—were often impossible for anyone to meet.

				But regardless of how or why Invincible fell short of expectations, there was truth to the broader point he was making. He had risen out of Gary, Indiana, to become the most successful recording artist in history; he had purchased the Beatles’ catalog with his own shrewd business acumen; and he had made record companies, including Sony, a lot of money over a lot of years. All he wanted, he insisted, was what he had earned.

			

			
				A POST–HIP-HOP UPDATE OF OFF THE WALL

				Given this complicated context, the music on Invincible remained largely unknown outside Jackson’s die-hard fan base until the artist’s death, when many people returned to it and were blown away by how strong much of the album was.

				
				A handful of critics recognized this before the feud with Tommy Mottola erupted. “The fact that [Michael Jackson] is a great musician is now often forgotten,” observed veteran music critic Robert Christgau in his 2001 review. “I use the present tense because a) his skills seem undiminished and b) as only Frank Kogan has listened dispassionately enough to remark, he’s doing new stuff with them—his funk is steelier and his ballads are airier, both to disquieting effect.” All Music Guide’s Stephen Thomas Erlewine described it as a “sparkly, post-hip-hop update of Off the Wall.”

				The album had an arc similar to Dangerous, beginning with a string of rhythm tracks, transitioning into some mid-tempo cuts, peaking with transcendent ballads, and then coming full circle on the final songs. Yet, for many listeners, the tracks didn’t all feel as if they were made of the same cloth, as those on Dangerous did. It didn’t have the same natural flow.

				A common critique had to do with length. As great as the material was, the album still felt like it could have been trimmed by about three songs. Another critique had to do with sequencing and coherence. All of Jackson’s main collaborators—Rodney Jerkins, Teddy Riley, Dr. Freeze, Brad Buxer, R. Kelly, Floetry, and Babyface—were talented; but together, the work sometimes seemed to lack a framework. Jackson himself later acknowledged that he might have overworked and overthought the album.

				A connected issue was that—in contrast to Bad, Dangerous, and HIStory, which were almost entirely written by Jackson—the artist contributed only two full compositions on Invincible. The rest he helped develop, but they came from others—several songs have more than five songwriters. Why Jackson decided to outsource so much of the album is unknown, but it does have an impact on the content.

				Still, in spite of its flaws, Invincible, by most standards, is a very good album. It has now sold more than ten million copies. For fans, the sixteen-track collection is a treasure trove of underrated material that represents Jackson’s last fully realized work. Under different conditions, songs like “Break of Dawn,” “Butterflies,” and “Whatever Happens” all could have been hits. Now, years removed from the controversy and baggage that accompanied the album’s release, listeners can simply enjoy these songs for what they are, from the electronic stomp of “Unbreakable” to the Gothic crunch of “Threatened.”

			

			
				
				THE SONGS

				1. “UNBREAKABLE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Rodney Jerkins, Fred Jerkins III, LaShawn Daniels, Nora Payne, and Robert Smith

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Rodney Jerkins

				

				“Unbreakable” unveils the sound of the new-millennium Michael Jackson. As with previous techno-industrial sonic forays (“Dangerous,” “Scream”), the track begins with a prelude of electronic noise, almost as if the music is discovering how to create itself. The artist allows the tension to build with what sounds like an engine idling, an animal growl, and an approaching stomp, before the song explodes into the opening hook.

				A late addition to Invincible, Jackson loved “Unbreakable,” and pushed hard for it to be the album’s lead single, but Sony ultimately opted for “You Rock My World.” It was a strong opening statement, sonically and lyrically. “ ‘Unbreakable’ is so striking,” wrote the Los Angeles Times in its 2001 review, “that savvy stereo retailers could use it to demonstrate the wonders of their latest sound systems.” Indeed, the song’s keyboard hook—steely and relentless—stomps through the speakers as Jackson bites into the lyrics. “When you bury me underneath all your pain,” he sings in one line, “I’m steady laughin’, while surfacing.”

				The song is about strength and resilience. As he explained in a 2001 interview: “I’ve been through hell and back. I have to be honest, and still I’m able to do what I do and nothing can stop me. No one can stop me, no matter what. I stop when I’m ready to stop. You know, and uh, I’m just saying [in ‘Unbreakable’], you know, I will continue to move forward no matter what.” Not only do the lyrics convey that; so does the grind of the beat. Even in the chorus, where Jackson often offered lighter contrast, his vocals are gravelly and clipped. He does provide a moment of softness, going into falsetto in the pre-chorus bridge, but the song was clearly intended to convey a sense of struggle and endurance.

				
				With the song mostly complete in the spring of 2001, a gap remained for the rap solo that Jackson wanted. It was ultimately filled with a never-before-released performance from the late Notorious B.I.G. “It was my idea to put a rap part on the song,” recalled Jackson, “and [Rodney Jerkins] said, I know just the perfect one—Biggie Smalls. He put it in and it worked perfectly. It was a rap that was never heard before.”

				That wasn’t entirely true. The deceased rapper’s solo had originally been featured on “You Can’t Stop the Reign” by basketball star Shaquille O’Neal (both of whom, incidentally, had been featured on HIStory). Jackson also included R&B singer Brandy on background vocals. According to Jerkins, Jackson wanted beats that “hurt”—beats that hit with force. That’s what can be heard on tracks like “Unbreakable.” “When you play his new CD, compared to somebody else’s CD,” Jerkins said, “you may have to turn it down ’cause it’s banging so hard. That’s what [we] went for….Michael is such an inventor of sound….He wanted some new stuff that the ears haven’t heard yet.”

			

			
				2. “HEARTBREAKER”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Rodney Jerkins, Fred Jerkins III, LaShawn Daniels, Mischke, and Norman Gregg

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Rodney Jerkins

				

				That innovation continued on “Heartbreaker,” a showcase for Jackson’s percussive prowess as well as his love of interesting new sounds. With its ricocheting beats and stuttering glitch effects, it is a digital-era update of his rhythm tracks from Off the Wall.

				
				Critics took note. The New York Times described it as a “multi-tracked marvel” filled with “electronic noises that ratchet and sputter like a truckload of joy buzzers on a rough road.” Frank Cogan at The Village Voice found “extraordinary beauty” in it. “He and Rodney Jerkins…pull in fuzzes and buzzes and whirs—the edginess of techno—truncated clangs, little frog-croaking bass notes….I don’t know if it’s a beauty I’ll ever care about. The beauty in previous Michael Jackson albums found me. But sometimes this took a while.”

				The song is a good representation of the fresh, unique sounds that Jackson kept challenging Rodney Jerkins to go “out in the field” and create. “A lot of sounds on the album aren’t sounds from keyboards,” Jackson explained. “We go out and make our own sounds. We hit on things, we beat on things, so nobody can duplicate what we do. We make them with our own hands, we find things and we create things. And that’s the most important thing, to be a pioneer. To be an innovator.”

				The percussion also utilizes Jackson’s grunts, gasps, and intricate beatboxing. It can feel busy and claustrophobic, but the layers of syncopated rhythm reward close listens. There are also some creative effects—as when the beat drops out and mimics a kiss traveling through air during the phrase “she blew a kiss.”

				Jackson stretches out his voice a bit in the chorus (“That girl, can’t taaaake her”), before returning to whispered, staccato-style verses. In the bridge, he builds a staircase of harmonies that deftly set up the rap solo, performed by Jerkins protégé Fats.

				Lyrically, it is a song about seduction. But the music is the star here, not the story—particularly as the track begins to break down in the final minute and a half. Strings snap, vocals glitch, sounds fade in and out. It’s as if the music is dying and regenerating—becoming something new. Jackson beatboxes and ad-libs. It’s raw, organic funk against a collage of techno-beats and synth effects. The artist, apparently, had heard songs like *NSYNC’s “Pop” and decided to show the kids how it’s done.

			

			
				
				3. “INVINCIBLE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Rodney Jerkins, Fred Jerkins III, LaShawn Daniels, and Norman Gregg

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Rodney Jerkins

				

				“Invincible” completes the opening trio of Jerkins collaborations. A steel gate opens the track before giving way to a crackling metallic beat. The sound exudes a kind of rugged hip-hop minimalism. Fats makes another appearance here on the rap solo, dovetailing nicely into the texture and flow of the song as Jackson punctuates his flow with a raspy lamentation (“Why ain’t you feelin’ me”).

				The title track isn’t about the artist’s invincibility, but rather about a failed relationship and a woman who will no longer return his affection. “His singing is sassy, defiant, and forceful,” noted music critic Robert Hilburn.

				Yet there is also a sense of sadness and resignation—perhaps, in part, due to the cold clank of the beat and the lack of harmony or dynamic melody. In contrast to most Jackson songs, the chorus provides little release—the heavy rhythm and staccato lines persist throughout the song. Even the word invincible is chopped into three pieces.

				Jackson may have been aiming for something experimental and new here, but the effect, particularly at this position in the album, can be grating on the ear. While the opening suite of Jerkins tracks are each impressive in their own right, as a whole they lack the sonic personality of previous Jackson albums.

			

			
				4. “BREAK OF DAWN”

				
					Written by Elliot Straite (Dr. Freeze) and Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Elliot Straite (Dr. Freeze)

				

				The color finally arrives in track 4. Michael Jackson described “Break of Dawn” as “a beautiful, strolling in the park kind of song. There’s a good summer feel about it.”

				
				“Rarely since Thriller has the performer exuded so much warmth,” observed music critic Sal Cinquemani. “The subtle harmonies and simple arrangements…not only recall the time period but wisely update it.”

				Jackson first worked on the song with Dr. Freeze in 1998. Of the handful of tracks they began recording that year, “Break of Dawn” was the artist’s favorite. “[That] song was his baby,” said Dr. Freeze. Jackson was drawn to the song’s transporting quality, as well as its sensuality. Dr. Freeze boasted that “it was the first time he talks about making love in a song.” That wasn’t entirely true—songs like “Rock with You,” “Lady in My Life,” and “In the Closet” go there—but it was rare for Jackson to sing about sexual intimacy so openly.

				The song is a celebration of the senses. “Hold my hand, feel the touch,” he sings, “Of your body cling to mine.” Jackson’s vocal is passionate and intense, enunciating each word to make it register to maximum effect. As the song unfolds, the artist draws the listener into a vivid fantasy. “Let me groove you,” he sings, “Let me soothe you”—here dropping into a lower register, sinking fully into the song’s sensuality.

				While Dr. Freeze was essentially finished with the song by late 1998, Jackson further embellished it with both Rodney Jerkins and Teddy Riley. With its exotic ambience and dramatic storytelling, the song offers an intoxicating escape.

			

			
				5. “HEAVEN CAN WAIT”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Teddy Riley, Andreao Heard, Nate Smith, Teron Beal, E. Laues, and K. Quiller

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley; Coproduced by Andreao Heard and Nate Smith

				

				“Heaven Can Wait” is every bit as lush and smooth as “Break of Dawn” but explores a different emotion. It has more of a nighttime feel; there’s more of a sense that something beautiful might end. Jackson’s vocal, accordingly, contains a hint of melancholy and longing. Music critic Mark Anthony Neal described it as “one of Jackson’s best vocal performances since Thriller’s ‘Lady in My Life.’ ” “Heaven Can Wait” had the potential to be a big R&B hit had it been released as a single. According to Teddy Riley, the artist expected it to be the album’s second or third release.

				
				Riley originally wrote the song for his own group, Blackstreet. When Jackson heard the demo, however, he fell in love with it and begged Riley to let him record it. “When I did that song with him,” Riley recalled, “he held his heart and he said, ‘Teddy, is this mine?’ I said, ‘It’s yours if you want it, Michael.’ He’s like: ‘I want it, let’s go get it!’ He was so excited….He said, ‘I want that song. I need that song in my life.’ ”

				Riley and Jackson started work on the track right away, laying down the lead vocal and harmonies. Meanwhile, orchestrator Jeremy Lubbock was called in to arrange and conduct the elegant, wistful string part. Within three days, most of the song was in place.

				The result was a gorgeous mid-tempo piece that wastes no time unveiling its rich harmonies. It contains echoes of the Bee Gees and Boyz II Men, but with a dash of Jackson’s unparalleled rhythmic acumen. In the verses, the artist scales on top of a stuttering beat, as background vocals—sung by Jackson and Dr. Freeze—accent and shade his pleading.

				The song is about eluding death. The narrator has finally found love and joy, but now fears it will be taken from him. “Tell the angels no,” he sings, “I don’t want to leave my baby alone.” This paranoia and dread are, of course, Jackson trademarks. But here, it is not just about him: “Just leave us alone,” he begs at the end. “Please leave us alone.” The singer doesn’t fear death itself as much as he fears separation. He can’t bear the thought of being taken—or having someone he loves taken from him. The song is a supplication to the heavens for more time to love and be loved.

			

			
				
				6. “YOU ROCK MY WORLD”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Rodney Jerkins, Fred Jerkins III, LaShawn Daniels, and Nora Payne

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Rodney Jerkins

				

				“You Rock My World” ended up being the last hit single of Jackson’s career. Globally, it reached the Top 10 in over twenty countries, hitting #1 in six of them. In the United States, however, it peaked at #10 and was therefore viewed as a bit of a disappointment. It was the lowest-charting lead single in Jackson’s adult career.

				Critics were lukewarm on the track. It was clearly trying to tap into the retro, disco-era Michael Jackson vibe. “It’s like Michael back to the melodies,” Rodney Jerkins explained. “It makes you want to dance. It’s a feel-good song.”

				For some, the song played too safe and conservative. Yet others felt it was largely successful in doing exactly what Jerkins intended. Entertainment Weekly called it his “least forced, most seamless single [in ages]. A simple, taut mesh of unwavering dance beats and strings.” Rolling Stone said it “recall[ed] the singer’s work with Quincy Jones by way of finely sculpted and exquisitely voiced rhythm tracks and vibrating vocal harmonies.”

				“You Rock My World” had been the first demo Jerkins and his creative team ever introduced to Jackson. A tape was sent to the artist’s hotel room. He sent back word that he liked it. A few days later, he came to the Hit Factory to record it. “He had Rodney just play the track,” recalled Jerkins’s writing partner LaShawn Daniels, “and he said, ‘Who’s the guy doing the melodies?’ And it was me. So I came into the room, Michael’s standing there—freakin’ Michael Jackson!—and…says to me, ‘Can you sing the melodies to me in my ear?’ ” Daniels did as he was asked and Jackson began tweaking the melody and arrangement right there. Daniels was so overwhelmed by the experience he confessed that he could barely concentrate. But by the end of the session, they had most of the lead and background vocals locked in. Jackson seemed excited about the track, and Jerkins and company were relieved.

				
				The track begins with a humorous exchange with comedian Chris Tucker. “I called them interludes,” said Jerkins. “Michael called them vignettes.” “Watch me get that girl,” the singer declares, before the bass kicks in and Jackson slides into the song as naturally as a sequined glove. From there, it’s vintage Michael Jackson: a pulsing beat, jubilant keyboard, finger-snapping percussion, and disco strings. Jackson begins cool and restrained before unleashing his signature gravelly ad-libs over the outro.

				It may not have been a new or innovative song for Michael Jackson, but it was still a lot of fun to listen to.

			

			
				7. “BUTTERFLIES”

				
					Written by Andre Harris and Marsha Ambrosius

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Andre Harris

				

				For many fans and critics alike, “Butterflies” was a revelation. One of the buried gems of his late career, it is a reminder of what made Michael Jackson’s voice such a marvel in the first place.

				If not for fortuitous happenstance, however, the artist never would have sung it. “Butterflies” was one of the later additions to Invincible. The song came from a relatively unknown (at the time) British retro soul duo called Floetry, composed of Marsha Ambrosius and Natalie Stewart. Ambrosius was just nineteen years old when she wrote the song. “I first recorded ‘Butterflies’ in London in 1997,” she pointed out, “Just me and the piano. It was about a boy I had a crush on that worked at McDonald’s. It was that simple, that initial feeling.”

				In the late ’90s, Floetry was connected with Philadelphia-based producer Andre Harris, who was affiliated with A Touch of Jazz. Harris also happened to be friends with Jackson’s manager John McClain. It was McClain who talked to Jackson about A Touch of Jazz and Floetry. When the artist heard their material, he was impressed—so impressed, in fact, that he called them and left a message. Marsha Ambrosius vividly remembers hearing the voice-mail message: “This really light voice comes out of the answering machine: ‘I’m really interested in that stuff coming out of A Touch of Jazz. That Floetry stuff is really cool.’ It was Michael Jackson!”

				
				Floetry sent the artist a handful of unreleased demos to review. Jackson chose “Butterflies.” Ambrosius and Stewart were flown to New York City the day Jackson recorded the song. It seemed surreal as they walked into the Hit Factory to meet the King of Pop. “My heart is literally beating out of my chest,” remembered Ambrosius. “All I recall is the sound of a grand piano playing a harmonic scale, someone singing and seeing who that voice was coming from eye to eye. It was him.”

				As nervous as they were, Jackson came across as gentle and humble, and soon put Ambrosius and Stewart at ease. Before long, he was asking them for guidance on the song. “It was incredible,” recalled Ambrosius of the experience, “because he continually asked, ‘Marsh, what’s the next harmony? Girls, does this sound right? What do you think? Is this what you were looking for?’ He was so open.”

				Jackson finished most of the work on the song that day. It was a stunning vocal performance. “It is not too overstated to suggest that ‘Butterflies’ is one of Jackson’s most significant R&B recordings in some time,” claimed music critic Mark Anthony Neal. “Jackson opens the song with a growl-like murmur of a tenor, but the song takes off in the second verse when he pushes his range to a breathy lilting falsetto that powerfully captures the vulnerability that the song’s lyrics attempt to convey.”

				That vocal is delivered over the vintage crackling sound of a vinyl record and a mellow beat that mimics the flapping wings of a butterfly in slow motion. Ambrosius and Stewart provide soulful background vocals as Jackson declares his presence with a falsetto cry. Then he launches into the song with the rhythmic timing of a jazz master, showcasing his vocal range with effortless dexterity.

				
				Though Sony never officially released “Butterflies” as a single, it quickly became an underground hit, particularly in urban areas like New York. Given the enthusiastic response, many people couldn’t understand why it wasn’t promoted more. In fact, some argued that Jackson should have simply done an entire album in this retro soul/Touch of Jazz style. “It would have opened people’s minds,” music critic Steven Ivory told NPR.

				For Ambrosius, however, it was an unforgettable experience. “Getting the opportunity to work with the best whoever did it, on planet Earth, period, is just a blessing,” she said. “For me, it was just paying my respects.”

			

			
				8. “SPEECHLESS”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				The ballads on Invincible were generally considered hit or miss by critics. “Speechless” is a hit. A soaring Broadway-esque ballad, like “Butterflies,” it puts Jackson’s distinct vocal ability on full display. Jackson even opens and closes the song a capella.

				“Speechless” is one of only two songs on the album that Jackson wrote and produced himself. He came up with the melody while visiting Germany. He was playing with children when inspiration struck. “There are these two sweet little kids, a girl and a boy, and they’re so innocent,” he said in a 2001 interview. “They’re the quintessential form of innocence, and just being in their presence I felt completely speechless, ’cause I felt I was looking in the face of God whenever I saw them. They inspired me to write ‘Speechless.’ ”

				Brad Buxer remembered getting the familiar late-hour phone call from Jackson soon afterward. “I got a call at four thirty in the morning,” he noted. “He sang all the parts over the phone. At 6:30 a.m. it was done.” When Jackson returned to the United States, he worked with Buxer and Jeremy Lubbock on the orchestral arrangement. “He wanted it to be this kind of ecstasy,” recalled Buxer. “He said, ‘I want you to play these arpeggios.’ I thought it would be too busy, too sweet. When the modulations start coming, you hear all this arpeggiating going on on the keyboard. It’s not sequenced; it’s all playing. That’s what he wanted.” Jackson also enlisted the Andraé Crouch Choir to give the song the lift he envisioned.

				
				The result was a song that starts as a simple confession of love and blossoms into a sublime crescendo of joy. Critics predictably dismissed it as sentimental, but there is an authenticity and purity to it. Like some of his gospel-tinged songs (“Will You Be There,” “You Are Not Alone”), it reaches a spiritual peak that is uncommon in most pop music. “When I’m with you,” he sings at the song’s climax, “I’m in the light / Where I cannot be found / It’s as though I am standing in / The place called Hallowed Ground.”

			

			
				9. “2000 WATTS”

				
					Written and composed by Michael Jackson, Teddy Riley, Tyrese Gibson, and J. Henson

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

				

				Many listeners hardly recognized Jackson on “2000 Watts”—an ode to sound, sound technology, and the eroticism of sound technology—that features the singer in an uncharacteristically deep baritone voice. There has been some debate about whether it is actually Jackson’s “natural voice” or whether it was digitally altered in some way. Clearly, some kind of filter was used, but according to Teddy Riley, the pitch wasn’t changed and it is indeed the artist’s real voice.

				Following the orchestral bliss of “Speechless,” “2000 Watts” provides a sharp contrast, sonically and lyrically. Over a driving techno beat and electronic noise, Jackson evokes the machinery of music—with a heavy dose of sexual innuendo layered on top.

				The song was originally written by actor, model, and singer Tyrese Gibson. It was further developed by Teddy Riley, who also delivers the “You may now apply your 3-D glasses” intro and provides background vocals on the track. It was first intended for Gibson’s own forthcoming album, also called 2000 Watts (a title he kept even though the song was no longer on it). When Gibson heard that Jackson was interested in it, however, he gladly handed it over. Jackson further modified the track with Brad Buxer. According to collaborators, the song was one of the on-the-fence decisions for inclusion on the album.

				
				The song was polarizing among both fans and critics. Some felt it was trend-chasing filler that could have been replaced by much better material; others cited it as one of the album’s most energizing club tracks.

			

			
				10. “YOU ARE MY LIFE”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Babyface, Carole Bayer Sager, and John McClain

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Babyface

				

				“You Are My Life” was a last-minute inclusion on Invincible, replacing the up-tempo “Shout” just weeks before the album was released. The song no doubt had personal significance for Jackson, whose two young children had brought new meaning to his life. Among his released music, it may be the best expression of what his children meant to him.

				The song is about a loneliness and emptiness that is filled—and the sense of gratitude and relief he feels as he is “brought back to the light.” It was written primarily by Babyface, with input from Carole Bayer Sager, John McClain, and Jackson. Another reason it may have found its way on the album was so that Jackson could give these individuals a songwriting credit—particularly Babyface, whose tracks had been cut from both Dangerous and HIStory. Babyface also wrote additional songs for Invincible (which some felt were much better than “You Are My Life”). But this was the one that ultimately made the final cut.

				Many critics cited “You Are My Life” as the weakest of the ballads on the album, pointing to its lethargic pacing and cliché-ridden chorus. Entertainment Weekly described it as having “more sap than a syrup factory.” Yet the airy ballad isn’t without its virtues. It is in many ways a classic Babyface song (in addition to writing and coproducing it, he also plays just about every instrument on the track). The song takes its time, building slowly, as Jackson tells his story of redemption over a soft-strumming acoustic guitar. Gradually it gains momentum, until the final minute and a half explodes into a sublime celebration of life. Jackson wrings the song for all it’s worth in the finale. “You opened my eyes when I couldn’t see,” he sings. “Love was always here waiting for me.”

			

			
				
				11. “PRIVACY”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Rodney Jerkins, Fred Jerkins III, LaShawn Daniels, and Bernard Belle

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Rodney Jerkins

				

				“Privacy” swiftly shifts the mood, as Jackson growls about the unethical tactics of the media over a grinding beat and the sound of flashing cameras. It’s not subtle, hitting as hard as anything on the album. Its aggressive tone is supplemented by ominous strings and fierce guitar (the solo was supposed to be played by Slash, whom Jackson calls out in the song, but his performance never materialized due to scheduling conflicts).

				“Privacy” was one of the earlier grooves Jackson worked on with Rodney Jerkins in 1999. He liked the anger in it and responded with some pointed lyrics. The subject matter is a late-era Michael Jackson staple, from “Leave Me Alone” to “Why You Wanna Trip on Me” to “Tabloid Junkie.”

				Songs like “Privacy” were intended to alert people to the media’s manipulation of the truth (“You’ve got the people confused…”) and assert his humanity in the face of dehumanizing tactics (“You try to get me to lose the man I really am”). The song begins with another brief vignette that recalls his short film for “Speed Demon,” a satirical take on the pop star’s life on the run from the paparazzi, before giving way to Jackson’s indignant attack.

				
				In the second verse Jackson alludes to the death of Princess Diana, who was aggressively chased by tabloid reporters when her car fatally crashed in a Parisian tunnel in 1997. Her lover, Dodi Fayed, and driver Henri Paul were also killed in the crash. In a 1997 interview with Barbara Walters, Jackson was asked how he learned of the news. “I woke up,” he recalled, “and my doctor gave me the news. And I fell back down in grief, and I started to cry. The pain…I felt inner pain in my stomach, and in my chest. So, I said, ‘I can’t handle this…it’s too much.’ Just the message and the fact that I knew her personally.”

				Jackson first met Princess Diana in London on his Bad World Tour in 1988. In the years that followed, they occasionally spoke over the phone. Jackson identified with Diana as a kindred gentle soul who also happened to be one of the most famous people on the planet (and a fellow tabloid favorite). “I’ve been living that kind of life all my life,” Jackson told Barbara Walters. “I’ve been running for my life like that, hiding, getting away….Someone should say, ‘Hold on! Stop! This person deserves their privacy.’…I go around the world dealing with running and hiding. You can’t…I can’t take a walk in the park….I can’t go in the store….You can’t…I have to hide in the room. You feel like you’re in prison.”

				Barbara Walters challenged Jackson, saying that he relied on the publicity to sell his music. “You can’t invite them in again and again,” she countered, “and then at a certain point, close them out.” Jackson responded that yes, you should be able to. There have to be boundaries. “You should not say, ‘He’s an animal.’…You should not say, ‘He’s Jacko.’ I’m not a ‘Jacko.’ I’m Jackson….‘Wacko Jacko,’ where did that come from? Some English tabloid. I have a heart and I have feelings….I’m not a ‘Wacko.’…They created that. Did they ever think I would have a child one day…that I have a heart? It’s hurting my heart. Why pass it on to him?”

				
				Critics, of course, didn’t have much empathy for this view and generally dismissed the track as celebrity whining. Yet Jackson’s message—in his interview and the song—was simply: famous or not, he was still a human being.

			

			
				12. “DON’T WALK AWAY”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Teddy Riley, Richard Stites, and Reed Vertelney

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley; Coproduced by Richard Stites

				

				“Don’t Walk Away” is understated and often overlooked. But it may be Jackson’s most genuine expression of heartache since “She’s Out of My Life.” Music critic Mike Heyliger described the track as a “stunningly heartbreaking ballad that the Backstreet Boys would still salivate in their sleep for.”

				The song was written by Richard Stites and Reed Vertelney, two talented songwriters working for Sony Music. It was further developed and produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley.

				While Jackson didn’t write the lyrics, they clearly resonated for the artist, who had been divorced twice over the past few years. Most painful was the dissolution of his relationship with Lisa Marie Presley. Years after their marriage ended, Jackson kept a photo of her on his nightstand. They continued to see each other for years afterward and to talk on the phone. Asked about his former wife in a 1999 interview, Jackson responded: “Lisa’s sweet. I like her very much, and we are friends. And who knows what tomorrow brings? I have no idea how she feels today. I’ll just say that.”

				While Lisa Marie eventually distanced herself from Jackson, she later acknowledged how devastated she was to lose him: “He had something so intoxicating about him and when he was on, when he was ready to share with you or give it to you, and be himself and allow you to come in. I don’t know if I’ve ever been that intoxicated by anything….It was like a drug. I just always wanted to be around, always wanted to be a part of—I felt so high. I’ve never felt that way around another human being, except for one, which was my father.”

				
				After they divorced, Lisa Marie was still “flying all over the world with him for years.” But ultimately, they were both too stubborn to find a way back to each other. In one of their last phone conversations, Lisa Marie could tell Michael was “checking to get a read, he was trying to throw a line out to see if I would bite emotionally and I wouldn’t. I was pretty shut off at that point. I don’t even know how I managed to be like that, but I was.”

				“Don’t Walk Away” captures this powerful blend of emotions. There is a lot of pain packed into it. “See why,” Jackson sings, “All my dreams been broken / I don’t know where we’re going.”

				Most of the track features a single isolated drumbeat and strumming guitar, allowing Jackson’s voice to carry the song. But as the song progresses, the strings add some drama, as Jackson broods, pleads, and grapples with what to do. In the end, he seems to resign himself to letting go, though the final line (“Don’t walk away”) brings him back to where he started, hoping for another chance.

			

			
				13. “CRY”

				
					Written by R. Kelly

					Produced by Michael Jackson and R. Kelly

				

				“Cry” was one of two songs submitted to Jackson by R&B singer-songwriter R. Kelly for Invincible (the other was “One More Chance,” which was ultimately cut). It follows in the tradition of other R. Kelly ballads, including “I Believe I Can Fly” and “The World’s Greatest.” Yet the tone of “Cry” is a bit different—it is meant to be galvanizing and inspiring, but it is also a lamentation.

				While the song failed to gain traction as a single, the sentiment was certainly relevant to the moment in which it was released. As people tried to make sense of tragedy in the wake of 9/11, “Cry” suggested that we were connected in our grief and suffering.

				
				Some critics claimed it was too simplistic and messianic, and the lyrics can at times come across that way. But, in essence, the song is about the fragility of life and our collective struggle to keep going. The song begins with a desolate wind blowing and a slow, aching drumbeat. In the verses, Jackson sings of people barely holding on, not knowing when the pain will end; he sings of “stories buried and untold,” of people “hiding the truth”; he sings of illusions and masks (“People laugh when they’re feeling sad”).

				Then, in the chorus, he makes a plea (with his listeners and himself) to somehow overcome life’s trials. What connects us, he suggests, isn’t pretending that pain doesn’t exist, but allowing that pain to make us stronger. As with similar anthems, it takes the choir (symbolizing the strength of the community) to lift him up and provide hope and resolve. The call-and-response at the song’s climax is more subdued than that in “Man in the Mirror” or “Earth Song.” The song can’t match those heights—and perhaps wasn’t intended to. But it does serve as a reminder of Jackson’s lifelong belief in the power of music to “change the world.” “It’s therapeutic,” he explained in a 2001 interview. “It’s something our body has to have, like food. It’s very important to understand the power of music.”

			

			
				14. “THE LOST CHILDREN”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson

					Produced by Michael Jackson

				

				“The Lost Children” was an easy target for critics, one of whom called it a “creepy, airheaded companion to the pictures of missing kids on milk cartons.” Record executives discouraged its inclusion on Invincible, fearing it would draw attention to Jackson’s past controversies. Yet as with “Little Susie” on HIStory, Jackson fought for the track and won. He understood the label’s concerns; but he also understood his intent, and that was more important to him.

				
				In the years leading up to Invincible, Jackson was actively engaged in causes related to children’s welfare. He organized charity concerts for child refugees from war-torn Kosovo with Nelson Mandela; he founded a new organization, Heal the Kids, with Rabbi Shmuley Boteach; he gave a speech at Oxford University outlining a Children’s Universal Bill of Rights; he was even working on a book (which was never completed) about the importance of giving children genuine time and attention and retaining childlike attributes as an adult.

				“The Lost Children” was, in essence, his anthem on behalf of all children who were neglected and abandoned, abused and unloved. In his Oxford speech, he explained: “Here is a typical day in America—six youths under the age of twenty will commit suicide, twelve children under the age of twenty will die from firearms—remember this is a day, not a year—399 kids will be arrested for drug abuse, 1,352 babies will be born to teen mothers. This is happening in one of the richest, most developed countries in the history of the world….It is self-evident that children are thundering against the neglect, quaking against the indifference and crying out just to be noticed.”

				Jackson came up with the melody, lyrics, and arrangement of the song and developed it with Brad Buxer. The song beautifully embodies his oft-stated principle that “Melody is king.” A pop waltz, it has a breezy lilt that captures both the joy and ache of childhood. The vocal mostly matches that tone, though the bridge introduces more urgency. “I see the door simply wide open,” he sings, “But no one can find thee.” There’s a lifetime of pain packed into his delivery of that line. While the song is for “all the lost children,” he himself clearly remains one of them. On his prior album, he confessed to be “searching for that world that I come from.” And in interviews he often compared himself to Peter Pan, leader of the Lost Boys.

				If the connection wasn’t explicit enough, Jackson uses a snippet in the song from the “Kick the Can” episode of The Twilight Zone. That show is about a retiree, Charles Whitley, who becomes convinced that he can be young again by recovering his youthful spirit. He gradually persuades many of his fellow Sunnyvale Rest Home residents to follow him (with the exception of his best friend, Ben). Instead of sitting around the retirement home, they go outside and play kick the can at night. The effect is revitalizing. One night, when the nurses go out to find them, they are gone. No one will find them, Ben (the one holdout) realizes. They have miraculously returned to their childhood selves.

				
				In the extended outro to “The Lost Children,” we hear a fragment of this rumination on “the fragile magic of youth” blended with the voices of Jackson’s actual children.

			

			
				15. “WHATEVER HAPPENS”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Teddy Riley, Gil Cang, J. Quay, and Geoffrey Williams

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Teddy Riley

				

				“Whatever Happens” adds a unique new flavor on the back end of the album. A sultry, Latin-infused rhythm track featuring guitar legend Carlos Santana, the song was widely regarded as one of the best cuts on Invincible. Rolling Stone described it as an “exceptional song” featuring “momentous rhythms, Santana’s passionate interjections and [Jeremy] Lubbock’s wonderfully arranged symphonic sweeps” as Jackson narrates with “a jagged intensity.” “It would’ve made for an inspired choice for a single,” concurred music critic Mike Heyliger, “and could’ve made for an awesome video. It’s got a slow-motion, cinematic feel, Michael’s voice is top-notch, and Carlos Santana comes on board to add a blistering guitar solo. Classic stuff here.”

				Before Jackson’s relationship with Sony unraveled, there were rumors that Jackson planned to perform the song with Santana at the 2002 Grammy Awards. Unfortunately, that never happened. But the song has since taken on a life of its own. Along with “Butterflies” and “You Rock My World,” it is the most streamed song from the album and has been covered multiple times, since Jackson’s death, on television talent shows.

				
				Jackson was introduced to the song by Teddy Riley. It was originally intended for Mario Vazquez, a new artist signed to Riley’s record label. After Vazquez’s version failed to materialize, Riley reached out to the songwriters—Gil Cang and Geoffrey Williams—to see if he could try it out with Jackson. Cang and Williams leapt at the opportunity and handed the demo over. Riley claimed it was his idea to add a forty-piece orchestra and bring Carlos Santana onboard. Santana had experienced a sudden resurgence of popularity in the late ’90s, riding the wave of the Latin Explosion. His landmark 1999 album, Supernatural, ended up selling more than thirty million copies. By 2001, Arista was still promoting the record. It made a lot of sense, then—not just artistically but commercially—for Jackson to feature him on Invincible.

				The song is about a relationship in peril, though it is rendered with enough poetic subtlety that the listener must fill in the gaps. In third-person narration, Jackson relays the story of a couple trying, but failing, to understand each other. They still love each other deeply, but something has come between them. According to co-songwriter Gil Cang, “The song is about a girl who discovers that she is pregnant. People mistake the first sentence of the song. It’s actually ‘He gives a nervous smile,’ not ‘He gives another smile.’ ” Jackson, however, actually sings the latter version of the line.

				The mystery within the song harkens back to the evocative ambiguity of “Billie Jean,” though here it is stylized against a Latin backdrop (not only with the guitar fills, but the whistling and percussion). The seemingly resigned and indifferent line at the end of the verses (“Whatever, whatever, whatever”), meanwhile, cleverly leads into the pleading chorus (“Whatever happens, don’t let go of my hand”). It’s a beautiful song about a fraught relationship that ends with the passion and tension still lingering in the air.

			

			
				
				16. “THREATENED”

				
					Written by Michael Jackson, Rodney Jerkins, Fred Jerkins III, and LaShawn Daniels

					Produced by Michael Jackson and Rodney Jerkins

				

				“Threatened” is the final installment of Jackson’s career-long forays into the Gothic. Some critics dismissed it as another trivial monster song, yet it may be the most sonically innovative and psychologically compelling track on the album.

				It begins with a brief sampled introduction by Rod Serling, legendary narrator of The Twilight Zone. When the menacing beat hits, Serling’s voice can still be heard in the background. “The major ingredient of any recipe for fear,” he tells us, “is the unknown.” On cue, Jackson arrives, inhabiting the voice of the “monster.” His breathy narration is delivered over a palpable, bone-crunching beat (and tomb-sliding percussion). “I’m the living dead,” he sings in the pre-chorus, “the dark thoughts in your head / I heard just what you said / That’s why you’ve got to be threatened by me.”

				It updates the shapeshifting role he famously played in “Thriller,” but goes deeper into the psychology of horror. As with “Is It Scary,” the song suggests that people feel threatened by him because of what they project on to him. In this way, he is implicating America’s long history of racist (and queer) filters yet also, paradoxically, relishing the role of monster.

				“Threatened” also returns to the technological questions suggested by the opening tracks (and on the cover). It is a sonic Frankenstein—a patchwork of disparate parts reassembled into something strange and new. The final rap from Rod Serling was pieced together (by studio engineer Stuart Brawley) from dozens of Twilight Zone episodes, creating an eerie collage of words turned into sentences. The sound effects—ravens cawing, bells tolling—were also pulled from old horror movies and reappropriated for the song.

				Nothing about the track is natural—everything is synthesized, Pro-Tooled, studio-manipulated. The only authentic element is Jackson’s voice—but even that begins to glitch out in the final minute of the song, subsumed into the machine. It is as if Jackson is dissolving into the mediated sound waves of the recording.

				
				It’s a bold note to go out on—not only for the album but as the final official statement of Jackson’s career. It is about fear, perceptions, prejudices, identity, technology, and art.

				The song ends with Rod Serling’s provocative conclusion: “What you just witnessed could be the end of a particularly terrifying nightmare. It isn’t; it’s the beginning.”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			EPILOGUE

			THE FINAL YEARS

			Michael Jackson’s final interview took place in the fall of 2007. He was in Brooklyn with his children, where he had agreed to a rare one-on-one exchange and photo shoot with Ebony to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of Thriller. He seemed healthy and happy again. It was nearly a year before he would commit to the fifty-date This Is It concert series at the O2 Arena in London. It was the first time he had spoken at length since his criminal trial concluded in 2005.

			Unlike the 1993 allegations, in the 2005 trial Jackson was forced to fight for his life—not just his reputation. In 2003, Santa Barbara County Attorney Tom Sneddon issued a warrant for his arrest. When the artist arrived at the Santa Barbara Municipal Airport, he was handcuffed and taken to jail, where he was forced to post $3 million in bail.

			Over the next eighteen months, his private life was scrutinized in excruciating detail as his health deteriorated. His trial drew more than two thousand reporters from at least thirty-five countries. At its peak, it garnered more coverage than the Iraq War. By this time, many assumed Jackson was guilty. “America is done with this guy,” proclaimed conservative FOX News host Bill O’Reilly. “He’s a weirdo.”

			The new allegations came about after the controversial documentary Living with Michael Jackson aired on ITV in the United Kingdom and ABC in the United States. Watched by over fifty million people, it provoked an international firestorm. The documentary was overseen by British journalist Martin Bashir, who was given exclusive access to Jackson for eight months. Viewers found the documentary concerning on a number of fronts but perhaps most acutely in response to Jackson openly admitting he still had no issue sharing his bed with children. “When you say ‘bed,’ you’re thinking sexual,” Jackson told Bashir. “It’s not sexual; we’re going to sleep. I tuck them in….It’s very charming, it’s very sweet.”

			
			Many others, however, did not see it that way. Some were concerned enough to contact the Department of Child and Family Services. A family featured in the film, the Arvizos, publicly defended Jackson in a rebuttal documentary hosted by Maury Povich called Take Two: The Footage You Were Never Meant to See. Several months later, however, their position changed, and in the late summer of 2003 they were interviewed by Sneddon.

			By the mid-2000s, the overwhelming perception among the media and public was that Jackson was guilty. Still, most legal experts saw the second set of allegations as much weaker than the first. Part of this was due to the fact that the family had originally defended the pop star; part of it was because of the strange timeline, which claimed that Jackson only began sexually abusing Gavin after the Living with Michael Jackson documentary aired. But the biggest issue, according to those who covered the trial (and eventually to the jurors), had to do with the credibility of the Arvizo family. In 1998, after being detained with her children on a shoplifting charge, the mother, Janet Arvizo, earned a large settlement by making allegations that she was physically and sexually assaulted in the parking lot of a JCPenney; those allegations were later proven false with video evidence. The Arvizos also had a history of welfare fraud and repeated attempts to seek money and attention from celebrities, including comedians George Lopez, Jay Leno, and Chris Tucker.

			Jackson was introduced to the Arvizos through Jamie Masada, founder of the Laugh Factory comedy club chain. Gavin Arvizo was battling cancer at the time and told Masada one of his dreams was to meet Michael Jackson. Eventually, Jackson called Gavin at the hospital and offered him encouragement. He subsequently invited the family to his Neverland Ranch. In the ensuing months, the Arvizos spent a great deal of time at Neverland, including when Jackson was not staying there.

			
			Not long after the Arvizos came forward with their allegations in late 2003, Jackson’s homes, as in 1993, were raided in an extensive search carried out by dozens of officers. Boxes of Jackson’s possessions were again hauled away. Nothing incriminating was found, though Sneddon’s team did discover legal adult pornographic magazines in Jackson’s home.

			The trial commenced in February 2005. Tom Sneddon led the prosecution team himself, while Jackson’s defense team was led by Tom Mesereau. For observers, the strongest part of the prosecution’s case was Judge Melville’s admittance of prior allegations under California Evidence Code 1108, which allowed Sneddon to use the 1993 case to claim a pattern of abuse with young boys. Admittance of this evidence, however, also allowed the defense to bring in multiple witnesses who had spent time with Jackson as children and testified that nothing sexual ever took place.

			The trial stretched through the spring and into the summer of 2005. It was discussed nearly every night on cable news shows like Larry King Live on CNN and Nancy Grace’s self-titled show on Headline News. Grace believed strongly in Jackson’s guilt. “I just wonder,” she said, “how much money and how much celebrity does it take to make people totally ignore what’s under their nose?…If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it must be a duck!”

			Others, however, saw the case as fundamentally flawed. Wrote Matt Taibbi for Rolling Stone:

			
				Ostensibly a story about bringing a child molester to justice, the Michael Jackson trial would instead be a kind of homecoming parade of insipid American types: grifters, suckers and no-talent schemers, mired in either outright unemployment…or the bogus non-careers of the information age, looking to cash in any way they can. The MC of the proceedings was District Attorney Tom Sneddon, whose metaphorical role in this American reality show was to represent the mean gray heart of the Nixonian Silent Majority—the bitter mediocrity itching to stick it to anyone who’d ever taken a vacation to Paris. The first month or so of the trial featured perhaps the most compromised collection of prosecution witnesses ever assembled in an American criminal case—almost to a man a group of convicted liars, paid gossip hawkers or worse….In the next six weeks, virtually every piece of his case imploded in open court, and the chief drama of the trial quickly turned into a race to see if the DA could manage to put all of his witnesses on the stand without getting any of them removed from the courthouse in manacles.

			
After deliberating for seven days, the Santa Maria jury delivered its verdict on June 13, 2005. Michael Jackson was found not guilty on all fourteen counts. “It is an absolute and complete victory for Michael Jackson,” said CNN legal analyst Jeffrey Toobin, “utter humiliation and defeat for Thomas Sneddon, the district attorney who has been pursuing Michael Jackson for more than a decade, who brought a case that was not one that this jury bought at all. This one’s over.”

			Sneddon, however, had no regrets about the case or his tactics in and out of the courtroom. “I’m not going to look back and apologize for anything,” he said shortly after the verdict. “We thought we had a good case this time, and we thought we did a conscientious job, and the sheriff’s department did a remarkable job of investigating….The people in this county elected me to do a job, and I’ve tried to do that conscientiously.”

			In a short statement, meanwhile, defense attorney Tom Mesereau simply said: “Justice was done….The man’s innocent. He always was.”

			While Mesereau was pleased with the victory in court, however, he acknowledged the toll the trial took on the artist. He said:

			It was painful [for Michael], it was horrifying, he couldn’t believe that he was listening to some of the statements that were made. He couldn’t believe anybody would accuse him of harming children. He couldn’t believe that they would ever accuse him of masterminding a conspiracy to falsely imprison a family, to abduct children, to extort. These are things that Michael was not capable of even imagining and to formally charge him with this and then to call witnesses who clearly were not telling the truth, to try and build a case against him, was frightening and very disheartening for him.

			

			According to those close to him, when Jackson learned that the verdict was in, his biggest concern was for his children, Prince, Paris, and Blanket. Friends and family members remember him barely saying a word that day. He was terrified. If found guilty, he could have spent up to twenty years in prison.

			Jackson was acquitted of all charges that day, but the artist barely seemed to register the verdict. He looked hollowed out, broken. He whispered “thank you” to his attorneys and walked outside, where fans screamed and blared his music in celebration. He walked gingerly and lifted his hand up before stepping into a black SUV. Within days, he left the country. He never returned to his Neverland Ranch.

			
				VAGABOND

				In the years after his trial, the pop star became a sort of vagabond. The media occasionally learned of his whereabouts—which included Bahrain, Ireland, and Las Vegas—or took photos of him with his children in a bookstore or an amusement park. But, for the most part, he had slipped from the public’s consciousness. Most assumed his career was over. Behind the scenes, however, Jackson was still compulsively creative, and had developed dozens of new songs.

				
				Jackson’s first post-trial attempt to get back into recording was in the Kingdom of Bahrain. The artist had been invited to stay there and recover by Abdulla bin Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, a member of the Bahraini royal family and a friend of his brother Jermaine. “[Michael] looked beaten,” recalled Ahmed Al Khan, an attorney for Sheik Abdulla. “And so people here, Abdulla, myself, all the people around him, really helped Michael recover really quickly. They gave him his space. They let him recoup. They gave him rest. They gave him his privacy.”

				Before long, they had also worked out a recording deal. In 2006, Jackson and Sheik Abdulla announced that they were founding a record label, Two Seas Records, through which the artist would be releasing a new album in the coming year. “I am incredibly excited about my new venture, and I am enjoying being back in the studio making music,” said Jackson in a statement.

				Jackson worked sporadically in the palace studio during this time; tracks in progress included songs titled “Light the Way” and “He Who Makes the Sky Grey,” among others. He reached out to a number of his former collaborators, including Rod Temperton, Teddy Riley, John Barnes, and Bill Bottrell. Some even made it out to Bahrain. When Bottrell arrived in 2006, Jackson was gone, so he decided to do what he had done in the old days: get to work and start laying down some ideas. Yet, according to brother Jermaine, Michael became spooked when he learned that Sheik Abdulla’s generosity seemed to have more strings attached than he realized. “The signed contract had Michael tied up in some general management lock-down on music, musicals, movies and books,” explained Jermaine. “When Michael realized that, he walked away: he wasn’t being ‘owned’ by anyone.” The artist took a “family trip” to London and never returned. The Two Seas Records deal was over. (Sheik Abdulla later sued Jackson for $7 million; the case was eventually settled out of court.)

				From London, Jackson moved to Ireland, where he stayed at several beautiful, secluded countryside estates over the next several months. Castle owner Patrick Nordstrom, who had rented his Blackmore Castle in Cork to Jackson for a couple of weeks, described him as a “restless soul,” but said the artist seemed to find some peace, refuge, and rejuvenation during his stay. He played with his children, read, and even attended a Bob Dylan concert one summer night.

				
				Jackson also spent time at the estate of friend and fellow dancer Michael Flatley in Castlebridge. “I felt that he was inspired here,” said Flatley. “He could be himself completely somehow here, away from the world’s eyes.”

				The majority of Jackson’s time in Ireland, however, was spent in Westmeath at Grouse Lodge and its nearby Coolatore House, owned by Paddy Dunning, entrepreneur, studio owner, and musician. Dunning remembered Jackson being interested in everything about Ireland. He would read the local paper every morning, fascinated with the country’s history, mythology, and music.

				Grouse Lodge had an internationally renowned, state-of-the-art studio, which Jackson utilized frequently during his stay. “Michael actually spent most of his time recording in Studio Two,” recalled Dunning. “He really seemed to like the sound of that room. What was amazing for me was discovering just how incredible Michael was at playing any instrument. He’d sit at the piano and play all the Beatles songs for us to all sing along to, or get on the drums, or play guitar. Michael was working with people like Rodney Jerkins, will.i.am, and other musicians, but the tracks he recorded were never finished.”

				Around this time, Jackson allowed Billy Bush of Access Hollywood to come out to Grouse Lodge and conduct a brief interview from the studio, where the artist was working with will.i.am. Asked if it felt good to be recording music again, Jackson responded: “I never stopped.”

				Jackson and will.i.am worked on several tracks together that year. “I think he’s doing wonderful, innovative, positive, great music,” Jackson said of will.i.am. For his part, will.i.am was thrilled at the opportunity to work with his idol. “Something needs to put a jolt back in the music industry,” he said, “and the only thing that can do that is the jolt itself, the energy that sparked the imagination of kids [like me in the first place].”

				
				Jackson and will.i.am worked on a range of grooves, with elements of EDM, hip-hop, and disco. “It was going to be out of this world,” said will.i.am. “Of course they were melodic and as he would say juicy. ‘It’s so juicy it sounds like something you would just want to eat,’ [he said]. The way he described music was just awesome.” One song, titled “The Future,” addressed environmental issues, but with a killer Latin beat. “It was very demanding,” said will.i.am. “It ordered and demanded people to the dance floor.”

				Another mid-tempo track, called “I’m Gonna Miss You,” was inspired by James Brown’s death in 2006. Other songs included “I’m Dreamin’ ” and “The King,” which was intended to feature artists influenced by Jackson, like Usher and Ne-Yo. “Man, he still sings like a bird,” will.i.am said in 2006. “He could go anywhere. I think we have a real opportunity to do something here.” Unfortunately, their work together was left incomplete.

				After a six-month stay in Ireland, Jackson finally returned to the United States in the winter of 2006 and rented a home in Las Vegas for several months. Here Jackson reached out to several former collaborators, including longtime friend Brad Buxer and recording engineer Michael Prince (not to be confused with Jackson’s son, Prince Michael). Over the next couple of years, Jackson worked on dozens more songs.

				Most of their work took place in Jackson’s Vegas home, where a studio was set up in a large second-floor space that included a dance floor and an office. It allowed Jackson to work in a comfortable environment with people he trusted. Some days he would simply wake up and work in his pajamas; other days, they would drive over to the Palms Hotel and use the professional recording space there, called Studio at the Palms.

				Jackson was happy to be working with old friends again. “Some days we would work two hours, some days eight hours, depending on his kids’ schedule,” recalled Michael Prince. “He was a great father. People don’t realize much of the time he didn’t even have a nanny. He was a single father. He’d make them breakfast, talk to them, take them out to see shows, let them watch him work. Then he’d call a tutor over and they would study while we recorded.”

				
				In Las Vegas, Jackson also reached out to producer RedOne (best known at the time for his work with Lady Gaga). “All I can say is, he is the best,” said RedOne of the experience. “He is very inspirational and very open. It seems like there is no limit in what he knows about music, about productions and about emotions….The music we were doing was good, really good…very energetic, uplifting. It’s sad that we never finished.”

				Jackson also worked on a handful of songs with Senegalese American artist Akon. “He’s incredible,” said Akon, after recording with Jackson in Las Vegas. “He’s a genius. Just to be in the same room, I felt everything I wanted to accomplish in life has been achieved. That’s how incredible that aura is….The way he thinks…some artists think regional, some think national, I was thinking international. He thinks planets. It’s on another level.” Only one of their collaborations was completed—the lush mid-tempo track “Hold My Hand.”

				By 2008, buzz was starting to build again in the music industry about a Michael Jackson comeback album. “This is something Michael is carefully planning. I think the album is going to be amazing,” a longtime Jackson associate told the Chicago Sun-Times. That February, Sony released Thriller 25, a reissue of Jackson’s legendary album that included five new remixes by contemporary artists, including Kanye West, will.i.am, and Akon, as well as (strangely) an outtake from the Dangerous sessions called “For All Time.”

				Considering Jackson’s absence on the music scene over the prior six years, many were surprised at how well the album sold. It hit #1 in eight countries. Even in the United States, where Jackson was thought to be commercially dead, it reached #2 on the Billboard Albums Chart, selling more than 106,000 copies. By Halloween, that number had risen to nearly 700,000, making it the top-selling catalog album of 2008.

				
				That spring, Jackson reached out to Ne-Yo, who developed several demos for the artist to review. “My hands were shaking like never before,” recalled Ne-Yo. “But the great thing is that I get to work with my idol and he is really cool.” Asked what Jackson was looking for from him, Ne-Yo responded, “His music is all about the melody, and that’s the only sort of real direction he gave me: ‘Just make sure the song is as melodic as possible. I want to get back to that.’ ”

				Recording engineer Michael Prince remembers Jackson being happy and in his element during these months in the studio, as they worked on songs like “Days of Gloucestershire,” “Best of Joy,” and “I Was the Loser.” “He was incredibly focused, completely coherent, always in a good mood,” noted Michael Prince. “[In 2008] you could tell he was getting ready for his comeback. He was looking good, looking stronger, plotting his next move.”

			

			
				THIS IS IT

				In the summer of 2008, Jackson moved to Los Angeles to prepare for his This Is It concert series at the O2 Arena in London, first staying at the Bel-Air Hotel for a few months before settling with his children in what would be his last home, in Holmby Hills. Jackson had worked out the deal with AEG Live executive Randy Phillips, originally agreeing to ten concerts. That number quickly grew after Jackson announced the series at a press conference in London. Public response was off the charts. By the next day, more than 1.6 million people had signed up to buy tickets on Jackson’s website. The artist ultimately agreed to fifty shows to meet demand. “Tickets sold at a rate of eleven per second, 657 per minute, and nearly forty thousand an hour,” said concert organizers, who called it the fastest-selling show in history. “We often talk about unprecedented demand, but this week we have witnessed a live entertainment phenomenon,” said Ticketmaster’s managing director, Chris Edmonds. “This was undoubtedly the busiest demand for tickets for an event which we have ever experienced.” Even his peers were amazed and excited to see the shows. “To sell out like that is a testament to talent,” said Coldplay’s Chris Martin. “It is just amazing to sell out fifty shows in one city in a big arena. It’s the biggest comeback since Lazarus.”

				
				Jackson was thrilled by the response, and initially excited about creating the show along with veteran director and producer Kenny Ortega. Over the ensuing months, the artist was engaged in every aspect of the show, from selecting dancers to creating visual effects to designing costumes. Jackson’s behind-the-scenes preparations and rehearsals were captured in the 2009 documentary This Is It, which received widespread critical acclaim and grossed $260 million at the box office, becoming the most successful music documentary in history.

				What the film didn’t show, however, was Jackson’s physical deterioration in the months leading up to the concerts. Given the pressure and high stakes surrounding the comeback, Jackson’s anxiety was triggered in a major way and, in turn, his reliance on prescription drugs. It was in the lead-up to the concerts that Jackson brought in a personal physician, Conrad Murray, who administered drugs to the artist intravenously, including the general aesthetic propofol, to help him sleep at night. (In 2011, Murray was convicted of involuntary manslaughter for his role in Jackson’s 2009 death.)

				In the 2013 wrongful death lawsuit that Jackson’s family brought against concert promoter AEG Live, it was also revealed that AEG executive Randy Phillips exerted excessive pressure on the artist, occasionally even becoming abusive. In e-mails, he admitted to slapping the artist and screaming at him “so loud the walls were shaking.” He and other executives also acknowledged paying Jackson’s personal physician and pressuring him to do whatever it took to have the artist ready to perform without regard to the artist’s health or well-being.

				
				Often put in the position of middleman, concert director Kenny Ortega was torn about what to do. Some days Jackson seemed so weak and frail he could barely stand up, let alone perform; other days, he would come to rehearsals sharp and on fire and assure the director he would be ready come show time. “I believe that [Michael] really wants this,” wrote Ortega in an e-mail that June. “It would shatter him, break his heart if we pulled the plug. He’s terribly frightened it’s all going to go away. He asked me repeatedly tonight if I was going to leave him. He was practically begging for my confidence. It broke my heart. He was like a lost boy. There still may be a chance he can rise to the occasion if we get him the help he needs.”

			

			
				THOSE TWELVE NOTES

				As Jackson prepared for his This Is It concert series, he continued to plot out his next album. On a piece of paper taped to his wall, the artist had a list of songs he was considering. Some were outtakes from Invincible, including “Beautiful Girl” and “Hollywood Tonight.” Some came from even earlier, among them Bad-era outtakes “Scared of the Moon,” “Cheater,” and “You Were There.” And many more had been recorded just over the past few years, such as “Hold My Hand,” “Too Late to Turn Back Now,” “The Loser,” “Best of Joy,” “Rock Tonight,” “Remember What I Told You,” “Adore You,” “Shut Up and Dance,” “Lady of Summer,” and “Silent Spring.” Some of these tracks had full vocals; some did not.

				In Los Angeles, Jackson also began work on a classical album. In the spring of 2009, he reached out to award-winning composer David Michael Frank to help him with it. When Frank arrived at Jackson’s Holmby Hills home, he wasn’t sure what to expect. “I was reluctant to shake his hand,” he recalled, “because I had heard that he was concerned about germs, but he immediately stuck his hand out and gave me a very firm handshake. He was very skinny, but not the least bit frail. He was wearing a suit and a hat. He was going to rehearsal later for the tour.”

				
				Jackson told Frank he was engaged in three creative projects: the This Is It Tour, a pop album, and a classical album. “He said he listened to…classical music all the time,” said Frank. “It was his absolute favorite. I was impressed with the pieces he mentioned: Aaron Copland’s Rodeo, Fanfare for the Common Man, and Lincoln Portrait; Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story. I mentioned Bernstein’s On the Waterfront. Then Michael mentioned that he loved Elmer Bernstein’s film music, too, and he specifically mentioned To Kill a Mockingbird. I realized that almost all the classical pieces he mentioned are childlike, very simple and pretty, like Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf and Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite. He also mentioned Debussy several times, specifically Arabesque [No. 1] and Clair de Lune. He was very soft-spoken when we were talking about music, but when he got animated about something, he was very changed. When he mentioned how he loved Elmer Bernstein, and I said I liked The Magnificent Seven score, Michael started singing the theme very loudly, almost screaming it.”

				Jackson had his oldest son, Prince Michael, retrieve a demo he had recorded, and together he and Frank listened to it. “It’s very pretty music,” Frank said. “One piece had an Irish quality about it. I suggested that we could use a Celtic harp. The pieces sound like pretty film score music, with very traditional harmony, and definitely very strong melodies. One of them was a little John Barry-ish, like in Out of Africa—that kind of John Barry score. I could hear [in my head] sweeping strings and French horns in unison.”

				Jackson and Frank went to the piano to flesh out parts that were still incomplete. “I sat at the piano,” Frank observed, “and Michael hummed the missing part of one of the pieces. I had taken a little digital recorder with me and asked if I could record him. He was in perfect pitch. I tried to figure out chords to go with it as he hummed. He said, ‘Your instincts are totally right about the chords.’ ” Jackson later told friends how amazed he was that Frank could immediately play any piece he mentioned. Jackson, Frank remembered, was anxious to get the pieces orchestrated.

				
				After the first meeting, they continued to talk on the phone. “He asked me how the project was going and I said I was waiting to hear from someone so we could set the deal,” Frank said. “I suggested we could record the music in London while he was doing the show there. He liked the idea. He again brought up [Debussy’s] Arabesque. I laid the music all out on my computer and started on the orchestrations. Finally, a week before Michael died, his manager, Frank DiLeo, called and asked me for an e-mail with the budget and an electronic mock-up of the music, the costs of orchestration.”

				Unfortunately, as with his pop album, Jackson wasn’t able to see his vision completed. Frank, however, said Jackson “had the tunes pretty much worked out.” Each piece was about seven to ten minutes long and most of the missing parts had been filled. Jackson also told Frank about other instrumental music he had worked on, including a jazz piece.

				Two days before he died, Jackson also reached out to longtime friend Deepak Chopra about a new environmental song he had been working on called “Breed”: “I’ve got some really good news to share with you,” he said in a voice mail. Chopra said he sounded “upbeat” and “excited.” The demo he sent was a powerful piece about our connection to the planet, a sequel of sorts to “Earth Song.” Chopra, however, wasn’t able to return Jackson’s message in time. “The music demo he sent me,” said Chopra, “lies on my bedside table as a poignant symbol of an unfinished life.”

				During the final weeks of concert preparation, Jackson couldn’t sleep. He told collaborators he felt creatively “supercharged” and his mind wouldn’t shut down. “I’m channeling,” he told Kenny Ortega. “I’m writing music, and ideas are coming to me and I can’t turn it off.” Ortega asked him if it was possible that he might put these ideas “on the shelf” until after July 13, after his concert series began. Jackson replied, only half-joking, “You don’t understand—if I’m not there to receive these ideas, God might give them to Prince.”

				
				The artist continued to create music up until his final days. “When you know it’s right,” he explained, “sometimes you feel like something’s coming, a gestation, almost like a pregnancy or something. You get emotional, and you start to feel something gestating and [then,] Magic, there it is! It’s an explosion of something that’s so beautiful; you go, Wow! There it is. That’s how it works through you. It’s a beautiful thing. It’s a universe of where you can go with those twelve notes.”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			APPENDIX

			DEMOS, OUTTAKES, AND OTHER SONGS RECORDED BY MICHAEL JACKSON

			
				OFF THE WALL ERA

				“Ease on Down the Road”

				
					The Wiz Original Motion Picture Soundtrack (1978)

					Status: Released

				

				Charlie Smalls wrote “Ease on Down the Road” for the Broadway musical version of The Wiz, for which he won a Tony Award for Best Musical Score. Little did he know that it would go on to be performed by two legends—Michael Jackson and Diana Ross—in the 1978 film adaptation of the musical. It is also notable for being the first song that Quincy Jones ever produced for Jackson. The spirited duet, which is heard as Dorothy and the Scarecrow ascend the yellow brick road with the New York skyline looming on the horizon, is one of the highlights of the film. The song reached #41 on the Billboard Hot 100 and was nominated for a Grammy for Best R&B Vocal Performance by a Group or Duo. The song was first released on the 1978 soundtrack for The Wiz and later appeared on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				“Love Never Felt So Good”

				
					Collaboration with Paul Anka

					Status: Released

				

				In 1980, not long after Off the Wall was released, Jackson worked on a handful of songs with songwriting legend Paul Anka. Anka first rose to fame in the late 1950s with hits like “Lonely Boy” and “Put Your Head on My Shoulder”; he later penned such landmark songs as Tom Jones’s “She’s a Lady” and Frank Sinatra’s “My Way.” Anka first met Michael when the Jacksons were playing their variety show in Las Vegas in 1976. They reconnected in 1980. “I was very impressed with the way he went about the writing process,” Anka said of Jackson. “He knew how to make his way around a song, not only because he had an incredible vocal quality, but he also had a capacity to make complicated singing licks from an initial one-finger tune played for him on the piano.”

				
				Jackson and Anka worked for a couple weeks out of Anka’s home studio in Carmel, California, generating some solid demos. Among them was the charming, mid-tempo, piano-based song “Love Never Felt So Good.” That demo, featuring Jackson’s signature finger snaps and clapping, contains a full vocal and arrangement but was never completed, nor were the other songs they worked on. Anka and Jackson did briefly reunite in 1983. While nothing more was done in the studio, they did file a copyright registration for the songs, with both of them sharing cowriting credit.

				Decades later, the original demo was released on the 2014 posthumous Michael Jackson album Xscape. A “contemporized” version of the song, featuring pop star Justin Timberlake and mixed by producers Giorgio Tuinfort and John McClain (who was also a co-executor of Jackson’s estate), also appeared on the album. That version reached #9 on the Billboard Hot 100 and #1 on the R&B chart, giving Jackson Top 10 hits in six consecutive decades.

			

			
				“Sunset Driver”

				
					Off the Wall outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson wrote “Sunset Driver” in 1978. The funky, keyboard-driven track feels right at home with the Destiny–Off the Wall material. It tells the story of a girl cruising Sunset Boulevard who is “much too fast” (a theme—and metaphor—Prince would pick up a few years later with “Little Red Corvette”). Jackson revisited the track during the Bad sessions. The original demo was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				“This Is It”

				
					Collaboration with Paul Anka

					Status: Released

				

				Another demo cowritten by Jackson and Paul Anka, “This Is It” was originally titled “I Never Heard.” The string-laden ballad was recorded in 1980 at Anka’s home studio in Carmel, California, but, like “Love Never Felt So Good,” remained unfinished. Anka had hoped to include the song on his 1983 duets album Walk a Fine Line, but with Jackson by then swamped with the success of Thriller, it remained shelved until Puerto Rican R&B singer Sa-Fire recorded a rendition of it in 1990. The song was resurrected as the first official posthumous Michael Jackson release, in large part because one of its recurring lyrics (“this is it”) matched the title of Jackson’s planned concert series in London. The demo was produced by Jackson estate co-executor John McClain and features background vocals by the Jacksons (added in 2009). It was included as the only new song on the 2009 album This Is It, a soundtrack to the posthumous documentary.

			

			
				“You Can’t Win”

				
					The Wiz Original Motion Picture Soundtrack (1978)

					Status: Released

				

				When Quincy Jones started working on The Wiz, he was baffled that Michael Jackson had not been given a featured solo song. “Most of the people involved with the film had no idea what Michael Jackson was about,” said Jones. That was rectified, at Jones’s insistence, with “You Can’t Win,” a gospel-tinged gem featuring fiery horns, a rousing choir, and a fantastic vocal.

				
				Like “Ease on Down the Road,” “You Can’t Win” was originally written by Charlie Smalls for the 1974 Broadway production—though the extended outro, featuring Jackson’s joyful ad-libs, was tacked on for the soundtrack (and later released as “Can’t Get Outta the Rain,” as the B-side to “The Girl Is Mine”). The song was ultimately taken out of the Broadway show (replaced by “I Was Born on the Day Before Yesterday”) and wasn’t expected to be in the movie until Jones and director Sidney Lumet decided Jackson should sing it.

				In the film, Jackson sings the song while hanging on a cross, surrounded by taunting crows. The lyrics have the Scarecrow grappling, as Jackson later put it, with “humiliation and helplessness.” The crows insist his efforts are futile (“You can’t break even / And you can’t get out of the game”). The second half of the song, though—the extended outro—features a breakthrough and release that, as music critic Renée Graham wrote, is as “funky and loose as anything Jackson has ever done.” While the song charted at just #81 in 1979, it has held up as a fan favorite. In 2004, the full seven-minute version was included in the box set Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection.

			

			
				THRILLER ERA

				“Be Not Always”

				
					The Jacksons’ Victory (1984)

					Status: Released

				

				A haunting, melancholy ballad about the state of the world, “Be Not Always” was first written by Jackson in 1979. Michael’s only solo contribution to the Jacksons’ Victory album, the song was recorded in 1984 at Image Recorders and Evergreen Studios. Critics found it cloying, though some of the lyrics about broken promises amid Cold War dread are quite striking.

			

			
				
				“Behind the Mask”

				
					Thriller outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				The penultimate song to be cut from Thriller, “Behind the Mask” was originally an underground hit by Japanese electronic band Yellow Magic Orchestra from their 1979 album, Solid State Survivor. The track, introduced to Jackson by Quincy Jones, had a vivid melody and vibrant synths that mesmerized the artist. He began working out his own version in 1981, with new lyrics and a more traditional arrangement. As the song progressed, Jackson’s team reached out to the songwriters, Ryuichi Sakamoto and Chris Mosdell, and a deal was reached in which all three parties would share songwriting credit and royalties equally. Unfortunately, as the final lineup of songs for Thriller was coalescing, creative disputes caused the song to be cut. The song was later recorded by Jackson’s keyboardist Greg Phillinganes. It was also later covered by Eric Clapton. A remixed version of the song was included on the posthumous album Michael, but the demo remains unreleased.

			

			
				“Carousel”

				
					Thriller outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Written by Michael Sembello (best known for writing and singing “Maniac,” featured on Flashdance), “Carousel” is a charming, whimsical ballad that Jackson recorded in 1982. The song was mostly complete and one of the final tracks eliminated from Thriller. A condensed version of the song was eventually released on a special edition of Thriller in 2001.

			

			
				
				“Centipede”

				
					Rebbie Jackson (1984)

					Status: Released

				

				Michael Jackson wrote and produced “Centipede,” a quirky, Eastern-flavored slice of synth pop given to his sister Rebbie and featured on her 1984 eponymous album. The colorful song features Michael on background vocals. It peaked at #4 on the R&B chart.

			

			
				“Got the Hots”

				
					Thriller outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Given the quality of the song and the feel of the production, “Got the Hots” would have sounded right at home next to songs like “Baby Be Mine” and “Thriller.” The track was written by Jackson and further developed with Quincy Jones and Rod Temperton; the latter two, however, didn’t feel it was strong enough for the final lineup of Thriller. “Got the Hots” was released as a bonus track for Thriller 25 in Japan in 2008. It remains unreleased in the United States.

			

			
				“Hot Street”

				
					Thriller outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Another solid track written by Rod Temperton, “Hot Street” was worked on at Westlake in the summer of 1982. The song was developed enough to have the signature Thriller sound and a complete vocal by Jackson, but remains unreleased.

			

			
				
				“Nightline”

				
					Thriller outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Written by legendary producer Glen Ballard (who would go on to cowrite “Man in the Mirror”), “Nightline” is a unique R&B cut that would have added a distinctive dimension to Thriller. Jackson’s lively interaction with the choir contains echoes of “You Can’t Win,” and the ad-libs are fantastic. According to Ballard, the track was coming to fruition around the end of the Thriller sessions but simply couldn’t compete with songs like “Beat It” and “Billie Jean.” “They’re both so much better than ‘Nightline,’ ” conceded Ballard. “If he had come in with some songs that weren’t any good, that would have been one thing, but he killed it. They were two of the greatest songs ever, so I really felt like there was no way for me to feel like I deserved to be on Thriller.” “Nightline” was undeniably a very good song, though, and was recorded by the Pointer Sisters in 1983. Jackson’s demo of the track remains unreleased.

			

			
				Peter Pan Songs

				
					Peter Pan movie

					Status: Unreleased

				

				In 1983, as Thriller was taking the world by storm, word leaked to the press that Jackson and Steven Spielberg were planning a Peter Pan musical. Jackson was not only expected to play the lead, but also to contribute many of the songs and help develop the story. The idea was, in Spielberg’s words, “to create a live-action version of the animated Walt Disney film, one as fanciful and spectacular as the cartoon but more faithful to the Barrie play.”

				Over the ensuing year or so, Jackson developed at least four songs with writer-producer Buz Kohan for the film: “Neverland Landing,” “Happy Song,” “I’m Peter Pan,” and “Make a Wish.” “He had a depth of instinct,” recalled Kohan. “He knew orchestration, he knew what he wanted to hear. For one of the songs, he had a thirty-piece orchestra come to the studio. He really wanted to express his vision for the piece before he sent it to [Steven] Spielberg.” Spielberg later told Jackson that he used the songs to put his newborn son, Max, to bed at night. Unfortunately, the film never materialized, due to scheduling conflicts in the 1980s and creative differences in the 1990s. As yet, none of these songs has been officially released.

			

			
				
				“Say Say Say”

				
					Paul McCartney’s Pipes of Peace (1983)

					Status: Released

				

				Probably the best of the Jackson-McCartney collaborations, “Say Say Say” was also the most commercially successful. The song hit #1 on the Billboard Hot 100 in December 1983 and remained there for an incredible six weeks, well into 1984. In fact, according to Billboard, the song was even more successful than “Billie Jean,” based on its longevity in the Top 10 (thirteen weeks). The song also reached #1 throughout most of Europe, though it peaked at #2 in the UK.

				While most critics at the time dismissed it as a cheesy synth-pop confection, “Say Say Say” features great contrasting vocal performances and some bluesy harmonica overblows by Chris Hammer Smith. Jackson reportedly wrote most of the song, while McCartney played a number of instruments, including bass guitar and percussion. Most of the recording took place in 1981 in London, and was completed in February 1983 at Cherokee Studios in Los Angeles. It was included on McCartney’s 1983 album, Pipes of Peace. In 2015, McCartney released an alternate version of the song in which he and Jackson’s vocal roles are reversed (both artists recorded complete vocals on the track).

			

			
				
				“She’s Trouble”

				
					Thriller outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Written by Terry Britten (cowriter of “Just Good Friends”), Bill Livsey, and Sue Shifrin, “She’s Trouble” was recorded in 1982. Developed for Thriller, Jackson completed a vocal on the track, but it was never in serious contention for the album. The demo was not completed and remains unreleased.

			

			
				“Somebody’s Watching Me”

				
					Rockwell (1984)

					Status: Released

				

				An ’80s classic about paranoia and surveillance, “Somebody’s Watching Me” was released on Rockwell’s eponymous 1984 album and peaked at #2—thanks in part to the uncredited vocals of Michael Jackson in the chorus. Rockwell was the musical pseudonym of Berry Gordy’s son, Kennedy Gordy, who brought a demo to Jackson’s house in the summer of 1983. “I performed it about eight or nine times,” Rockwell told Rolling Stone. “Michael says, ‘Hey Rebbie! Hey Janet! You gotta hear this song Kennedy did.’ Every time we stopped the song, Michael called three more people down. Afterwards, Michael pulled me to the side and says, ‘Kennedy, I gotta talk to you for a second. Who are you going to get to sing background vocals?’ I said, ‘Why don’t you do it?’ It worked just like that.”

			

			
				“Someone in the Dark”

				
					E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial Storybook (1982)

					Status: Released

				

				After seeing an advance screening of E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial, Jackson fell in love with the movie and its alien protagonist. “He and I are alike in many ways,” the singer reflected. Spielberg agreed. “If E.T. didn’t come to Elliot’s house,” proclaimed the director, “he would have come to Michael’s.”

				
				Composed by Rod Temperton, along with veteran songwriters Alan and Marilyn Bergman, “Someone in the Dark” was a moving, melancholy ballad that bookended the E.T. Storybook, which Jackson narrated. That storybook, while creating a number of logistical and legal obstacles during and after the recording of Thriller, won Jackson a Grammy Award for Best Recording for Children in 1984. “Of all the awards I’ve got now,” Jackson said upon receiving the award, “I’m most proud of this one, honestly.” In addition to being featured on the E.T. Storybook, the song was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				“State of Shock”

				
					The Jacksons’ Victory (1984)

					Status: Released

				

				The original “State of Shock” was recorded with Queen front man Freddie Mercury in 1983 along with two other songs: “Victory” and “There Must Be More to Life Than This.” Initially, none were released. “We had three tracks in the can,” confirmed Mercury in the mid-’80s, “but unfortunately they were never finished. They were great songs, but the problem was time—as we were both very busy at that period. We never seemed to be in the same country long enough to actually finish anything completely.”

				Jackson and Mercury’s friendship went back years. The artist was a big fan of Queen, often attending their concerts and talking to the band after the shows. According to Mercury, he even helped inspire one of their hit songs, “Another One Bites the Dust,” released on the 1980 album The Game. “Credit for the song should go to Michael Jackson in many ways,” said Mercury. “He was a fan and friend of ours and kept telling me, ‘Freddie, you need a song the cats can dance to.’ John [Deacon] introduced this riff to us during rehearsal that we all immediately thought of [as] disco, which was very popular at the time. We worked it out and once it was ready, played it for Michael. I knew we had a hit as he bobbed his head up and down. ‘That’s it, that’s the gravy. Release it and it will top the charts,’ he said. So we did and it did.”

				
				The version of “State of Shock” that was ultimately released was a collaboration between Jackson and Rolling Stones front man Mick Jagger. According to Mercury, Jackson had called him to check if he was available before proceeding. Mercury, however, was on tour with Queen and couldn’t return in time to record it. Jackson and Jagger recorded the duet at A&R Studios in New York City. According to those involved, the chemistry was a bit strained; Jagger said he simply followed Jackson’s lead. What was the experience like, Jagger was later asked: ‘‘Quick. He had the two of us practice scales for two hours and then we recorded the vocals in two takes.”

				The song nonetheless became Jagger’s biggest hit outside the Rolling Stones, peaking at #3 on the Billboard Hot 100 in the summer of 1984. The guitar-driven song was undoubtedly the highlight of the Jacksons’ disjointed 1984 album, Victory.

			

			
				“Tell Me I’m Not Dreaming”

				
					Jermaine Jackson’s Dynamite (1984)

					Status: Released

				

				“Tell Me I’m Not Dreaming” was a Jermaine Jackson composition for his 1984 album, Dynamite. “The moment I started humming the melody,” said Jermaine, “I knew exactly whose voice was needed for this duet.” He called up Michael, and within days the brothers were in the studio together. “I laid down my verse and he produced me, then vice versa,” recalled Jermaine. While both thought the song had strong potential, Michael’s record company (CBS/Epic) ended up blocking it from being released as a single over concerns that it might compete with his next album (Bad). Still, the song was performed on the Jacksons’ Victory Tour and received significant airplay on radio, reaching #1 on the Dance chart in the summer of 1984.

			

			
				
				“The Man”

				
					Paul McCartney’s Pipes of Peace (1983)

					Status: Released

				

				The second of two songs recorded by McCartney and Jackson in 1981, “The Man” is a breezy, melodic pop song about a man ready to break out of his prescribed role. The song was featured on McCartney’s 1983 album, Pipes of Peace, but (like “Tell Me I’m Not Dreaming”) was vetoed as a single by CBS/Epic over concerns that it would compete with Thriller.

			

			
				“There Must Be More to Life Than This”

				
					Collaboration with Freddie Mercury

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Perhaps the best of the three songs Jackson worked on with Queen front man Freddie Mercury, “There Must Be More to Life” was an outward-looking anthem that highlights the soaring vocals of two of the greatest singers of all time. The song originated in 1981 during Queen’s Hot Space sessions. It is unknown if Jackson and Mercury discussed or worked on the song that year. The piano-based demo was recorded at Jackson’s home studio in the summer of 1983. Unfortunately, due to scheduling conflicts, the track was never completed.

			

			
				“Torture”

				
					The Jacksons’ Victory (1984)

					Status: Released

				

				“Torture” was the second single released from the Jacksons’ 1984 album, Victory. Another duet with brother Jermaine, the song is a rocking synth pop cut (with some pretty cringe-worthy lyrics and production). It became a Top 20 hit in late 1984, but is perhaps most memorable for its bizarre music video in which a wax-figure dummy of Michael stood in for the actual artist (who declined to be involved due to other commitments).

			

			
				
				BAD ERA

				“Abortion Papers”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Had this song been released when it was completed, Jackson wouldn’t have been the only pop star addressing the sensitive subject of abortion on the radio airwaves. Madonna’s “Papa Don’t Preach” was released that same year (1986), and Whitney Houston’s “Miracle” came a few years later. But there’s no question Jackson was concerned about how the song would be received, which is likely why “Abortion Papers” was held back. In his working notes for the track Jackson wrote, “I have to do it in a way so I don’t offend girls who have gotten abortions or bring back guilt trips so it has to be done carefully….I have to really think about it.” The lyrics do approach the subject thoughtfully: rather than writing a political screed, he personalizes it through the story of a conflicted girl, raised in a deeply religious home. The chorus is the voice of her admonishing father.

				Jackson wrote the song and recorded it with Brian Malouf (a recording engineer and mixer who would later work for Madonna, Queen, and Pearl Jam, among others), after a session with his brothers for the Victory album. “Abortion Papers” was ultimately released on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				
				“Al Capone”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				The song that eventually evolved into “Smooth Criminal,” “Al Capone” might have been a hit on its own—it features fantastic falsetto harmonies and a memorable hook. The lyrics are related to but completely distinct from “Smooth Criminal.” In this song, the protagonist is furious that the killer has escaped (“Why did you let him get away?”) and seeks vengeance for the victim. “Al Capone” was released on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				“Buffalo Bill”

				
					Victory and Bad outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“Buffalo Bill” is the earliest Bad-era demo. In fact, its origins can be traced back to 1983, just after Thriller. Jackson worked on it initially with John Barnes. “ ‘Buffalo Bill’ could’ve been spectacular,” Barnes said. Jackson agreed. In a 1983 home video at Hayvenhurst the artist said of the song, “I hate to say, but I know it’s going to be a hit.” Indeed, Jackson was so taken by it, he held it back from the Jacksons’ Victory album in 1984. According to Bruce Swedien, it had “a big symphonic opening and a charming melody.” Matt Forger describes it as “an amazing song” that never quite came together. “It went through such contortions and changes and green writes and variations.” The track was inspired by Wild Bill Hickok, a poker player who was shot in the back and became a dime-novel hero. “Buffalo Bill” remains unreleased.

			

			
				
				“Cheater”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Featuring an organ bass, biting vocals, and Jackson’s signature percussive finger snapping, “Cheater” is one of the best outtakes of the Bad era. The track has a loose, funky, organic feel to it, a trademark of the work he was doing in the “Laboratory” at Hayvenhurst. Jackson worked on the song during the later Bad sessions with Bill Bottrell and Greg Phillinganes. It features some pointed lyrics about exploitation, including the line “Just sign your name on the line, baby, I own you.” The 1987 demo was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				“Chicago 1945”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Jackson originally worked on “Chicago 1945” with Steve Porcaro during the Victory sessions in 1984. “I did the music and Michael did the lyrics,” confirmed Porcaro. “He recorded the song twice, but never put it on an album.” The song is often mistakenly conflated with “Al Capone” and “Smooth Criminal,” but it is entirely distinct. With a memorable hook and story (and a complete vocal), it is one of the better outtakes from the Bad era. Jackson revisited the song during the HIStory and Invincible sessions, but as yet it remains unreleased.

			

			
				“Crack Kills”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“Crack Kills” has long been part of Michael Jackson folklore. Did the pop star actually record a song with Run-DMC at the peak of their popularity? Unfortunately, he did not. But Jackson’s demo does exist. The artist wrote the lyrics and recorded the song with a full vocal in November 1986 and returned to it in early 1987. But he couldn’t quite figure out how to incorporate Run-DMC onto the track. Ultimately, while they met twice and tried to make it work, the track never came to fruition and remains unreleased.

			

			
				
				“Do You Know Where Your Children Are”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson worked on “Do You Know Where Your Children Are” with John Barnes and Bill Bottrell in May 1986. The guitar riff was played by longtime MJ guitarist David Williams. The title refers to a famous public service announcement that ran on television from the 1960s to the 1980s, often just before the nightly news. In a note, Jackson wrote of the inspiration of the song: “Song is about kids being raised in a broken family where the father comes home drunk and the mother is out prostituting and the kids run away from home and become victims of rape, prostitution, and the hunter becomes the hunted.” The original demo was released on Xscape in 2014.

			

			
				“Don’t Be Messin’ ’Round”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				In a 2009 interview, legendary recording engineer Bruce Swedien cited “Don’t Be Messin’ ’Round” as one of his favorite unreleased Jackson songs. “It’s just beautiful,” he said. “Oh my God, there’s nothing like it.” The world finally got to hear that song in 2012 when it was released on disc 2 of Bad 25. An infectious, Bossa Nova–styled rhythm track, “Don’t Be Messin’ ’Round” was first written and recorded during the Thriller sessions with engineer Brent Averill.

				Jackson developed it further with Bill Bottrell during the early Bad sessions. With what sounds like a windup clock, Jackson stacks layer upon layer of rhythm, creating a busy but joyful sound. “It’s such a catchy underlying melodic hook,” Matt Forger said. “And it has a rhythmic feel that syncopates in such an interesting fashion.”

				
				Forger helped prune down Jackson’s characteristically long (eight-minute) demo for its posthumous release, but retained its unfinished charm, which includes Jackson giving instructions, vocally dictating instrumental parts, scatting, and ad-libbing many of the unfinished lyrics. “You can just hear him having fun,” said Forger. “His spirit and emotion are totally there.”

			

			
				“Eaten Alive”

				
					Diana Ross’s Eaten Alive (1985)

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson cowrote “Eaten Alive” with Barry and Maurice Gibb from the Bee Gees for Diana Ross’s 1985 album of the same name. Jackson had written “Muscles” for Ross in 1981. For “Eaten Alive,” he also sang the chorus. The song was released as a single in the fall of 1985, but stalled at just #77 on the Billboard Hot 100 (though it did crack the R&B Top 10).

			

			
				“Fly Away”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson wrote and recorded “Fly Away” in April 1986. It was eliminated from the final lineup for Bad during the Westlake sessions. Jermaine Jackson cites “Fly Away” as one of his favorite songs by his younger brother. It’s easy to see why. The song is gorgeously produced, featuring sublime vocals and a catchy chorus. Michael later gave it to his sister Rebbie to rerecord with his background vocals for her 1998 album, Yours Faithfully. His version was released on the 2001 special edition of Bad and on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				
				“Free”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson worked on “Free” with Bill Bottrell in March 1986. While it was never seriously considered for Bad, it captures the carefree spirit of the B-Team sessions. “Free, free like the wind blows,” Jackson sings in the breezy ballad. “Michael just shines through,” said Forger. “It’s just an uplifting tune. It’s a ditty. It just makes you smile. It just rides on an emotion. It’s so present.” “Free” was released on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				“Get It”

				
					Stevie Wonder’s Characters (1987)

					Status: Released

				

				A funky duet with Stevie Wonder, “Get It” was Jackson’s return favor for Wonder’s appearance on “Just Good Friends,” which appeared on Bad. “Get It” appeared on Wonder’s 1987 album, Characters. While the song is not now widely known, it reached #4 on the R&B chart when it was released.

			

			
				“I’m So Blue”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				A wistful, melancholy song about keeping the blues away, “I’m So Blue” was fully produced and mixed in 1986. Jackson worked on the song with Bill Bottrell, John Barnes, and Matt Forger. The song features a lush keyboard bed and soulful harmonica (played by Barnes on a synthesizer). Forger describes it as “kind of a rainy-day song, sit by the fireplace,” with the tonality of Stevie Wonder. The wordless chorus (Sha da da da da da da) is a resigned sigh. Like the bluesmen of old, Jackson takes refuge from his loneliness and sorrow in the music. The song was released on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				
				“Loving You”

				
					Victory outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Loving You” sounds like a Thriller-era demo in the tradition of breezy, mid-tempo tracks like “Baby Be Mine.” But Jackson started this one post-Thriller and continued working on it with John Barnes into the mid-’80s. Jackson first recorded the song at Red Wing Studio before bringing it back to his home studio at Hayvenhurst. The original demo was released on Xscape in 2014.

			

			
				“Make or Break”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Jackson worked on this dance track with John Barnes and Matt Forger. According to Forger, it had a “very driving, terrific hook, but never got finished.” “He did a reference vocal, a background vocal, and a reference bridge,” said John Barnes. “It had an opportunity to be innovative, but we didn’t really push it because other tracks took priority.”

			

			
				“Price of Fame”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Price of Fame” is in tune with the darker, more biographical songs on the back end of Bad. “Father always told me you won’t live a quiet life,” he rues, “If you’re reaching for fortune and fame.” The hook contains echoes of the Police’s “Spirits in a Material World,” while the verses recall “Billie Jean.” One can feel the despair in Jackson’s vocal as he describes an increasingly suffocating, impossible existence. Jackson started the song with Bill Bottrell and John Barnes in January 1986. “It came together very quickly and without struggle,” said Bottrell. “It took us about three days.” They returned to the track in 1987, as it was still in the running for the final track list. The song was ultimately cut from the Bad album but was released on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				
				“Scared of the Moon”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Scared of the Moon” assumes the persona of a young girl and describes her palpable fears of nighttime—fears that are dismissed as “childish fantasies” by adults. The song was inspired by a story that Brooke Shields told Jackson about her half sister. Jackson was fascinated by it and later jotted down some ideas for lyrics. He subsequently came up with the haunting melody in the chorus and called lyricist and producer Buz Kohan to help him develop the track. According to Kohan, they recorded a demo together in 1985 with a full orchestra.

				A dark lullaby about childhood abuse and isolation, “Scared of the Moon” is one of Jackson’s most poetic and compelling demos from this period. While the exact cause of the girl’s fears is never specified, it “terrorizes” and “twists her soul.” The song traces the “fearful toll” it takes on her psyche, even into adulthood. In the final verse, a group of similarly scarred childhood victims convene (“Together they gather / Their lunacy shared / Not knowing just why they’re scared”).

				With echoes of William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, “Scared of the Moon” was an important track for Jackson, the first of several to explore the darker side of childhood (see also “Little Susie,” “Michael McKellar,” “Childhood,” and “The Lost Children”). Spike Lee has called it his favorite song in Michael Jackson’s entire catalog. The 1985 demo was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				“Streetwalker”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Streetwalker” came very close to making it onto Bad. It would have felt right at home among songs like “The Way You Make Me Feel” and “Leave Me Alone” with its thick, boogie-woogie bass line and tight harmonies.

				Jackson began the song with Bill Bottrell in July 1986. It was originally called “Florida Groove.” They returned to it that fall at Westlake Studio. By that time Jackson had written the lyrics and recorded a full vocal. In 1987, the artist returned to the song again, this time with Quincy Jones and the A-Team. Ultimately, it was eliminated from the Bad track list, but Jackson wasn’t done with the song. While on his Bad World Tour, he reached out to Bottrell and sent him the last tapes of “Streetwalker” that Quincy Jones had worked on. He wanted Bottrell to have another go at them. In 1988, Bottrell went into Smoketree Studio in Chatsworth, California, to work on the track. He played up the Southern, bluesy feel of the song, bringing in Jasun Martz to play harmonica and retaining Jackson’s loose vocal, finger snapping, and humming. It felt like the artist was an old blues man giving an improv performance at a train station in the 1930s.

				When Jackson returned from touring, Bottrell asked what the artist thought about the updated “Streetwalker.” “That song is country,” Jackson responded, laughing. Bottrell wasn’t sure if that meant he liked it or not. “Billy, that harmonica solo!” he joked with the producer. Bottrell assumed the track was off the priority list and turned his attention to other songs, but, to his surprise, a decade later Jackson chose to include his version—not the one Jones produced—as the bonus track on the 2001 special edition of Bad. “MJ eventually came to like it apparently,” said Bottrell. While he wishes he would have had a chance to polish it a bit before it went out into the world, he is glad the track finally got its day. Now a fan favorite, “Streetwalker” was released on the 2001 special edition of Bad and on disc 2 of Bad 25.

			

			
				
				“Tomboy”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Jackson worked on “Tomboy” with Bill Bottrell and John Barnes in the fall of 1985. Barnes has said he wasn’t a fan of it, but Jackson loved it. The artist reached out to Roger Troutman from the innovative band Zapp to develop the track. The song features a funky guitar riff and bright production, but didn’t get developed much beyond 1985. It remains unreleased.

			

			
				“Turning Me Off”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Jackson wrote and recorded “Turning Me Off” during the Hayvenhurst sessions in early 1986. He worked on it primarily with John Barnes and Bill Bottrell. “It had some crazy sound combinations,” said Barnes. “It was kind of an Electronica sound—we had three different synthesizers we were using. The synths had enough punch that we left the bass out.” According to Matt Forger, it was “one of Michael’s edgier experiments. Very groove-oriented. It was quite an interesting track.” The song remains unreleased.

			

			
				“We Are Here to Change the World”

				
					Bad outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“We Are Here to Change the World” was the featured song on the 4-D Disney film attraction Captain EO. Jackson worked on the funky, futuristic track with John Barnes, who is credited as cowriter, in 1985. The song was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				DANGEROUS ERA

				“For All Time”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“For All Time” is a sparkling pop ballad written by Toto members Steve Porcaro and David Paich, along with keyboardist Michael Sherwood. Porcaro said the chords were inspired by the Monkees’ “Daydream Believer.” Jackson recorded the song in 1990 during the Dangerous sessions. While the artist loved the track, he didn’t feel it fit the album. It was released as a bonus track on Thriller 25 in 2008, prompting some to assume it originated during the Thriller sessions. According to Porcaro, however, it began in the Dangerous sessions.

			

			
				“If You Don’t Love Me”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“If You Don’t Love Me” is a throwback rock song in the tradition of 1960s classics like “Do You Love Me” and “It Takes Two.” It features a driving guitar riff and a fantastic gravelly vocal. Jackson worked on the song in 1989 with Bill Bottrell, who described the track as fun, but “a bit of an orphan” for the Dangerous project. It remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				
				“Man in Black”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“Man in Black” has been the subject of speculation and interest among fans since it first surfaced on a promo acetate CD for Decade—the greatest-hits collection that never materialized. Jackson worked on the sleek, catchy rhythm track with Bryan Loren in 1989, but dropped it when Teddy Riley came on board in 1990. The song remains unreleased.

			

			
				“Mind Is the Magic”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“Mind Is the Magic” was also written and recorded with Bryan Loren. Jackson gave the song to illusionists Siegfried & Roy to use as the anthem for their “Beyond Belief Show” in Las Vegas. It remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				“Monkey Business”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Monkey Business” originated toward the end of the Bad sessions. “MJ loved it,” recalled Bill Bottrell, “but I was coming to the end of my employment [for the Bad album] so it was shelved. But as soon as me and MJ got back together at Ocean Way [for the Dangerous sessions in 1989] we had it back on the board.”

				Accompanied by a slow-burn groove, a jazzy Wurlitzer piano, a crisp beat, and Jim Horn’s soulful sax playing, Jackson sinks right into this one, narrating a tale of hypocrisy and deception. The monkey sounds were recorded by Matt Forger, Greg Phillinganes played the Wurlitzer, and George Del Barrio did the string arrangement. Meanwhile, Jackson’s lyrics took a while. “He finally brought them during Westlake D sessions,” recalled Bottrell. “They were very good. He took on a real character from Indiana with roots in the South.” Most of the song was recorded at Westlake. But Jackson kept asking for tweaks and improvements. Bottrell considered it a priority track and it remained in the running for the album until the final weeks. “It was in my mind an integral part of Dangerous,” said Bottrell. “Until it wasn’t.” The 1991 recording was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				“Serious Effect”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Jackson started working on “Serious Effect” with Bryan Loren and continued to develop it with Teddy Riley. The track combines elements of both producers’ styles—a lighter variation of New Jack Swing—and features a smooth rap solo by LL Cool J. The song was still in the running for Dangerous into the summer of 1991. “Serious Effect” remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				“She Got It”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“She Got It” is a funky rhythm track, featuring plunking percussion and surging guitar blasts. Jackson worked on it with Bryan Loren in 1989, but it was never finished. On the demo, Jackson can be heard counting out the rhythm and blocking out the vocals. Some parts of the song were in place, while others remained blank. The track remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				
				“Slave to the Rhythm”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson developed “Slave to the Rhythm” with Antonio “L.A.” Reid and Kenny “Babyface” Edmonds in 1990. The song grew out of a New Jack Swing groove—Jackson’s favorite out of several the duo had submitted to him. Jackson took the tape and fleshed out the melody, harmonies, and lyrics. The track was worked on extensively at Can-Am Studios in Los Angeles, but Jackson still wasn’t satisfied with it. He later asked Teddy Riley to overhaul the production, but it still wasn’t sounding the way he wanted it to, so it was dropped from Dangerous. Jackson later resurrected the track during the Invincible sessions, but it failed to make that album, either. The 1990 demo was released on Xscape in 2014.

			

			
				“Someone Put Your Hand Out”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Released

				

				A beautiful R&B ballad, sung in falsetto, “Someone Put Your Hand Out” was an outtake of the late Bad era. The song was pulled out of the vault during the Dangerous sessions, as Jackson further developed it with Teddy Riley. “Teddy loved it, I loved it, and we made some changes, just changed the verse and I gave him cowriter’s credit,” said Jackson in 1993. Final tweaks were made to the recording and mix in April 1992, after Dangerous was already out. The song was released that May as an exclusive Pepsi promo to help promote the Dangerous World Tour. Only five hundred thousand copies were made, making it a rare collector’s item for years. It was subsequently released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				“Work That Body”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“Work That Body” is another piece of playful, airy funk from the early Dangerous sessions. Jackson worked on the song with Bryan Loren. It features colorful synthesizers and a loose vocal. The track remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				“You Were There”

				
					Dangerous outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“You Were There” is a poignant orchestral ballad cowritten by Jackson and Buz Kohan. The artist performed a stunning debut rendition of the song for Sammy Davis Jr. at his sixtieth anniversary celebration at the Shrine Auditorium in 1989, just months before Davis’s death. Unfortunately, Jackson did not record the song in the studio. It was included on a list of tracks he was considering for inclusion on a new album just weeks before his death.

			

			
				HISTORY ERA

				“In the Back”

				
					HIStory outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“In the Back” is one of Jackson’s most impressive unreleased tracks from the 1990s. Atmospheric and hypnotic, it recalls Jackson’s Dangerous-era masterpiece “Who Is It” (and touches on similar themes of betrayal). The track begins with an ominous, thudding beat, accented by Jackson’s vocal percussion. Jackson sings and scats his way through the vocal (which was left finished). Brad Buxer pointed out that he spent years developing the song—first during the HIStory sessions, then for Blood on the Dance Floor, and finally for Invincible.

				
				What begins as a minimalist groove gradually unfolds into an intricate and ethereal sonic canvas—lush strings, an entrancing harp, and a mournful trumpet. Buxer described the track as “unbelievable and it proves once again how Michael was a genius. I play almost every instrument on this song, but all [the] ideas are Michael.” The 1997 demo, recorded in Switzerland, was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				“Much Too Soon”

				
					HIStory outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Much Too Soon” is a quiet, Beatles-esque ballad about loss and regret. The lyrics almost read like the aching Irish folk poems of W. B. Yeats. Jackson recorded the song in 1994 during the early HIStory sessions at the Hit Factory. He had first written it in the early 1980s, but hadn’t found a place for it in previous albums. With HIStory, however, he thought it might finally work.

				“Michael came in one day and said he had an idea and needed a guitar player,” recalled assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “So they called in a local session guy, Jeff Mironov. He sat with MJ in the iso-booth and Michael patiently sang every note of every chord, and the melody. He had the whole thing in his head. Once Jeff had it down, Michael came into the control room and sang live while Jeff did some takes….I believe we did about five or six takes, all of them amazing….But the song was shelved and never brought up again.” Hoffman described the track as one of his “favorite MJ tracks of all time.”

				While understated, it is one of the artist’s most moving ballads. There is real pathos in his vocal as he sings about being separated from a loved one much too soon. “Take away this never-ending sorrow,” he pleads in one line. “Take this lonely feeling from my soul.” It is a beautiful, bittersweet song that reflects on what might have been. It was included on the posthumous 2011 album Michael.

			

			
				
				“On the Line”

				
					HIStory outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“On the Line” is an inspirational anthem, written by Babyface and recorded by Jackson during the HIStory sessions. The guitar-strumming verses and melody are signature Babyface, while the choir-galvanizing lift and outro are trademark Jackson. The song is about pushing through difficult times and summoning the strength and courage to move forward. Jackson loved the song, but once he’d determined the name of the record—HIStory—the title track became the album’s anthem. The song was subsequently given to Spike Lee for his 1996 movie Get on the Bus, where it is heard during the opening credits (though it was not featured on the soundtrack due to a label dispute). The 1995 demo was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				“Why”

				
					3T’s Brotherhood (1996)

					Status: Released

				

				A sensuous, mid-tempo R&B track, “Why” was written by Babyface and recorded by Jackson during the HIStory sessions. It was a candidate for the album until Jackson decided to give it to his nephews—TJ, Taj, and Taryll—who were then just launching their career as the group 3T. 3T kept Michael’s vocals on the chorus and in the final line of the outro. The song was released as the fourth single from their 1996 album, Brotherhood. While it didn’t get much play in the United States, it reached #2 in the UK.

			

			
				
				INVINCIBLE ERA

				“A Place with No Name”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“A Place with No Name” is a reimagining of America’s 1971 hit “A Horse with No Name.” Jackson had long admired the band and the song. While the artist rarely did covers, he decided to record the song with Dr. Freeze in 1998. The artist’s revised lyrics tell a story about a man whose Jeep breaks down in the desert when a mysterious woman appears, leading him to a secret paradise. Dr. Freeze described the song as “a kind of escape, where you just close your eyes and find yourself instantly transported into a wonderful world.” When America heard Jackson’s harmony-laden cover of their song, they said they were honored that Michael Jackson chose to record it and were impressed with its quality. The original 1998 demo was released on Xscape in 2014.

			

			
				“Beautiful Girl”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson worked on “Beautiful Girl” with Brad Buxer during the early Invincible sessions. “I absolutely loved working on ‘Beautiful Girl’ with him,” recalled Buxer. Jackson begins the song in a lower register before soaring up into a sublime falsetto in the chorus. The production flutters like a summer breeze, giving way to cascading harmonies. In the outro, Jackson and Buxer keep shifting keys, allowing the harmonies to climb and fall. The 1998 demo was mixed and released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				“Blue Gangsta”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Blue Gangsta” was another collaboration with Dr. Freeze, first recorded in 1998. The gangster concept made it a sequel of sorts to songs like “Al Capone” and “Smooth Criminal,” which Freeze said was intentional. The cinematic touches are obvious, from old Hollywood-era gangster films to Westerns (note the standoff whistling). It also mixes a number of musical genres, from cabaret to hip-hop to jazz.

				Jackson brought in an all-star team of collaborators to help out with the track, including his go-to guy Brad Buxer, keyboardist Greg Phillinganes, and horns specialist Jerry Hey. “The song was just awesome,” said recording engineer Michael Prince. “Michael obviously loved ‘Blue Gangsta,’ because to bring in some of those musicians is very expensive. I mean, you’ve got Jerry Hey doing the horn arrangement. It’s no wonder the brass on ‘Blue Gangsta’ was so incredible.” From the big cinematic brass to the Italian-style accordion, the track is packed with interesting details and would have undoubtedly made for a great short film. But the highlight is Jackson’s vocal: aggressive in the verses, bereaved in the chorus cries. Jackson continued to add new details to the song in 1999, including new percussion, which he beatboxed to Buxer, and new vocals on the outro. The 1998 demo was released on Xscape in 2014.

			

			
				“Escape”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Wait ’til the world hears ‘Escape,’ ” Michael Jackson told Rodney Jerkins in 1999. The producer had first presented the groove to Jackson earlier that year over the phone; the artist subsequently came up with the melody, harmonies, and lyrics. As the title suggested, the song was about finding some relief from the surrounding pressures and intrusions. It featured a taut, mechanical beat and sweeping harmonies. “MJ loved everything about it,” recalled Jerkins. “The energy, the lyrics. It’s kind of a prophetic song. Listen to the bridge. MJ says, ‘When I go, this world won’t bother me no more.’ It’s powerful.” The opening sketch of a prison break was Jerkins’s idea; he remembered Jackson loving it.

				
				According to Jerkins, however, “Escape” was never on the playlist for Invincible. “We sat down and talked about which songs were going on. I think he really wanted to save it. He knew that it was one of the best songs that we did, but it was one of those things where he was going to save it for another project in his mind, or wasn’t ready for that particular message to come out at that time.” Jackson and Jerkins continued to work on the track after Invincible was released. Jerkins ultimately updated the track for the posthumous album Xscape, on which the original demo also appears.

			

			
				“Fall Again”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Fall Again” is a moody, jazz-tinged ballad about second chances written by Walter Afanasieff and Robin Thicke. It was recorded by Jackson at the Hit Factory in New York City in 1999. The track is one of the artist’s more distinctive later love songs, but he never completed it. “It was a great pleasure and honor for me to work with Michael Jackson,” said Afanasieff, who had also worked with artists like Whitney Houston, Mariah Carey, and Céline Dion. “People like him—that’s one in a million.” The 1999 demo was released on Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection in 2004.

			

			
				
				“Get Your Weight Off of Me”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				One of a handful of unreleased Jackson-Jerkins tracks, “Get Your Weight Off of Me” sounds as if it were made of the same cloth as album cuts like “Privacy” and “Invincible.” Its techno-beat grinds with an assembly line–like repetition, as Jackson sings about accumulating pressures and haters. It’s not a standout outtake, but a further demonstration of the sound Jackson and Jerkins were exploring. It remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				“Hollywood Tonight”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Hollywood Tonight” was first recorded in 1998 and revisited many times over the ensuing years. The song, according to a note the artist wrote on Beverly Hills Hotel stationery, was about a “runaway girl” who leaves home at just fifteen to “make it in Hollywood.” Jackson envisioned it as a sort of cautionary tale about the traps and illusions of the industry. He worked on the track with Brad Buxer, who helped translate Jackson’s sonic vision. He was especially keen to capture a particular sound on the song’s lethal bass hook. “Do smooth muted bass on ‘Hollywood,’ ” he indicated in one handwritten note.

				In the 1998 demo, he delivers an unfinished scratch vocal and can be heard giving instructions, including during the bridge. “Keep the loop drums going,” he said before launching into an operatic falsetto, à la “Who Is It.” Jackson eventually wrote lyrics for the bridge but never recorded them. “Hollywood Tonight” is one of Jackson’s more compelling later rhythm tracks. An altered version of the song was released on the 2010 album Michael, but the original demo remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				
				“I Have This Dream”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Unreleased

				

				Jackson described “I Have This Dream” as a song to bring the world into the new millennium. It was composed together with Carole Bayer Sager and David Foster. The song, however, ultimately was not finished in time and did not make it onto Invincible. In 2002, AOL Music sponsored a songwriting contest around the track, which reportedly had a chorus but no verses. The contest was won by Nashville songwriter Ric Kipp. That version, however, never saw the light of day. Jackson resurrected the track again in 2005, updating it and giving it a new title, “From the Bottom of My Heart.” It was intended as a charity single to help the victims of Hurricane Katrina. “It pains me to watch the human suffering taking place in the Gulf Region of my country,” said Jackson in a statement. “My heart and prayers go out to every individual who has had to endure the pain and suffering caused by this tragedy. I will be reaching out to others within the music industry to join me in helping to bring relief and hope to these resilient people who have lost everything.” Jackson assembled a number of fellow artists to participate on the track. That version, however, also failed to come to fruition and remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				“One More Chance”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“One More Chance” was one of two songs R. Kelly wrote for Invincible. It was intended to have a retro, early ’80s feel. Jackson recorded his vocal for the light, mid-tempo track with Brad Buxer. Although it ultimately wasn’t included on the album, it was revisited and mixed in 2003 before being featured on the 2003 greatest-hits collection Number Ones. While it failed to receive airplay in the United States, it became a Top 10 hit in the UK, Italy, and Spain.

			

			
				
				“She Was Loving Me”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“She Was Loving Me” is a lush, mid-tempo R&B track written by then Sony vice president Cory Rooney. Jackson recorded the song in the spring of 1999 at the Hit Factory in New York City. Jackson sings the verses in a lower register, matching the song’s sensual vibe, before unleashing angst-filled aggression in the chorus. Rooney remembered the “magic in the room” when Jackson laid down his vocals. Afterward, the artist went back through the takes “with a pen and paper…and picked out all his favorites. He pieced it all together.” The 1999 demo was released as “Chicago” on Xscape in 2014.

			

			
				“Seeing Voices”

				
					Collaboration with Sidney Fine

					Status: Unreleased

				

				“Seeing Voices” is an orchestral, Chaplin-esque song, inspired by Oliver Sacks’s 1989 book of the same name. It was written by legendary composer Sidney Fine, husband of Jackson’s tutor from his Jackson 5 days, Rose Fine, whom the artist credited for instilling in him his love of books and learning.

				Rose was a mother figure for Jackson. “Boy did I need it,” he confessed in a 2000 interview. “I was never with my mother when I was little, very seldom….[Rose] called me her son. Whenever [we went touring and would board] the plane you see these seven little black kids and a black father, all got big Afros, [officials] would stop her and go, ‘Who are you?’ She would say, ‘I’m the mother.’ She would say it every time and they would let her go. Sweet story. She was special. I needed her.”

				
				Jackson took care of Rose’s medical bills and housing expenses until her death. In 1999, Sidney Fine asked Jackson if he would record “Seeing Voices” as a tribute to their son, Peter, who had died of a rare brain disease that caused him to lose his hearing. “I remember how deeply dark and sad [Rose] was [when he died],” said Jackson. “He was a wonderful doctor, went to Harvard, and he was tall and handsome. He had some kind of brain tumor. I can’t imagine losing your own child like that.” Jackson not only agreed to sing the song, but also helped with the production, including arranging the beautiful strings. The song, which also features the Ray Charles Choir, was unveiled at a private, informal gathering in Sherman Oaks, California, hosted by Fine in May 1999. The song remains officially unreleased.

			

			
				“Shout”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				“Shout” draws on the Isley Brothers’ 1959 hit by the same name but is a completely different song. Where the Isley Brothers’ song is a celebration, Jackson’s song is a condemnation. The artist raps the verses in a throaty whisper. “Living encaged like animals and cannibals,” he sings in one verse, “Eating each other alive just to survive the nine to five.” His “shout” in the chorus is one of exasperation, similar to his 1995 single “Scream.” The track features a jagged beat and roiling electric guitar. It was a last-minute cut from Invincible, replaced by the Babyface ballad “You Are My Life.” The song was subsequently released as the B-side to “Cry” in December 2001.

			

			
				
				“The Way You Love Me”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				Jackson worked on “The Way You Love Me” with Brad Buxer during the early Invincible sessions in 1998. It was revisited again during recording sessions at the Hit Factory in 2000. The song is a throwback to classic doo-wop soul with beautiful Beach Boys–style harmonies. The lyrics follow suit, offering a simple but pure expression of love. The blissful modulating “woo-ooo-oohs” highlight the song. Music legend Stevie Wonder cited it as one of his favorites. “I love that song! I just love it,” he said. “It makes me feel that he’s here. That’s the spirit of how I like to remember his voice.” “The Way You Love Me” originally appeared on the 2004 box set Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection. A modified version was featured on the 2010 album Michael.

			

			
				“We’ve Had Enough”

				
					Invincible outtake

					Status: Released

				

				One of Jackson’s most powerful protest songs, “We’ve Had Enough” was written with Carole Bayer Sager and Rodney Jerkins in 1999. The song’s antiwar sentiment would have been timely had it been featured on Invincible, given the US-led war in Iraq in 2003. The lyrics not only protest war, but they condemn violence in all forms, including what seems to be a reference to police violence in this line: “She asked the men in blue / How is it that you get to choose / Who will live and who will die / Did God say that you could decide?” A series of vignettes follow as Jackson testifies on behalf of unheard voices.

				As the song unfolds, pain morphs into outrage. Over the final two and a half minutes, Jackson soars over symphonic strings and a fiery guitar solo before the song returns to a stark drumbeat and the artist’s pained lamentations (“Why did you do it?”). Along with “Man in the Mirror” and “Earth Song,” it is one of Jackson’s most powerful, politically pointed anthems. Why it didn’t make it onto Invincible is anyone’s guess. Buried at the end of the 2004 box set Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection, it remains unknown to most listeners.

			

			
				
				“What More Can I Give”

				
					Charity song

					Status: Unreleased

				

				The melody to “What More Can I Give” has its origins in the early ’90s. At that time, the track was called “Heal L.A.,” in response to the Los Angeles riots. Jackson worked on the song primarily with Brad Buxer. In 1999, after a conversation with then South African president Nelson Mandela, Jackson reworked and renamed the song “What More Can I Give.” “We discussed the concept of giving,” Jackson said, “and the words, ‘What more can I give’ kept coming into my mind.” Jackson planned to use the song as a charity song that year. While Jackson did perform two charity concerts that year, the song was never released.

				Jackson returned to the track in 2001, shortly after 9/11. Two versions were recorded that fall—one with Jackson’s solo vocal, the other featuring an all-star cast of artists, including Beyoncé, Mariah Carey, and Céline Dion. That version, however, also failed to see the light of day, due to a messy dispute between producer Marc Schaffel, Sony, and sponsors. The song eventually surfaced briefly as an online release in 2003, but has still not been officially released as a single or on an album.
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				“one of the greatest bass players to ever”: Daniel Kreps, “Brothers Johnson’s Louis Johnson, Michael Jackson Bassist, Dead at 60,” Rolling Stone, May 22, 2015.

				“Louis Johnson gave me a smooth enough”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 160.

				“Not a lot of people give ‘Get on the Floor’ ”: Andre Grindle, review of Off the Wall, Amazon, June 26, 2009.

				“When I listened to the records”: Feely, “The Making of Michael Jackson.”

				“Every note and hit”: Jason Heller, “George Duke,” Pitchfork, August 7, 2013.

				
				“At one point”: Timothy Pernell, review of Off the Wall, TheMidnightMan.com [inactive], July 9, 2009.

				“I love Paul McCartney”: White, Rock Lives, p. 457.

				“It’s a very mature emotion”: Jones, Off the Wall (special edition), Sony, 2001, compact disc.

				“He takes huge emotional risks”: Stephen Holden, review of Off the Wall, Rolling Stone, August 1979.

				“I had been letting so much build up”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 163.

				“He cried at the end of every take”: Jones, Off the Wall (special edition), Sony, 2001, compact disc.

				“He asked me to go to the premiere”: “Michael Makes HIStory,” Vibe, June–July 1995.

				“one of the loneliest people”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 162.

				“about knowing that the barriers”: Ibid.

				“[It] became a Jackson signature”: George, Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection, p. 23.

				“a lot more Latin influenced”: Greg Phillinganes, “Season 1, Episode 10: Greg Phillinganes” (lecture, Red Bull Music Academy, Montréal, December 13, 2016).

				“Quincy set up the parameters”: Ibid.

				“very nocturnal”: Bad 25.

				“an immediate zone—that yearning”: “Our Favorite Songs,” Time, July 2, 2009.

				“Michael…came back with a totally different arrangement”: Carole Bayer Sager, They’re Playing Our Song: A Memoir (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016), p. 122.

				“was always on fire”: Patti Austin, interview by Joy Behar, The Joy Behar Show, CNN, October 14, 2011.

				“His energy was over the moon”: Emily Cary, “Patti Austin Sings Ellington,” Washington Examiner, December 26, 2011.

				“was very rhythmically driven”: “50 Best Michael Jackson Songs,” Rolling Stone, June 23, 2014.

			

			
				CHAPTER 2: THRILLER (1982)

			

			
				“In today’s world of declining sales”: Alan Light, “Dancing into Immortality,” Rolling Stone, July 2009.

				
				“I heard some people say”: Bruce Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson (New York: Hal Leonard, 2009), p. 38.

				“There had never been a bleaker”: Rob Hoerburger, “ ‘Thriller’ and the Lessons of the Mega-Super-Album,” New York Times, August 31, 2012.

				“Rock videos are firing up”: Jay Cocks, “Sing a Song of Seeing,” Time, December 26, 1983.

				“For a record industry stuck”: Jay Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller,” Time, March 19, 1984.

				“After four years of slumping sales”: J. D. Reed, “New Rock on a Red-Hot Roll,” Time, July 18, 1983.

				“There is no question that Thriller”: Gail Mitchell and Melinda Newman, “How Michael Jackson’s Thriller Changed the Music Business,” Billboard, July 3, 2009.

				“In general”: Michael Jackson, Moonwalk (New York: Doubleday, 1988), p. 181.

				“I remember being in the studio”: Ibid.

				When Jackson hired: Author interview, John Branca.

				“It’s an awful thing”: Timothy White, Rock Lives: Profiles and Interviews (New York: Holt, 1990), p. 457.

				He also secured for him: Author interview, John Branca.

				“biggest star in show business”: J. Randy Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness (London: Pan Books, 2004), pp. 191–92.

				“Escapism and wonder is influence”: Steve Demorest, “Michael in Wonderland,” Melody Maker, March 1, 1980.

				“cross between a vest-pocket Disneyland”: Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller.”

				“I’m putting all this stuff in”: Gerri Hirshey, “Life in the Magical Kingdom,” Rolling Stone, February 17, 1983.

				“His intelligence is instinctual and emotional”: Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller.”

				“Dad was also painfully self-conscious and shy”: Ibid.

				“They’re very inspirational to my work”: PommeTete, “Michael Jackson Unauthorized Interview [1983/1984],” YouTube video, 24:27, July 11, 2011. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=he5nO3ccAv8.

				“He wanted the album to be excellent”: Chris Williams, “Engineer Tom Perry on the Making of the Jacksons’ 1980 Album Triumph,” Wax Poetics, June 23, 2016.

				
				“Triumph will be much better, much more creative”: Marilyn Beck, Tribune Media Services, June 18, 1979.

				“He was the driver and creative force”: Williams, “Engineer Tom Perry on the Making of the Jacksons’ 1980 Album Triumph.”

				“Michael Jackson was a genius producer”: Ibid.

				“You could feel the sense of liberation”: Greg Phillinganes, “Season 1, Episode 10: Greg Phillinganes” (lecture, Red Bull Music Academy, Montréal, December 13, 2016).

				“Rivaled in the exalted sphere of Superdisco”: John Abbey, “The Jacksons: Triumph (Epic),” NME, October 21, 1980.

				“The scream was the kind that normally”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 177.

				“a cinematic use of sound effects”: Nelson George, Michael Jackson: The Ultimate Collection, Sony, 2004, compact disc. Liner notes, p. 23.

				“he did all the harmonies”: Williams, “Engineer Tom Perry on the Making of the Jacksons’ 1980 Album Triumph.”

				“the most ambitious song”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 170.

				“from too many cooks”: Ibid., p. 171.

				“You can hear [Michael’s] confidence surge”: Rob Sheffield, “When Michael Became Michael,” Rolling Stone, July 2009.

				“Let the song create itself”: Audio clip of “The Girl Is Mine,” original demo, 1981.

				“and a few days later”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 191.

				“Even while we were getting help”: Ibid., p. 192.

				“I loved that one”: Crystal Cartier v. Michael Jackson, 59 F. 3d 1046 (10th Cir. 1995), Music Copyright Infringement Resource, February 16, 1994.

				“Once I was out at Michael’s studio”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album,” Gearslutz, June 27, 2009.

				“with complete bass lines, counter lines”: Quincy Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones (New York: Doubleday, 2001), p. 236.

				“stay up all night, and memorize every one”: Author interview, Bruce Swedien.

				“one of the most exciting and memorable moments”: Matt Parker, “Toto’s David Paich Talks Quincy Jones Sessions and Writing ‘Africa’,” MusicRadar, December 4, 2013.

				“nice little CS fuzz”: Michael Boddicker, “THEN: The Vintage Keys of Thriller,” in “Michael Jackson Keyboard Sounds of His Signature Songs Then and Now,” Keyboard, September 1, 2009.

				
				“I heard something in this”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 29.

				“What we did on Thriller was the extension”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“[Quincy] loves creating these textures and colors”: Ibid.

				“There was a misconception”: Ibid.

				“We didn’t use all these tracks just to record”: Ibid.

				“I was getting faxes and conference calls”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 235.

				“Michael didn’t really want that version”: Author interview, confidential source.

				“a producer’s producer. He has a plan”: Parker, “Toto’s David Paich Talks Quincy Jones Sessions and Writing ‘Africa’.”

				“a very unusual instrument, the lyricon”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 36.

				“I was up to mix number two”: Michael Jackson, Thriller 25th Anniversary: The Book Celebrating the Biggest Selling Album of All Time (Hinesburg, VT: ML Publishing, 2008), p. 32.

				“[Jones] and I both agreed that the song had”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 197.

				“like riding a rocket”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 236.

				“I like my songs”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 185.

				“write the type of rock song”: Ibid.

				“This is the vocal harmonies and choruses”: Audio clip of “Beat It,” original demo, 1982.

				“We knew he’d come up with”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 237.

				“[It] was one of the most difficult tracks”: Jackson, Moonwalk, pp. 197–98.

				“We did the final mixes and fixes”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 238.

				“It was a disaster”: Ibid.

				“I felt devastated”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 199.

				“We’d put too much material on”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 238.

				“The intro to ‘Billie Jean’ was so long”: Jackson, Thriller 25th Anniversary, p. 13.

				“We put it dead in the pockets”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 239.

				
				“When it was done—boom—it hit us hard”: Jackson, Moonwalk, pp. 199–200.

				“The phones lit up”: Steve Knopper, MJ: The Genius of Michael Jackson (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015), p. 114.

				“From the beginning”: Gail Mitchell, “Exclusive: How Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ Changed the Music Business,” Billboard, July 3, 2009.

				“His nose is now streamlined and sculptured”: Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, p. vii.

				“iconic sun-god relaxing”: Jackson, Thriller 25th Anniversary, p. 65.

				“From Prince to Marvin Gaye”: Christopher Connelly, review of Thriller, Rolling Stone, November 1982.

				“When you have two strong names”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 188.

				“CBS screamed ‘You’re crazy’ ”: Ibid., p. 207.

				“the biggest star in the pop-cultural”: Michael Goldberg and Christopher Connelly, “Trouble in Paradise? Michael Jackson, an Exclusive Look Inside a Musical Empire,” Rolling Stone, March 15, 1984.

				“wonderful pop record”: John Rockwell, “Michael Jackson’s Thriller: Superb Job,” New York Times, December 19, 1982.

				“the best year for crossover”: Nelson George, The Death of Rhythm and Blues (New York: Penguin, 2003), p. 157.

				“When Thriller came along, it really changed”: L.A. Reid, interview by Ann Curry, NBC, June 26, 2009.

				“The sound of ‘Beat It’ was simply outrageous”: Alan Light, “ ‘Thriller’: How Michael Jackson and Quincy Jones Made the Bestselling Album of All Time,” Rolling Stone, October 30, 2009.

				“I’m not going to give you any more videos”: “The 500 Greatest Songs Since You Were Born,” Blender, April 1, 2009.

				“Certain executives from MTV will deny it”: Author interview, John Branca.

				“Michael Jackson always understood”: Michael Eric Dyson, “Freedom Fighter,” Ebony, September 2009.

				“The pulse of America”: Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller.”

				“parts added up to the most improbable”: Jody Rosen, “King Michael,” Slate, June 26, 2009.

				“We live now in the world”: Tom Ewing, review of Thriller 25th Anniversary Edition, Pitchfork, February 15, 2008.

				
				“It’s a giddy and glamorous sound”: Jim Miller, “The Peter Pan of Pop,” Newsweek, January 10, 1983.

				“Jackson seemingly summons the gods”: Mark Anthony Neal, review of Thriller 25th Anniversary Edition, NewBlackMan, February 2008.

				“I don’t want the Blacks”: Robert E. Johnson, “Michael Jackson at 21,” Jet, August 16, 1979.

				“These are the brilliant moments”: Neal, review of Thriller 25th Anniversary Edition.

				“Imagine if this weren’t the better”: “Ann Powers and Other Pop Critics Remember Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’,” Los Angeles Times, June 25, 2009.

				“proof that Michael Jackson is”: @Nas, Nasir Jones, Twitter, 1:32 a.m., February 28, 2013.

				“[Paul] handed me a little book”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 187.

				“We worked together as equals”: Ibid.

				“He actually does radiate an aura”: “George Martin: 20 Great Non-Beatles Productions,” Rolling Stone, March 9, 2016.

				“The song I’ve just done with Michael”: Miller, “The Peter Pan of Pop.”

				“[‘The Girl Is Mine’] sounds very pretty”: Ibid.

				“If ever a video killed the radio star”: Quoted in “Ann Powers and Other Pop Critics Remember Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’.”

				“On the intro”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 33.

				“such spectacular robo-funk”: J. Edward Keyes, “Michael Jackson: The Essential Playlist,” Rolling Stone, June 26, 2009.

				“hip-hopped to it in clubs”: Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller.”

				“this-ain’t-no-disco AOR track”: Connelly, review of Thriller.

				“asphalt aria”: Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller.”

				“greatest dance record of all time”: “Billie Jean Voted Top Dance Song,” BBC, July 15, 2008.

				“one of the most revolutionary songs”: “How Billie Jean Changed the World,” Guardian, July 12, 2007.

				“But let it play”: Mark Fisher, “And When the Groove Is Dead and Gone,” in The Resistible Demise of Michael Jackson, edited by Mark Fisher (Washington, DC: Zero Books, 2009), pp. 14–15.

				“ ‘Billie Jean’ is hot on every level”: “The 500 Greatest Songs Since You Were Born.”

				“When I started reading the lyrics”: “Michael Jackson Remembered: Chris Cornell on the Power of ‘Billie Jean,’ ” Rolling Stone, July 9, 2009.

				
				“one of the most sonically”: “The 500 Greatest Songs of All Time,” Rolling Stone, December 2004.

				“It’s been said before”: Ibid.

				“not only one of the best singles”: Fisher, “And When the Groove Is Dead and Gone,” pp. 14–15.

				“Sequencing an album is one of”: Jordan Runtagh, “Why Is Quincy Jones Worried About Music’s Future and The Distortion of Sound?,” VH1 News, August 5, 2014.

				“music with wings”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 197.

				“a Yamaha CS-80 with glide”: Dave Policher, “NOW: Sound Design and Keyboards for the This Is It Concerts,” in “Michael Jackson Keyboard Sounds of His Signature Songs Then and Now,” Keyboard, September 1, 2009.

				“a thing of unnatural beauty”: David Stubbs, “The King Is Dead; Long Live Everything Else,” in The Resistible Demise of Michael Jackson, p. 74.

				“Now me, I may bob”: Michel Martin, “Jackson Songwriter Remembers the King of Pop,” NPR, July 6, 2009.

				“It’s all about the chipmunks”: “Ann Powers and Other Pop Critics Remember Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’.”

				“The breakdown in ‘P.Y.T.’ ”: Rob Mitchum, review of Thriller 25th Anniversary Edition, Pitchfork, February 2008.

				“ ‘Lady’ shines for its classic simplicity”: “Ann Powers and Other Pop Critics Remember Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’.”

				“It’s an expression we use”: Rachel Aberdein-Quirie, “The Story Behind Michael Jackson’s ‘The Lady in My Life,’ ” YouTube video, 0:58, March 29, 2013. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=_3iDPxF0tmE.

				“Jackson’s closing minute-and-a-half”: Neal, review of Thriller 25th Anniversary Edition.

			

			
				CHAPTER 3: BAD (1987)

			

			
				“Jackson’s free-form language”: Davitt Sigerson, review of Bad, Rolling Stone, October 22, 1987.

				“Many observers find in the ascendancy”: Jay Cocks, “Why He’s a Thriller,” Time, March 19, 1984.

				“Michael’s concept of what really is bad”: J. Randy Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness (London: Pan Books, 2004), p. 447.

				
				“CNN for black people”: Stereo Williams, “Is Hip-Hop Still ‘CNN for Black People’?,” Daily Beast, March 24, 2015.

				“We are the Michael Jackson of now”: Ed Kiersh, “Beating the Rap,” Rolling Stone, December 4, 1986.

				“He’s the best man in the world”: Ibid.

				“My dear brothers, we have forty-six stars”: Quincy Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones (New York: Doubleday, 2001), p. 253.

				“I love working quickly”: Michael Jackson, Moonwalk (New York: Doubleday, 1988), p. 261.

				“I have never before or since experienced”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 258.

				“more than an unprecedented communal”: Stephen Holden, “The Pop Life; Artists Join in Famine Relief,” New York Times, February 27, 1985.

				“Anybody who wants to throw stones”: Jones, Q: The Autobiography of Quincy Jones, p. 258.

				“He’s not afraid to look into”: Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, p. 382.

				“Every night the kids would come”: Ibid.

				“The year 1985”: Gerri Hirshey, “The Sound of One Glove Clapping,” Rolling Stone, December 1985.

				“It’s a great paradox about Michael”: Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, p. 350.

				“It’s rhythm and timing”: Shmuley Boteach, The Michael Jackson Tapes (New York: Vanguard, 2009), pp. 144–46.

				“This is going to be my bible”: Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, p. 357.

				“arrest[ing] public attention”: James Cook, ed., The Colossal P.T. Barnum Reader (Champagne, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2005), p. 95.

				“It’s like I can tell the press”: Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, p. 360.

				“The Michael Jackson cacophony”: James Baldwin, “Freaks and the American Ideal of Manhood,” Playboy, January 1985.

				“Freaks are called freaks”: Ibid.

				“the most expensive publishing purchase”: Robert Hilburn, “The Long and Winding Road,” Los Angeles Times, September 22, 1985.

				
				“Well, it includes the Northern Songs”: Author interview, John Branca.

				“Michael told me, ‘Branca, you gotta’ ”: Ibid.

				“too pricey”: Ibid.

				“John, please let’s not bargain”: Ibid.

				“Jacko Macacco” was the name: Joseph Vogel, “How Michael Jackson Made ‘Bad,’ Atlantic, September 10, 2012.

				“In record time”: Quincy Troupe, “The Pressure to Beat It,” Spin, June 1987.

				“the most powerful backlash in”: Ibid.

				“I visited [his] remains [and] I feel”: Robert E. Johnson, “Michael Jackson Comes Back!,” Ebony, September 1987.

				“It’s too late, anyway”: Michael Goldberg and David Handelman, “Michael Jackson in Fantasyland,” Rolling Stone, September 24, 1987.

				“Like the old Indian proverb”: Michael Small, “Message from Michael,” People, October 12, 1987.

				“I can’t answer whether or not”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 270.

				“I like to experiment with different”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“That was the first song we worked”: Ibid.

				“Out here”: Ibid.

				“For the first time in my life”: Ibid.

				“In those days”: Ibid.

				“We helped develop a big step”: Ibid.

				“Michael was always searching for”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“We were just being as creative and innovative”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“It really opened up another realm”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“I just did what I wanted”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album,” Gearslutz, June 27, 2009.

				“I was an engineer when he”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“Bill was on staff there”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“My process”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“It’s just a different sensibility”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“There were a lot of things he wanted”: Ibid.

				“There were just frustrations”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“Michael was maturing and coming”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“a teenager leaving the nest”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“With ‘Liberian Girl’ ”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				
				“This can’t go on Victory”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“after three hours, I had taught”: Christopher Currell, “The Event Horizon—‘Synclavier, Music and Michael Jackson’—Part 1,” Headphone.guru, March 31, 2015.

				“grooves and various musical pieces”: Ibid.

				“Many times”: Ibid.

				“his sound library was in chaos”: Ibid.

				“The vision came from Michael”: Elias Leight, “How Michael Jackson’s Bad Scored a Staggering Five Number Ones,” Rolling Stone, August 31, 2017.

				“But it taught me something really”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“I said, ‘Michael, imagine—we get James Brown”: Ibid.

				“After a few weeks of working”: Currell, “The Event Horizon.”

				“John and I developed a strong”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“There were not a lot of people”: Leight, “How Michael Jackson’s Bad Scored a Staggering Five Number Ones.”

				“When you listen to this song”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“It was great, exciting stuff”: Ibid.

				“It has a special kind of significance”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“We weren’t just piling synths”: Ibid.

				“Tokyo was just kickass”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“Michael asked Quincy to come out”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“I believe Quincy viewed us as threats”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“So you’re the reason why no one was being called”: Currell, “The Event Horizon.”

				“What a great introduction to LA’s finest”: Ibid.

				“Michael was concerned that the ‘punch’ ”: Ibid.

				“[Quincy and I] disagreed on some things”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 263.

				“widest variety of soundfields”: Author interview, Bruce Swedien.

				“synth stacks filling up the entire large”: Author interview, Russ Ragsdale.

				“A lot of people are so used”: Johnson, “Michael Jackson Comes Back!”

				“sending long streams of cigar smoke”: Troupe, “The Pressure to Beat It.”

				“We tried our best to just treat Michael”: Author interview, Russ Ragsdale.

				“Michael would want to get out of the studio”: Ibid.

				“Michael thought it was a voodoo”: Author interview, John Branca.

				
				“It was a strange summit”: Troupe, “The Pressure to Beat It.”

				“Prince was like, ‘Oh, he wants to punk me’ ”: Keith Murphy, “Michael Jackson vs. Prince: An Oral History,” Vibe, June 25, 2010.

				“Well, you know, that Wesley Snipes”: History Chanel, “Prince Chris Rock Interview—Best Document 2016,” YouTube video, 22:46, May 29, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=nd97mAsvR0g.

				“It will be a big hit”: Joseph Vogel, “Prince and Michael Jackson: The Rivalry and the Revolution,” PopMatters, April 28, 2016.

				“Jackson had sixty-two songs written”: Goldberg and Handelman, “Michael Jackson in Fantasyland.”

				“I gotta be honest, I was never”: Bad 25, directed by Spike Lee (Optimum Productions, 2012), DVD.

				“I will not allow this album”: Ibid.

				“A perfectionist has to take”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 262.

				“Alone in the semidarkness, illuminated softly”: Troupe, “The Pressure to Beat It.”

				“You need a dramatic deadline”: Goldberg and Handelman, “Michael Jackson in Fantasyland.”

				“a state-of-the-art dance record”: Jay Cocks, “The Badder They Come,” Time, September 14, 1987.

				“Anybody who charges studio hackery”: Robert Christgau, review of Bad, Consumer Guide Reviews, October 1987.

				“Bad is not only a product but also”: Sigerson, review of Bad.

				“Jackson the singer can get bushwhacked”: Cocks, “The Badder They Come.”

				“The backlash has more to do with”: Guy D. Garcia, “People,” Time, February 29, 1988.

				“They also have lyrics that”: Jon Pareles, “How Good Is Jackson’s ‘Bad’?,” New York Times, September 3, 1987.

				“Many of the attacks”: Troupe, “The Pressure to Beat It.”

				“The word superstar”: Gregory Sandow, Los Angeles Herald Examiner, February 23, 1988.

				“some of the sharpest black pop”: “Michael Jackson,” Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, July 2009.

				“ ‘Bad’ needs no defense”: Sigerson, review of Bad.

				“hearing a very specific bass sound”: Currell, “The Event Horizon.”

				“Michael liked them”: Ibid.

				“Only Quincy would think”: Carl Lamarre, Gail Mitchell, Andrew Unterberger, and Tayklor Weatherby, “Michael Jackson’s Bad: Quincy Jones, Wesley Snipes & Other Collaborators Tell the Stories of the Album’s Five No. 1 Singles,” Billboard, August 31, 2017.

				
				“It’s a bold statement to make”: Johnson, “Michael Jackson Comes Back!”

				“It’s a really intense shuffle”: Jon Dolan, “Bigger, Tougher, Riskier,” Rolling Stone, July 2009.

				“I would hate to record Michael”: Bruce Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson (New York: Hal Leonard, 2009), p. 45.

				“I mean, Michael’s imagination is awesome”: Quincy Jones, Bad (special edition), Sony, 2001, compact disc. Originally released in 1987.

				“There is a great singer at work”: Cocks, “The Badder They Come.”

				“were so astonished to hear”: “Memory of Michael Jackson Uplifts Liberia,” Washington Times, July 2, 2009.

				“We used the Fairlight CMI”: Author interiew, John Barnes.

				“I mean, ‘Liberian Girl,’ who would”: Jones, Bad (special edition), Sony, 2001, compact disc.

				“one of my absolute favorites”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 45.

				“They used our original”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“dusky, tropical atmosphere, jazz shadings”: Richard Cromelin, “Pop Album Review: Michael Jackson Has a Good Thing in ‘Bad,’ ” Los Angeles Times, August 31, 1987.

				“The lead, and the big”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 45.

				“only mediocrity”: Sigerson, review of Bad.

				“the most ripping synth solo”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“heavy R&B riffer…[with] a timely”: Cromelin, “Pop Album Review: Michael Jackson Has a Good Thing in ‘Bad’.”

				“one of [his] most powerful”: Josh Tyrangiel, “Top Ten Michael Jackson Songs of All Time,” Time, June 26, 2009.

				“This, more than any other”: Paul Lester, “Michael Jackson’s Twenty Greatest Hits,” in The Resistible Demise of Michael Jackson, edited by Mark Fisher (Washington, DC: Zero Books, 2009), p. 33.

				“I said, ‘I’ve been writing for Michael’ ”: T. Cole Rachel, “Q&A: Super-Producer Glen Ballard on Jagged Little Pill, ‘Man in the Mirror,’ & His Other Classic Recordings,” Stereogum.com, September 29, 2015.

				
				“ ‘Baby, the song is great’ ”: Paul Zollo, “Siedah Garrett: Behind the Man in the Mirror—Working with Michael Jackson,” Bluerailroad, October 23, 2009.

				“I screamed!”: Ibid.

				“The next thing I know”: Rachel, “Q&A: Super-Producer Glen Ballard on Jagged Little Pill, ‘Man In The Mirror,’ & His Other Classic Recordings.”

				“The song was this really magical”: “Behind ‘Man in the Mirror’ with Glen Ballard,” Rolling Stone, July 24, 2009.

				“No one since Dylan”: Sigerson, review of Bad.

				“[The choir is] not coddling”: Armond White, Keep Moving: The Michael Jackson Chronicles (New York: Resistance Works, 2009), p. 92.

				“It is a remarkable dramatic performance”: Cocks, “The Badder They Come.”

				“He just killed it”: Rachel, “Q&A: Super-Producer Glen Ballard on Jagged Little Pill, ‘Man in the Mirror,’ & His Other Classic Recordings.”

				“Quincy said, ‘You got the tape’ ”: Paul Zollo, “Siedah Garrett: Behind the Man in the Mirror—Working with Michael Jackson.”

				“This is the first time I realized”: Ibid.

				“He has a real keen sense”: Ibid.

				“It almost sounded like a British”: Lamarre et al., “Michael Jackson’s Bad.”

				“That was another one of those”: Author interview, John Barnes.

				“My initial thing was”: Lamarre et al., “Michael Jackson’s Bad.”

				“We were just kind of getting to know”: Ibid.

				“There have been many cases where”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“It’s a song that remains”: Owen Gleiberman, “Michael Jackson: Why the Weirdness Was the Greatness,” Entertainment Weekly, July 21, 2009.

				“I worked hard on the song”: Jackson, Moonwalk, p. 270.

				“a batch of thick chords”: Jon Dolan, “King of Pan,” Rolling Stone, July 2009.

			

			
				
				CHAPTER 4: DANGEROUS (1991)

			

			
				“greasy Caucasian youths in ripped jeans”: Rick Marin, “Grunge: A Success Story,” New York Times, November 15, 1992.

				“[Our rise] was so fast”: David Fricke, “Kurt Cobain: Success Doesn’t Suck,” Rolling Stone, January 27, 1994.

				“I definitely feel closer to the feminine side”: Michael Azerrad, Rolling Stone, April 16, 1992.

				“I always tell her my favorite song”: Marcosff26start go, “Michael Jackson private home movies, YouTube video, 1:15:56, November 3, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=uaBZVFiAQkE.

				“Three words in one capsule”: Robert Doerschuk, “Interview with Teddy Riley About Michael Jackson and Guy,” Keyboard, February 1992.

				“Classic rap assaults your guts”: Ibid.

				“I actually played piano at Universal”: “Teddy Riley Runs Down His Entire Catalogue,” Vibe, March 14, 2012.

				“[He] has so many things happening”: Barry Michael Cooper, “Teddy Riley’s New Jack Swing: Harlem Gangsters Raise a Genius,” Village Voice, October 18, 1987.

				“It was hard for me to believe”: Katherine Jackson and Richard Wiseman, My Family, the Jacksons (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1990), p. 189.

				“I sat with him for hours”: Deepak Chopra, “A Tribute to My Friend, Michael Jackson,” HuffPost, July 26, 2009.

				“dirty burlesque dancing”: Shmuley Boteach, The Michael Jackson Tapes (New York: Vanguard, 2009), p. 105.

				“When I did certain things”: Ibid., p. 148.

				“I have chosen to break and be free”: Michael Jackson, Dancing the Dream (New York: Doubleday, 1992), p. 146.

				“It’s strange that God doesn’t mind”: Ibid., p. 69.

				“When the real music comes”: Photo from Matt Forger.

				“With Michael”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“Michael was not angry”: “Brad Buxer Interview,” Black & White, November/December 2009.

				“Michael was inspired by touring”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“Michael was always prepared”: Richard Buskin, “Classic Tracks: Michael Jackson ‘Black or White,’ ” Sound on Sound, August 2004.

				“The ‘producer’ role is something”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“As opposed to some of”: Buskin, “Classic Tracks: Michael Jackson ‘Black or White.’ ”

				
				“Most of the time while I worked”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“I didn’t own an Emulator”: Ibid.

				“It was pretty unbelievable really”: “Brad Buxer Interview.”

				“He has an entire record”: Buskin, “Classic Tracks: Michael Jackson ‘Black or White.’ ”

				“his recording crews separated”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“I appreciate both approaches”: Brad Sundberg, “In the Studio with Michael Jackson,” Facebook, June 17, 2018. https://www.facebook.com/​inthestudiowithmj/​posts/​give-in-to-methe-dangerous-project-had-three-production-teams-bruce-bill-and-ted/​941360452704516/.

				“We had been experimenting with”: Bruce Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson (New York: Hal Leonard, 2009), p. 49.

				“When we began working”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album,” Gearslutz, June 27, 2009.

				“Michael Jackson, even though he might”: Fab 5 Freddy, “New Again: L.L. Cool J,” Interview, December 3, 2013.

				“Working with Michael”: Supertictac811, “LL Cool J Talks About Working with Michael Jackson,” YouTube, September 28, 2010. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=y0PTgDTql9E.

				“When we did do vocals”: Bryan Loren, “Michael and Me,” Myspace, July 13, 2009.

				“He did not want to do this”: Ibid.

				“it was not [record the vocal] once”: Joe Levy, “Bringing Michael Jackson Back: The Inside Story of ‘Xscape,’ ” Billboard, May 5, 2014.

				“Michael loved finding new sounds”: “Brad Buxer Interview.”

				“There was more pressure”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley,” MusicRadar, July 3, 2009.

				“He started scatting and beatboxing”: The Official Michael Jackson Opus, edited by Jordan Sommers and Justyn Barnes (Guernsey: Opus Media Group, 2009), p. 142.

				“I didn’t check out until”: Ibid.

				“Our first day at the studio”: “When Heaven Can Wait: Teddy Riley Remembers Michael Jackson,” Hip-Hop Wired, July 8, 2009.

				“We didn’t want to sound”: Doerschuk, “Interview with Teddy Riley About Michael Jackson and Guy.”

				“I learned from Michael”: “Teddy Riley and Michael Jackson,” MOJO, April 2011.

				
				“I was using a lot of vintage”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley.”

				“ ‘You know what I’d like to have’ ”: Doerschuk, “Interview with Teddy Riley About Michael Jackson and Guy.”

				“When we dropped the bass”: Ibid.

				“Working with Michael was like”: “Teddy Riley Runs Down His Entire Catalogue.”

				“Teddy was very professional”: Michael Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop,’ ” Rolling Stone, January 9, 1992.

				“I told Michael”: Doerschuk, “Interview with Teddy Riley About Michael Jackson and Guy.”

				“He always pushed me”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley.”

				“Michael likes to listen”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				“I have this whole vision”: Don Shewey, “Madonna: The Saint, the Slut, the Sensation,” Advocate, May 7, 1991.

				“He wanted to get to know”: James Dinh, “Madonna Opens Up About Michael Jackson,” MTV, October 20, 2009.

				“started writing words and getting”: “Remembering the Michael Jackson and Madonna Duet That Almost Happened,” Genius, December 1, 2016.

				“He’s a fucking brilliant entertainer”: Omoronke Idowu et al., “Michael & Me,” Vibe, June/July 1995.

				“I get a basic”: Ibid.

				“He’s very shrewd”: Ibid.

				“In a thriller of a deal”: Alan Citron and Chuck Philips, “Michael Jackson Agrees to Huge Contract with Sony,” Los Angeles Times, March 21, 1991.

				“When the deadline came”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				“I felt confident ‘Remember the Time’ ”: The Official Michael Jackson Opus, p. 142.

				“We’d drive to the studio”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				“I’m never satisfied with anything”: Michael Jackson, interview by Oprah Winfrey, The Oprah Winfrey Show, ABC, February 10, 1993.

				“The last three days of the project”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				
				“ ‘We bumped the pumpkin’ ”: Ibid.

				“ ‘Thriller,’ Can Michael Jackson Beat It?”: Richard W. Stevenson, “ ‘Thriller,’ Can Michael Jackson Beat It?,” New York Times, November 10, 1991.

				“That is the challenge Jackson is up against”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				“This is the situation”: Jackson, interview by Oprah Winfrey.

				“I got so sick of that”: Lynn Norment, “Grown-Up Janet Jackson,” Ebony, September 1993.

				“Michael Jackson’s Video Nightmare”: David Browne, Michael Jackson’s Video Nightmare,” Entertainment Weekly, November 29, 1991.

				“the most significant personal gesture”: Armond White, Keep Moving: The Michael Jackson Chronicles (New York: Resistance Works, 2009), p. 30.

				“sleeve so symbol-laden”: Mat Snow, “Michael Jackson: Dangerous: Hip-hop and Gospel, Slash and God, Sublime and Ridiculous,” Q, January 1992.

				“It was by far my most”: Mohammad Osman, “Dangerous,” Art of Design, November 24, 2018.

				In addition to Bosch’s painting: Ibid.

				an African girl: Ibid.

				“loping, melodic electro-groove patented”: Mark Coleman, “Dangerous Liaisons,” Us Weekly, January 1992.

				“a much sharper, harder, riskier”: Stephen Thomas Erlewine, review of Dangerous, AllMusic, November 1991.

				“triumph…that doesn’t hide from”: Alan Light, review of Dangerous, Rolling Stone, November 1991.

				“On Dangerous”: David Browne, review of Dangerous, Entertainment Weekly, November 29, 1991.

				“least confident album since”: Jon Pareles, “Michael Jackson in the Electronic Wilderness,” New York Times, November 24, 1991.

				“In all the swooning at”: Ben Beaumont-Thomas, “Dangerous Was Michael Jackson’s True Career High,” Guardian, July 6, 2009.

				“baroque,” “noisy,” and “excessive on every level”: Susan Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3 (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), p. 11.

				
				“offers Jackson on a threshold”: Ibid.

				“It was just a stripped”: Doerschuk, “Interview with Teddy Riley About Michael Jackson and Guy.”

				“ ‘Jam’ got bigger and bigger”: Sundberg, “In the Studio with Michael Jackson,” Facebook, June 17, 2018.

				“Why, Jackson asks, focus on”: Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3, p. 27.

				“I couldn’t believe it. I was floored”: “Profiles: Bernard Belle,” NJS4E, accessed July 1, 2018.

				“By keeping the beat straight-ahead”: Doerschuk, “Interview with Teddy Riley About Michael Jackson and Guy.”

				“It’s the kind of song that made”: Pareles, “Michael Jackson in the Electronic Wilderness.”

				“We used a variety of drum”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley.”

				“of the way it’s heard within”: Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3, p. 51.

				“a kind of peak in the principle”: Ibid., p. 23.

				“If there’s nothing new happening”: Chuck Eddy, “Sounds of Breaking Glass,” Village Voice, December 17, 1991.

				“Even the bass is a car”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley.”

				“I thought I was going”: “Teddy Riley Runs Down His Entire Catalogue.”

				“[He] was testing me to see”: Ibid.

				“[He] sang the first chorus”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“One of the biggest things”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley.”

				“bringing back Michael to his R&B”: “Teddy Riley Runs Down His Entire Catalogue.”

				“of the James Brown sound”: “Michael Jackson: Recording Dangerous with Teddy Riley.”

				“nonstop, nonlinear barrage of bopgun”: Eddy, “Sounds of Breaking Glass.”

				“fiendishly intricate, loaded with scratching”: Beaumont-Thomas, “Dangerous Was Michael Jackson’s True Career High.”

				“When you’ve come through”: Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3, p. 76.

				“Michael then started singing”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				
				“We worked on it perhaps”: Brad Sundberg, “In the Studio with Michael Jackson,” Facebook, November 15, 2015. https://www.facebook.com/​inthestudiowithmj/​posts/​give-in-to-methe-dangerous-project-had-three-production-teams-bruce-bill-and-ted/​941360452704516/.

				“This is when I learned”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“I called up every parent”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“As soon as we got to Westlake”: Buskin, “Classic Tracks: Michael Jackson ‘Black or White.’ ”

				“put down this big, slamming”: Ibid.

				“The guy’s an absolute natural”: Ibid.

				“For my part”: Ibid.

				“The process is creating a vocal”: “Michael Jackson Simulchat,” MTV, August 17, 1995.

				“Michael wrote the song”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“because by then it sounded”: Ibid.

				“He really wanted the bass”: Ibid.

				“in the realm of the Christian”: Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3, p. 111.

				“There was almost no”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“The long ending was all”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“[‘Give in to Me’] was like”: Ibid.

				“A lot of magic is created”: Audio clip from Brad Sundberg.

				“I should have left it”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“He sent me a tape”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				“Michael Jackson was often”: Alan Keyes, “Michael Jackson: The Essential Playlist,” Rolling Stone, June 27, 2009.

				“one of the best efforts”: John Kays, “Michael Jackson’s Dangerous Stands as One of His Best Albums,” News Blaze, July 5, 2009.

				“He was brilliant with that stuff”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“By this time he was getting”: Ibid.

				“He loved it and then”: Ibid.

				“It was modeled after”: Ibid.

				“It is exactly the same pattern”: Ibid.

				“one of the most beautiful songs”: Ibid.

				“So much for the charge”: Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3, p. 120.

				“The music of Negro religion”: W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Cosimo, 2007), p. 116.

				
				“The lyrics are like a proper”: Kays, “Michael Jackson’s Dangerous Stands as One of His Best Albums.”

				“Sitting at a piano and having”: Glen Ballard, “Michael Jackson Remembered: Glen Ballard on Making ‘Man in the Mirror,’ ” July 9, 2009.

				“crying his eyes out”: Goldberg, “Michael Jackson: The Making of ‘The King of Pop.’ ”

				“We’re not going home”: Ibid.

				“Certain singers carry with them”: Joseph Vogel, “ ‘Gone Too Soon’: The Many Lives of Michael Jackson’s Elegy,” Atlantic, June 25, 2012.

				“It’s yours when you”: Author interview, Buz Kohan.

				“Those trips to California”: Vogel, “ ‘Gone Too Soon’: The Many Lives of Michael Jackson’s Elegy.”

				“One can never choose to forget”: Jason King, “Michael Jackson: More Than Black and White,” The New Black Magazine, July 7, 2009.

				“To me, it wasn’t contemporary”: Crystal Cartier v. Michael Jackson, 59 F. 3d 1046 (10th Cir. 1995), Music Copyright Infringement Resource, February 16, 1994.

				“When Michael suggested Teddy”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS album.”

				“a retreat from reality”: Fast, Dangerous 33 1/3, p. 128.

				“Jackson’s hard exhalations”: Ibid., p. 127.

			

			
				CHAPTER 5: HISTORY (1995)

			

			
				“a musical book”: Michael Jackson, Simulchat, MTV, August 17, 1995.

				“He’s wounded as a commercial”: Robert Hillburn, “Few Pillars, No ‘Thrillers’: Twenty-five Music Executives Rank Pop’s Commercial Powerhouses,” Los Angeles Times, October 22, 1995.

				“I would never say never”: Ibid.

				became increasingly upset: Mary Fischer, “Was Michael Jackson Framed?,” GQ, October 1994.

				“I had a good communication”: Taped phone conversations between Evan Chandler and David Schwartz on July 8, 1993, quoted in Fischer, “Was Michael Jackson Framed?”

				“whole thing was baloney”: Ibid.

				
				“It’s already set”: Ibid.

				“And if I go through with this”: Ibid.

				“Does that help Jordie?”: Ibid.

				“I turned on CBS This Morning”: “HIStory vs. EVANstory: The 1993 Allegations Part 2,” Vindicating Michael, April 20, 2011.

				“conduct a fair and thorough”: “Family and Fans Support Michael Jackson in Child Abuse Investigation,” Jet, September 13, 1993.

				“Competition among news organizations”: Mary Fisher, “Was Michael Jackson Framed?,” GQ, October 1994.

				“People who think Michael’s”: Ian Halperin, Unmasked: The Final Years of Michael Jackson (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2009), p. 107.

				“a frenzy of hype”: Fischer, “Was Michael Jackson Framed?”.

				“Nothing in the world”: Elizabeth Taylor, interview by Diane Sawyer, “Interview with Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley,” Primetime, ABC, June 14, 1995.

				“I’m just very, very…sad”: J. Randy Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, (London: Pan Books, 2004), p. 504.

				“As I left on this tour”: “Michael Jackson Ends World Tour, Blames Addiction to Painkillers,” Jet, November 29, 1993.

				“Imagine having someone going”: Taraborrelli, Michael Jackson: The Magic and the Madness, p. 501.

				“to submit to a dehumanizing”: Richard Harrington, “Michael Jackson: ‘I Am Innocent,’ ” Washington Post, December 23, 1993.

				Its three-hundred-page file: Federal Bureau of Investigation, “FBI Records: The Vault: Michael Jackson,” November 30, 2010, https://vault.fbi.gov/​Michael%20Jackson; Charles Thomson, “FBI Files Support Jackson’s Innocence; Media Reports Otherwise,” CharlesThomsonJournalist.blogspot.com, January 2, 2010.

				“I could never harm”: Sawyer, “Interview with Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley.”

				“I never thought that Michael’s thing”: Carrie Fisher, Shockaholic (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012), p. 64.

				“They had a very weak case”: Fischer, “Was Michael Jackson Framed?”

				“I talked to my lawyers”: Sawyer, “Interview with Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley.”

				“You have to have that”: Edna Gunderson, “Michael in the Mirror,” USA Today, December 14, 2001.

				
				“In truth, I really didn’t want”: Michael Jackson: The Solo Years (London: Authors Online, 2003), p. 132.

				“I was on tour”: Robert E. Johnson, “Michael Tells ‘Where I Met Lisa Marie and How I Proposed,’ ” Ebony, October 1994.

				“The brilliant thing about us”: Ibid.

				“We fell in love”: Lisa Marie Presley, interview by Oprah Winfrey, The Oprah Winfrey Show, ABC, February 10, 1993.

				“flowers, calls, candies, you”: “Elvis’ Girl,” Rolling Stone, April 2003.

				“Our relationship was not ‘a sham’ ”: Lisa Marie Presley, “Lisa Marie Presley Reflects on Michael Jackson’s Death,” Oprah.com, October 21, 2010.

				“He lived and breathed”: Steve Knopper, MJ: The Genius of Michael Jackson (New York: Scribner, 2015), p. 229.

				“who was truly original”: Bruce Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson (New York: Hal Leonard, 2009), p. 55.

				“I’ll never forget the first”: Ibid, p. 63.

				“a library of sounds”: Ibid.

				“They were so nice to me”: Mike Smallcombe, Making Michael: Inside the Career of Michael Jackson (London: Clink Street, 2016), p. 221.

				“They acted like two kids”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album,” Gearslutz, June 27, 2009.

				“How do you know”: The Official Michael Jackson Opus (Guernsey: Opus Media Group, 2009), p. 132.

				“He’d listen to each track”: Ibid.

				“It was amazing”: Ibid.

				“Janet is a little more”: Robert Seidenberg, “Jimmy Jam’s Work on ‘HIStory,’ ” Entertainment Weekly, June 23, 1995.

				“They were reminiscing about”: Jon Bream, “Jackson’s New Jam,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, June 18, 1994.

				“He was a perfectionist”: Amarudontv, “Terry Lewis Interview—‘Working in the Studio with Michael Jackson’ (Amaru Don TV),” YouTube, December 22, 2011. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=X8LM9558Sug.

				“Michael asked me to bring”: The Official Michael Jackson Opus, p. 132.

				“The better I got to know”: David Foster, Hitman: Forty Years Making Music, Topping Charts, and Winning Grammys (New York: Pocket Books, 2008), p. 133.

				“I know that he and Lisa”: “David Foster Talks About Lisa Marie and Michael Jackson,” Back in Memphis, January 10, 2011.

				
				“He actually worked”: Foster, Hitman, p. 133.

				“I think very few people”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“He’s the only person”: “Michael Jackson Remembered: Wyclef Jean on the Man Who Left Him Speechless,” Rolling Stone, July 9, 2009.

				“Michael’s the most intense person”: “Michael & Me,” Vibe, June/July 1995.

				“Working with Michael is a different”: Ibid.

				“Later that night, while mixing”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“Sometimes we’d look up”: “Interview with Jimmy Jam,” Black & White, October 1999.

				“ ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think’ ”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“This was no small undertaking”: Ibid.

				“No applause, no comment”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 56.

				“It’s now common for albums”: Author interview, John Branca.

				“The clip doesn’t just”: Chris Willman, “Michael’s Back, and He’s Big…Really Big,” Los Angeles Times, June 5, 1995.

				“nothing to do with politics”: Sawyer, “Interview with Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley.”

				“a monumental achievement of ego”: Stephen Thomas Erlewine, review of HIStory: Past, Present, and Future, Book I,” AllMusic, June 1995.

				“His rage keeps ripping through”: Jon Pareles, “Michael Jackson Is Angry, Understand?” New York Times, June 18, 1995.

				“HIStory’s ultimate goal”: James Hunter, review of HIStory: Past, Present, and Future, Book I,” Rolling Stone, June 1995.

				“It’s insipid”: Armond White, Keep Moving: The Michael Jackson Chronicles (New York: Resistance Works, 2009), p. 64.

				“I don’t know that many people”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“vast musical resources”: Daniel Sweeney, “An Incredible New Sound for Engineers,” ASC, June 1995.

				“The music comes on”: Mike Smallcombe, “Interview with Michael Jackson’s HIStory producer Jimmy Jam,” Making Michael, June 16, 2016.

				
				“The two of them singing”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“I was in the room when”: Author interview, Rob Hoffman.

				“profane, obscure, angry, and filled”: Bernard Weinraub, “In New Lyrics, Jackson Uses Slurs,” New York Times, June 15, 1995.

				“The idea that these lyrics”: White, Keep Moving, p. 55.

				“deeply disturbing’ ”: Steve Hochman, “Jewish Leaders Call Jackson Lyrics Anti-Semitic,” Los Angeles Times, June 16, 1995.

				“There has been a lot of”: Jerry Crowe, “Jackson Promises Disclaimer in Future ‘HIStory’ Albums,” Los Angeles Times, June 17, 1995.

				“[Jackson] gives the lie”: Pareles, “Michael Jackson Is Angry, Understand?”

				“Michael Jackson is a much greater artist”: Cynthia Fuchs, ed., Spike Lee: Interviews (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2002), p. 152.

				“[In the early stages the song] was”: Author interview, Rob Hoffman.

				“The bridge section consisted”: Ibid.

				“finest track since ‘Billie Jean’ ”: White, Keep Moving, p. 61.

				“ethereal and stirring description”: Tom Molloy, “Michael Jackson Seemingly Gives His Side of Story on Decade-old Album,” Associated Press, May 23, 2005.

				“It fell into my lap”: Michael Jackson: For the Record (London: Authors Online, 2009), pp. 234–35.

				“No, no, I want to just work”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“I played him a verse”: Ibid.

				“Just like with poetry”: Ibid.

				“I was the tape op for the recording”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“The word pictures he paints”: Jonathon Conda, “A Stranger in Moscow,” Couch Sessions, June 30, 2009.

				“[They] were perfect. The pain”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“Michael was the biggest kid”: “Michael Jackson Remembered: The Tributes,” Rolling Stone, June 25, 2014.

				“That’s when I was like”: “Dallas Austin on Michael Jackson’s Lesser-Known Work: His Paintings,” Rolling Stone, August 21, 2009.

				“He was quite an imposing”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“[When] Michael came in”: Ibid.

				“We popped it up on”: Ibid.

				
				“I was in…a hotel”: Joseph Vogel, Earth Song: Michael Jackson and the Art of Compassion (Boston: CreateSpace, 2017), p. 25.

				“It became quite the obsession”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“an ominous sound, the beginning”: Author interview, George del Barrio.

				“very modern, very avant-garde”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“That’s what gave it”: Author Interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“It’s this very heroic”: Ibid.

				“The real drums just move”: Vogel, Earth Song, p. 36.

				“We gave them a tape”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“It crossed formats”: Author interview, Matt Forger.

				“We talked about John Lennon”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“I think Earth feels”: Alex Pasternack, “Was Michael Jackson the World’s Biggest Environmentalist?,” Treehugger.com, June 26, 2009.

				“I’m still very proud”: Author interview, Bill Bottrell.

				“open up people’s consciousness”: Bryan Monroe, “Q&A: Michael Jackson in His Own Words,” Ebony, December 2007.

				“I have not, shall we say”: Steve Chawkins, “Tom Sneddon Dies at 73; D.A. Best Known for Prosecuting Michael Jackson,” Los Angeles Times, November 2, 2014.

				“That was one of the”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“He was a good friend”: “Nile Rodgers Owes Career to Michael Jackson,” Celebretainment, June 15, 2018.

				Vanderbilt, Morgan, Trump, Rockefeller: “What Does He Say in ‘Money’?” MJJCommunity.com, April 19, 2009.

				“It turns out that he’s the nicest person”: Michael Jackson: The Legend Continues (Motown Video, 1989), VHS.

				“We will always remember you”: @YokoOno, Yoko Ono, Twitter, 2:16 p.m., July 7, 2009.

				“I just went in and in one”: Crystal Cartier v. Michael Jackson, 59 F. 3d 1046 (10th Cir. 1995), Music Copyright Infringement Resource, February 16, 1994.

				“It pitches a stream”: Ian MacDonald, A Revolution in the Head: The Beatles Records and the Sixties (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2005), pp. 358–59.

				
				“a call to unchain the”: Ibid.

				“If you really want to know”: Michael Jackson, interview by Ed Bradley, 60 Minutes, CBS, December 28, 2003.

				“Our personal history begins”: Michael Jackson: For the Record, p. 54.

				“a blend of rampaging ego”: Hunter, review of HIStory: Past, Present, and Future, Book I.

				“We were gonna call it”: Robert Seidenberg, “Jimmy Jam’s Work on ‘HIStory,’ ” Entertainment Weekly, June 23, 1995.

				“used as a trigger on a gated”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album.”

				“If you listen to the bridge”: Ibid.

				“What it’s doing on an album”: Hunter, review of HIStory: Past, Present, and Future, Book I.

				“If he ever decides”: Anthony Wynn, review of HIStory: Past, Present, and Future, Book I, Amazon, October 13, 2002.

				Jackson was inspired by Thomas Hood’s: R. J., “Little Susie,” Michael Jackson Beat, June 5, 2008.

				“Take her up tenderly”: Thomas Hood, “The Bridge of Sighs,” Bartleby.com. Originally published in The Oxford Book of English Verse: 1250–1900, edited by Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1900).

				“extremely beautiful, fragile, and totally”: “Michael Jackson Meets with Helnwein in Germany,” Helnwein.com, January 1, 1988.

				“I just love him to death”: Bob Colacello and Andy Warhol, “Michael Jackson,” Interview, October 1982. Republished August 31, 2011.

				“How could you not admire”: “Michael Jackson’s Private Home Movies,” FOX, April 24, 2003.

				“rehearsed a bit without vocals”: Author interview, Rob Hoffman.

				“I think I’ve worked with”: “Interview with Jeremy Lubbock,” Black & White, October 1999.

				“During the recording”: Swedien, In the Studio with Michael Jackson, p. 58.

				“a dramatic tour de force”: Pareles, “Michael Jackson Is Angry, Understand?”

			

			
				CHAPTER 6: BLOOD ON THE DANCE FLOOR (1997)

			

			
				“The least I can say”: “Interview with Michael Jackson,” Black & White, 1997.

				
				“revealing record”: review of Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix, Rolling Stone, April 1997.

				“His singing on the first five”: Armond White, Keep Moving: The Michael Jackson Chronicles (New York: Resistance Works, 2009), pp. 84–86.

				“There is real pain and pathos”: Neil Strauss, review of Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix, New York Times, May 20, 1997.

				“I thought I’d be a clever”: “Post Here If You Worked on Michael Jackson’s DANGEROUS Album,” Gearslutz, June 27, 2009.

				“He knew nothing about”: Author interview, Teddy Riley.

				“It was like he prophesied”: Ibid.

				“I remember he came”: Ibid.

				“It wasn’t quite finished”: Ibid.

				“We took Teddy’s DAT”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“I wished I could’ve been”: Author interview, Teddy Riley.

				“moment of absolute genius”: Adam Gilham, review of Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix, Sputnik Music, November 28, 2006.

				“Michael knew exactly what”: “Brad Buxer Interview,” Black & White, November/December 2009.

				“The history of American entertainment”: David Yuan, “The Celebrity Freak: Michael Jackson’s Grotesque Glory,” in Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body, edited by Rosemary Garland Thompson (New York: New York University Press, 1996), p. 372.

				“like the elephant man”: Strauss, review of Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix.

			

			
				CHAPTER 7: INVINCIBLE (2001)

			

			
				“I got a call from friends”: Karen R. Good, “Black Skin, White Mask,” Vibe, March 2002.

				“I’m not one to sit back”: Andrew Dansby and Jenny Eliscu, “Jackson Song to Aid 9/11 Victims,” Rolling Stone, September 17, 2001.

				“I want the whole world”: Ibid.

				“We discussed the concept of giving”: “Africa: Michael Jackson and Nelson Mandela,” Thoughts of Michael J. Jackson, August 12, 2011.

				“I believe in my heart”: “Shining Stars,” Entertainment Weekly, September 19, 2001.

				“The Internet”: Brian Hiatt and Evan Serpick, “The Record Industry’s Decline,” Rolling Stone, July 2007.

				
				“a general return—post-grunge”: Jon Pareles, “When Pop Becomes the Toy of Teeny Boppers,” New York Times, July 11, 1999.

				“I don’t know”: “The Once and Future King,” TV Guide, December 1999.

				“I don’t think so ’cause the press”: Ibid.

				“I think it’s going to be”: “Michael Jackson Interview,” MTV, December 1999.

				“Words can’t describe how”: Joyce Chen, “Everything That Michael Jackson Said About His Kids, Paris, Prince Michael and Blanket Jackson,” Us Weekly, January 26, 2017.

				“I just want to say”: “Paris Jackson Emerges as Surprise Voice of Memorial,” CNN, July 8, 2009.

				“Nobody but my brothers”: Brian Hiatt, “Paris Jackson: Life After Neverland,” Rolling Stone, January 24, 2007.

				“It’s the most amazing track”: Michael Jackson Fan Club, News Archives, February 26, 1999.

				“It was one of the most amazing”: “Music Bosses Launch Investigation over Jackson/Kravitz Song Leak,” Express, January 5, 2010.

				“We worked beautifully together”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“He was the best dad”: “The Once and Future King.”

				“It was pretty scary”: “Dr. Freeze on Michael Jackson,” Michael Jackson Beat, February 4, 2011.

				“I did not give him”: Ibid.

				“I’m not certain if it was”: C. J. deVillar, “Working with Michael Jackson and Playing Bass on ‘A Place with No Name’,” songworx.com, August 2009.

				“musical explorations”: Ibid.

				“I’ve always heard people”: Damien Shields, Xscape Origins: The Songs & Stories Michael Jackson Left Behind (Sydney: Modegy, 2018), p. 124.

				“He changed my whole perception”: Rodney Jerkins, interview by Don Lemon, CNN, June 29, 2009.

				“Michael said, ‘Go out in’ ”: Ibid.

				“he went crazy”: Author interview, Rodney Jerkins.

				“I have an album coming”: Michael Jackson, interview by Piers Morgan, Daily Mirror, April 13, 1999.

				“He’ll be in, like, ten different”: Michael Jackson Fan Club, News Archives, February 1999.

				
				“some of the best music”: Ibid.

				“Physically, touring takes a lot”: Edna Gundersen, “Michael in the Mirror,” USA Today, December 14, 2001.

				“He was surrounded by enablers”: Deepak Chopra, “A Tribute to My Friend, Michael Jackson,” HuffPost, July 26, 2009.

				“I wish I could never”: Shmuley Boteach, The Michael Jackson Tapes (New York: Vanguard, 2009), p. 85.

				“He is the best”: Michael Jackson Fan Club, News Archives, February 1999.

				“He was like, ‘Let’s start’ ”: Jermaine Hall, “Rodney Jerkins  Talks MJ’s Last Studio Album, Invincible,” Vibe, September 5, 2009.

				“I pushed Rodney”: Anthony DeCurtis, Online Audio Chat, http://www.mjtranslate.com/en/interviews/116, October 26, 2001.

				“He was a little scared”: Elianne Halbersberg, “Rodney Jerkins: A Rare Interview with the Hit-making Producer,” Mix, December 1, 2004.

				“He was so hands on”: Hall, “Rodney Jerkins Talks MJ’s Last Studio Album, Invincible.”

				“Michael built this studio”: “Teddy Riley Runs Down His Entire Catalogue,” Vibe, March 14, 2012.

				“Those songs should have”: Nitsuh Abebe, “Pharrell Williams on Surprise Hits, Daft Punk, and Watching Michael Jackson Laugh,” Vulture, June 6, 2013.

				“ ‘This will be the end’ ”: “Teddy Riley Runs Down His Entire Catalogue.”

				“It was glorious”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“with Invincible”: Ibid.

				“There were some songs”: Steve Knopper, MJ: The Genius of Michael Jackson (New York: Scribner, 2015), p. 262.

				“Of all my albums”: DeCurtis, Online Audio Chat.

				“In my head, it is completed”: Gundersen, “Michael in the Mirror.”

				“I’m never happy with”: Ibid.

				“I never think about”: Ibid.

				“Invincible is just as good”: Ibid.

				“All I can tell you”: Michael Jackson Fan Club, News Archives, February 1999.

				“It’s wonderful and amazing”: Roger Friedman, “Michael Jackson Presents the ‘Invincible’ Album, Record Execs Go Crazy,” FOX411, Fox News, June 15, 2001.

				
				“Certainly, if a commercial”: Craig Halstead and Chris Cadman, Michael Jackson: The Solo Years (London: Legend, 2003), p. 195.

				“I think that it just shows”: Nekesa Mumbi Moody, “Personalities: Imitation Is Flattery, but Album Is Jackson’s Real Test,” Associated Press, September 7, 2001.

				“The nearest we have”: Michael Jackson Fan Club, News Archives, February 1999.

				According to Wired, CD sales: Charles C. Mann, “The Year the Music Dies,” Wired, February 1, 2003.

				The early 2000s, by contrast: David Goldman, “Music’s Lost Decade: Sales Cut in Half,” CNN, February 3, 2010.

				“Not physical threats”: Roger Friedman, “Jacko May Claim Threats by Motolla,” FOX411, Fox News, July 12, 2002.

				“I use the present tense”: Robert Christgau, review of Invincible, Consumer Guide Reviews, October 2001.

				“sparkly, post-hip-hop”: Stephen Thomas Erlewine, “Invincible,” AllMusic, October 2001.

				“ ‘Unbreakable’ is so striking”: Robert Hilburn, “Michael Jackson’s Invincible,” Los Angeles Times, October 28, 2001.

				“I’ve been through hell”: DeCurtis, Online Audio Chat.

				“It was my idea to put”: Regina Jones, “V Vintage: Michael Jackson 2001 Interview,” Vibe, August 29, 2012. Originally published March 2002.

				According to Jerkins, Jackson wanted: Author interview, Rodney Jerkins.

				“When you play his new”: Brian Hiatt, “Michael Jackson Nearing Completion of New LP,” MTV, December 21, 2000.

				“multi-tracked marvel”: Jon Pareles, “To Regain Glory, the New Michael Imitates the Old,” New York Times, October 28, 2001.

				“He and Rodney Jerkins”: Frank Cogan, “The Man in the Distance,” Village Voice, November 27, 2001.

				“A lot of sounds on the album”: DeCurtis, Online Audio Chat.

				“His singing is sassy”: Hilburn, “Michael Jackson’s Invincible.”

				“a beautiful, strolling”: Jones, “V Vintage: Michael Jackson 2001 Interview,” Vibe, August 29, 2012. Originally published March 2002.

				“Rarely since Thriller has the performer”: Sal Cinquemani, review of Invincible, Slant, October 29, 2001.

				
				“[That] song was his baby”: “Dr. Freeze on Michael Jackson,” Michael Jackson Beat, February 4, 2011.

				“it was the first time”: Ibid.

				“one of Jackson’s best vocal”: Mark Anthony Neal, “The Return of the Scarecrow,” Seeingblack.com, December 21, 2001.

				“When I did that song”: “When Heaven Can Wait: Teddy Riley Remembers Michael Jackson,” Hip Hop Wired, July 8, 2009.

				“It’s like Michael back”: “Rodney Jerkins Talks About You Rock My World…Michael’s Latest,” popdirt.com, August 28, 2001.

				“least forced, most seamless”: David Browne, review of “You Rock My World,” Entertainment Weekly, September 3, 2001.

				“recall[ed] the singer’s work”: James Hunter, review of Invincible, Rolling Stone, December 6, 2001.

				“He had Rodney just play”: LaShawn Daniels, Kempire Radio, November 11, 2012.

				“I called them interludes”: Author interview, Rodney Jerkins.

				“I first recorded ‘Butterflies’ ”: Gerrick Kennedy, “Marsha Ambrosius Breaks Down Her Biggest Hits,” Los Angeles Times, June 27, 2014.

				“This really light voice comes”: “Floetry Biography,” Universal Music Publishing Group Spotlight, 2009.

				“My heart is literally beating”: M. Gosho Oakes, “Michael Jackson by Marsha Ambrosius,” SoulCulture, June 25, 2010.

				“It was incredible”: Billy Johnson Jr., “Songwriter Gets the Butterflies,” Yahoo, November 15, 2001.

				“It is not too overstated”: Neal, “The Return of the Scarecrow.”

				“It would have opened”: Steven Ivory, “Michael Jackson Leaves Behind Hits Both Large and Small,” NPR, July 1, 2009.

				“Getting the opportunity to work with”: Georgette Cline, “Marsha Ambrosius Remembers Michael Jackson,” Rap-Up, February 4, 2011.

				“There are these two sweet”: DeCurtis, Online Audio Chat.

				“I got a call at four thirty”: Author interview, Brad Buxer.

				“He wanted it to be this”: Ibid.

				“more sap than a syrup”: Dan Browne, review of Invincible, Entertainment Weekly, November 5, 2001.

				“I woke up”: Michael Jackson, interview by Barbara Walters, 20/20, ABC, September 12, 1997.

				“I’ve been living that kind”: Ibid.

				
				“You can’t invite them”: Ibid.

				“stunningly heartbreaking ballad”: Mike Heyliger, review of Invincible, Pop Dose, June 28, 2009.

				“Lisa’s sweet. I like her very”: “The Once and Future King.”

				“He had something so intoxicating”: Lisa Marie Presley, interview by Oprah Winfrey, The Oprah Winfrey Show, ABC, October 21, 2010.

				“checking to get a read”: Ibid.

				“It’s therapeutic”: Gundersen, “Michael in the Mirror.”

				“creepy, airheaded companion”: Justin Hartung, review of Invincible, Spin Cycle, November 2001.

				“Here is a typical”: Michael Jackson, “Heal the Kids” Speech, Oxford University, Oxford, March 2001.

				“momentous rhythms, Santana’s passionate”: Hunter, review of Invincible.

				“It would’ve made for an”: Heyliger, review of Invincible.

				“The song is about a girl”: “The origins of ‘Whatever Happens,’ ” MJJCommunity.com, October 11, 2012.

			

			
				EPILOGUE: THE FINAL YEARS

			

			
				“It was painful for [Michael]”: Deborah Kunesh, “The Trial…Words from Michael’s Lawyer,” Reflections on the Dance, June 14, 2010.

				“[Michael] looked beaten”: “The Secret Life of Michael Jackson,” Dateline, MSNBC, February 5, 2010.

				“I am incredibly excited”: “Michael Jackson Sails with Two Seas,” Billboard, April 18, 2005.

				“The signed contract had Michael”: Jermaine Jackson, You Are Not Alone: Michael, Through a Brother’s Eyes (New York: Touchstone, 2011), p. 395.

				“I felt that he was”: “The Secret Life of Michael Jackson.”

				“Michael actually spent most”: Luke Bainbridge, “Michael Jackson’s Irish Hideaway,” Guardian, August 14, 2010.

				“I never stopped”: “An Exclusive with Michael Jackson,” Access Hollywood, October 26, 2006.

				“Something needs to put”: Ibid.

				“It was going to be out”: “Will.i.am on MJ,” BBC Music, June 29, 2009.

				“Man, he still sings like”: “Will.i.am Working on Michael Jackson Comeback Album,” Billboard, January 4, 2007.

				
				“Some days we would work”: Author interview, Michael Prince.

				“All I can say is”: Mike Collette-White, “Producer Red One Eyes Michael Jackson Release,” Billboard, January 21, 2010.

				“He’s incredible”: Elizabeth Goodman, “Michael Jackson Comeback Tracker,” Rolling Stone, September 18, 2007.

				“This is something Michael”: “Michael Jackson Aiming to Out-do Thriller with New Album,” SawFNews, September 24, 2008.

				“My hands were shaking”: Ibid.

				“He was incredibly focused”: Author interview, Michael Prince.

				“We often talk about unprecedented demand”: Andre Paine, “Michael Jackson’s 50 Shows Sell Out in Hours,” Billboard, March 13, 2009.

				“To sell out like that”: Jason Gregory, “Coldplay’s Chris Martin: ‘Michael Jackson Comeback Bigger Than Lazarus,’ ” Gigwise.com, March 24, 2009.

				“so loud the walls were shaking”: Harriet Ryan, “Doubts Surfaced Early on Michael Jackson,” Los Angeles Times, September 2, 2012.

				“I believe that [Michael]”: Jeff Gottlieb, “Michael Jackson ‘a Lost Boy,’ Concert Director Said in Email,” Los Angeles Times, July 10, 2013.

				“I was reluctant to shake”: Tim Smith, “More Details on Instrumental Album Michael Jackson Started Before His Death, and His Love of Classical Music,” Baltimore Sun, July 10, 2009.

				“He said he listened to”: Ibid.

				“It’s very pretty music”: Ibid.

				“I sat at the piano”: Ibid.

				“He asked me how”: Ibid.

				“The music demo he sent”: Deepak Chopra, “A Tribute to My Friend, Michael Jackson,” HuffPost, June 26, 2009.

				“I’m channeling”: “Michael Jackson’s Final Days: Hope and Ruin,” Rolling Stone, August 6, 2009.

				“You don’t understand”: “The New Michael Jackson Movie,” Entertainment Weekly, October 15, 2009.

				“When you know it’s right”: “Michael: 25 Years After Thriller,” Ebony, December 2007.

			

			
				APPENDIX: DEMOS, OUTTAKES, AND OTHER SONGS RECORDED BY MICHAEL JACKSON

			

			
				
				“I was very impressed”: Paul Anka, My Way: An Autobiography (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2014), p. 234.
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				“I remember how deeply dark”: Ibid.

			

		

	
		
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Off the Wall, 1979

					(see chapter 1, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Thriller, 1982

					(see chapter 2, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Bad, 1987

					(see chapter 3, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Dangerous, 1991

					(see chapter 4, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					HIStory, 1995

					(see chapter 5, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Blood on the Dance Floor, 1997

					(see chapter 6, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Invincible, 2001

					(see chapter 7, this page)

				
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Jackson at Westlake Audio Studio

				
			
		

	
		 
			[image: Penguin Random House Next Reads logo]
		

		
			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

	OEBPS/9780525566588_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						About the Author


						Other Titles


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Epigraph


						Contents


						Preface to the 2019 Vintage Edition


						Introduction: A Great Adventure


						Chapter 1: Off the Wall (1979)


						Chapter 2: Thriller (1982)


						Chapter 3: Bad (1987)


						Chapter 4: Dangerous (1991)


						Chapter 5: History (1995)


						Chapter 6: Blood on the Dance Floor (1997)


						Chapter 7: Invincible (2001)


						Epilogue: The Final Years


						Appendix: Demos, Outtakes, and Other Songs Recorded by Michael Jackson


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


						Illustrations


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						iii


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						xi


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						334


						335


						336


						337


						338


						339


						340


						341


						342


						343


						344


						345


						346


						347


						348


						349


						351


						352


						353


						354


						355


						356


						357


						358


						359


						360


						361


						362


						363


						364


						365


						366


						367


						368


						369


						370


						371


						372


						373


						374


						375


						376


						377


						378


						379


						380


						381


						382


						383


						384


						385


						386


						387


						388


						389


						390


						391


						392


						393


						394


						395


						396


						397


						398


						399


						400


						401


						402


						403


						404


						405


						406


						407


						408


						409


						410


						411


						412


						413


						414


						415


						416


						417


						418


						419


						420


						421


						423


						424


						425


						426


						427


						428


						429


						430


						431


						432


						433


						434


						435


						436


						437


						438


						439


						440


						441


						442


						443


						444


						445


						446


						447


						448


						449


						450


						451


						452


						453


						454


						455


						456


						457


						458


						459


						460


						461


						462


						463


						465


						466


						467


						468


						469


						470


						471


						472


						473


						474


						475


						476


						477


						478


						479


						480


						481


						482


						483


						484


						485


						486


						487


						488


						489


						490


						491


						492


						493


						494


						495


						496


						497


						498


						499


						500


						501


						502


						503


						504


						505


						506


						507


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random
House






OEBPS/images/008_voge_9780525566571_ins_r2.jpg
|y ummmassrss: ik










OEBPS/images/003_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/001_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/005_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r1.jpg
MICHAEL

JACKSON

HISTORY

PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE
BOOK |





OEBPS/images/002_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780525566588_cover.jpg
MAN IN THE MUSIC

e Creatte [

ko
IIIIIII|||||

MIGHAEL
JAGKSON

an epic body of work.”

—SPIKE LEE

JOSEPH VOGEL





OEBPS/images/007_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/004_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/006_Voge_9780525566571_ins_r2.jpg
'rcgg.v IN THE Mix

MICHAEL JACKSON







OEBPS/images/9780525566588_title_page.jpg
JOSEPH VOGEL

The Creative Life and Work of Michael Jackson

VINTAGE BOOKS
A Division of Penguin Random House LLC
New York

<






OEBPS/images/001_Voge_9780525566571_aup_r1.jpg





