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John Meyer: “Harold [Arlen], you’ve known Judy a lot longer than I have. Maybe you could give me some advice about the goddam self-destructive mechanism of hers.”

Harold Arlen: “It’s a medical affair. It’s disheartening. There’s just nothing one can do but pray.”

— Heartbreaker, the 1983 memoir by John Meyer

Dick Cavett: Your fans sometimes are so enthusiastic that when one goes to see you…

Judy Garland: One fan…? I’m glad I’ve got one left.

— The Dick Cavett Show, ABC-TV Studios, New York, taped on December 13, 1968 and aired on December 16, 1968
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Foreword

By Priscilla Meyer

1968, a weekend visit to New York: I had gone to bed in my childhood bedroom at our parents’ large (if dilapidated) apartment. Around 4:00 AM I was awakened by what seemed to be a thud, but went back to sleep. Another thud; I opened my eyes in time to see a book fly through the open door of the bathroom that connected my bedroom to the adjoining one. It hit the wall (a third thud) and fell to the floor.

I leaped out of bed and ran into the other bedroom. Johnny was raised up in bed about to throw a fourth book, his signal of distress. “You’ve got to call Judy!” he managed to say. “She’s going on Johnny Carson tonight.” I brought a thermometer: he had a temperature of 104.

The phone rang in my room. “Get me John!” Judy barked. Me: “He can’t come to the phone—he has a temperature of 104.” Judy: “I went on stage with a temperature of 108!” Impasse. I hung up. Or she did.

Judy was unable to function on her own, and was due to appear on that night’s Johnny Carson show. She desperately needed someone to help her get dressed, to navigate the streets, and to arrive on time for the taping of the show. She was demanding John’s usual shepherding—he had arranged the appearance, and the room at the Hilton, where he had left Judy in the wee hours that morning to come flop at our parents’ after a particularly stressful failure of communication with her.

“Ya gotta get the recorder.” “Where is it?” “At the Hilton.”

John had a reel-to-reel tape machine he’d been recording Judy’s rehearsals of his songs on; he wanted to record her TV appearance where she would sing two songs he had written, “It’s All for You” and “After the Holidays.” It was going to be a thrilling moment in his songwriting career—Judy singing his work on national television.

Ever the devoted kid sister, I dressed and was rushing off to the Hilton into the blizzard that had so far deposited six inches of snow on the city streets, when our father volunteered to ferry me in the beat-up van he used in his frozen crepe suzette business (fortunate, since that old recorder was heavy). Cut to the Hilton lobby; I phone up to Judy, who slams down the receiver when I ask for the recorder, and won’t pick up again. I go to the room and try to get her to let me in for some minutes, before giving up. But someone did record it, and that rendition lives on, on YouTube.

In his memoir, Heartbreaker, Johnny recounts these events after I reminded him of them—he was too delirious with the Hong Kong flu to remember flinging those books into my room. Sleep deprivation over the two months with Judy described in the memoir doubtless reduced his resistance; worst of all, his inability to help her restore her career grieved him profoundly. With Johnny sick, Judy turned to Mickey Deans for help and quickly became engaged to him; when she overdosed in London as Mickey slept, Johnny lamented that he hadn’t been there to prevent it, as he had been doing. He loved Judy intensely, for her musicianship, her wit, and for her sense of fun. The delight she brought him was matched by the deep pain he felt at his (and, he knew, anybody’s) inability to help her.

Middletown, Connecticut

2025


Introduction

By Debbie Wileman

It was the evening of the 10th of December 2023. I stood on stage at New York’s Carnegie Hall dressed as Judy Garland looking over at my friend John Meyer who stood on stage next to me receiving a standing ovation from the sold-out crowd. I was so happy that I was able to help show John how loved and respected he was and how appreciated his music and memories were, particularly by the “Garlandia” crowd. John was funny, erudite and surprisingly frank. He was an interesting, well-read man with a cheeky side. We connected over a shared love of literature, classic film and naughty limericks! All this comes out in John’s writing. As a huge Judy Garland fan, I find Heartbreaker to be the most honest and real depiction of Judy. It is a three-dimensional portrait of a real woman at a challenging time in her life. John also (with Judy’s knowledge and consent) used a reel-to-reel tape recorder a lot during their time together, so Judy’s own words, her wit, her humour and her mercurial temperament are captured by John like a creature in amber–preserved and shared. John was a supportive and generous man, he reached out to me on social media after I covered one of his songs and it was such a thrill for me that through this initial online chatting, we became actual friends (in real life!). As a musician himself, John was able to understand Judy and write about her in such a way that others were unable to do: his close personal relationship with her and the analytical mind of a writer combined to give us a view of Garland unlike any other. I was devastated when our friendship was cut short, but I count myself very fortunate indeed to have known him. Enjoy as a reader being taken into the inner sanctum of Judy-dom in 1968. No one else could give you this information or these insights, other than the man who was there. And weren’t we lucky that he was!


HEARTBREAKER CAST BREAKDOWN

1) JOHN MEYER, 26, songwriter/entertainer. Personable, w/spark.

2) JUDY GARLAND, 46, Funny, musical, febrile.

3) CHARACTER MAN, 35-50, with comic quality; able to shift into many roles.

WILL IMPERSONATE:

ROBERT COLBY, music honcho, Southern, courtly.

MARJORIE MEYER, Park Avenue lady, gracious, nice.

HERB MEYER, a lil grouchy, wants to preserve his home.

IRV SQUIRES, CMA agent—mid-level; decent guy.

DAVID BEGELMAN, superagent; suave dealmaker.

MISS BRIGID, Irish, runs cleaning agency.

HAROLD ARLEN, Composer, soft-spoken.

HAROLD DAVISON, British; agent to the stars.

MR. WAYNE, Bahston accent.

DONALD SISK, building manager, Bahston accent.

BOB SHANKS, TV booker.

HOTEL CLERK, St. Regis.

MICKEY DEANS, truculent, combative.

Heartbreaker

Musical Numbers

1) ROCKABYE YOUR BABY (Schwartz-Lewis)

2) I’D LIKE TO HATE MYSELF IN THE MORNING (Meyer)

3) NOTHING LIKE IT IN THE WORLD (Meyer)

4) HE’S GONNA BE LUCKY FOR ME (Meyer)

5) IT’S ALL FOR YOU (Meyer)

6) GET HAPPY (ArIen-Koehler)

 MAN THAT GOT AWAY (ArIen-Gershwin)

 OVER THE RAINBOW (ArIen-Harburg)

7) A NIGHTINGALE SANG IN BERKELEY SQUARE (Maschwitz)

8) PRAYER (Meyer)

9) AFTER THE HOLIDAYS (Meyer)

10) SHE BROUGHT ME THE CIRCUS (Meyer)

11) WHEN DO THE WORDS COME TRUE? (Meyer)

Up on JOHN at the piano.

He’s 26, with an energetic spark.

JOHN

(sings)

ROCKABYE YOUR BABY

WITH A DIXIE MELODY...

WHEN YOU CROON—ooo, ooo ooo

(He imitates the ghostly sound of a theremin... speaks to US in a hushed whisper...)

When you work in a gay bar, you’re always aware of an unseen, invisible presence in the air, hovering,

(Spins around, searching for it, grabbing at it) 

Ooo
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