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Introduction





To give you an idea of the scale of what we are dealing with here, Id like to begin with an act of superstition. When I was in my teens, I used to babysit for a family who lived across the street from us. The walk from our house to theirs took approximately twenty seconds, during which time it was my mothers habit to stand at the gate and ward off predators with a type of maternal sonar she called singing me across the road. Unlike regular sonar, the sound waves in my mothers version were audible to the human ear and arranged in a pattern that sounded, on a good day and with the wind in the right direction, a lot like the title track to The Sound of Music. In our quiet village street in north Bucks, this had the power to disable passersby as effectively as a missile taking out a warship.


Some people see off the evil eye with charms and Hail Marys. My mother did it with show tunes.


The weird thing is, she didnt particularly like The Sound of Music. She thought it overlong and sentimental. All things being equal shed rather have sung something lingering and tragicOld Man River, sayor else a breezy number from the 1930s. But she recognized the power of brand awareness and of taking people by surprise and for that she needed a song that everyone, even a mugger, knew hadnt been written with Buckinghamshire in mind.


When I didnt feel like babysitting, I called my friend Deniz to fill in. She lived two streets away and would usually drop in for tea before starting. One summer evening she called around and after wed chatted in the kitchen for a while, my mother and I walked her up the path to the gate. We lingered there awhile, as the last of the evening sun backlit the trees and the sound of people playing tennis floated over from the club next door. As Deniz lifted the latch, I said, Ma.


Too late. Too late the realization of what was coming; too late to fall to the ground or ask my mother for a cigarette or think of anything else radical enough to knock her off course.


The hills are alive


The last part of the walk was obscured by foliage and always accompanied, through the leaves, by the dying strains of the opening line. On the doorstep the father of the family would hold eye contact for a second longer than was necessary to acknowledge that yes, beyond the hedge a heart was being blessed with The Sound of Music, and no, we werent going to mention it.


Around that time a personal safety advisor came to the school, to tell us how to repel a potential rapist or mugger. If screaming, biting, and kicking failed, we were to do something unexpected, she said, like vomit. This brought the house down, as you can imagine. But looking back I can see that The Sound of Music was my mothers gag reflex. If a real mugger had ever materialized, he could probably have done her for unnecessary force.





A decade or so after being sung across the road, I started receiving phone calls from people I hadnt heard from in a while.


Hi, Emma, its X.


X? Wow. I havent spoken to you for ages. How are you?


Fine. Listen: is it true?


I was a journalist by then, living in London. I dont know how word got out; through my best friend, I suspect, since one of the callers was her sister-in-laws then partner. It was she, who, when I told her I was interviewing Julie Andrews went quiet for a long time and eventually said, But once youve met her, what will you have to look forward to in life?


Since my babysitting days I had associated The Sound of Music with a violent urge to kill someone, but I didnt blame Julie Andrews for this. I had loved her in Mary Poppins, so much so that it seemed inconceivable that she might actually exist, a real person with contractual obligations to promote the film Princess Diaries II. The people who called me in advance of the interview didnt want anything specific, certainly not autographs. It was more like an act of tenderness toward the memory of themselves as children and demonstration of the fact that, no matter how old they were, a small part of them would always believe that only Julie Andrews could save them.


Give Julie our love, they said in little voices, and after wed been introduced in the hotel suite in Park Lane, I did.


Everyone sends their love, I said.


Aaah, said Julie. Thats so nice. Tell them Im very grateful.


From a purely journalistic point of view it is never a good idea to interview someone you have an interest in persuading to like you. This isnt usually a problem; most people above a certain level of prominence are mad as bats. (I recall Jane Fonda describing how the vestibule of her apartment had been designed to look like the female reproductive system.) If Julie Andrews belonged in this category, however, I couldnt see it. What I saw was Poppins, barelysinisterly, some might saychanged since she leaned out of the window and sang A Spoonful of Sugar to that mechanical robin. Her teeth gleamed. Her eyes sparkled. Her words were like beads of mercury: they didnt run together. When she enunciated ex-spouse, in reference to her first husband, it was with a pause in the middle to distinguish the two S sounds.


I had intended to ask lots of searching questions about her allegedly difficult marriage to the director Blake Edwards. But each time I turned down the slip-road in that direction, I was flagged down by outriders from my own subconscious screaming What? Youre going to insult Julie Andrews? After all these years? Julie Andrews? After she reunited the Banks family and defeated the Nazis? Have you totally lost your mind?


And so I spent most of the forty-minute interview pursuing exclusive angles on just how great she was.


When it was over Andrews gave me a hug and I returned to the office. I sat down at my desk. I logged on to my computer. Then I cleared my throat and made an announcement. I need you all to know that the last person I hugged was Julie Andrews.


A neighboring colleague picked up the phone, punched in an internal number, and barked, Get up here, NOW.


Oh my God, said another.


They rose as one and, without saying another word, formed a small queue beside my desk. I rolled up my sleeves. Whats this? said a passerby on the way to the printer.


Last person to hug her was Julie Andrews.


Fucking hell. Can I join?


If life were a musical, it is at this point that the room would have transformed into a place of magical possibility: the obituaries desk would have thrown page proofs in the air singing Its So Fab to Be on the Slab! The tea trolley would have sailed in, scattering confectionary, while a chorus of leading left-wing thinkers sang Could This Be the End? (of the Public Sector As We Know It). I dispensed small, heartfelt hugs until we judged the magic Julie dust to have run out and our spirits exhausted. Then we sighed and went back to work.





You can complain about lack of realism and sentimentality; you can complain about bad scripts and shoddy sets. You can love them or hate them, but you cant deny their power. They are there, somewhere, hard-wired to your brain. Isnt it time you asked why?


One final example:


Several years ago I threw a party in my flat in Islington, to which lots of people came. For the first half of the evening we danced and sang to credible chart hits including Public Enemys Rebel Without a Pause and Destinys Childs Survivor. A while after midnight, someone eked out of the classified part of my music collection the soundtrack to Fiddler on the Roof. The effect it had on the party was instantaneous. Suddenly everyone was doing Topol impressions, even the management consultants who had no idea who he was. Fiddler was snatched off and replaced with Cabaret, which was replaced with the soundtrack to Mary Poppins. A discussion kicked off, led by my friend Jim, about what the film actually meant. Jim thought Mary Poppins encouraged the view that the only legitimate role for women is a domestic one. I disagreed and argued that Poppins was a reminder that feminism begins at home; its no good Mrs. Banks being a suffragette outside of the house if she allows her husband to walk all over her at home. My friend Elaine said she thought Poppins was an allegory of the crucifixion, knocked back another shot, and sank slowly to the floor.


It wasnt until halfway through Jims exegesis of Feed the Birds (briefly: that its not a song about pigeons, but about a woman for whom both the state and community have failed to provide) that I noticed my friend Alex eyeing him in a new light across the breakfast bar. Before Jim could finish condemning the antivagrancy laws of the 1900s, she had pounced on him, throwing them both backward into a chair, while over their heads I screamed, Brought together by the power of Julie.


My friend James recently sent me an e-mail (subject line: I like chess. The game. And cats. The animal.) helpfully outlining what he, as a straight man who hates musicals, would like to read in this book: Starlight Express as an allegory of the crumbling rail infrastructure of the 1980s; Rent, despite being dreadful for the non-musical fan, as post-HIV tolerance and sexuality in the 1990s; Chess as cold-war politics in the 1970s; West Side Story as mass immigration in the American 1950s. We read about the riots in continental theaters upon the first performance of The Rite of Spring, or the strong reaction against Schoenbergs modernism. Were musicals ever taken this seriously, or were they always fluffy fun for tourists, women and gay men?


Well, Im all for Schoenberg and his modernism. And I dont intend to shy away from controversy (preview: I never really liked Grease). As James suggests, there are good points to be made about how, under cover of lightness, musicals can tackle sacred cows more effectively than other art formscan be fluffy fun and still merit serious regard. At the same time, I think, something is serious if it is loved, and they are loved, so much so that they can slay imaginary muggers and make people who have only just met fall into each others arms.


But I also think that fun is its own justification and reward. I am reminded of the time the great Broadway producer Hal Prince turned to Cameron Mackintosh after seeing Cats for the first time and said, Its about Queen Victoria, right? Its about Disraeli, right? Its about politics, right?


No, said Mackintosh. Its about cats.













Chapter 1


Magic Moments





Two summers ago I flew from London to L.A. to interview a man called Lemmy. Lemmy, if you are as unfamiliar with him as I was, is the lead singer of Motorhead, a heavy metal band that sold a lot of records in the 1970s, mainly to boys in black T-shirts with the arms cut out of them and girls with Manson Family hairdos. I say heavy metal; for all I know it is thrash metal that Motorhead does, or death metal; in any case it is the sort of metal that sounds like two trains crashing and is guaranteed, as Lemmy puts it, to make your lawn die if it moves in next door to you.


I was not an obvious choice for the job.


We had agreed to meet at the Rainbow Bar and Grill on Sunset Boulevard, where Marilyn Monroe met Joe DiMaggio and which the night before the interview I visualized as a cocktail lounge, with dim lighting and velvet booths and a wraithlike serving staff who communicated telepathically to avoid disturbing the talent. I wondered what they would make of Lemmy. I had read that he collected Nazi memorabilia and his latest album, Inferno, was basically a list of all the people who he thought might want to kill you, among them the devil and unspecified men on horseback. No mercy / We bring the sword.


On a piece of letter-size paper I wrote: Where is metal music going? How does the new metal compare to the old metal? Is metal misunderstood as an art form?


The next morning I stood in the pearly L.A. light outside a locked, distressed-looking bar, which I guessed had changed hands since the 1950s. There were no booths and the poster on the wall advertised a band called Sick Sex, featuring a half-naked woman with the word Slayer written across her torso. Theyre shut? said Lemmy. Oh, fuck. And taking two chairs down from a table on the terrace, he gave the photographer a hundred-dollar-bill and sent him to buy Jack Daniels and ice and whatever I was drinkingCoke


Coke?


Er, vodka and Coke


from an off-license around the corner.


I liked Lemmy. He had lived in L.A. for fourteen years, but still sounded like a comedian on the northern pub circuit. He never had a hangover because he was never entirely sober. People dont know how to be outrageous anymore, he growled, pointing to a corner of the terrace where, in days gone by, he recalled couples having sex in full view of the bar. Lemmy looked wistful, then cross. If you tried that now the feminist people would go fucking nuts.


At some point in the interview I let my eyes wander to the outside wall of the bar, where a heavy metal hall of fame had been hung. Lemmy followed my gaze. He asked how many figures on it I could name. Alice Cooper. Steve Tyler. Ozzy Osbourne. I was doing pretty well. Whos that? said Lemmy, pointing to a man with a spray of 1980s hair.


Don Johnson?


For fucks sake. David Lee Roth.


He looked at me suspiciously. What kind of music do you listen to?


There was a pause. It seemed to go on for some time.


What kind of music do you listen to?


Over the previous fifteen years, there had only been one brief period when I could have answered this question with anything approaching the truth. That was in early 1996 when I was at university and something called lounge music came briefly back into fashion. It was driven by a kitsch cover band called Mike Flowers Pops and the album Music to Watch Girls By, a bunch of easy-listening tunes used mainly in jeans ads and promoted as chill-out music for people who would otherwise be listening to skinny white men singing plaintively about their girlfriends. They took up lounge as you might take up something called crapto show how their patronage could make even the most unpromising material cool.


Lounge music was not very interesting. It was half pastiche, half dim marketing exercise. It threw together mad compilations on the basis that all music made pre1965 was pretty much the same. But it was the closest the top 40 had come to my record collection in a long time and I couldve pulled off fake interest in it without too much effort, just as in 1985 I had been a fake A-Ha fan, in 1986 a fake Michael Jackson fan, in 1987 a fake Jesus and Mary Chain fan, in 1988 a fake INXS fan and even at one stage, in the early 1990s, a fake heavy metal fan, buttressing queries about my music taste with the mighty, conversation-stopping word Sepultura. According to Kerrang! magazine, Sepultura was Brazils biggest metal band, an impressive fact to wheel out under music taste interrogation, except when you confused Sepultura with Scarabeya. Scarabeya was not Brazils biggest metal band, it was my friend Sophies brother Richards metal band, which played in school halls around the Aylesbury and Stoke Mandeville area.


What?


Scarabeya. The metal band. You know. From Brazil. That sort of thing.


I pirated every top-40 album that the village library stocked and played them in my sleep. I listened to Radio 1 before school in the morning and taped endless compilations off the chart show on Sunday nights. Some of the music I genuinely liked (not the Jesus and Mary Chain, obviously) and there was an extended period of Stock Aitken and Waterman worship that I thankfully grew out of, otherwise this book would be about Big Fun. And yet, as I labored over my stereo in flagrant breach of British copyright lawthis is what passed for rebellion in the 1980s Home Countiesit was just no good. Nothing took and the voices in my head kept whispering: Easy listening is good, easy listening is goooood. Cursing, I dragged myself back to Bing Crosbys 1932 version of Buddy, Can You Spare a Dime and the soundtrack to The Band Wagon.


When lounge music came back into fashion, therefore, I should have enjoyed a brief period in the sun. At last I knew something that other people wanted to know. I knew the difference between stage and film versions of songs, when they were written and by whom. I knew that the 1946 non-musical version of The King and I was called Anna and the King of Siam and starred Rex Harrison and Irene Dunne, who also played Magnolia in the 1936 version of Show Boat. I knew that Big Spender had been a hit for Peggy Lee two years before Shirley Bassey got hold of it and that it had come from the 1966 stage musical Sweet Charity. I knew which songs Frank Sinatra shouldnt have recorded. But as it turned out, none of this mattered.


It was a bit like when flares came back in the late 1990s; if you tried to wear your parents originals from the 1970s they looked more tragically out of kilter with the times than the skinniest drainpipes. Where there was at least some logic to the way fashion grew up out of itself, however, there was no logic to the new lounge music. I found myself getting uptight about authenticity. What, I asked, picking up an album from a modish friends CD rack, was Petula Clark doing on the same album as Vic Damone? What had Don McLean to do with Dusty Springfield? And why was sixties Britpop being shoved in alongside forties big band? For Gods sake, what was Andrew Lloyd Webber doing there? She looked at me as if ectoplasm had started dribbling out of the side of my mouth, but it was no good. Trying to go along with this stuff was harder than pretending to like the Shamen in 1991. I had some pride. I was not a fake lounge fan.


Lemmy kept steady eye contact from beneath the brim of his cowboy hat. The moles on his face were the size of toadstools and his skin was very pale. Oh well, I thought. What the hell.



Mostly show tunes, I said.


Behind me the photographer gasped. (Rap music, he lied, the little creep, when the question came his way. Well Ive seen the CDs in his car and have two words for him: soft soul.)


Beg your pardon? said Lemmy.


Mostly show tunes, I said.


What, he said, Andrew Lloyd Webber?


I made a face. Oh, she turns up her nose at Andrew Lloyd Webber. He sipped his bourbon. Oklahoma!?


Yes.


South Pacific?


Yes.


The Sound of Music?


Sort of.


Lemmy looked at me, a long, hard look. You deserve to be nailed to the fucking cross.





It might be useful at this stage to clarify what I mean by musicals. By musicals, I dont mean River-dance. I dont mean The Waltons or The Bridges of Madison County. I dont mean Cliff Richard, Perry Como, Val Doonican, Daniel ODonnells Irish Christmas, Stevie Wonders easy-listening version of Blowin in the Wind, Werthers Originals or the color beige. I dont mean any of the Ovaltine horrors which, when I worked in my teens at a hospital radio, poured in as requests from the geriatric wards and we called Music to Die To, along with Jim Reevess The Old Rugged Cross and anything by Pat Boone. (I realize that I am doing to fans of Pat Boone here what Lemmy did to me; but you have to draw the line somewhere.)


I dont even mean films or stage productions in which the characters sing at each other instead of speaking. Gone With the Wind is truer to the spirit of what I mean than Phantom of the Opera. A friend of minein fact, the only friend of mine who shares my taste to the same degreehas learned over the years to summarize her position in the chat-up line, Do you like the 1940s? (As a result she has kissed a lot of odd-looking men who know who Carol Channing is.) I know what she means; its a certain sharpness of style, a perfectly balanced combination of cynicism and romance that covers all eventualities. But its more than that too. When I was a child it had to do with the magic of a world so far removed from my own that it shimmered in my mind like a mirage. When I was an adolescent it had to do with an ambition, the link established in all those backstage musicals between hard work and reward. While pop music in the early nineties glamorized ugly blokes from Manchester pissing their talent up the wall, musicals glamorized nerdinessit probably doesnt need to be pointed out at this stage that I was quite nerdy. It had to do with a perversity, too. I have no doubt that, had I actually been growing up in the 1930s or 1940s, I would have been grooving to turn-of-the-century beats.


Whatever their individual faults or merits, the important thing is that you always come away from a true musical with the unshakeable feeling that it is on your side. I cant quite put my finger on it, but it is related in some mysterious way to Shirley Bassey standing alone onstage dressed head to toe in mink singing I Who Have Nothing. You know?


A musical rises or falls on its ability to find that magic momentsnap!when the hairs on your neck stand up like iron filings and all the dreary elements of your life are either banished or transformed into material for an epic, noble suffering. This isnt brought about by noisinessdespite all the hollering, there are no magic moments in Chicago, except maybe the bit when Catherine Zeta-Jones looks at the camera and spits that shes no ones wife but still loves her life with such aggression Michael Douglas should worry. The magic moment isnt necessarily the same as the musicals most famous scene, either. In Fame, its not the dancing in the street that gives you chills so much as the opening sequence, when poor Doris Finsecker recites the lyrics to The Way We Were while her brother accompanies her on the piano and tears pour down her strange mothers cheeks.


In The Sound of Music, the magic moment isnt the opening scene when Julie Andrews glides across the Alps, arms outstretched and with a look on her face that is only fully explained when you know she was being filmed at close range from a helicopter. The Sound of Musics real killer moment creeps quietly up two-thirds in, when, having fired Maria for recycling his curtains and falling in the lake, Captain von Trapp hears singing in the house and storms off to investigate. (She looks at his retreating back like Jesus did on the marketplace.) Marching into the house, he finds his children in the parlor, singing the title song to the baroness. The hills are alive


As he listens in the doorway, something begins to dawn on him. Yes, he thinks, I remember this, the tender feelings provoked by a seven-part harmony. An expression creeps across the captains face and as the ice around his heart melts, tears spring to his eyes, and he walks into the room crooning that he, the captain, also goes to the hills when his heart is lonely. The children stare at him as if a small mammal has just appeared through the curtain of his fringe, but recovering themselves, come in with backing vocals to accompany their father in the first von Trapp family sing-along since the death of the mother and at that moment, brrr, click, the baroness is defeated, a chill goes through the audience, Maria has brought music back into the house! And that, my friends, is the magic of the musical.











Chapter 2


Young Biddies





In 1994 I went to university. Evita hadnt come out yet, so the last memory anyone had of a film musical was the 1980 Olivia Newton-John/Gene Kelly disaster, Xanadu. Judging musicals on the basis of Xanadu is a bit like judging rock music on the basis of Slades 1985 The Slade Christmas Party Album, so there was still some need for discretion. One evening I was in the pub with a group of friends when the Carpenters came on the jukebox. Everyone mocked their morbid crooning; everyone except one girl.


Actually, she said, I quite like this stuff.


What stuff? I said. (You have to be cautious with this sort of statement; she could have meant anythingballads, family bands, carpentry.)


Old stuff.


Yeah? Like what?


Frank Sinatra.


Yeah?


Musicals.


Yeah?


Yeah. But nothing post seventy-one. It all went wrong after Fiddler on the Roof.


The Young Biddy movement as Adi and I came to call ourselves, was adapted from the term Old Biddy, a not altogether affectionate moniker for dithering old ladies, and was a movement of two. We were by necessity underground, listening in company to St. Germain and the Chemical Brothers, circulating, in secret, bootleg copies of My Fair Lady, the predubbed Audrey Hepburn mix and French language versions of Where Have All the Flowers Gone? (Qui peut dire ou vont les fleurs?) Our manifesto recognized that:




	[image: image]the contribution made by Angela Lansbury to Broadway and film musicals, 19461981, was in many ways superior to her work as Jessica Fletcher on Murder, She Wrote.


	[image: image]the deletion of key scenes from The Way We Were irrevocably damaged the film.


	[image: image]Audrey Hepburns cockney accent in My Fair Lady was every bit as bad as Dick Van Dykes in Mary Poppins.


	[image: image]White Christmas was not written by Isaiah Berlin.



	[image: image]with the size of his overbite, Howard Keel was lucky to have hit the big time.


	[image: image]Bing Crosby was like the easy-listening version of Chucky, stalking our nightmares with his pipe and his fawn cardigan.


	[image: image]the first ten minutes of The Sound of Music are equal to any artistry since Platos Republic but still make you want to hide your face, like seeing the hand of God.


	[image: image]Mary Poppins is by and large the better film.


	[image: image]the choice of Betty Hutton to replace Judy Garland in the 1950 film version of Annie Get Your Gun was misguided to the point of criminal insanity.


	[image: image]no matter how dire the situation, it is never beyond the redemptive reach of a Rodgers and Hammerstein show tune.




Young Biddyism involved knowing things that no under-twenty-five at the time should have known. We could list Frank Sinatras wives, like Henry VIIIs, in chronological order and with the fate that befell each of them. We argued late into the night over whether the video for Michael Jacksons Thriller was inspired by the graveyard dream sequence in Fiddler on the Roof and whether it was true that when Gene Kelly invited people to his house in Malibu, he forced them to play beach volleyball. Wed start watching Gone With the Wind after midnight. Once Adi bought Hits from the Blitz: The Best of Vera Lynn from a mainstream record store in broad daylight.


There was room within the movement for differences. Adi was committed to the Ginger Rogers it takes a lot of brains to be this dumb send-up of the Hollywood heroine, which she felt rescued the genre from sickliness. In principle I agreed with her. But Id had the misfortune to catch Rogers on a TV talk show in the mid1980s and couldnt shake the memory of her bloated face and those startled, Kewpie-doll eyes, which beneath the polite banter seemed to be screaming Help! Get me out! Im trapped in the body of a hideous old woman and I cant find the exit!


My preference was for the 1950s and those thunderous, three-hour extravaganzas that tortured our Sunday afternoons as kids. I liked the color and the high drama and the sense that there was more going on in them than at first appearedthe twitch of an eyebrow during a sappy song or the suggestion, in the rouge on the leading mans cheeks, that his interests lay wide of the heroines eyes. Above all else, I was a tragedy fan. If a woman wasnt standing alone at the end of the film, lit by a spotlight and bench-pressing twice her own body-weight in grief, I could take it or leave it. Yeah, I thought, walking through Oxford with the pained expression of the misunderstood visionary; thats how it is; we all die alone in the end.




After university I moved to London. For three years I shared a flat with a male friend, first above a busy junction in Camden and then opposite a park in Islington. We bought a PlayStation, an electric piano, an electric guitar, an amp, speakers, and a thing for destoning olives. We propped a life-size cardboard cutout of the Spice Girls that wed found in the street against the kitchen wall. We stayed up till three A.M. watching horror films on Channel 5 and got spots and mild salt poisoning from all the ready meals we ate. Neither of us could cook, so, when we werent caning the microwave, we went out for dinner and let the kitchen turn into an open landfill. For weeks not so much as a sweet wrapper was thrown away. Eventually, while scavenging for snacks one day, my flatmate dipped his hand into a bag of potatoes that had been sitting by the door for the best part of a year. I heard the scream from downstairs.


What? I tore into the kitchen.


Maggots! he cried. He stood nursing his hand to his chest. In the potatoes. He gave me a reproachful look.


You say that as if its my fault, I said.


Its both our faults, he said.


We cleaned up our act.


There were strict rules regarding the emission of pre1960s music in the flat. My flatmates music taste had gone down a fairly traditional route of Pink Floyd, to Kiss and Aerosmith, to a revival of electronica, finally settling down, in his early twenties, to a stable diet of indy rock. He flinched when I used his five-thousand-dollar stereo, bought on Grays Inn Road after months of deliberating over speaker quality and something called aluminum cone diaphragms, to play music with lyrics such as June is bustin out all over and When I marry Mr. Snow.


See? I said.


What? he said.


We held periodical education sessions, to try better to understand each others taste.


Judi Dench cant really sing but it doesnt matter because Sondheim wrote the song for a nonsinger.


The natural response to this would be: My God! Sondheim wrote Send in the Clowns for a nonsinger? What was he insane? Thats outrageous! Who the hell was it? (Glynis Johns. Send in the Clowns has no sustained notes at the end of each phrase.)


But its shite, said Jat and put on Still Got the Blues by that horrible old rocker Gary Moore. I tried to convince him that musicals were getting more credible by the day and that the Buzzcocks 1977 hit Ever Fallen in Love was inspired by a line from Guys and Dolls. But he wasnt having it. Eventually we agreed to a time-share arrangement with the caveat that, since it was his stereo, I would promise never to play anything by Barbra Streisand while he was in the flat.




There are occasional advantages to having bad taste. (I use bad here in the same way Margaret Thatcher used terrorists to describe the ANC.) I was walking down busy Upper Street in north London one day when one of those out-of-work actors hired by charities to charm your credit card details from you threw himself in my path. Hey you. He pointed to my headphones. Whatchyou listening to?


He had that look they all have, that come on baby, you know you cant resist me look that makes me want to push them into traffic. He waggled his clipboard.


Whatchyou listening to?


Vera Lynn, I said. The Anniversary Waltz, and like the precious few seconds bought by the heroine of a horror movie after throwing hot water in her assailants eyes, his momentary confusion allowed me to body-swerve the clipboard and continue on my way.


The Anniversary Waltz was a joke CD that turned out to be quite good. It was followed on random play by a guy called Vince Hill doing a terrible version of Edelweiss. Hill, an English crooner from the 1960s, is a stowaway who got onto
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