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      Susie Boyt is the author of four acclaimed novels and writes a weekly column about fashion for the Financial Times. She also works part-time as a bereavement counsellor.
      

      
      ‘What a self-deprecating, funny, moving, entertaining read it is … Can cynicism really be so simply out-argued? Can a book
         really be so analytical and high-kicking, so fragile and defiant at the same time? A truly altruistic piece of modern thought,
         this wonderfully clever book gives its whole self, flings its arms out in a rainy street like a wonderful diva. Brava’ Ali
         Smith, The Times, Required Reading
      

      
      ‘An extraordinary book. Simultaneously an analysis and celebration of the writer’s lifelong obsession with Garland, it is
         as risky, clever, moving and innovative a personal essay as you could wish read. Just glorious’ Joseph O’Neill, Guardian, Books of the Year
      

      
      ‘The desire to create something profound out of something seemingly superficial makes for an extremely strange but rather
         wonderful undertaking. The book defies definition. It has elements of biography, autobiography, self-help and fan letter;
         although it’s firmly non-fiction, there are parts that read like a novel. Above all, it is a bold experiment that sets out
         to map the boundaries of celebrity obsession’ Viv Groskop, Observer

      
      ‘My Judy Garland Life is a breathtaking surge, documenting the author’s lifelong worship of the actress. The prologue alone is packed with enough
         love and proof to carry most memoirs. Boyt is a curious individual – super-alert to suffering and grief, but a believer in
         the primacy of glamour, of putting on a good dress and a brave face, of keeping your blouse shipshape and your cocktail shaker
         crystal … Yes, the show must go on. It did for Judy – and so it sure as hell must for us’ Antonia Quirke, New Statesman, Books of the Year
      

      
      ‘An outrageously entertaining memoir of hero-worship. It could have been even more difficult: the three-year-old Boyt could
         have opted for the Virgin Mary instead of a diva, but glamour was more seductive, and in later life her devotion to Garland
         proved unexpectedly positive. If you are possessed by an inner voice, it may as well be a great one’ The Times, Books of the Year
      

      
      ‘Utterly original and thoroughly enchanting’ Mick Brown, Literary Review

      
      ‘A moving, powerful and unique memoir. 5 Stars’ Kathryn Hughes, Mail on Sunday

      ‘You’d need the heart of a Tin Man not to feel moved’ Paul Burston, Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘It is clear that what might have started as a form of escape has become a triumphant way of attending to an essential self
         – making this book a joy to read’ Lavinia Greenlaw, Financial Times

      
      ‘To a large degree, Boyt’s relationship with the archetypal Garland has been the catalyst for her growth, and this deeply
         personal, elegantly crafted memoir and tribute lovingly traces the journey they took together, in a way that is both touching
         and invigorating. It is a meditation on devotion itself, a considered reflection on the nature of fame and projection, on
         love and loss. It may be a beautiful conceit, but she writes with an impressive economy and a delicacy of touch; she bares
         her soul, but with discretion and grace’ Irish Business Post

      
      ‘More fantastical interludes than a Broadway musical … This is a memoir inside a biography inside a novel inside a play inside
         a meditation on hero worship, loss and excess. The result is a veritable feast … serious and searching’ Frances Wilson, Times Literary Supplement

      
      ‘In all its ardour and spontaneity, My Judy Garland Life is one of this year’s most original books. Mercifully we do not need to share Boyt’s adoration, or indeed to give a rap for
         Judy, living or dead, to enjoy its insights, hankerings and revelations. As a record of the sort of borrowed world few of
         its readers are likely to have entered with such wide-eyed intensity, it appears uniquely memorable’ Jonathan Keates, Spectator

      
      ‘Boyt’s obsession with Judy Garland is more than a memoir; it analyses celebrity, how it affects us and succeeds in making
         star crushes feel noble, not shameful. A funny and moving look at pop culture’ ELLE

      
      ‘A magical memoir … a beautifully written book … captures the same tremulous quality that Judy Garland had’ Jackie McGlone,
         Scotsman

      
      ‘Oh what a lovely book! … The intimate, sequin-spangled pleasures of this account of a lifelong obsession with Judy Garland’
         Hermione Eyre, Independent

      
      ‘A wonderful memoir on what it means to love music, celebrity and glamour – but in the most intellectual way. Delightful’
         Red
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      For my mother and father
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      I had, from my beginning, to adore heroes

      
      & I elected that they witness to,

      
      show forth, transfigure: life-suffering & pure heart

      
      & hardly definable but central weakness

      
      for which they were enthroned & forgiven by me.

      
      John Berryman, ‘The Heroes’            

   
      
      How
It All
Began

      
      I’ve been half or more in love with Judy Garland all my life. Since my earliest beginnings, when I was so sensitive that my
         heart went out to everything – strangers, ants, even that sad cluster of abandoned items in the supermarket next to the cashier’s
         till – Judy Garland has inspired and enriched my inner world.
      

      
      Her presence, through her films and her recordings, her concert footage and her television shows, has consoled and invigorated,
         educated and disturbed. The imperative intimacy I feel with Judy Garland is similar to that which I feel for my mother or
         my children. It is a sort of profound kinship, a peculiar personal connection, an emergency of friendship and sympathy that
         has the same passion to it as a crisis. This sense of attachment to Judy Garland allows me to sidestep others’ ignoble concerns
         about the way she lived, the way she worked and her reputation in the world at large; it makes me feel I have a reasonable
         claim to call myself her friend.
      

      
      And, although Judy Garland died five months after I was born, this has always seemed to me a two-sided affair that has suited
         us both. I’ve felt Judy Garland’s acute need of me and this prolonged fantasy – you might call it – of intimacy has been both
         sustaining and exhilarating. It has been a central part of my development as a person, as real as meat, as tears. I know for certain that something at the heart of Judy Garland connects directly to something
         at the heart of me. I feel implicated in her myriad struggles and triumphant in the face of her success. There are flashes
         of understanding between us, almost supernatural shocks of intense recognition, which assail me when I hear her sing or speak,
         or watch her dance.
      

      
      As a young child it seemed that all anyone ever said to me was: ‘You must learn to toughen up. You mustn’t take everything
         to heart so. You really ought to try to control your feelings more or you just won’t have a happy life.’ This then, I learned,
         was the job of childhood, the work of adolescence. If you could only gain mastery of your emotional world, why, you would be set up for ever!
         But how to do it? Nobody said. Was I to arrange myself so that I had no feelings at all? Was I to turn everything I felt into
         a secret? Or was it more a question of keeping very still and quiet for a few years until my mental capabilities could match
         the intensity of my heart, which had simply outgrown its casings?
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      Me aged six

      
      Into this fragile environment, one day, came the voice of Judy Garland. At the cinema for the first time with my mother, I
         listened, transfixed, to Dorothy singing ‘Over the Rainbow’.
      

 

      [image: image]

      Dorothy and Toto relaxing between takes

      
      I had never heard anything like it in my life. It was immediately clear to me that Garland’s singing bypassed all the indignity
         of strong feelings that I was grappling with, and instead she capitalised on her struggles. She absolutely led with them,
         presenting them as the best things life contains. Since early childhood I have always entertained a lot of dark thoughts –
         I put out a welcome mat for them; I feed them and clothe them – but Judy Garland seemed miraculously to transform the harsher
         truths of life into something wonderful, where all feelings, however dark, are good and true because they’re yours. There was an instant – and I felt it even then – historic meeting between us, a kind of tessellation of spirit accompanied by thick bolts of not just fellow feeling but of fellow
         being. I wanted to slip right then inside the screen.
      

      
      From here, our life took off together in delightful ways. I had an LP of The Wizard of Oz – not just the songs, but the entire soundtrack – and I put it on whenever I was in my room. I mouthed the words alongside:
         ‘That dog’s a menace to the community. I’m taking him to the sheriff and make sure he’s destroyed.’ It was my wallpaper for
       several years. ‘Put him in the basket, Henry,’ I would murmur wryly in the face of any sort of defeat. I listened to Judy
         Garland’s music continually, lying on my bedcover with the yellow moons and the pink stars. We cared about so many of the
         same things, chiefly the importance of making other people happy, a huge concern of mine, which no one else I knew seemed
         to speak of at all. I still believe one of the best ways to help the environment is to be 50 per cent kinder to all family,
         friends and strangers and then sit back and watch the world improve.
      

      
      And although I did not begin to understand Judy Garland’s sorrows, I saw that she had them and that they weighed heavily on
         her four foot eleven frame, and that she was a bigger person for them. Like thousands of others before me I felt that just
         by listening to her I could help. This made me immensely hopeful. The idea that uneasiness could be channelled into something beautiful, something triumphant that could somehow link us and transform us
         was a revelation. Even as a child I could see that Judy’s courage was contagious; it was almost pneumatic. Everything she
         did seemed like a staggering act of human generosity, designed especially to appeal to me. She must have been the most conscientious
         unreliable person who ever lived.
      

      
      I was a conscientious and reliable and helpful girl, chubby and intense, keen to stay a child for as long as possible – for
         ever, if I could manage it – because I knew the grown up world inhabited by my parents, by my much older siblings, was far
         more dangerous than I could bear. To emulate Judy’s dance routines I started taking tap, ballet and modern classes, three
         days a week, in a local church hall presided over by a Miss Audrey. I loved it. It was a cruel joke that I might ever have
         a dancer’s body but I was praised and encouraged endlessly, not for my talent but because of my sheer hard work and my excellent
         memory which, when you are a very young dancer, can take you quite far. I worked hard also at staying cheerful, with discipline
       and willpower, practising my dancing for hours at a time to a record called The Young Judy Garland, using the mantelpiece in my bedroom as a barre. I loved and learned a song called ‘Friendship’, in which Judy and Johnny
         Mercer make hysterical, competitive pledges of allegiance to each other, such as, ‘If you ever lose your teeth when you’re
         out to dine, borrow mine’, and ‘If you ever lose your mind, I’ll be kind.’ I loved the idea that there might one day be someone
         I’d do anything for.
      

      
      I passed through a difficult year. My parents had parted before I was born and I missed my father so much it was a physical
         pain. Yet as my love for Judy Garland began to grow and deepen something hopeful stirred in me, and things to do with life
         and the outside world and the people in it gradually started to seem a little more possible, even slightly inviting. Practising
         my tap routines to Garland’s records, reciting the mesmerising chains of steps, the endless hop-shuffle-hop-brush-hop-pick-ups (repeat) I could see that
         it might be desirable to grow up one day and it would be awful sometimes, more painful than my darkest dreams, but it might
         also be, now and then, a bit lovely. My strength of feeling that I’d learned to view as an affliction, Judy seemed to think
         might be the making of me. She ennobled and forgave. It was the first time she had intervened. And so we began.
      

      
      What does it say about this extraordinary performer that I’ve felt linked to her so powerfully all my life? What does it say
         about me? Whatever strange alchemy has been at work between us, the facts are these: I wasn’t there at the moments of her
         greatest triumphs and her cruellest despair. But she has been at mine.
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      World’s
Greatest
Entertainer

      
      Of course Judy Garland was the greatest entertainer of the twentieth or any century. Her singing made a direct assault on
         the heart that no one else has ever matched. When Judy performs, every moment in life becomes a rite of passage, a disaster
         or epiphany so exhilarating that you need to raise the calibre of your personality in order to meet it.
      

      
      Matters of life and death hang in the balance when Judy Garland sings. Everything is celebration or mourning. There’s no prevarication.
         Her voice aims straight at our central nervous systems, to our red and white blood cells, inside our ventricles, auricles
         and valves. No other performer ever communicated so sincerely and with so much lustre that the truth actually dazzles.
      

      
    Judy Garland changed the face of popular entertainment for ever. She created a whole new theatrical idiom in which glamour and frankness nudge and jostle unabashedly. The rapport Garland maintained with her audiences is unequalled in history. In Judy’s presence our hopes and disappointments flee their straitjackets and dance before us wildly. Our emotions have their
         colour and brightness turned up to the highest pitch. We are uncurbed, all our self-censorship goes, our codes of practice
         and our ludicrous controls, and there’s no place for anything artificial, or learned or resolved. Judy brings off impossible feats: to combine absolute
         candour and absolute valour is a moral impossibility – but not in Judy’s hands. Her humour and intelligence comprise a brand
         of warmth that has a devastating grace. At least they do for me.
      

      
      Garland’s mature voice affected her concert audiences so deeply they unravelled before her. The sympathy she offered was visceral
       and hard. Her fans felt along the lines of her songs and found both the symptoms of life and their cures. ‘Bedlam superimposed upon bedlam’ describes a typical end-of-performance crowd who no longer knew their names or where they were or why or who,
       but just lay down madly in the theatre aisles or beneath the apron of the stage, feeling. Think of the wild sorrow of the white-gloved ushers at the Palace Theater as they applauded Judy into the stratosphere when
         she ended her triumphant nineteen-week run there on 24 February 1952. Picture the crazed despair of the star-struck usherettes
       as they serenaded Judy with ‘Auld Lang Syne’! Judy frequently drew standing ovations from her orchestras. No singer is a hero to her accompanists – they play four times as many notes and earn a small fraction of the fee – but Judy was.
      

      
      Judy Garland’s admirers use extraordinary images to describe her effects. Critics take on disguises when analysing her magisterial
         sway. One moment they are scientists, acute and intrepid, investigating an inexplicable human phenomenon; the next they turn
         swooning suitors, love-torn sonneteers; then they are faithful guardians, staunch and perturbed, setting out for their adored
         charge a model for living, for staying alive. ‘That girl should work two hours and then be taken home in an ambulance! How
         she gives of herself!’ the actress Ina Claire said when she visited the set of A Star Is Born.
      

      
      Judy leaves your levels of receptivity so high that after an hour in her company even dry London pavements look poignant and
         acute. Tall buildings take on that shimmering, provisional look they get when viewed through fumes. Her songs destroy your calluses while sandpapering your plumpest hopes. Judy sensitises
         and quickens and makes every aspect of life more extreme and affecting. Her voice undoes people, cutting through layers and
         layers of masks and defences until we can’t help exclaiming at the thinness of our skin. Garland’s performances leave us in
         a state of crisis, but it’s a good crisis, like falling in love or having your stitches removed.
      

      
      When Judy’s in the house the unendurable and the delightful go hand in hand, hoisted and throbbing across the room, demanding
         your greatest respect. There’s no need for alleviation when Judy sings, no room for dilution or pretence. Likewise courage
         and fear, by this point, are silly and cosmetic. When Judy sings your heart of hearts has no other home but her throat.
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      Garland was the most generous of artists. She went all-out, keeping nothing back from her fans, giving of herself to such
       a degree it was almost insane. Asked by a reporter in 1968 how she’d like to be thought of by people, she replied, ‘I would like them to know that I have been in love with them all my life.’ Judy Garland’s
       talent had a Robin Hood quality to it. She reduced, in concert, the hardest, most cynical Hollywood figures to infants, all
         mucus and tears. She exalted the lowly, the broken-down clown in a fix, on its uppers, and was a huge respecter of the rejected
         and the uncared-for in love. But she triumphed equally in her more sophisticated drawing room register, witty, wistful and
         debonair. Her face was half imp, half cherub, but her constitution was that of an ox.
      

      
      No two performances Garland gave were the same. The chances that she took! She shone as a child star, electric with hope and
         yearning, and dazzled as a young girl as ecstatic at the thought of life’s promise as a line from Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. Over her early performances there hovers a sort of permanent dew. No one can touch her for thoroughbred ardour. And her
         ardour is so powerful! In Oz it helps her thwart an evil regime, depose two cruel rulers and debunk then befriend – so characteristic
         that – a sham wizard. In Presenting Lily Mars her moral energy even wins her the lead in a Broadway show. Judy’s version of longing was of the richest and most festive
         hue. Other esteemed performers faded in her presence. Who else could partner Astaire and eclipse him? Judy’s face, full of
         ripe emotion, makes Fred seem lacklustre. You scarcely even think about his feet! ‘The greatest entertainer who ever lived,
         or probably ever will’ he called her, generously. Judy Garland was an impossible act to follow, her ease and her lavish sincerity
       utterly beguiling. ‘If you did four flips in the air, cut your head off and sewed it on again it wouldn’t mean a thing’ Betty Hutton complained. ‘Just stand there’ Garland’s audience begged when the encores were running out at Carnegie Hall.
      

      
      At times a later Judy seems to sing against the grain of herself so that all the sincerity and theatricality, the effervescence,
         vulnerability, frustration, irony and passion are vying wildly for position. As I hear her overture I sometimes imagine a person I love in the dark at a party, hovering half out of sight, with a face partly
         lit by a cake bearing many candles and suddenly the glare of flame is dancing a little too close to my flyaway hair and the
         thick scent of vanilla sugar ambushes my nostrils and then a hundred people are singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to me and a thin
         channel of icing drips from the rim of the plate threatening my toes that peep from high sandals in descending sizes, varnished
         in Dior’s Rouge de Fête.
      

      
      When I begin to listen to Judy Garland there is no joy or wound from the story of my life that isn’t with me. Great flashes
         of past experience dazzle and dismay, the good and the bad, at the same time, in vivid layers. It is an unstable moment, one
         that cannot be too often indulged. Her central credo, and it always always comes to me as her voice begins to swell, is that
         to be the person with the strongest feelings in life is to be the best. This is an instinct I am quite sure I was born with.
         A notion that is right inside my bones. Yet I know it is something I am no longer meant to believe.
      

      
      After this initial seizing and unhanding I feel the familiar unravelling too. It is a sensation filled with pleasure and alarm.
         They say once Judy has you she has got you for life, and it’s true. My resistance to her is awfully low. And as I take her
         in through my pores the things that habitually seem important and vital to me fall away or shrivel and I feel new beliefs
         knitting together in their place. Then, before I know it, the following statements appear to be true:
      

      
      

         *Things that are hard have more of life at their heart than things that are easy.

         *The future must prove better and happier than the past.

         *All feelings, however painful, are to be prized.

         *The opposite of good feelings are not bad feelings but no feelings.

         *Glamour is a moral stance.

         *The world is crueller and more wonderful than anyone ever says.

         *Loss, its memory and its anticipation, lies at the heart of human experience.

         *Any human situation, however deadly, can be changed, turned around and improved beyond recognition on any given day, in one
            minute, in one hour.
         

         *You must try to prepare and be ready for the moment that you’re needed, for the call could come at any time.

         *The fluctuations of the heart mark the trajectory of the human career, but you must try not to pay this too much heed.

         *There are worse things in life than being taken for a ride.

         *If you have a thin skin all aspects of life cost more and have more value.

         *Loyalty to one other is the best kind of human system.

         *Grief is no real match for the human heart, which is an infinitely resourceful organ.

      



      
      To accompany my Garlandian truisms I experience startling rings of similarity. Judy’s soaring, outstretched emphases and the
         things she hushes or omits seem, to the letter, my own. I want to ape the little drawn-out hesitancies that bridge her spoken
       words. ‘Do you … do you like “A Foggy Day”? I do,’ she asked at Carnegie Hall in 1961. I love it too. And then, before I know
         it, I can feel the impression of her on my person so acutely that the wildest claims start pouring from me and in my mind
         I am gazing at a whiteboard in a back corner of a hospital ward on which an X-ray of Garland’s tiny frame is illuminated,
         the blank navy hollows and the white knot of bone and next to it is pinned an X-ray of me and the lines and the shadows, the
         order and the eternal human disarray are to a bone, to an artery, exactly the same.
      

      
      Of course I can see this is not quite true. We have different strengths and our weaknesses are hardly the same. I love to
         sing and dance but no one else loves it very much.* I still retain my natural ardours and excesses, but not a soul has ever termed
       me ‘something of the forest’ or a ‘wonderful splash of rain’.
      

      
    Over me – sad to say – there hangs no dew. When I speak, now, people pay attention but I sure can’t lay a claim to Judy’s imperial sway. I have never been a person to whom it’s hard to say, ‘No’.
      

      
      Stunned by life’s hierarchies, I like a prominent position in the background or in the inner circle on a lowish rung. I have
         always, always longed for the stage but I am probably more the lady-in-waiting type or the facilitator, the dresser in the
         wings, the solid bridesmaid, the willing paid companion, the staunch librarian or the kindly nurse with armfuls of starched
         linen who knows when to avert her gaze. I am reasonably balanced and settled, people tell me, both driven and content, while
         Judy Garland lived out her days at the apex of excitement in such a maelstrom of lurching highs and bitter lows that by the
         end of her life she was circling the world, impossible, penniless, looking anywhere for a foothold or some moorings yet still
         stunning audiences with her consummate performing skills, right up to the last. I know all this. Of course I know it. Yet
         when I watch her, when I think about her and the choices that she made, it seems to me that Judy Garland proves something
         I’ve all my life believed, that nobody else in the world thinks is true.
      

      
      I don’t quite understand what happens at these moments, the avalanche of feelings, the rapid swell of kinship and concern.
         I know it’s some kind of collusion and that matters of ownership are involved. And it isn’t hard to pathologise – my story
         won’t be unfamiliar – you can match this lack with that lack and here a strength and there a need, if you are so inclined.
         But it is so much more than this.
      

      
      Whole new departments of feeling are created when Judy’s on my mind, and of living, too, and words like success and health and love
         seem faltering and inchoate. The communion between Judy and me is so heightened when I hear her singing that all misgivings
         disappear: everything is binding, definite, irrefutable and curiously exact, yet the landscape of feelings is vast. It’s all
         there, the world and its opposites and all the gradations that lie in between: there’s devastation, bravely worn, excitement,
         recovery and anxiety paired with wit and charm; there’s hankering and satisfaction and relief and faith and a kind of familiarity
         that is startling. There are mistakes and humility and then full-voltage superstar quality thickly entwined. As I ponder all this I’m beyond thought and feeling and wishes. Everything stands on its head, all distinctions petty and banal
         and good and bad and death and life are starkly realised before me and illuminated and exalted and mourned. It’s a monumental
         moment, yet it’s curiously intimate for all the lightning flashes. We’re in a small room, alone together, seated at a side
         table. We’re each other’s everything. I’m completely in her hands.
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      I am a ‘loss’ person by nature, certainly, but I’m happy these days – you should hear my continual whistling and chirping.
         My grief is secure now and dwells far away in my past. So isn’t it extraordinary that even the idea of a tiny woman singing,
         forty years after her death, should move a sane soul in this way?
      

      
      
      When I was born in a tall thin house with no foundations, in an eerie Gothic London square, my mother already had four children;
         allegiances had been formed and strong characters established. It soon seemed to me quite clear that all the major personality
         types had been taken. There is a battle to make yourself heard when you are last on the production line. And I couldn’t help
         wondering, what did my family want with another child? Part of the trouble was that I had no idea what I was like and my fear
         was that I simply lacked a personality. As a small person you can feel very unformed and there is a certain humiliation attached
         to this. I had my strong feelings, of course, for companions, but I couldn’t see what they might add up to or where exactly
         they would lead.
      

      
    Besides, my family had recently returned from its greatest adventure and I had played no part in it. When her mother died
         and left her a bit of money, my mother bought a ship called Inge, took my brothers and sisters out of school and set sail around the world. At one stage, the crew mutinied and my mother
         had to stand over them with a gun, or so the story went. At another point, one of my brothers, a babe in arms, fell overboard
         and two sailors nearly clanked heads with my mother as they all dived in to save him. I heard these stories as if they were fairy tales from a book
         and in my mind the sailors were pirates with gold hoop earrings and fearsome grins. The captain was a huge, red-faced, surly
         fellow and I imagined he was made of meat.
      

      
      ‘Tell me about the ship,’ I used to say. I knew the bare bones of the story, that Inge was a cargo ship and she had sailed to Trinidad, via Norway, where my family had eaten sugary salamis and learned the word
         for mashed potato, which was kartoffelmos. And I knew that in Trinidad, when the ship was declared unseaworthy and no longer viable as a means of support for my family,
         they were deported back to England, third class, so as not to be a burden on the West Indian state. But it was the specifics
         that enchanted me. I liked to hear of the shipmates’ duties: swabbing the deck, looking over the rigging and painting the
         deck house, which was meant to be a little school room but was always getting blown away. I read the diaries my siblings had
         kept on board ship, which formed part of their education. My mother referred to mysterious tasks such as ‘pumping out the
         bilges’ and ‘checking the charts’.
      

      
      My narrow escape from this high drama, which I know I would have loathed, prompted me to view myself firmly outside the exciting
         world the rest of my family seemed to inhabit. My mother was a hero; my father, the painter Lucian Freud, lived five miles
         away and ate, slept and drank paint in his handsome top-floor flat. My brothers and sisters seemed so different from me, not
         tentative at all or fledgling or unsure; they were leaders and pioneers, daring, stylish and free. I felt my excessively emotional
         nature strike everyone as an embarrassment of the silliest order. My cautious personality was itself a caution. My flights
         of fancy mercilessly mild. ‘May I possibly have a pineapple pina colada but without the rum?’ I asked my father in a Soho
         restaurant, when I was twelve, because the sign above our table said Cocktails. To his credit, when the waiter came to take
         our order he did ask.
      

      
      My sisters seemed so modern, with their cropped hair and fast talk, embracing the latest trends, even initiating and popularising
         them. There was always a small queue of their dashing yet nervous admirers round at our house. Sometimes they plied me with
         sweets in the mistaken belief that winning me over might further their romantic suits. Me! I had to laugh for I was quite
         without influence, in a quaint little world of my own making. I was an old-fashioned girl with olden-days habits and olden-days
         values. The codes I held dear championed outmoded social virtues such as smiling through tears.
      

      
      My childhood was quite literally steeped in the past, for when I was about six my mother started to sell old-fashioned clothes
         on a stall in an antiques market and afterwards in a shop she named Susie’s after me. Victorian nightgowns, nineteen-forties
         silk and crêpe dresses, peach rayon satin underclothes and beaded nineteen-fifties cardigans hung by padded hangers from every
         door-frame in our house and frequently fell on my head as I passed between rooms. There were sprigs of felt flowers, cards
         of buttons, bolts of millinery velvet, the odd hat and occasionally something exceptional like a Schiaparelli jacket covered
         in electric blue paillettes that friends of hers would be invited round to view. On the cooker, an aluminium cauldron of white
         cotton and soap and bleach continuously bubbled away, sending steam into the room and a scent similar to spaghetti.
      

      
      ‘What’s for supper?’ I would ask. ‘Smells delicious!’

      
      ‘Oh, just some old bloomers. They came up a bit yellow so I’m giving them an extra boil.’ I admired my mother hugely for her
         faith and industry, and her high spirits.
      

      
      When I was eleven or so we moved to a smaller house and, as my older siblings came and went, in the main it was just the two
         of us. It was very cosy. Our afternoons passed in continual tea-times. The cargo of buns we must have put away! At weekends
         my mother made dawn raids on Brick and Petticoat Lanes to find her stock, bringing back hot bagels and platzels for my breakfast when
         it was still dark. Every other Thursday she went to a rag yard in east London where she bought special items picked out for
         her by a team of friendly female sorters, paying by the weight then giving tips on top to the women who unearthed incredible
         gems from among the items people threw away. In the school holidays or when I nursed a mild cold I went with her to a Stratford
         warehouse. We both liked the idea that rubbish could yield such beautiful things. The women there spoiled me with confectionery:
         ‘She’s such a good girl’ they said. We would hold up an exquisite silk blouse or dress and all shake our heads as one as we
         imagined the crazy types who could discard such a prize. It was not an exaggeration to say that thoughts of rescue flashed
         through all our minds. At Christmas we bought perfume and talc for these women, and bottles of whisky which I wrapped for
         the men who worked the compressing machines.
      

      
      It was always clear to me that my mother thought her work rather feminine and romantic, and it was in a way. This was a relief
         as I knew she would rather be painting: she had been a star student at art school and I respected the courage in her sacrifice.
         Occasionally when I came down in the morning my mother would still be sitting in a chair in dim light, asleep with her sewing
         on her lap, and once or twice I remember her cries of outrage when, through tiredness, she had sewn the garment she was mending
         on to her own skirt and the whole thing had to be unpicked with a little metal stitch-ripper that looked like a wishbone.
         Towards the end of the week, as the stock piled up in our small basement kitchen, there were buckets of starch containing
         lace curtains and plastic basins filled with stain remover, where small items of silk were put to soak, wherever you looked.
         It was the nineteen-eighties but you might not have known it in our house. As my mother sewed I brushed her hair for a penny
         a minute and sang her Judy songs.
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      I loved my mother so much I scarcely let her out of my sight, night or day. She took it very well. I helped her with her work
         sometimes, sitting at her feet doing what she did, only in miniature, clumsily embroidering lazy daisies very slowly on to
         a bright cashmere cardigan, undoing the hem of a coat or a dress, feeding satin ribbon through the slits of a lace camisole
         with the vague sensation these were the sorts of clothes that Judy wore. I knew very little about my mother’s family. I sensed
         her mother had been highly strung and very glamorous, and when my mother visited her in London, shortly before she died, her
         mother wore a grand pink dress because she was about to go and see her psychiatrist.
      

      
      ‘What sort of pink?’ I asked her. It seemed very important suddenly, bright or pale? I imagined a crinoline squished and swishing
         through the heavy door of a Wimpole Street consulting room.
      

      
      ‘It was subtle, you know, sort of ombré,’ my mother said.

      
      ‘Oh how beautiful!’

      
      I knew that when my grandmother was young and if it was Saturday night and she didn’t have a date or a party she would get
         into bed with her cousin Angela and gossip and share a bottle of champagne and fall asleep. My mother’s mother died at fifty-seven,
         before I was born, from some sort of accidental overdose or buildup of prescription drugs, my mother said.
      

      
      ‘Like Judy?’ I asked. The pink dress made me think of Judy too, and the Saturday night sprees. I knew my mother had seen The Wizard of Oz with her mother and they had left the cinema doing the lilting yellow brick road double-skip all the way home.
      

      
      ‘My mother was no Judy Garland,’ my mother remarked to me, once firmly, once wistfully, but the connection in my head never
         quite went away.
      

      
      Of course my parents and siblings have had more of an effect on my development, have moulded and shaped me more than Judy
         Garland could have done. They did things for me and to me and with and without me just as any family does and the results
         don’t surprise. Yet Judy and I always had our own tight little circle. She was my life in purest form, encapsulating and refining
         all the things that interested me most: my mother’s high spirited stoicism and her generous festive nature; my father’s devotion
         to his work; the job of cheering; the value of glamour; the call of dark spirits and the lengths you have to go to to resist
         them. My head and heart then and now are always making paths to Judy in a way they have not quite done to anyone else. She
         calls to me frequently. It’s part of the texture of my days. Lightning seeks the atmospheric courses it has carved out before
         and I am repeatedly drawn back to you-know-who. This occurs without my permission sometimes, as sighs do or dreams, and now
         and then it happens without my even noticing.
      

      
      *

      
      When you adore someone absolutely everything that pertains to that person is fascinating. Say you discover that Meinhardt Raabe,
         the actor who played the munchkin coroner in The Wizard of Oz, had a massive growth spurt at the age of thirty-five. Well, you feel like telephoning everyone you know. He was twenty-four
         and just four foot tall in the film. He’s in his nineties and four foot seven now, only four inches shorter than Judy was
         herself. Can you believe it? Your good friends, at least your very best ones, express some interest. You don’t need much to
         go on. Practically nothing is enough.
      

      
      Another time you glance at an entry in your hero’s old address book which says Day, Lena (theatrical maid) 3046 11th Ave., Los Angeles, Calif and there’s a telephone number too and you wonder, absently, is that an actress who specialises in playing servant girls, or a helpmeet who’s prone to histrionic gestures or
         is it simply a handy source of dressing room support? You muse on the skills involved in all these professions; you wonder
         if you have any of them yourself. You might, at a loose end one day, even try calling the number, just in case, but the rudeness
         of the woman who answers the phone, when you timidly attempt to explain your business, fifty or so years later – well!
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      Bette Davis, Sammy Davis Jr., Doris Day and Lena Day (theatrical maid) in Judy’s 1950s address book

      
      It’s also hard not to adopt your loved ones’ viewpoints or to indulge their crackedest whims. Their likes and dislikes, if
     you’re not careful, can become your own. Strange webs of inclinations and fidelities knit and tangle. Watch Annie Get Your Gun, from which Garland was ejected? I’d rather eat nails! Disliking the correct things is especially important, my parents taught
         me. It’s nice to carry on the family feuds. I know I’ll never rent a film starring Lana Turner, just as I’ll never read a
         book by Jung. Leafing through Turner’s memoirs (solely for references to Garland) I find her sentiments so starkly unJudyish
       that it makes me mad. However cast down Judy might have felt at times, it never made her bland or banal or even silly. Lana says, ‘Shortly after I met him he asked to marry me, but for once I knew I really didn’t want to. After I declined he left
         for Arizona to do his nightclub act. Clever man, he didn’t call me for a few lonely days. Sensing my mood, he again asked
         me to marry him. This time I agreed. Our wedding took place in Las Vegas. Why oh why?’
      

      
      Indeed.

      
      (Judy’s five husbands weren’t, perhaps, immaculately chosen but I’m certain each marriage was entered into with a blazing
         heart and hopes that were sky high.)
      

      
      Because Judy’s always hovering one rung below my consciousness, the littlest things draw her to the forefront of my mind.
         If I watch an item on the news that dwells on a crime scene and I hear a description of the wanted man, I immediately think of David Letterman’s remark the night a pair of ruby slippers was stolen from the Judy
         Garland Museum. ‘Police are looking for someone armed and fabulous!’ was what he said.
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      David

      
    Or I am in the kitchen baking a pear and almond tart or a pie and I find myself thinking of the ‘pastry speech’ from I Could Go On Singing. I put half a pound of plain flour in a large bowl, guess what two or three ounces of chilled butter look like, add one egg
         and one yolk for good measure, a tablespoon of caster sugar and a drop of vanilla extract or a squeeze of lemon, a glug of
         cold water, but I scarcely notice my actions because what I’m really concentrating on is not muddling the lines:
      

      [image: image]

      Vincente
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      Sid

      
     
      I can’t be spread so thin. I’m just one person. I don’t want to be rolled out like pastry so everybody can get a nice big
         bite of me. I’m just me. I belong to myself. I can do whatever I damn well please with myself and nobody can ask any questions
         … Well, I’m not gonna do it anymore, and that’s final. It’s just not worth all the deaths I have to die …
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      Mark

      
      The dialogue in this pivotal six-minute scene was written and revised by Judy and her co-star Dirk Bogarde over a three-day
         period, rehearsed for a day and then shot in one take. Judy’s character Jenny Bowman, a world-famous singing superstar, is propped up in a room in St George’s Hospital,
         drunk and nursing a sprained ankle when she is meant to be on the stage at the London Palladium. Bowman is frightening in
         this scene, stimulated by a wounded defiance that eventually unravels into a sort of brittle despair. It is Bogarde’s job
         to help her out of it. His view is that she will let herself down if she doesn’t make it on to the stage and that would be
         a crime of gigantic proportions. He simply won’t allow it. This infuriates her further.
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      Mickey

      
      
      
      Do you think that you can make me sing? Do you think you can … do you think George can make me sing or Ida? You can get me
         there, sure, but can you make me sing? I sing for myself. I sing when I want to, whenever I want to, just for me. I sing for
         my own pleasure. Whenever I want. Do you understand that? … I’ve hung on to every bit of rubbish there is to hang on to in
         life. And I’ve thrown all the good bits away. Now, can you tell me why I do that?
      

    

  

      ‘Complete, unforgettable magic’, Bogarde called Garland in this scene. One member of the crew termed the sequence a ‘miracle’.
       It is very good. Almost all agree at this moment that Jenny Bowman is Judy. Bogarde thought so and so, by some accounts, did the Legend herself. Most fans and biographers believe that these scenes
         are as successful as they are because Judy Garland was speaking directly about her own experiences. Even the director described
         it as a ‘catharsis for everything that was taking place in her own life’, the ambivalence about performing that she had, the
         custody battles she was fighting with her husband Sid Luft, which were mirrored in part by Bowman’s struggles with Bogarde’s
         character. Am I the only person in the world who has never completely gone along with this? It seems to me it isn’t how art
         goes. Judy is drawing on her own experiences, certainly, but it insults the extraordinary skill of her handling of the material to say she has gone into some semi-automatic self-revealing trance.
      

      
      As I crimp the pastry’s edges, trim and twist the narrow strips to make the lattice top, I sometimes think the feelings expressed
         by Bowman here are an infinitely less subtle version of Judy’s complicated attitude towards performing. There’s no humour
         or irreverence and the self-awareness is foggy and all of one tone. The scene misses the dark warmth of Garland’s own professional
         misgivings. In 1959, hospitalised for hepatitis, critically ill and almost double her favourite weight, with a liver inflamed
         to nearly four times its normal size, twenty quarts of fluid were slowly drained from her body.
      

      
      ‘For the rest of your life,’ the doctor told her gravely, ‘all your physical activity must be curtailed. You are a permanent
         semi invalid. It goes without saying that under no circumstance can you ever work again.’
      

      
      ‘Whoopee!’ came the Legend’s delicate little cry.

      
      That’s Judy.

      
      I often search for extra opportunities to feel close to Judy. When I wash dishes – it doesn’t happen very often – I always
         sing ‘Look for the Silver Lining’ as Judy does in Till the Clouds Roll By. Radiant with a pregnancy the director tries to hide behind a mountain of unwashed plates, Judy is all Technicolor vivacity
         as she performs this household chore. This is the most charming and witty occurrence of dishwashing in cinematic history.
         Yet Judy is not washing dishes in the ordinary way, she is playing the part of a famous actress who finds herself in a production
         number that involves washing dishes on stage. The scene could not be more theatrical or more literary, for it has absolutely
         no truck with cleanliness or even basic hygiene. We see Garland’s character arrive at the theatre in a glamorous gown of glossy
         emerald silk, whereupon a box of bright roses is handed to her. We


      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    
      
      

      
      
    

      
      
      
     
    
      
      
      
      
      
      

         
         
         
      



      
      
      
    
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      

         
         
         
         
         
      




      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
   OEBPS/images/Art_P023-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P023-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349005430.jpg
MY JUDY
GARLAND LIFE

Susie Boyt






OEBPS/images/Art_P009.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P014.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P019.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P021.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P023-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P023-5.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P023-3.jpg





