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Disclaimer





With the exception of those persons appearing as well-known personalities under their own names, albeit often in fictitious circumstances, all other characters do not bear any relationship to living characters and any resemblance to living persons is wholly accidental.




















Chapter One





I always found having my picture taken with members of the public a frankly grim and, in the end, even a distressing experience.


The terrible conviviality and the unwelcome physical intimacy with total strangers of course was part of it.


Personal hygiene wasn’t high on everybody’s list of priorities in those days (it couldn’t be: we’re talking about the early fifties, barely a decade after the war, when plentiful hot water and unclogged fibres were still regarded as luxuries).


The women pressed close smelling of dandruff, candlewick, camphor and powdered milk, thinly disguised by a ‘top-note’, as the perfume manufacturers put it, of ‘Evening in Paris’ or Coty ‘L’Aimant’ or some other cheerful, rapidly evaporating technicolour stink from Woolworth’s.


Despite the fact that they were wearing their ‘best’ clothes, the men gave off stomach-heaving waves of dog and diesel, boot dubbin, battery fluid, pigeon-feed, dried cuttle-fish, cooked breakfasts, rough tobacco, week-old hair oil and belched-back beer. They were odours that I unwillingly but instinctively associated with scenes of domestic mayhem – children scalded, wives abused, small dogs dropped from high windows – and of the time when the scraps of paper being so urgently thrust forward for my signature would be found curled up in the back of some sideboard drawer or dust-lined wallet.


(Starting out, I was given the following advice on how to deal with fan mail by Max Miller: ‘Stick them all in a sack until it’s full.’ he said. He was relieving himself in a handbasin at the time, talking to me over his shoulder. ‘It makes a bloody good fire. How many people are you going to offend? Not more than a quarter of a million.’)


They weren’t monsters. They could be sweet, the fans. But they were ruthless. They wanted to be your best friend. The hands that reached out to take your elbow, or encircle your wrist, or that clamped themselves damply to your waist in order to position you for the viewfinder, said as much. ‘Alma this’ and ‘Alma that’. All that pawing. They were all over you like a cheap suit, if you let them.


What did it for me, though, the thing I found truly unnerving – it used to make me feel vertiginous, bilious – had only a little to do with how they smelled and a lot to do with how they felt. No matter how casual, placid, sober, offhand or unimpressed these people looked, they were all, almost without exception, when you got close to them, men and women, throbbing and pounding and exploding inside; inwardly erupting.


You’d place your hand on a broad shoulder, if only in an effort to stay upright in the scrum, and find that under its cardboard-like jacket the shoulder fluttered like a small bird, quivered like a fish. Chests palpitated and knees knocked as if in some secret spasm of sexual excitement. The most casual contact with head or arm or buttock or thigh revealed a level of activity – flesh jerking and dancing, jitterbugging about, sinews rippling like wind in a curtain – that I could never completely come to terms with. Outwardly, these people appeared as simple and stolid as pillar boxes or lamp standards. Norman and Norma Normal. Inwardly, though, they twanged like tram wires, boiled and bubbled like kitchen geysers.


Not, of course, that I was very much different. Look at those pictures now and what would you see? Not a woman whose sinuses squealed and whose breastbone ached from heaving up, as she always heaved up, before having to go out and sing. But Alma Cogan, the glamorous radio, television and recording personality, surrounded by her adoring public.


The difference was, ‘Alma Cogan’ was a confection. That was accepted. (At least I thought it was.) Giving autographs and being photographed with fans after a performance was an extension of the job. You were still up. You were still ‘on’. I was expected to perform; to be at once aloof and accessible; glamorous and homely; to give value.


‘Enduring the bizarre projections of others’ somebody once said was one of the penalties of fame. But that was okay. I was prepared for that.


What I couldn’t handle and, as I’ve said, eventually came to dread, were those shivering, shaking bodies hanging around waiting to put themselves next to mine out in the dark every night. I was terrorised by the instant access that being well-known seemed to give me to the complexed, mysterious interior lives of complete strangers – people whose settled, unrippled surfaces, their bodies told me, concealed echoing chasms, recesses, sumps, and unpredictable underwater currents; a whole uncharted subaqueous existence.


This was some years before the events in Dallas. And I never really expected a Jack Ruby to step out of the crowd one day and do for me the way he did for Oswald. But I began to speculate on the histories – and futures – of the people I was asked to pose with outside theatres, at civic receptions and during PAs at factories and shops.


You were supposed to evolve a technique for those semi-public situations when you were in that strange limbo-land: half your projected public image and half your private self. The idea was to switch off, glaze over, go through the motions, head up, shoulders back, and don’t forget to smile, etcetera. Just corpse it. But I couldn’t do that.


Beneath the veneer of professional nonchalance, I was actually extra-alert. Him, for example, the one with the slim-Jim tie and the cap pushed to the back of his head: did he seem a potential GBH-merchant/child-molester/wife-murderer/gang-rapist? And her, the one in the angora sweater and the milky lens in her glasses: did she seem the victim type? Which, if any, of these faces would one day rise to notoriety and have a name put to it? Would this picture – ‘Move in a bit closer, Alma, she won’t bite’ – could this be the one that the hack doorstepping the unfortunates on the receiving end of some as yet unknown outrage or disaster would slip out of the family album and bury in his mackintosh pocket?


What is it they say? ‘Fire lies hidden in wood.’ Well that’s the sort of thing I’m reaching towards here. That puts in a nutshell the sort of potentials, the devious dark energies I began to suspect in people.


Up until the night of the events I am about to describe, however, I hadn’t, to the best of my recollection, been the object of or even witnessed any overt act of violence.


I was twenty-two in the summer of 1954 and my success was still new enough to want to get it out and drive it round the block every so often just to gauge the reaction.


I had had my first chart successes earlier that year and would travel to London on several Sundays during my first seaside summer season to record the songs which would turn out to be some of my biggest hits. In the next year and a half I’d register in the high-seventies on the ‘reaction index’ with the public. That put me up there with the likes of Denis Compton, Gilbert Harding, Archie Andrews, Lady Docker and the younger royals, and way ahead of, for example, Rab Butler and the Home Secretary of the day, David Maxwell-Fyfe (a long way ahead of him).


It was all just starting for me in 1954 and I’d wake up every morning and immediately experience the rich ache of anticipation: what good new thing was going to happen for me today? I felt it as a constriction in the throat, a slow orbital turning of the stomach.


The season had just four more performances, two more nights to run. The leaves were already dropping. It was the end of one of the happiest extended periods I could remember.


Fourteen weeks was a long time to spend bumper-to-bumper with a single group of people. But it had been a friendly company, with no more than the usual quota of drunks and lechers and only the usual run-of-the-mill tantrums, back-biting and bellyaching. I’d rented a comfortable villa close to the town but well off the tourist route and had been given a dressing-room with a window from which there was a sheer drop to the sea.


The theatre was on the end of the North Pier and the dressing-room was in a rear corner of the theatre. We performed every night on a stage which rested on tarred timbers, bearded in green and scabbed with shells, which were apparently sunk into the sea-bed. This was, and remains, a source of mystery to me.


I could hear the sea gurgling and sucking around the timbers every night as I dressed and prepared to go on. Sometimes it did more than that: it blatted and slapped, and pasted gobs of slime against the windows. But I remember it as a mild summer, with nothing very dramatic in the way of weather.


That July, rationing came to an end: housewives burned their ration books in Trafalgar Square and comedians everywhere started scrabbling round for new material. It was the first summer for many years that shop signs and neon lights were turned on. Standing at the window as I changed, I could see lines of coloured lights strung out around the bay and, behind them, the pulses and scribbles of neon from the cafés and arcades. When you stepped backwards into the room, the colours looked kaleidoscopic beyond the salt frosting.


Three months earlier, I’d been hypnotised by all this. But it wasn’t the best preparation for going out to sing the jaunty crowd-pleasers and up-beat novelty numbers for which I was becoming famous, and so I canned it. I closed the curtains at the end of the first-house when the sky was starting to reflect pink in the water and kept them closed until it was time to leave.


That next-to-last night, though, which was going to be celebrated with a party in the town afterwards, it seemed appropriate to indulge a mood that went with the yellowed good-luck telegrams that would soon have to be unpinned from the wall, and the outpouring of sentiment which was the traditional accompaniment to these occasions. That night, we’d all write things like ‘It’s been fabulous knowing you’ and ‘Great to have worked with you again!!’ and ‘From one hobo to another – hope to see you around again sometime somewhere’, knowing that the likely destination of these messages, though no doubt heartfelt at the time, was the toilet bowl and the incinerator.


In order to get into the mood, I turned down the sound monitor which kept me in touch with what was happening on-stage – although by this time I hardly needed it: ‘It wasn’t a question of keeping the wolf away from the door so much as getting the bloody thing out of the house,’ the second-spot comic was saying as I put my finger on the button, meaning it was about ten to nine – and drew back the curtains to have a look at the view.


It was still there. And, together with the sea, whose surface that night looked as if it had been gone over with a varnishing comb – there were eddies gathered like knots on the flat surface and long, grainy striations – it was still powerfully melancholic. But, like a song that used to blow you away and now merely sets your fingers tapping, it no longer struck me as anything to write home about. The old bone-chilling thrill was gone. It was a view which already belonged to nostalgia rather than the present.




*





Stan, one of the band boys (he later became my MD and accompanist), had volunteered to walk me to the party. We waited until after eleven and then stepped outside to brave the usual suspects and what had turned into a gusty, autumnal night.


I hesitated on the top step under the bare lightbulb to give them an eyeful – I was wearing a fitted suit (‘figure-hugging’, as the tame pen performers for the papers who’d already written me up invariably described it – this was also my interview uniform), an Arctic-fox fur with a faint, unusual purple cast, and starburst ear-rings.


The cleaner in the glass-walled sun lounge directly opposite the stage-door stopped what she was doing long enough to clock me; but the fishermen on the end of the pier continued baiting their lines or stood with their eyes firmly fixed on the horizon: I could see their dense, concentrated silhouettes against the pale pool of moonlight on the water.


I’d spent months when I was younger practising my signature. That was my only hobby in adolescence: autograph practice. The arrival of the ball-point gave my technique a great push forward. It was the difference between the old put-put planes and jet travel. Now there was no resistance or drag, the pen flew over the page leaving a trail of loops and flourishes in which I could only just make out the elements of my own name. Even now, thirty-plus years later, I have to consciously scale down the action and remember that all I’m doing is writing a cheque or taking delivery of something from somebody who probably wasn’t born at the time I’m talking about.


It was surprising, the things you could be asked to sign in those days. The trays from cigarette packets and the backs of match-boxes obviously. But also rent books, dole books, business cards, blouses, packets of nylon stockings, paper bags from Skardon’s Fish Buffet, still warm and smelling of vinegar, even – occasionally – bare skin.


A young scaffolder or warp-dresser from the mills once asked me to sign an autograph on his upper arm which he said he was going to have ‘needled up’ into a tattoo. It was a cold night, I think in Leeds or Bradford, but he stripped down to his singlet in the street while a small crowd cheered him on.


He made a fist and held his arm out straight, then turned his head away while I signed the tough cushion of muscle, as if he was a small boy being given a school inoculation.


He reappeared a year or two later and hauled his sleeve up to show me the blue-green inks of the finished job. ‘The man police would like to question has a marked Yorkshire accent and a tattooed autograph of Alma Cogan on his left tricep …’ That was my first thought.


But then he pulled the back of his shirt out of his trousers to reveal a gallery of even more distinguishing features: four eagles in varying postures, a garland of roses, a peacock, a geisha girl, a selection of hearts, anchors, satyrs, the winged cap of Mercury, a cigar-smoking skull in a top hat, and the legends DEATH BEFORE MARRIAGE and UP THE CITY.


But it’s a thought to conjure with all the same: somebody going to their grave with your now flabby signature still inscribed [image: ] of an inch into their person.


There was nothing this noteworthy on the night in question: just a ripe ponging crush of hot-eared young men who looked like their fathers and full-blown, over-talced young women who looked like their mothers, and their earnest, fumbling attempts at familiarity. There was a chorus of shouted goodnights as Stan finally edged me clear and we started walking in the direction of the front, where we could still see the late trains gliding past, lit up like galleons.


A car usually dropped me at the theatre and came back to collect me later. I can’t remember if that was the first time I’d travelled the length of the pier under my own steam. What I do remember is the state of disrepair of the footway; the treacherous gaps between some of the boards – easily big enough to break a leg in; the sea churning like cocoa thirty feet below and the incongruous, glinting texture of my shoes in the near-dark.


I also remember the billboarded pictures of myself that I tottered past, clinging to Stan’s arm, and my name spelled out in block-letters that had the same drunken haphazardness as the letters that run through seaside rock. Posters were still the products of primitive tech in those days, with red and blue inks that seemed to stand off the paper and create a nimbus effect where the printing misregistered. As a result, the face that stared back at me as I negotiated the North Pier that night is the face I still see when I think back to those times: bright, confused, innocent, blurred, with a dated, hopeful glow around the edges.


The party conference season started when we finished, and a picture of Mr Attlee – an old man in a homburg hat with fatigue and defeat written all over him – had gone up outside the Winter Gardens. We turned right into the narrow streets of the old town where the traditional seaside smells – shellfish, rancid fat, sugared rock – seemed baked into the fabric of the buildings.


We were looking for somewhere called the Helmet – I wasn’t aware of the sexual connotation at the time – and found it after several wrong turnings which involved stepping over cooling streams of urine and disturbing courting couples in the recessed doorways of shops that seemed to sell nothing but rusted baked-bean tins and pre-war hats.


‘Are you members, darlings?’


It was the second-spot comic, got up like something – something female, that is – from the naughty nineties or the roaring twenties, it was difficult to tell.


‘She’s not a pretty little lady, is she?’ This to me about Stan, who was six-foot-one and still V-shaped from his time in the navy. ‘Oh better come in then, cunty.’


The Helmet was what my mother would have called a dive and my mother would have been right. It was at the bottom of two flights of funnel-like, slack-carpeted stairs and consisted of a single room with a small serving bar in one corner and a small raised stage in another, diagonally opposite.


In the minimal lighting, it was possible to see that somebody, almost certainly a previous owner, had carried out murals on a maritime theme. Crabs, starfish, octopuses and other – to me – unidentifiable crustaceans and creepy-crawlies battled for space in patinaed, gilt-framed panels. Flocked wallpaper in two shades of green completed the decorations: with light filtering dimly on to it, it looked appropriately like river-moss.


Stan went to the bar and I parked myself at a table full of faces that I hardly recognised without their tall head plumes and feather-cut wigs and the cheap, raw-edged gorgeousness of theatrical slap. Most of the gorgeousness that night seemed to have been hijacked by a few of the boys from the chorus (and a couple from front-of-house) who had come dragged up in borrowed diamanté sheaths and ‘hostess gowns’ of ruffled chiffon.


The female members of the chorus, present as themselves, looked like husks. They looked slighter; softer. The softness was emphasised by the cigarettes and brittle painted nails they waved in front of their faces all the time like shields.


Show girls in those days weren’t necessarily brassy: it wasn’t a condition of the job; and the word itself had yet to become a euphemism for ‘tart’. Most of the ones I knew who didn’t marry comics married accountants, doctors, commercial travellers and ambitious local government yes-men. They were content to keep house and take their place on the church flower-roster until the children grew up, when they would become, as many of them now are, marriage guidance counsellors, animal welfarists, Earth Firsters, prison visitors and JPs.


Kathie Moody, a former Breams Breezy Babe and seaside hoofer, had graduated in style a few years earlier by marrying Law Grade. Audrey Smith, a Tiller Girl and can-can dancer, had married Leslie Grade. Then there was old Nora Docker, as if we could forget, who had worked her way up from high-kicking and hostessing at Murray’s Club in Soho, to Sir Bernard and the gold-plated Daimler.


Even Rita, the Grades’ sister, who would soon be constantly on the phone trying to recruit me for her charitable functions and good works, started off on the boards. (‘We’re all going to feel a little bit taller at the end of the day, would I lie to you, Alma?’ Rita would launch into her familiar schmooze, well aware that any refusal to put in an appearance amounted to professional suicide. ‘It’s for a good cause. That road home is going to seem a little bit shorter.’)


In the meantime, it was a life of cheap chat-ups and dried-out boarding-house suppers for those who were less well-connected. That night at the Helmet most of the chorus didn’t know where they were going to be the same time the following week. This accounted for the cigarette-ends piling up in the saucers and the wreaths of pale smoke that clung to their hair and played around their lively, laughing faces.


‘… so he said, “I’ve slept with more people than are in here tonight – and that was on my honeymoon,”’ I heard a brunette on my left say. She was shouting to make herself heard above the noise which had already reached a level where talking made you worry about preserving your voice for the next night’s performance. Somebody was banging away at a piano; somebody else was murdering a banjo.


‘Don’t take this the wrong way. But are you ever worried‚’ the brunette, whose name was Glennis, was addressing me now, ‘about being, you know, a five minute’s magic?’ But before I could answer I was being tapped on the shoulder by Trevor, known throughout the business as Big Rita. (Later in life, when the drink and ‘trolling’ had begun to take their toll, it would become ‘Rita Hayworth’s mother’.)


He was gesturing at the table with thick fingers covered in glass rings the colour of table jellies. I thought it was my drink he was after, which was just lemonade mixed with vermouth. But he wanted my cigarette packet: I passed it to him and he slid the silver foil out gently, removed the membrane of tissue paper from the back of it and elaborately blotted his lips. He let the lipstick-stained tissue drift down onto the table and made his way towards the stage.






‘Electric drill groaning,


Office telephoning,


Gracie Fields funning,


The gangsters gunning,


Talk of our love‚’








Trevor started to sing.


A part of the evening’s entertainment, being quietly relished by those of us not directly involved, came from the cross-currents caused by the appearance on the scene of some of the band wives, breaking up various cosy liaisons that had lasted through the summer. A number of the girls who had been displaced were drinking more heavily than usual and hostilely eyeing up the opposition. Margaret, a full-figured but otherwise rather plain girl from Coventry, was one of them.


‘I was expecting to be able to come here tonight and let me back hair down,’ she complained loudly. ‘Then she has to put in an appearance. She hasn’t got the, excuse me, guts to look me in the eye, if you’ve noticed. She looks like one of them that’ll go fat when she gets older.’


There was a lot more in this vein. Fortunately most of it was swallowed up in the general hubbub which, every so often, gave way to the loud singing of sentimental songs. Then, just as suddenly as the singing had started, it would stop, and everybody would go back to bawling at each other over their glasses.


‘Scientists are busy proving the big part personality and looks play in your life. It’s all written, you know.’ Margaret again. ‘They’re going to prove that your life is mapped out for you. So why regret what was inevitable? I’m a total fatalist.’


But I had started to experience, and covertly enjoy, the gently rolling sensation you sometimes get when you have spent time surrounded by water; the floor and the table both seemed to be moving. That, combined, I suppose, with the fact that I was now a little lit myself and the noise in the Helmet which had reached the sort of pitch where it was as unobtrusive as silence, dredged to the surface something somebody – an eminent artist, as it happens, his face as red as the wine he was anxiously looking around for more of to put in his glass – had said to me not long before at a London party.


‘There are only two things I know that I can look at forever: waves breaking in a long slow rolling turn along a sandy beach with the spray being blown off the top. And – oh yes’ – a waiter had finally arrived with a refill; he relieved him of the bottle – ‘the movement of a tall poplar’s topmost branches and leaves. The poplars I can watch endlessly with the lovely movement they have all the time.’


Everything that happened next seemed to happen at the same languorous tempo; waves breaking on a beach; a tall poplar brushing the sky.


I had been aware of a dancer called Gerard, who I knew was from a small town in the west of Ireland, sitting astride an upright chair on the stage miming to a tape of Doris Day’s ‘The Deadwood Stage’. He was batting black spiked lashes and had his own blond hair turned back in metallic brackets either side of his face to look like Doris Day’s; he was wearing a red-and-white bandanna and something that roughly resembled the buckskin jacket Doris Day wore in Calamity Jane. Every time he got to ‘whipcrack away, whipcrack away, whipcrack away’ he waved around a piece of clothesline and everybody joined in.


Now, though, he was suddenly being jerked backwards off the chair by a man in a dark, American-cut sharkskin suit and what we knew in those days as a Billy Eckstine shirt, who was accompanied by another man who was less flashily dressed. The second man caught Gerard as he fell, then flipped him upright in a single unbroken movement so that he was facing stage-front. This was done with such panache that for an instant you might have been fooled into thinking you were watching a top-line, if somewhat dated, adagio act. If you hadn’t been paying attention you might have thought that this was cod-violence; knockabout; pantomime aggro.


But already, of course, you know different. What we were about to witness was an act of violence of the sort that, up to that night, I’d believed no human capable. From that point on, though, it was the sort of vile craziness I would suspect everybody of having the potential for.


Very soon, I could tell – we could all tell; you could already smell it – there was going to be blood. And now – was that a drum-roll I heard? – here it came: a thick rope of blood which twisted lazily through the air, followed by a fine spray which settled on the shoulders of those nearest the stage like sparks from an anvil, like snow. There was a thick slick of it on the leading player’s sharkskin jacket that looked like blood on the flank of a tormented bull. Except that it was the bull in this case which was handing out the punishment.


Both men had inserted their fingers into the boy’s carefully painted mouth and had looked at first as if they were going to force open his teeth like a vice until he resembled the turkey-necked, screaming grotesques in my friend Francis Bacon’s painting, Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion.


But these were learner performers. They needed cruder results than that. They weren’t prepared to trust the patience of their audience. The brass-ringed fingers hooked into his mouth and tore open the flesh of his cheeks like the wrapping round a promising-looking parcel; they ripped upwards towards his eyes and outwards towards his ears; they simply peeled his face like an orange.


Nobody was ever able to give an explanation for the attack, but it seems reasonable to suppose that there could only be two motives: sexual or financial. If I opt for the former it is because of a comment made to me some years later by somebody who had also witnessed what happened at first-hand. ‘There is nothing more vicious than a villainous poof‚’ he said, and he spoke as one who was in a position to know.




*





The ‘American invasion’ of entertainers was at its height in 1954 – Lena Home, Johnny Ray, Nat King Cole, Frankie Laine, Eddie Fisher and Guy Mitchell had all been over to play the Palladium. Nobody excited as much public interest, though, as Doris Day.


Four months after the events described here, I met her at a reception held in her honour in the River Room at the Savoy. With its kind, modulated lighting, circulating flunkies and stiff linen napiery it was a world away from the sleaze of the Helmet. Inevitably, though, when we were introduced I found myself scrutinising the star guest’s ivory porcelain mask for signs of mutilation and invisible mending. (The boy Gerard survived, hideously disfigured.)


The main focus of interest, for obvious reasons, was her mouth. ‘No successful singer has an ugly mouth’ was something that had been drummed into me by a woman with a perpetually glistening crimson gash who I had gone to for voice lessons when I was younger. And I found myself following the ellipses and painted puckerings of Doris Day’s (surprisingly full) lips with such concentration that afterwards I would be able to recall barely a word of our bright, brief cocktail conversation.


It seemed inconceivable then and for many years afterwards that anything could eclipse that as my most vivid memory of the occasion. Events conspired, however, to place even the Gerard episode in a perspective that suggested how far the world had rolled in a direction that no one at the time could have predicted.


My escort at the Savoy that day was a friend called Sammy who had started out in the Delfont office and was now working as a song plugger in Denmark Street. It was a job he did well; Sammy was what he described as a ‘people person’. He had extra-finely-tuned antennae. He had a nose for an opportunity; an unerring instinct for the profit-pulse. And at the Day reception he quickly ingratiated himself with a small boy who was sitting alone and bored at the edge of the action.


It didn’t take a genius to see that the boy was American – his skin was honeyed, compared to the dishwater grey of English children; and he was wearing a Brooks Brothers shirt and saddle-oxfords. Sammy still maintains he didn’t work out until afterwards that his new chum Terry had to be the son of Doris Day and her first husband, the trombonist Al Jorden, who committed suicide.


But he was, and for the rest of their stay Sammy did ‘Deedee’, as she almost instantly became, and her husband, Marty Melcher, the favour of keeping Terry occupied. Unlike his mother’s husband, Terry Melcher wasn’t a shlump; he was a nice boy who was remarkably well adjusted for somebody who had grown up on the Hollywood celebrity circuit.


I went with him and Sammy to watch a baseball game at a U.S. army base in Oxfordshire and a couple of nights later to see the speedway at the White City. Both times, Terry fell asleep in the car afterwards, and slept with his head in my lap – I can feel his hair now, smell the soapy, boyish smell – all the way back to the hotel. My instinct all the time was to comfort him for the terrible thing I thought I had seen happen to his mother.


Unlike Sammy, who wasted little time in acting on Marty Melcher’s invitation to give him a call if he was ever on their side of the Big Ditch, I made no attempt to follow through or build on the DD connection.


I followed Terry Melcher’s career at a distance – the records he made in the early sixties as ‘Bruce and Terry’, with Bruce Johnson of the Beach Boys (I was pleased – if mistaken – to be able to vote one of them a hit during a stint on Juke Box Jury); his successful production work for the Byrds and others who had helped turn his mother and myself into show-business dinosaurs.


It was odd, then, that I should react to news of his narrow escape from involvement in the Manson murders with such a sense of alarm and personal foreboding.


It emerged that Terry Melcher had been the previous occupant of the house at 10050 Cielo Drive in Hollywood where Sharon Tate and a number of others were ritually butchered by the Manson ‘Family’ in August 1969. Terry had apparently auditioned Manson for a recording contract and turned him down; it was Terry who the ‘Family’ intended to slaughter that night, rather than Sharon Tate, Jay Sebring and the others.


Terry, I read, had hired round-the-clock bodyguards for himself and his mother; he had suffered a breakdown, gone into the bottle, and had to be given tranquillisers before testifying at the trial.


This was all understandable. What was less easy to fathom were my own feelings of profound unease bordering on panic as a result of events taking place ten thousand miles away, halfway round the other side of the world. It was like a door had opened and the draught had blown out my pilot-light. I was on mood elevators to get me up, Oblivon to bring me down, as well as stuff I took without knowing where it was supposed to take me.


It seemed to me at the time that we were embarked on an unstoppable downward spiral of dementia. That, anyway, is how I rationalised it to the doctors I consulted. And there’s a chance I might even have slightly believed it in 1969.


What I very much believed – I couldn’t not believe it, faced with the evidence of depleted date-books and what I saw every time I more than glanced in a mirror – was that I was thirty-seven and over the hill; yesterday’s papers.


When I made the decision to fade away with as little self-pity and as much dignity as possible, I made it quickly, two days into a six-day engagement at an armpit of a club on a newly-pedestrianised shopping street in the Manchester suburbs.


What was the alternative? To hang around until I became the kind of game old dame, the kind of gutsy old shtarker who nurses her nervous breakdown on third-division chat shows and whose every public appearance turns into a psychodrama.


In 1969I was so far from being on the crest of a vogue that I no longer registered as even a blip on the drug-fuddled, booze-addled, youth-annexed national consciousness.


I decided to return to a commonplace existence, and cut the pretence. (What am I saying, ‘return’? All my life I had lived in the anticipation, and then the realisation, of being one of those recognised names. The commonplace was virgin territory as far as I was concerned.)


From now on, I told myself, climbing in behind a bombed-looking teenage minicab driver outside The Recovery Room noshery/nitery in Wythenshawe, I was going to wind down from ambition. From now on I was going to live in real time.

















Chapter Two





The tide is almost out and I am standing at the window watching a man in waders making his way across the river-bed towards a boat called The Terri-Marie. The Terri-Marie (the man’s wife? his daughter? his wife and daughter? one of the eighties crop of lost-in-the-mix girl singers? none of these?) is lying at an angle in a gully gouged deep in the mud. There are coils of rope, pieces of equipment I don’t have the names for and old paint cans on the weathered and possibly slippery deck (it is close to the end of the year; the year is 1986; it rained loudly in the night).


A bird is pecking at an orange-red berry on the old stone wall directly below where I am standing. Clear water from the surrounding hills runs swiftly along the gullies. Seagulls circle overhead yowling like cats. Other seabirds perch on roofs and on the showily customised cabins of cabin-cruisers, depositing fresh coats of lime. Smoke rises from the pastel-washed bungalows littering the hillside opposite. Something which I now recognise as an aerial root flickers at the top of the window, at the edge of vision, like a hair in the frame.


These are the touches of local colour attaching to my present life.


But my previous life – the life I gave the kiss-off to what seems a lifetime ago, outside The Recovery Room, Wythenshawe, Manchester; the life I surrendered as reluctantly as somebody getting up from a fire to step out into the cold and bring coal – still tugs at me, often when I least expect it. It is tugging at me at this moment, for example, in the form of music that I’m being force-fed down the telephone.


‘I have ——— —— for you. Please hold,’ the voice (I imagined glasses on a plastic-linked chain, tusky Streisand-length nails) had said. The next thing I heard was the click of technology engaging, a half-second of tape-slip, then over-loud muzak which it took me less than a bar to identify as the Bert Kaempfert version of ‘Bye Bye Blues’.


Virtually the only way I could shift records by the mid-sixties was at personal appearances in those big stores which retained the same older department heads who were in charge in the days when I could be depended on to pull the crowds in for them.


I suppose they went along with the charade out of sympathy and nostalgia and, in a few cases, out of the delight that most of us have taken at one time or another in seeing somebody heading for a fall. This particular form of schadenfreude showed itself in a manic eagerness to prise people away from whatever purchase they were considering and force them to witness the spectacle of a career in unpretty decline.


Only two records ever seemed to provide the background to these desultory, progressively unedifying side-shows: ‘A Walk in the Black Forest’ by Horst Jankowski, and Bert Kaempfert’s ‘Bye Bye Blues’. The push was on then to sell stereo equipment and the paraphernalia of home music-centres; and the Kaempfert especially was perfect for demonstrating the bass-to-treble range and fidelity of reproduction of the new audio technology.


In point of fact, I never found it a faithful reproduction at all. It bore the same relationship to music as the heavy wax fruit I associate with my childhood – was there a home that didn’t have its heaped bowl of untouchable, vaguely sinister wax pears and bananas? – bore to the real thing.


The glissando strings, thunking bass and muted trumpets of the Kaempfert orchestra, all existing in their own channels, all separated out in the hyper-real way that they never could be in reality, seemed to point up the dreaminess and sad separateness of the shoppers as they drifted from homely cabinet model to perspex-and-iridium Bang & Olufsen, from spotlit display to spotlit display.


I still find watching people going about their everyday business to a soundtrack that I can hear but they can’t – because I’m sitting in a car or coach, for example, or standing at a window the way I am now – inexplicably touching, and once or twice – stopping to let an austerely beautiful but unselfconscious (which was the point) mulatto schoolgirl cross at a pedestrian crossing in New Street in Birmingham, while the Ronettes’ ‘Be My Baby’ played on the radio and drops of rain shuddered diagonally upwards across the windscreen – physically wrenching.


‘Bye Bye Blues’ has segued (not seamlessly; again there was a couple of inches of tape-slip) into the Carpenters’ ‘Close to You’, a song that smooches along at the same clippety-clop, subliminal blood-pulse tempo. And the man in waders is still making his way towards The Terri-Marie in time with the beat, stepping over, occasionally ducking under, the mooring ropes of boats as he goes.


The psychology behind telephone muzak, of course, is so elementary as to be barely worth stating. It’s supposed to divert your attention from the fact that your time is being wasted and you’re being putzed about.


There was no muzak in the factories I visited for shows like Workers’ Playtime for a long time; then suddenly it was there as an airy rinse in all of them, all the time, ‘psychologically programmed’, round every corner you turned. The only refuge were the boardrooms where we were given lunch after the broadcasts and presented with examples of the factories’ output – spectacle frames, nylon lingerie, brush-and-pan sets, glass tumblers, continental sausages – as a token of their appreciation.


Personally I find all kinds of wallpaper music about as relaxing as the yammerings of the happy snappers who used to turn up to take my picture in those days. ‘You know me. This isn’t going to hurt. I’m not going to try anything violent or unflattering. I’m just going to make you look beautiful … Super … Hold it there … And again … One more … Relax. Marvellous. Don’t look so … Did I ever tell you I knew Doris Day before she was a virgin? … Better. I’m not one of them that’s going to poke the camera up your skirt or down your throat … Think happy. Wet the lips. Think top-ten … A little less grin, sweetheart … Better. Skirt up just a little. We’re getting it … This new record’s top-five. Cert.’ And so on.


The result was pictures I could only bear to squint at at the time and haven’t been able to make myself look at for almost thirty years.


There has been a single cursory ‘Sorry to keep you’ in the three or four minutes that I have been holding for ——— ——. Almost involuntarily, I hang up on Karen Carpenter in mid-trill, bored with the arrogance of the nothings and nobodies who think a job in publishing or journalism, of either the print or broadcast varieties, is a licence to jerk the strings and watch you jump.


The telephone down here hardly rang at all for years. On days when I was feeling particularly laid-by and out of things, I’d pick it up whenever I was passing, just for the purring reassurance of the tone.


The phone still doesn’t ring very often. But when it does these days the likelihood is that it’s one of the people who seem to have got together and, with striking unanimity, decided that Alma Cogan is once more somehow viable.


No longer merely a washed-up relic of the past, apparently; a piece of pop marginalia of interest only to the unyoung, the untrendy, the unmoneyed and the terminally whacko. But – and I have it here in black-and-white – ‘an iconic performer’, ‘a leisure icon’, redolent of happier, less complex times. She is an ‘emblematic’ figure ‘reflecting the historical moment’; ‘irrefutably part of the fifties Zeitgeist’. Not to mention the fact that she had a colourful reputation in the past for keeping rough as well as more salubrious company, and turns up increasingly in the biographies of dead contemporaries.


I should feel flattered. Instead, it makes me feel like one of those villages that were flooded to make reservoirs at the end of the war and that then miraculously reappeared during the long, parched summer of 1976. They became popular tourist attractions, drawing picnickers like flies, and provided an excuse for a great deal of misty-eyed, inter-generational reminiscing: there was the dairy and over there the Big House; there was the steeple that seemed to reach miles into the sky. All of course only identifiable now as mossy scabs and stunted earthworks.


There’s a national characteristic you must have noticed: if there’s one thing people in this country like better than pulling somebody down, it’s putting them back again. They beat you about the head then pass you a bandage. It’s so British.


I can’t pretend I wouldn’t have welcomed the gesture at certain moments in the past, when I was finding the applauseless life an inconsolably hard one to live.


To be famous, it was once put to me, is to be alone but without being lonely: like Achilles in his tent; like Lindbergh in the Spirit of St Louis, flying over the Atlantic, while the world waits for him to land.


An alternative definition, of course, is the inability to be alone or be yourself without an audience; to be unable to exist without constant, positive feedback.
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