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  InTRoDUCtiON




  It is a perfect summer evening, I’m hot; sweaty hot, in a field in Kent. My sixteen-year-old daughter is by my side, and we’ve just seen – almost touched – a musical legend. I have forgotten, and not for the first time in recent years, how old I am. The world is a beautiful place.




  In the preceding 48 hours, I along with a few friends and family have learnt, amongst many other things, how to smuggle Italian wine in medical appliances, how to pilot a starship, lose it, and then retrieve it from dark forces in fluorescent jackets. We have also learnt how to empty a bladder, undetected, with an audience of 20,000. A lesson repeated four times, just in case we missed something the first three.




  We’ve witnessed death-threats toward a man who has sold more records than just about anybody, and been repeatedly mugged by children; they all looked familiar. I have driven a car as if it were in a computer game; nobody died, but it must have been a close call on many occasions. Apologies to much of Kent, and to whoever forgot to load the speed-cameras, my heartfelt thanks. There were mitigating circumstances.




  We have met a man who almost killed Simply Red – we’re conflicted, but on balance, wish that he had; we’ve also met an Australian who travelled 12,000 miles to be abused by a moody pensioner, and loved every minute of it, and yet another, who claimed to be the nephew of a man who makes a living impersonating Elvis. Big deal you say, but Uncle Jim ‘the King’ Brown does it with a twist, covering only songs of dead rock stars. I looked that one up, and it’s true; there is an album called Gravelands, featuring amongst others, Nirvana’s Come as You Are, in Japanese. You couldn’t make it up, but when does one become too old for all of this? I’m rapidly approaching my fiftieth year, and I honestly don’t know the answer.




  All of the above happened perhaps near to the end of a journey, a now five-year odyssey that was never quite a mid-life crisis, cheaper, I think, than a Ferrari, but louder I’m sure, than a Harley Davidson. So often a refuge for men of a certain vintage, usually my vintage, these boys-toys were not for me. As for other middle-aged distractions, no need I feel, to spell them out, simply no, even more terrifying than the Harley.




  This was a journey that began as a family night out, and grew into something I would never have contemplated, a fiction that held no role for me, yet took me to places I didn’t know existed. It also took me to places I had been before, but so long ago they had all but disappeared; without a significant prod from a very large speaker stack, they, by now almost certainly, would be gone. The grey-matter minding the personal recycle-bin is a wonderful thing, but can cope with so much, and no more: I’m no neurologist, but suspect that we got there just in time.




  It all started at Wembley – usually a journey’s end, a cup-final, but for us, although we had no inkling at the time, it was the beginning. A journey that has been often surprising, sometimes emotional, occasionally challenging, and always loud – very loud. It has also been comical – usually unintentionally so, and there have been tears, but always good ones, as once, sometimes twice a month, I became seventeen again, almost always with those dearest to me at my side.




  If this is a mid-life crisis, then loud music is my Ferrari, indie rock and roll my Harley Davidson. And names have not been changed to protect the innocent; we are all guilty as charged.




  Over to you Brandon Flowers.




  ONE


  I BLAMe THE KiDS




  THE KILLERS




  WEMBLEY ARENA




  24 FEBRUARY 2007




  In the early seventies, my father took me to a first division football match for my ninth birthday; West Brom and Huddersfield – today’s equivalent would perhaps be Fulham versus Wigan. Not a glamorous fixture, but I loved football, and it was the closest ‘proper’ ground to my home town of Hereford.




  I can’t remember a thing about the game, but what has stayed with me was the crowd. To see so many people in one place should have been awe-inspiring, but I was terrified; there must have been at least a million there that day.




  Fast-forward a generation and my nine-year-old daughter Sophie is clutching, tightly, a concert ticket and my hand as we navigate a more benign sea of humanity, outside London’s Wembley Arena. We're there to celebrate her best friend Sophie’s ninth birthday. The two Sophies and their sisters had spent last summer learning the words, all of the words, to a long-player called Hot Fuss, by an American band called The Killers.




  It’s what kids do; latch onto the band of the month and swear their undying love, shortly before rejecting them as ‘so last week’, and moving on to the next collection of perfectly-packaged poster boys, but here’s the good news. While both flirted with the latest laboratory assembled ghosts of Hear Say, remember them? a combination of inspired genetics and some gentle parental coaxing saw indie rock’n’roll squeeze out the beautiful but bland. Although gentle and coaxing might be stretching things. Susie, other Sophie’s mum can turn a phrase with the very best, and ‘That shit is not happening any more in my house missy, oh no!’ would about cover it. Susie was once a buyer for Tower Records in Las Vegas, and knows her music. But back to The Killers, who had just released a new album, surely time for the youngsters to see what music was really all about, and tickets were purchased. Parents Susie and Matt, my own better half Sarah, the two Sophies, our eldest Lucy, and I would enjoy some music, live and loud, the little ones for the first time.




  We knew, as they one day will also know, that you always remember your first time. I lucked out; the Pretenders, in the hall of our local technical college in 1980, the drummer and guitarist coming from just up the road. No, really, they did, but Sarah was less fortunate, or perhaps more careless. She screeched and cried at David Soul, a calamity the kids might today refer to as a fail, perhaps even, an epic fail. Yes, she was only twelve, but she queued for half a day. Easy for me to laugh, and I did, but here was one of the (very) few instances I could claim to be cooler than my wife. Sarah’s other first gig was just about as cool as it gets, New Order, in a small hall in Bristol impressing everyone, including Matt. He must have been to a thousand gigs, but has forgotten (who says you always remember the first time?), so while it could have been, and probably was Dr. Feelgood, he gets Paper Lace.




  Between us, we had a Herefordshire/Ohio New Wave outfit – surely a great pop-quiz tie-breaker, a dodgy actor cashing in because everyone loved Starsky and Hutch (although not in every case, enough to hear Hutch sing), and oh the shame, we had Paper Lace. All of which paled into insignificance, as Susie Vegas outdid us all.




  ‘Oh I was fifteen I guess, my first fake ID. Rush played the Aladdin in Vegas. There was a huge fight after the show and this boy got stabbed and staggered past me, just gushing blood, and it’s only gone all over my trainers, and they were new. Before I could even give him “Jeez, some people,” the dude who stabbed him was running straight at us. He was a big crazy man with a knife, completely whacked, so we ran up a stairway. Anyways, he chased us and I’m like “what did I do?” but the police nailed him, thank God. The bleeding guy wanted my number so he could replace my Vans, or something, but hey, no way dude. Then he got arrested too. Next night was Van Halen. Sooo quiet, didn’t even get my ass grabbed.’




  While the Vegas Aladdin, if measured in blood and trashed shoes, is a bigger deal than Hereford Tech, Wembley Arena is bigger than both. I doubt that The Killers have even heard of Hereford, let alone its fine Technical College, but they would certainly have heard of the Aladdin, and maybe even played there. Small world, but The Killers come from Las Vegas, something that two wide-eyed Sophie’s found hugely impressive.




  ‘So mum, do you actually know Brandon Flowers?’ asked birthday Sophie.




  ‘She wishes,’ said birthday Sophie’s dad.




  ‘Two of the Pretenders came from Hereford,’ I offered. ‘And the drummer once bought my dad a beer.’




  They couldn’t have been less bothered. Trumping Las Vegas with Hereford, although both are middle of nowhere cattle towns, will never fly, not if you’re nine years old, and I quit while I was behind. Mott the Hoople, also from my home town, could be saved for another day.




  But back to Wembley Arena, a building holding few surprises, and, save the cute water feature at the front door, could have been the last big hall I visited, Birmingham’s National Exhibition Centre.1 Our seats were good enough, but in what would soon become a sort of gig-going Groundhog Day, we had missed the support act. According to the girl a row behind, although no-one had asked, something not to be mistaken for a terrible tragedy, they being ‘some dirgy grease-heads from Buttfuck Arkansas who made everybody fall to sleep.’




  A job in the music press surely awaits this little charmer, but in the finest traditions of British justice, a verdict on Black Rebel Motorcycle Club, would be withheld until the evidence was more carefully considered. What we did get, after the grease-heads, but before The Killers, was a black and white slideshow of gritty Americana, with an unsurprisingly Vegas biased theme, accompanied by a gritty score and an unscripted, but far from gritty running commentary.




  ‘Been there, and there, there too. Jeez that’s looking rough. I worked in that bar, lousy tips. Aw, those sunsets. That place still open? I have out made out in that shelter, dude still owes me ten bucks for a cab ride!’




  Maybe not word for word, but it went something like that, and I shouldn’t libel a close friend, especially one from the land of the free. Or as Susie put it, ‘free to sue your sorry ass mister.’




  So with the kids somewhere close to exploding, we then got a storm of ticker-tape, and we got The Killers. Currently everyone’s favourite band, if indie-disco anthems are your thing, The Killers churned out a succession of, well, indie-disco anthems. Noisy, a little more raw and edgy than their studio work (and believe me, I’ve heard it enough to know), it felt however, like something was missing. To a veteran of one – this one – arena gig in the last quarter century, it took a while, but what stopped a good gig from being a great gig, was the lead singer. Brandon Flowers, and thanks for the help, summed it up himself when telling twenty thousand people that he wasn’t ‘all that big on this gift of the gab thing.’




  Like the man said, Brandon was just a little light on stage presence, but not to worry fella. Style over substance might work if your fame hangs on a TV show telephone vote (no, not once, and never will), but may not get you to Wembley. If you are by nature quiet, but keep those big tunes coming, then fine by me. Not just your own tunes either. An hour into the set, the kids, and not only ours, stopped singing, for here was a tune that they didn’t know.




  Ours, along with perhaps a thousand other children had just been introduced to the concept of the cover version, but in fairness to the youngsters, many adults wore a similar expression, my three more senior companions included. Rarely, if ever, could I claim to be down with the kids, the cool ones anyway, but youngsters, never forget, we were all children once, and I was right down with this one. In 1979, although I found it two years later, Ian Curtis and his band Joy Division made an album called Unknown Pleasures, the standout track being Shadowplay. The Killers, somehow, had found it, loved it as it deserved to be loved, and brought it back to life. It was at once surprising and inspirational, taking me back to a place that’s now a souvenir-shop. For three glorious minutes, I was in Buzz Music, Hereford, wearing massive headphones and trousers that today wouldn’t make it past my knees. And if that paints a picture you don’t wish to dwell on, fine by me.




  After Shadowplay, I looked at Brandon in a different light. Slight, lacking a little stagecraft, shy, but delivering music with his own intensity, Flowers from Vegas appeared a lot closer to Curtis from Macclesfield than 5000 miles and 27 years would have you believe.




  Following this unexpected but not unknown pleasure came more indie-guitar, more singalongs (bless you Killers, for thinking of the children), a rowdy encore, and another human sea, this time flowing toward the car-park. Floating on which were three children, eyes again like dinner-plates, and in a state of what could best be described as delirious shock. Maybe nine is a little young for so many decibels, birthday Sophie observing that ‘the noise made my heart rattle,’ but the kids loved it. I doubt a car has ever been filled with so many ‘epics’, ‘awesomes’ or ‘unbelievables.’




  There was even an ‘I am going to marry Brandon Flowers.’




  Followed swiftly by ‘You can’t, I saw him first. And you’re already married.’




  Out of the mouths of babes. Babes of all ages, it seems.




  After my first exposure to such a large crowd, my only concerns were that we would never find the car, and have to live in Birmingham for ever, if we weren’t murdered by a gang of skinheads first. I’m still not sure which would have been worse. Our three had no such worries, the only thing troubling their young minds being when their next gig would be. All the way home they asked, all the next day, and all the next week, swiftly co-opting the youngest of the Vegas clan to make a quartet of cute but relentless charm. Tallulah may only be five years old, but she is smart, and knew her time would come.




  ‘Yes treasures, of course you can go to another concert, we’ll start looking tomorrow.’




  So for what follows dear reader, you should blame Brandon Flowers, indie rock’n’roll, and Matt and Susie Vegas. But most of all, blame the kids. I certainly do.




   




  VENUE – *** No more or less than expected.




  BAND – **** Great singalong tunes, and lots of them.




  SUPPORT – Black Rebel Motorcycle Club; sleep-inducing. Which is putting it politely.




  ATMOSPHERE – ***




  COST/VALUE – £27.50/***




  BEST SONG – Shadowplay.




  IN A NUTSHELL – Heart-rattling, awesome, great cover.




   




  TWO


  A LoT OF N0ISE FOR THREe OLD MEN




  THE POLICE




  TWICKENHAM STADIUM




  8 SEPTEMBER 2007




  The search for tickets continued over the summer, but my heart wasn’t in it. The Killers had given us a lovely night out, but loud music and sweaty crowds were far from the top of my middle-aged must-do list.2 Punk nights at Malvern Winter Gardens, when I could blag a lift, were plenty loud enough, and I had retired from those in 1981. The children were still waiting, still grumbling, but they had time aplenty. I didn’t realise, one Sunday in September however, that loud music was again waiting for me, literally around the corner.




  I had always believed ticket touts to be among the sharper tools in the box. Not particle physicists or molecular biologists maybe, but certain of knowing a market, and how to exploit it. I met a couple outside Twickenham Stadium who today got it gloriously wrong, as the punter gave the touts a lesson. Or in 21st century speak, the casual client had a better day than the secondary market executive. Hooray then for the little guy, especially when the little guy is me, but rewind a couple of hours, to a chat over the garden fence. Local knowledge had the Police concert at the rugby stadium last night a sell-out; touts were not only numerous, but overstocked, and they were playing again tonight.




  ‘You should go,’ suggested my neighbour, ‘you might pick up a bargain.’




  Easy for him to say, he wasn’t nursing the hangover from hell. I craved not loud music, but a cup of cocoa and a fluffy duvet.




  ‘You should go,’ suggested Sarah, who had no intention of moving from the sofa this side of midnight. Wise beyond her tender years, Sarah deals with hangovers by vegetating in front of ER re-runs accompanied only by the hair of the dog.




  ‘You should go,’ suggested Sophie, no doubt fed-up of looking at my sunken bloodshot eyes and grey skin. ‘You need air, you look ill….Oh, and who are the Police?’




  A good question little one; who are the Police? Although a better one might be who were the Police?




  Arguably, the biggest band in the world for a good part of the early eighties and reason enough alone to take a ten-minute stroll, the Police were, for a while, huge. An annoyingly catchy fusion of faux-punk, jazz, garage, reggae, and more than a little peroxide, they grabbed the zeitgeist when it was there for the grabbing, going from London’s Marquee Club to New York’s Shea Stadium in what seemed like the blink of an eye. At which point, the singer became too big for the band, the band couldn’t stand to be in the same room as the singer, and it all went, following the classic rock’n’roll blueprint, pear-shaped.




  Which is a shame, but we did then get twenty years of Sting as a solo artist cum illusionist, and he was good, very good. Well he must have been, as millions of fans somehow failed to spot him gradually disappearing up his own arse. Including two who even from front-row seats at the Albert Hall saw nothing. Sting was hugely loved at the time, and not only by himself.




  At any rate, the lads have clearly kissed and made up, the Twickenham shows just one leg of a tour that will make them the highest grossing musical act of the year, and who wouldn’t kiss Sting for that kind of cash. I had an hour to decide if I was really that bothered.




  I really wasn’t, but looking, apparently (I didn’t check), and feeling (no need to), like the walking dead, could use some fresh air. I set out to explore the secondary market, fortified by questionable resolve and a solitary banknote: I couldn’t go a penny over twenty quid. Which quickly became sixteen. Please, what’s a chap to do when confronted, in the shadow of the East Stand, by a guaranteed hangover cure, for there was a hog roast with my name all over it.




  It’s difficult to overemphasise how such a perfect cholesterol bomb kills a hangover, but that is how, when washed down with a litre of water, sixteen pounds became fourteen and some change. The chance of a £70.00 ticket becoming mine in the near future had gone from slim to almost none, but what the heck. I’d travelled to Twickenham all the way from, well, Twickenham, the hog was on board, and I was ready to give it a go: I was ready for a war.




  Which, for just a piece of paper may sound melodramatic, but hey, they started it.




  ‘Ticket for the show mate?’




  ‘Maybe, what time do Bon Jovi come on?’




  ‘Ha, nice one. You’ve got fifteen minutes. Just the one is it?’




  ‘Go on then, how much?’




  ‘Ninety. Great seat, on the pitch twelve rows back.’




  I laughed. The secondary market executive (I’ll call him an SME) didn’t like it.




  ‘Say something funny did I? Take a look.’




  A hand delved into a pocket and produced a block of tickets an inch thick, and there was not a soul around. It looked, as predicted, what I believe the City calls a bear market.




  ‘I’m honestly not that bothered. I live around the corner, I’m hardly a fan, and I haven’t got that sort of cash on me.’




  I strolled toward the stadium, to be met by a second SME, this one not even attempting to conceal the supply and demand situation, his left hand overflowing with tickets.




  ‘Best in the ground pal, fifty notes, and I’m robbing meself.’




  At which, SME number one joined the only party in town at £45.




  ‘Fack me Frank, you had your fackin’ chance, fack-off for a minute, wontcha,’ replied SME number two. A fifty percent discount in half a minute was impressive, perhaps even desperate. They might have held all of the tickets, but – today at least – very few of the cards.




  ‘No bullshit, we’re getting killed here, come on pal, make me an offer,’ said Frank.




  This was indeed a bear market, one with bells on, and huge fun, if you weren’t selling. But our discussion, along with the hog-burger, had fired up an unexpected thirst; if I were going to see the Police, I was doing so with a beer. A mere twelve hours after promising never to look at alcohol again, the thought of cold Guinness was suddenly very attractive.




  ‘I’ve got ten quid in my pocket, sorry, but that’s it.’




  At which the previously fractious SME’s became brothers-in-arms.




  ‘Fack off,’ they chimed in unison.




  ‘Wanker,’ added Frank, for good measure.




  I was not feeling the love. It’s reasonable to assume that Frank and friend were better at this game than me, but not today. And there was clearly pride involved, because for a brief moment in an ordinary corner of West London, no cash at all was worth more than a tenner. A little more disappointed than I should have been, I turned towards home, to be stopped by a quite stunning girl in an Irish rugby jersey.




  ‘You’re never leaving now are you?’




  That was the plan, or so I thought, until she pushed a ticket into my hand.




  ‘I heard those two clowns, and me arse of a boyfriend missed his train. I’ll have your tenner.’




  In less than five seconds, a dead-ringer for Caroline Corr had near enough given me a ticket. We walked past my two adversaries, they no doubt totting-up just how expensive a venture the day had been, I saying nothing. My new best friend however, was less reticent.




  ‘Just not your day, was it fellas!’




  The professionals were beaten, their faces a beautiful picture of silent disbelief.




  ‘I think they took that pretty well,’ I offered, but they weren’t quite finished.




  I’m uncertain which SME had the last word, but the message was curt and unambiguous.




  ‘Facking tightwad.’




  I’ve been called worse. An angel in a green rugby shirt flipped them a finger, and escorted me into Twickenham Stadium, a seat on the half-way line, and the feeling that I was being watched. Which I was, from just a few feet away, by Mark and Michelle, more friends from up the road. I waved a greeting, to which Mark raised an eyebrow, along with a barely perceptible nod toward my new and very attractive best friend. He’s no James Bond, but it was pure Roger Moore; the smallest of gestures saying so much, in this instance ‘I know this almost certainly isn’t what it looks like, but I can’t wait to hear about it.’




  He did, but not before a Greatest Hits set from the one-time bleached-blonde gods of Planet Rock. Life was good, as Sting and Stewart and Andy did their thing with commendable gusto, while a stadium full of mums and dads sang along pretending to be teenagers. After which, a distinctly un-bleached non-blonde said hello to my friends.




  ‘A lot of noise for three old men,’ said Mark.




  ‘And Sting wasn’t too annoying,’ I replied.




  He really wasn’t. While probably counting how many jumbo jets he could buy on the back of this tour, Sting was difficult to fault, and believe me, I tried. I really did. The Police, for a tenner, had been excellent value.




  And that was it. With a goodnight peck on the cheek from Michelle and another from Ms. Corr, I was away; home by eleven, cocoa and duvet by ten past, and asleep in seconds.




  ‘Feel free to get up and dance,’ said dream Sting. ‘This one’s for the girl in the green shirt.’




  Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic, by the dream Police, with backing vocals by dream Kate Bush, wearing the full Hereford United away strip.




  I didn’t want to wake up. But honestly, who would?




  BAND – *** Plenty of energy, and a lot of noise for three old men.




  VENUE – *** Not wild about stadium gigs, but this one was walking distance. Even for the walking dead.




  SUPPORT – Maximo Park. Couldn’t hear them, talking to Frank.




  ATMOSPHERE – **




  COST/VALUE – £70. (or £10) *****




  BEST SONG – Synchronicity II




  IN A NUTSHELL – Tightwad apparently, cheap certainly. And like The Killers, more fun than I expected. Walking home from the stadium was when this journey became a little more than another random night out. Live music is fun, even for old folk. Kids, I will find you some tickets.




  THREe


  DON’T ASK WHeRE It’S BeEN




  ATHLETE




  SHEPHERDS BUSH EMPIRE




  7 OCT 2007




  ‘Dude, it’s Athlete, you are so coming’ said Susie Vegas.




  It was the day after the ten-pound ticket, and she was right, but for different reasons. Susie and Sarah had tickets to see Athlete because they love the band; I didn't, but needed to re-acquaint myself with small hall gigs. Two days after Athlete, we were booked to see Editors at the infamous Brixton Academy, and a gentle warm-up in quiet little Shepherds Bush was required.




  Athlete – a band at the benign edge of guitar driven rock’n’roll, and indie pop at its most polite. Nice boys with nice jumpers and nice haircuts, singing pleasant songs to an unchallenging audience of middle-class mums and dads, and any of their kids old enough to be allowed out after dark. I’m sure they’re forever helping old ladies across busy roads, but they aren’t a band for me. I say this having heard their biggest hit, Wires, and Wires only. Not another note. Schmaltzy is how I would describe Wires, but only the once, the promise of extreme and uncompromising violence from my nearest and dearest, should I repeat such a slur in her earshot, enough to silence what she saw as pure blasphemy. To which she added this:




  ‘And don’t say anything like that if Susie is around, that song makes her howl, she’ll have your head on a stake.’




  I think she said head and stake, it may have been balls and plate, but whichever, I was not shifting on this one. Even if I’m as wrong as the girls and Matt believe, but we were about to find out, having just finished a refreshing ale in the pub next door to the Shepherds Bush Empire.




  Well we were if someone could find the tickets. Sarah was sure they were in her pocket when we left home, I had never seen them, and Matt had just arrived from the other side of London. Bags were searched, pockets emptied, and steps retraced, first to our table in the pub, and then the ladies room. Bags were then searched again; no tickets, and these weren’t the little stubs that once popped out of a slot at the Saturday morning pictures, but big shiny things the size of a wedding invitation – a strip of four were as long as your arm.




  For fifteen minutes we stood, expressions changing from puzzled to irritated, including mine, not even an Athlete fan. Hey, if I was going to skip my five a side, organise a babysitter and pay for a cab to Shepherds Bush, all to see a band I barely knew, then wasn’t it reasonable to expect to make it through the front doors of the venue? Somebody agreed.




  ‘Tickets for the show people?’ said an East London voice.




  The secondary market had come to us, and Sarah, guilty and a little upset, asked the necessary question. The answer wasn’t a nice number, or even close, but one which stung Susie into action.




  ‘Jeez Louise mister, we only want to see the band, not buy the God-damn building.’




  ‘That’s the price lady, pounds not dollars. There’s a cash-point up the road.’




  ‘I don’t care if the Queen of England is up the road handing out fifty pound notes wearing a tutu, we are not paying you that.’




  Susie, I am with you on this one. We needed Frank, or better still, Frank and his mate, both with a pocketful of tickets. Twickenham Stadium just a month ago was, as I had suspected, a long way removed from a typical secondary market. The box-office held no solace or returned tickets, something seized upon by the scalper, helpfully informing us that his special-offer price wouldn’t last all night. Susie helpfully informed him that he was ‘not a very nice man’, adding I think quietly enough to not be heard, that there was a special place that he might like to insert his special priced tickets. At which point we realised Sarah was missing.




  Thirty seconds later, she was missing no more, but walking out of the pub, glistening concert tickets held gingerly between thumb and forefinger.




  ‘You will not believe where I found them,’ she said.




  ‘Try us,’ we said.




  ‘In the ladies toilet,’ she said.




  ‘You already looked in there,’ we said.




  ‘No, actually in the toilet, in the pan,’ she said.




  While two of us collapsed, the third saw it as a long way from funny.




  ‘Sister, you put your hand in there? That is just gross.’




  ‘It’s only water,’ said Sarah, ‘No-one saw me on my knees with a rolled-up sleeve. I hope.’




  ‘Amen to that girlfriend, that is not a nice picture. I think I’m in shock, I need alcohol.’




  In urgent need of both a hand-dryer and a calming drink, support act probably finished, we returned to the pub, where I found myself in the men’s room using the hot-air blower for a purpose probably not at the forefront of the designer’s mind.




  ‘Mind if I borrow the dryer?’ asked a chap hoping to use it in a more traditional way.




  ‘Be my guest,’ I replied.




  ‘Should I ask?’ he said, nodding at the tickets.




  ‘Best not.’




  ‘Sure. Have a good night.’




  Psychic prediction is not a gift I posses, but I would put my house on the next words to come out of his mouth being ‘You will never guess what I’ve just seen.’




  We were back in the gig-going business, but only if the bar-code reader was ok with a little moisture. Which it was, sometimes I just love technology, but we did attract a raised eyebrow from the doorman.




  ‘Should I ask? He said, nodding at the tickets.




  ‘Best not.’




  ‘Sure. Have a good night.’




  We were in, and hugely relieved to be so, with Athlete waiting, but what of the Shepherds Bush Empire? It’s a compact and intimate arena; standing-room for 1000 and three tiers of seating. Charlie Chaplin was the first performer to take its stage, the BBC used it for many years and many shows, Wogan included, but the most controversial moment came in 2003. An American country outfit called the Dixie Chicks gave fellow Texan George W. Bush both barrels in front of a full-house. It went down a storm in West London, but less well across the Atlantic. Middle America went crazy like only Middle America can, and the Chicks disappeared from playlists, death threats were made, and records were ceremonially burnt. They may have lost a few fans at home, but gained a lot more in this country, Twickenham included.




  As for Athlete, there was nothing remotely controversial. Not a murmur about Blair being a Texan warmonger’s puppet, though singer Joel Pott offered a glimpse of an admirably pacifist attitude, when a scuffle broke out in the mosh-pit.




  ‘Guys, take it outside, or better still leave it out altogether, that is not the vibe we want at an Athlete gig. Let’s start this one again fellas.’3




  Well said. And well played, too. It had taken no more than five songs for a lesson already learned many times over to hit home again: just like a book and its cover, one tune is no evidence on which to judge a band. Athlete gave us song after well-crafted, beautifully played song. Some slow, some faster, some guitar heavy, some keyboard driven, some quirky and some hook-laden, but no duds. Even Wires, schmaltzy twee Wires was a winner. Different live, and in a good way, earning the biggest hand from an audience singing along to every tune.




  ‘You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?’




  It was more of a statement than a question, but Sarah is a good judge of many things, music included, and I guess she just knew that I would love this band.




  I’ll be singing along next time, for sure.




  Ninety minutes had passed remarkably quickly, as Joel asked if there was time for one more. Somebody must have answered in the positive, but did so without checking their watch. Two minutes into another gem, somebody else pulled the plug; it was 10.45 exactly, the time at which I assume the Shepherds Bush Empire no longer has a licence for live music. Half of an Athlete song is better than none, and the unscheduled end to the evening was greeted with huge applause and laughter, Joel Pott included, as Athlete’s drummer carried on playing until he noticed all of his band mates staring at him. You just have to love drummers. Although perhaps not enough to take one home.




  While it was an unusual end to the show, the atmosphere throughout had been exceptional, and not even slightly tarnished by the mosh-pit pugilists. A seed was sown barely a month ago, amongst 80,000 people. Tonight, amongst 2000 more, and three who know me better sometimes than I know myself, that seed caught.




  I saw my Ferrari, a very loud, very sweaty Ferrari, and climbed right in.




   




  ARTIST – **** I was wrong, they were right, Athlete are a fabulous band.




  VENUE – **** Compact, atmospheric, and a twenty minute cab-ride away.




  SUPPORT – Missed, ticket crisis.




  ATMOSPHERE – **** 2000 happy people, just the two idiots.




  COST/VALUE – £15.00/**** Although very nearly £50. Would we have paid that?




  BEST SONG – Half-Light. With twenty more (and another half) very close behind.




  IN A NUTSHELL – Wonderful, if a little damp in places. And I had a new car. Sat-Nav set for Brixton.




   




  FOUR
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  ‘Two Out of Three ain’t Bad.’




  Well it’s not if you’re Meatloaf, with 40 million album sales and a solid gold Cadillac off the back of them, but I really don’t get the song, at all. Nor do I get Meatloaf, but for us however, two out of three is pretty good, if not a little ridiculous. I’m talking nights out at the music, as Shepherds Bush becomes Brixton, and we, perhaps, become something until recently, I had never considered possible. Two bands, indie bands away from the mainstream of Capitol FM and MTV, in three nights is surely something only for the young, the hip, or the staff of New Musical Express. This can’t be for us, suburban forty-somethings who in the previous two decades had garnered a handful of embarrassing music nights, most of those cheesy tribute acts to Abba or the Beatles. The Killers were fabulous, but that was for the kids, the Police an impulsive and hung-over stroll down the road. But something stirred at Twickenham that night, as four children continued to nag, and Sarah and Susie fell in love with Athlete. As did I just two nights ago, but is there something in us, an intangible hard-wire that trips in at a certain age and says ‘get out there and do something, anything, before it’s too late?’ Maybe that’s only part of it, something which alone couldn’t get things moving in such a direction, but then you add a few small catalysts. Living on the doorstep of several decent music venues is one, like-minded friends over the road another, and enough, just, pocket-money to finance the tickets, the taxis and the T-shirts one more, but there is another, and perhaps the biggest of them all. Be it in the house or in the car, music is no longer our own. The children, even, in fact especially Tallulah, have a say, and when there is none available, they make their own; our lives are filled with their noise, and yes, they nag for more Killers. Along with location and a half-decent job, music obsessed offspring had created a perfect storm, one that would take us who knows where. But the next stop was Brixton.




  Urban myth perhaps, but London cabbies, I’m told, will often refuse a fare to certain southern parts of our capital city; some apparently, refuse to venture south of the Thames at all. Fortunate then, that to negotiate the badlands between Twickenham and Brixton, we are tonight using not a taxi, nor an imaginary sports car, but public transport. Which categoricslly does reach this semi-mythical no-go zone bigger than the county of my birth. I’ve played football in Brixton only recently, and with no hint of unrest, let alone a riot, so tonight we head south with not a troubled thought in our heads. Until the late arriving and last-minute replacement babysitter asked where we were going. And then for her wages in advance, ‘Just in case.’




  ‘Just in case what?’ we asked.




  ‘Well it’s a bit dodgy, you know, every time I’ve been there’s a fight.’




  ‘How many times have you been?’ we enquired, hoping this was no more than a kooky sense of humour.




  ‘Once.’




  Enough said, we were out of the door, we a little uncomfortable, babysitter unpaid, but music waiting. We being two mums, myself, and an eldest daughter quietly giving thanks that late-running filming had left Matt unable to join us. Parents of the year to one child (I do look fourteen don’t I?), criminally negligent in the eyes of another (a T-shirt might make up a bit for your cruelty), we were in Brixton 35 minutes later. While again too late for the support band, we were in good time to take in the best of both Brixton and the Academy. The former is, for early evening, sufficiently lively to make Twickenham seem like another planet, the latter, a bigger version of Shepherds Bush Empire. Except for the ground floor, where two significant differences are apparent, one helpful, one less so. The first is a slope, allowing the shorties at the back at least half a chance to see the stage, the second is the floor itself. I have no idea how often the Academy cleaners get to work on it with any serious intent, but if it’s after every show, then they’re cleaning it with treacle. Even with the PA blaring, it’s possible to hear your foot tear itself clear with a resounding slurp, something both strangely satisfying and gloriously old-school. You would not however, want to fall over on this floor, nor drop anything of value, including bank notes. You may, if lucky, recover the item, but not in the same condition, or necessarily, in one piece.




  Not that the Brixton punters seemed to mind, they being a boisterous but cheerful collective, but that’s Brixton Academy so what about Editors? There is always music in Vegas Towers, often completely new to me, but a few months ago, a band was playing, with Susie suggesting they sounded like Interpol.
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