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For my Dad,
and for little me
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Before the Music Starts



Press <PLAY> to play the recording for the first time.
Press <PLAY> again during playback to pause.
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When I think about where music can take us, how music can affect us and shape us, this is where I travel.


An open front door on a cold Monday morning. A man is standing just over the threshold, preparing to go. The porch framing him is a soft winter grey. The terrazzo tiles at his feet are glittering like jewels. The bushes beyond him are getting ready for spring when they will come alive with fuchsias.


The man’s face is gentle under sleepy-wide, dark brown eyes. He has a heavy moustache, as many young men do in South Wales in 1984. His hair is glossy-thick, shiny-blue-black, the hair of a Celt over cow-like lashes. His familiar smile is forcing itself up at the corners. His body is at odds with it, bent over two walking sticks, mismatching.


A little girl is standing on the doormat. She has a blunt fringe, doughy cheeks, pudgy hands. She is wearing patent T-bar shoes and her school uniform. There is something she has to do while the man is away, on her own. He has asked her to do it: she has to find out something, and tell him about it when he returns.


She is thinking about it as she stands on the doormat, looking up at him. Five days apart stretch ahead for them. Five days for him to get fixed, to get better.


I love you, he says. I’ll see you on Friday.


My father holds my little chin in his hand.


And then he says the thing that has stayed with me for the rest of my life: ‘Let me know who gets to number one.’


Dad died two days later. He was thirty-three. I was five. He went into hospital on the Monday for an operation to ease his ankylosing spondylitis, the condition that was causing his body to curve, twist and bend. At hospital, he would get a shiny new hip. Once he came out, he would be able to walk more easily, play with me and my baby brother, Jon.


Dad also loved pop music. I loved pop music. In those days, the Top 40 came out on a Tuesday. Dad’s operation was on the Wednesday. He would be home by the Friday.


I don’t remember how or when I found out what song had got to number one. That detail is awkwardly cut out of my memory, like it’s been lopped out by a child let loose with pinking shears. I do remember how excited I felt to find out the answer, because it was ‘Pipes of Peace’ by Paul McCartney, a song about giving things to little children so they could learn, about lighting a candle to love.


As I got older, I’d look at vinyl albums of Dad’s in the old storage cube under our hi-fi, their spines outwards, many of them faded and fraying. I remember finding McCartney’s solo debut album from 1970, running my thumb over the cherries on the front of its sleeve. On the back cover was his baby daughter Mary, inside his warm jacket, being looked after.


Dad went under the anaesthetic on the morning of 11 January 1984. Blood stopped travelling to his brain and it never travelled again.


When I go back to the morning I was last with him, to those cow-like lashes, the porch, the tiles, the hibernating flowers, the thing that stands out more than anything is his request to know something about a song. Since I’ve become older than my father ever was, in the last ten years, I’ve started to ask myself why this detail arrives first, before everything. Why did the identification of a set of verses and choruses matter so much? Why has it carried such a weight in my mind?


I used to think I was just being nostalgic for a sweet, geeky connection between father and daughter. Dad was trusting me to find out a statistic, like a football score, perhaps. But over time, I realised there was something deeper going on. Dad and I weren’t rooting for players to score goals. We were rooting for players who had come together in the studio in the service of a song – something stitched together from wisps of melodies, harmonies and rhythms, something that also, enchantingly, stitched us together. We were rooting for the two of us to be people for whom songs were extensions of their ordinary lives.


As I got older, I realised there was another dynamic pulsing away in the murk of my memories. Thirty years after my father died, I became a mother. Since my son was a toddler, I have noticed him responding to music, catching my breath as his cow-like lashes licked up, followed by the corners of his smile. A pattern was repeating itself in these movements, like a beloved old recording once again revolving. Music, I now knew beyond measure, was a truly remarkable thing.


This realisation had me tunnelling back to songs that exploded like supernovas in the early years of my childhood, and others that tumbled me through my adolescence. I then arrived at songs that carried me through adulthood in moments of desire, despair, recovery and resolution; songs that still keep me stimulated, soothed, alert, afloat.


I started thinking about what a song is as a historical object and a mercurial carrier of multiple meanings. I also thought about how and why we use songs as people. A song can be a means of seduction as well as a sedative, a dagger to the heart, a buoy, an escape hatch. It is something we can turn on and off, but it can also catch us by surprise. A song has a consciousness, almost, a life of its own.


When I was a little girl, especially in the dense, deadening cloud of my loss, I didn’t realise how much of my life would be structured around songs, both personally and professionally. I’ve been writing about songs now as a journalist for nearly two decades, and had many conversations with people who write, perform and record them; people whose songs were mine and mine alone through the end of one century and the beginning of another, and people who my dad would have remembered. Elton John, Chrissie Hynde, Robert Plant and Marianne Faithfull are people who come to mind straightaway. There are many others he might have known, on black vinyl or brown tape, in his thirty-three years.


I’ve spent mornings in cafes and offices with artists who filled my childhood with colour; afternoons in studios and stadiums with musicians who helped me make new friends in school and university; nights backstage and in bars with new idols I first adored as a grown-up. I’ve tried to keep my ears open, my mind spinning through the years like a seven-inch, a C90, a CD. I have carried Dad with me through my encounters, imagining the conversations I could have had with him afterwards, thinking about how much a father and daughter could have shared but didn’t share.


He always looks like he did in the porch when I think of him, leaning over on his walking sticks, his eyes full of love, me looking into them for acceptance. When I think of him there, I also think about how he trusted me to tell him a story about a song. It still breaks my heart that I couldn’t stick to that promise. So in this book, I finally do what I meant to do, from the vantage point of a woman who has long grown up: I tell him the story that I was going to tell him after he came home, the story that was going to bond us even more tightly. I also share with him other stories that have come since he’s gone, and let him know about the person I became.


But this is not just a book about my father. It is not even a book just about me. It is a book about music told through the lens of a life. It is a book about how songs can fundamentally shape the identities of people who respond to them and fully embrace them; it is also a book about why music holds so much power for people.


The rhythms of certain questions about music have become more consistent and persistent for me as I’ve got older. How do songs affect our emotions so profoundly? How can they activate memories instantly? How exactly do they tie us to other people? Why do people react emotionally when musicians die? How do they make us want to dance, just like that, when a familiar riff suddenly kinks out of the speakers and swirls around a room in a club or in a kitchen or a supermarket aisle? Why do small collections of sounds, arranged by a particular set of people at a particular place and time, seem to galvanise our limbs and smiles, our relationships and occupations, our external and internal lives?


To answer some of the questions, I’ve taken tentative steps into the worlds of the neuroscience, psychology, anthropology and sociology of music, speaking to people who know much more about these subjects than I do. I’ve also read piles of books, digested academic papers and absorbed documentaries, films, radio programmes and podcasts, keeping my eyes and ears open for stories about music that could help illuminate mine. Some nuggets have involved digging and dogged enquiry; others have drifted into my life accidentally, in passing, as songs often do. My motivation throughout this process has been to be an enthusiastic explorer, to cast different degrees of illumination on music’s many mysteries, to link them together to create new paths of light.


This is why you’ll find neuroscientists in these pages obsessed with the connections between music and memory and psychologists who understand what musicians represent as role models. You’ll find experts in fandom who have been obsessives themselves and music-loving medics who understand the importance of songs at crucial life stages. You’ll find music writers who were around when the songs I loved were being made, and sometimes the musicians themselves. People close to me with whom I’ve shared songs, who have their own stories to tell are here too, who know in their individual ways just how much music means.


I also have my own story, which I’ve chosen to tell through twelve significant songs from my life. Some are well-known and not particularly cool (not that I have any truck with the grisly concept of the guilty pleasure). My more obscure choices are not here for brownie points, but because they are personal favourites. I don’t write expecting the reader to be an expert in any or all of them, but I hope you are encouraged to listen to these songs and linger in them, or to use them as jumping-off points to start new musical adventures.


My story includes chart pop, rap, folk, alternative rock, electronic music, reggae, Motown, Northern Soul, tender ballads and club bangers. (It is not a definitive list of my favourite songs either; I’m still despairing at the many left sitting on the cutting-room floor.) But it begins at a front door then it travels: through school changing rooms, playgrounds, teenage bedrooms, rented flats, register offices, birthing suites, recording studios, concert venues, festival fields, motorways, laybys, hospitals, memorials. It journeys widely, from Swansea to Stockholm, Düsseldorf to Detroit, Twickenham to Kingston Town, moving from euphoric communal experiences to intimate, private, personal ones.


And to tell the story properly, I’ve got to go back to the moment when a song first sparked a glowing light in my life, three years before that moment at the front door, to a world in which my father once walked, breathed and listened.


And while I will be writing this story for you and for me, I can’t deny it: I will be carrying a memory with me, one which runs to a much-remembered melody and rhythm.


I love you.


I won’t see you on Friday.


But I love you.


You’re still my number one.





Track 1



Super Trouper – ABBA


How Music Beats Within Us from the Beginning
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Long before my father, the sleeping fuchsias, the open front door, I find myself a tinier girl, and my first memory appears, which is of a song. I am standing at the sink in Grandma Eirwen and Grandpa Con’s kitchen, my short, chubby legs on the steps of a white painted stool, right next to the back door. I say kitchen: it’s a scullery tacked onto a living room in the village of Loughor, a sprawl of detached and semi-detached houses and new-build estates which grew out of a core of small steelworks and collieries.


At the southwest of the village, a muddy, lazy estuary heads out to the sea, separating us from the north coast of the Gower peninsula. Above the water sits a tiny tumbledown Norman castle, built within the earthworks of an old roman fort.


That is the past, though. This is the present. I am ‘making records’ in the washing-up bowl. ‘Making records’ was a game I invented and played a lot in my very early years. I’d start by squeezing paint from a bottle into a deep plastic tub in the sink. Grandma would then pour water in from the wonky tap, and I’d stir the colours round and round with a long, wooden spoon. Then I’d stop, lean back, watch the circles spin. I’d always watch the circles spin while I sang.


The frame around this scene is emerging, as I think of it, in rich early eighties detail. Next to me is Grandma’s bottle of Amami setting lotion which she used to set her hair after washing it here, under rivulets of warm water. The Amami was bright blue, her hair bright white, like a soft bubble of launderette soap. There is a rusty old tin of Grandpa’s nearby, its wrapper long wetted and scrubbed away, holding odd knives and forks and other assorted utensils. More rusty tins live in the shed just beyond the back door, past the outside toilet and the coalhouse, under a roof of downward-sloping corrugated iron, onto which my little brother and I would throw balls after school to entertain ourselves, letting them roll back into our arms. 


Grandpa’s British Steel overalls hang on the back of the shed door. I remember the shed feeling chaotic and forlorn; I preferred the comfort of the kitchen, the cupboards full of packet sauces and little tins opened with keys, the whirring drone of the twin tub washing machine.


Another sound would accompany this whirr, travelling into the kitchen from the living room: pop music, playing on my grandpa’s big boxy radiogram. He’d bought it with his pay from Felindre Works near Swansea, where he’d worked since 1954, back when pop music was in its infancy. A fortune teller at a fair in Porthcawl had asked Grandpa for silver in her palm and told him that he’d be getting a job in the West. He became a tinning line operator, forced into early retirement after the 1980 steel strike. He hated every minute of his working life. ‘Do something you like when you grow up, bach,’ he said to me when I was a teenager, ‘and bugger the rest.’


But in his last years of work, as the early years of my life came to be, Grandpa would come home and play music on his radiogram by Matt Monro, Johnny Mathis, Harry Belafonte, and less glamorously but still as loudly, Max Boyce, who’d sing songs from South Wales: rugby songs, drinking songs, traditional songs, rough-and-ready in their delivery, and tender versions of hymns. When the turntable wasn’t going, Grandpa would play tapes, or put the radio on. The song travelling through to the kitchen on the day of my very first memory was a song being played by a DJ, wandering into our weekday routines via medium wave.


In my mind, I see my grandma, a strong alto in chapel and the village choir, singing along to it in her housecoat with a washing-up cloth in her hand. She enjoys helping me along. It’s an easy song to sing along to. The chorus is in two halves, with each pivoting around a simple rhyme: ‘sun’ and ‘one’, then ‘do’ and ‘you’. I see circles of painted water spinning quickly as we sing.


Whenever I hear ABBA’s ‘Super Trouper’ now, there is still something in the movement in the song that feels full of sweet, genuine, unquenchable life. That sensation begins in the opening harmonies between Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad, their voices glistening together in the reverb, then continues in the song’s strolling, summery bassline and the circular movements of melody. Agnetha and Anni-Frid’s voices move in sync through the verses, two fireflies flaming, but there is also a delicacy in their delivery, and a hunger for something else bristling underneath. For hope, perhaps, or the recognition and the resolution of a feeling.


It would be years until I knew what ABBA’s ‘Super Trouper’ was actually about. I would encounter it regularly through my life: on daytime radio, in shops, on TV; at wedding discos in rah-rah skirts, strappy satin shift dresses, polka-­dotted A-line skirts and vintage jumpsuits. I would dismiss it with a rueful shake of my head through a period of unwise pop denial in my mid-teens. By my early twenties, I had seen the error of my ways, and become a devoted, salivating fan of the song once again, as well as the band.


But my fandom now had new textures to it, as I realised ‘Super Trouper’ had changed. This song about a person longing for someone else was being performed by a group that was privately falling apart. By 1980, when the single came out, both couples in the band – Björn Ulvaeus and Agnetha, and Benny Andersson and Anni-Frid – had broken up. (Björn married someone else just after it was released, in fact: the music journalist, Lena Källersjö.) As an adult, I understood that lyrics didn’t have to be personal, but it became clear that ABBA’s biographies sharpened the edges of their later productions. These elements are more obvious in a ballad like ‘The Winner Takes It All’ when Agnetha is singing tough, unsparing lyrics about a break-up, put into her mouth by her ex-husband (an act I’ve always thought was both clever and cruel). They’re subtler in songs like 1977’s ‘Knowing Me, Knowing You’, written when the couples were still together. The production in that track layers glitter and sparkle over sad details in its lyrics, as a woman walks through an empty house, taking in familiar rooms in which children used to play.


Super Trouper was also the name of a brand of popular stage spotlight in those disco-dazzled days. A pop star should shine under its gleam, but the glare could also hit them or blind them like an ultraviolet nuclear flash. The song around it is about being lonely on an epic scale, alone in full-beam, before it starts to soothe – because someone is coming along, the lyrics say, to make things better.


Whenever I hear ‘Super Trouper’ today, I am inevitably far away from that kitchen where I first heard it. My grandfather died a few rooms away in his sleep, in a bed set up downstairs, just over twenty years later. My grandmother followed him eight years after that, in a hospital five miles up the road. The house was sold. The radiogram went in the house clearance. It finished its days at the bottom of the stairs like an ornament, then in the back bedroom covered up with a blanket. I like to think of the songs it once played like ghosts, softly murmuring shadows, in its internal mechanics.


Whenever I hear ‘Super Trouper’ now, I hear the wistfulness of passing time sew itself tighter into every syllable, every shivering sound. But I never feel lonely. I am always back in that house, in that kitchen, my hands being warmed by the sink water, my spoon stirring wildly, the twin tub purring along its soft, cyclical percussion, the ephemera of my grandparents’ lives all around me. A song laces the specifics of this picture together, carries its elements along.


I have dug deep into this memory like a detective over the years, to find out when it happened and if it happened, to pin down its accuracy, its essential truth. The biggest clue is that I remember Grandma finding a line in the song funny, where the singer feels like a number one, because the song was number one. She would repeat this observation, as a memory, in later years; when I went round after school, where we’d play gin rummy or snap and drink milky tea, or when I’d pop home when I’d grown up, to a table still groaning with Welsh cakes and ham sandwiches, the kitchen extended and new bathroom adapted, a fancy new washing machine sitting in contemplative silence. I also found out ‘Super Trouper’ had been number one in October and November 1980. I was two-and-a-half on that stool, spinning soggy, paint-splattered grooves.


Not long after I became a mother, my brother Jon brought the stool up to my house in London, having saved it in the house clearance after Grandma died. The idea was that my little boy could use it too, when he was big enough. And so he did, to wash his hands, but I couldn’t quite get it together to teach him to make records. The stool took me back to a time I wanted to keep to myself.


In October 2013, I read a newspaper article which claimed that there was finally evidence that babies could remember music they heard in the womb. This had been proved by scientists at the University of Helsinki’s cognitive brain research unit, who had signed up twenty-four women for a study, all of them in their final trimester of pregnancy. Half the women were asked to play a version of ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ on CD to their foetuses for five days every week, at a loud volume. After the babies were born, they were told to destroy the disc. The other 50 per cent – the control group – went on with their lives without playing the song on repeat, without thinking about things up above the world so high.


Immediately after the babies were born, and then at four months, the scientists played the nursery rhyme to both groups. As the babies listened, the activity of their brain cells was measured. This involved the process of electroencephalography, which records patterns of electrical activity on the surface layer of the brain, and requires electrodes to be placed, very carefully, on the babies’ delicate heads.


In each of the sittings, the babies were played the original version of the song chosen by the scientists, plus another in which a few notes were slightly altered. On every occasion, the twelve babies played the song in utero had heightened electrical activity when they heard the correct version. Crucially, the babies in the other group did not.


Project researcher Eino Partanen was, unsurprisingly, pleased. ‘These results show that babies are capable of learning at a very young age, and that the effects of the learning remain apparent in the brain for a long time.’ The project’s principal investigator, Dr Minna Huotilainen, added that this was the first study to track how long foetal memories remain in the brain. ‘The results are significant, as studying the responses in the brain let us focus on the foundations of foetal memory … [especially as] the early mechanisms of memory are currently unknown.’


I loved how these neuroscientists had settled on music as their implement, although I didn’t know, technically, why it was a good tool. Around the same time, a camera crew filmed me at home for a BBC TV documentary about ABBA. I deliberately wore a tight top of electric blue, like the cover of their 1979 album Voulez-Vous. I was also twenty weeks pregnant. I liked the idea of music being around my child, working its way through my skin, sinews and muscle.


I became more interested in how music had moved me as far back as I could remember, so I began to read books that might help me understand why. I began with This Is Your Brain on Music by Daniel Levitin, published in 2006. Levitin was a cognitive psychologist who had only pursued this subject of study, like the far less qualified me, in his thirties. Before then, he’d helped produce albums by Steely Dan and been CEO of a San Francisco punk rock and new wave record label. Better still, he’d worked on the sound for Chris Isaak’s ‘Wicked Game’, a song that had curled into my spine and my belly and the ends of my fingers and toes when I was twelve, igniting responses that I couldn’t yet quite fathom.


Levitin wrote like a fan. He had strong opinions about the importance of music in our lives – a view that had been dismissed by other famous scientists. At the outset of his book, he recalled attending a lecture by Steven Pinker in 1997, the same year that Pinker published his landmark popular psychology book, How the Mind Works. ‘Music is auditory cheesecake,’ Pinker had written there. ‘It just happens to tickle several important parts of the brain in a highly pleasurable way, as cheesecake tickles the palate.’ The concept of ‘auditory cheesecake’ stuck in the research community’s craw, Levitin explained, especially with academics who felt in their gut (and research logs) that music shouldn’t be described in this way. They wanted to identify something deeper, something more fundamental, going on when we interacted with songs.


But there wasn’t, insisted Pinker. Music simply pushed buttons in the auditory cortex, the part of the brain that responds to all human sounds, including those that confer emotional signals, like crying or laughing. He didn’t think music could affect our ability to reproduce or survive as a species. Levitin disagreed: he thought that Pinker had missed something very important. ‘If music is a non-­adaptive pleasure-seeking behaviour – the “auditory cheesecake” argument – we would expect it not to last very long in evolutionary time.’


Music has been with us for millennia, Levitin wrote. The earliest human-made artefacts discovered by archaeologists were musical instruments (the oldest found to date, according to my internet trawls, is a 60,000-year-old bone flute found in the Cerkno Hills in Slovenia, made from the femur of a long-extinct European bear). Then we had to consider music’s evolutionary role through shared singing, he added. Singing around a campfire helped early man to stay awake and ward off possible predators; it also had behavioural effects, encouraging the development of cooperation and turn-taking practices, strengthening group dynamics.


Levitin then turned his attentions to the brain of the small child. Processing music is ‘a form of play’, he proposed. ‘It encourages different parts of the brain to work together in an integrated way.’ It also helps nurture exploratory competence, the natural thrust of curiosity which prepares any child to explore their development of language. The parts of the brain involved in this process include the cerebellum at its base (best known for coordinating movements of the body, and for the connections between motion and emotion) and the cerebral cortex (the outer layer of neural tissue covering the cerebrum, the most evolved part of our brain). The cerebral cortex is the part that processes information, understands language and produces new ideas. It is particularly evolved in humans, distinguishing us from other animals.


Levitin’s book jump-started my own explorations further back in time. I discovered the work of Anthony DeCaspar’s lab at the University of North Carolina, Greensboro, which he did when I was a small, record-spinning child. Not only did DeCaspar pin down in 1980 the first direct evidence that newborns recognised the maternal voice, but in 1987, he analysed cardiac changes to explain how foetuses experience different basic sounds, like musical tones and syllables. Then I read about Sandra Trehub, director of the pioneering Music Development Lab at the University of Toronto, Mississauga, whose work pinpointed sophisticated listening skills from the early months of life.


Trehub’s 2001 paper, ‘Musical Predispositions in Infancy’, showed how the processing of musical patterns by babies was much like that of adults. ‘[Babies] do not begin life with a blank musical slate,’ she explained. ‘Instead, they are predisposed to attend to the melodic contour and rhythmic patterning of sound sequences … they are tuned to consonant patterns, melodic as well as harmonic, and to metric rhythms.’ Trehub also led a study in 2015 with a group of infants under a year old, where twice the number of the babies were soothed by an adult singing, as opposed to an adult speaking. I thought of me and my grandmother, the radiogram, the warm water, the washing machine.


Neuroscientists continue to be fascinated with the links between very young children and music. A leading researcher in the field is Samuel Mehr, director of the Harvard Music Lab, whose work includes studies about diversity in human song, and the way babies respond to lullabies from different musical cultures. I read about how his lab worked with babies one-to-one to track their physical reactions to music, measuring their heart rate and motion, their pupil dilation and gaze.


I email him about my interest in music and babies and we speak on the phone; Mehr is a father of small children himself, and describes how staggering he finds it that the tiniest humans can have such facility with music, far beyond what even the most advanced technology of our times could muster. ‘There’s a sort of naïve intuition that computers are pretty good at doing simple tasks,’ he says. ‘Like grabbing some audio and extracting some meaningful information from it, like which part is the melody or which is an instrument playing and which is a voice – but they can’t. Those seem like pretty natural tasks for us as humans to do. And even quite little babies are able to solve this really quite complex computational problem.’


We talk about Pinker’s idea that music is ‘auditory cheesecake’, and how that concept is still percolating around academic culture, despite it being rubbished by the likes of Levitin. I try to play devil’s advocate with Mehr: doesn’t the cheesecake argument explain why all our responses are directed bouncily, instantaneously, towards a song? Mehr responds with a more savoury analogy. ‘If we ask ourselves, “Why is it that I enjoy eating a cheese omelette so much?” and we think, “Well, it’s nice! It makes me feel good!” – that’s still not why we eat it. We eat it because we’re hungry. We also eat it because it has protein in it. It tastes good for a number of reasons associated with human evolution, reasons that have nothing to do with making us feel good.’ His voice crackles with humour. ‘You know, the feeling good is incidental!’


I still love the idea that a song can connect the most advanced parts of our minds with the most mechanical. Somewhere in this series of neural conversations, a song acts as a messenger, uniting our most ancient and most modern selves. A few years after reading Levitin for the first time, I sat with my son, now a toddler, on my lap, in an airy, spaced-out cafe on the high street near our house in East London. ‘Super Trouper’ came on Radio 2. I sang along to it quietly, but making sure he could hear it, moving his chubby hands high above his head to the melody. When it finished, the DJ said that the working title for the song was ‘Blinka Lilla Stjärna’. In English, this was ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’.


I thought of the descending notes of the chorus falling from the sky, and I thought of the emotional lyrics hidden in the naivety of a nursery rhyme. Most of all, I loved that I was still learning from a song I had first heard so many years ago.


Before I was a mother, before I realised adulthood had truly settled in, when I was steeling myself to be brave enough to think about having my own family, my mother found a photo of me from November 1980. We knew it was from November 1980, because the date was scribbled on the back in biro. In the photo, I am standing against my grandmother’s whitewashed back wall, wearing a bright yellow plastic pinny decorated with blue, red and green fish. My hair is blue-black, my fringe cut by my mother into a blunt donkey-crop. I am wearing a hat of my grandmother’s, green and floppy, far too big. My grin is dotted with shiny new teeth. I am two-and-a-half, mischievous, full of delight.


My family look at photos often when we’re all together back home. I wonder if it helps us to connect with our old selves, as well as to our changing bonds with each other. As we look at this particular photo, Mam tells me I had stayed with my grandparents for a while around that time. Mam had lost a baby around then, she said, early in pregnancy. She had lost another before me. Dad had been in and out of hospital too, his spondylitis leading to other complications.


Two years after that photo, my baby brother Jon arrived on 5 November. I remember the fireworks at the end of the cul-de-sac where we lived, and I think of some of the other music I loved early on in my life, like the pop songs of Culture Club, and the Kids from Fame soundtrack. The memories of this music sit like pretty clouds around my head, animations from a misty-eyed Disney film, surrounding me like my own weather system.


I wonder if I have always found music to be a provider of warmth, and a warmth that I can hold onto in tough times. Perhaps I connect it in my memory to the warmth in that sink water, and the significance of my hands in that water, as I tried to spin my own sounds. Music gave me a place to put my feelings and control them, especially when I felt lonely or when everything around me felt too much. Music helped me not to feel blue.


In my late thirties, ‘Super Trouper’ would come to mean something different again to me. Stuck in a rainy train station one late summer’s afternoon in 2017, I got a phone call from an exhibition organiser at London’s Southbank Centre. They were going to be staging an ABBA exhibition, starting in December. It was going to be called Super Troupers. They needed a scriptwriter. The script would be read by a celebrity reader. The script reader was Jarvis Cocker. The scriptwriter, if I’d agree to the fee, would be me.


The train to Cardiff Central pulled into the platform opposite. Instantly, I was on a coach to Cardiff Central twenty-two autumns earlier, with four friends, refreshed by a cheap bottle of peach-flavoured wine that we’d passed around. Then I was on the short walk to the university students’ union to see Jarvis Cocker with Pulp, a band once described on an early press release as a cross between ABBA and The Fall. That night – 15 October 1995 – they sang to our futures, to discos in the year 2000, to people with whom you wanted to have babies.


That night, my friend Claire and I threw a pair of huge knickers at Jarvis, bought from a stall in my local market, decorated with our biro-scribbled landline phone numbers. Jarvis had caught the knickers and hung them on his microphone stand for the remainder of the gig. We wondered nervously all the way home what would happen if he phoned and our mothers answered.


‘Would you like to do it? We need an answer quite quickly.’


Rainy station. 2017. I screamed yes.


For the next two months, I spent my life steeped in ABBA. I delved into the merry-go-rounds of Ring Ring, the wayward glitz of Waterloo. I took in the tremulous shimmer of Arrival, the precise disco sheen of Voulez-Vous and the opaque intensity of The Visitors. My job was to lead ABBA’s fans through seven rooms in the exhibition that told the story of their career. Jarvis would be reading the words I had given him, and the exhibition would start with a bulky, knackered-looking piece of equipment: a Super Trouper spotlight itself.


With Jarvis’s voice in my head as I wrote, I travelled through the folk festival scene from which they had emerged; the murkiness of three-day-week Britain into which they arrived like shiny cavaliers; the band’s imperial disco moments and their rare international tours; their summer retreats in leafy archipelagos with their sons and daughters; to the end of the decade when everything unravelled. Two weeks before the exhibition opened, the script recording with Jarvis went well. I didn’t tell him about my knickers.


A few days later, news came in from Sweden. Björn Ulvaeus himself was coming over for the mid-December press launch, which was unexpected. Members of ABBA didn’t often make public appearances. This meant I would be able to shake the hand of the person who set my first memory in motion, the hand that first worked out the notes of ‘Super Trouper’ on a guitar while Benny played along on the piano, notes that rose out of Grandpa’s radiogram one autumn day in 1980.


But the day before my morning train to London, snow fell heavily at my home, now in Wales. Our road became a snake of black ice. The temperature hit minus eleven. At six a.m., when I was meant to leave, the snow was still falling. London had missed the deluge, meaning the show would go on.


Suddenly I became a child again, trying to paint a new picture. Perhaps the thick, snowy torrents could turn into softer bubbles of launderette soap. Perhaps the sky could suddenly transform from darkness into oceans of Amami blue. Then a whirr could enter my ears, not from the sound of a twin tub washing machine, but the helicopter on the cover of ABBA’s Arrival. Björn could land in my garden, open the door to my air taxi and stretch out his hand.


Later that morning, I was standing in my kitchen, drinking coffee, watching as the hands of the clock passed the time of the launch. The old stool I used to stand on was still out from the morning, when my son, now three-and-a-half, had washed his hands. He was outside with his daddy just beyond the open back door, not far from our shed, making snowmen and smiling. The radio was playing in the kitchen, as it always does, a habit I had picked up and retained from my grandparents.


I thought of all the songs that had come from it already this morning, wondering if any had grabbed my little boy and cemented a proper memory. I turned on the tap and filled up the tub for my mug. The day suddenly shone like the sun.





Track 2



Only You – The Flying Pickets


How Music Kick-Starts Distant Memories
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Before I move on to the time in my life when my father was a recollection I had to fight for, an image constantly losing definition, I have to return to the last song that was truly ours. This song does something to me when it suddenly appears, as if it’s arriving out of nowhere and everywhere – from a radio, a TV advert, a car window, a shop’s sound system. For years I’ve wanted to understand the emotional power it unleashes within me.


It isn’t ‘Pipes of Peace’ by Paul McCartney. It’s the song that was at number one just before, another giddy horse in the race around my father’s last request.


This song leapt out at me with a particular violence a few years ago, in the cold and dark early weeks of December. I was deep in Abergavenny, our nearest town, swaddled like a baby in my thick winter coat, burrowing through bodies filling busy pavements and shop-aisles, bags carving indentations into my fingers. My last-minute stocking filler list for my family was no longer clear to me, striking a regular pattern in my head; it was now phasing, shifting, distorting.


I tunnelled through the heaviness of the season, longing for the shop doors to open, and to breathe, and I breathed. I always find comfort when I’ve got out, when I can feel air and not people around me; then I feel totally myself, even if it’s only for a moment, alone.


And that’s when I heard it.


Ba-da-da-da.


Ba-da-da-da.


It had arrived uninvited, with the full force of a tornado. Suddenly I was wrenched away from the gloomy evening, whipped into another dimension, before being dropped into a very different place – but one that felt strangely familiar. I was suddenly in colour, in a landscape of faded browns, oranges and greys, opening a front door to … a cold Monday morning. Sleepy-wide, dark brown eyes. Shiny-blue-black hair. A familiar smile.


He is only ever there for a short time when he returns. If I’m lucky, we talk about school, and the book that I am reading with Mrs Howells in Year 1; it is green, Level 9 Book 3 on the Ginn Reading Scheme, with a witch swimming in the sea on its cover. It is the book my headmaster talked to me about as I walked up the school hall to my grandma in his office, to take me home, on the day that Dad died, to my mother sitting behind the net curtains in the front room. I found an old copy years later on eBay, and bought it, reading its pages like runes, trying and failing to find some divine messages.


Sometimes we talk about Jon, my little brother, who I love, who has just started to crawl, but more often than not, I just tell him that the song that was number one over Christmas isn’t number one any more. I’d learn later that it was a cover of a song originally written and performed by the pop duo Yazoo, and not by those Welshmen at all. 


Ba-da-da-da.


Ba-da-da-da.


And just like that, as an adult thought intrudes and breaks the spell, he’s gone again. I’m in the street, the wind cold, ‘Only You’ playing itself out. My skin feels alert; my pulse is racing. To everyone else, I’m a woman in a shop doorway, overtaken by the stress of Christmas shopping. Inside, I am separating from my five-year-old self, trying not to shrink back into her completely.


‘Only You’ by Yazoo was released in 1982. Yazoo comprised Vince Clarke, who wrote it, and Alison Moyet, who sang it, her voice as deep and resilient as the sea. In its original, ‘Only You’ sounds like a song about a relationship that has ended, where someone’s needs weren’t being met. Its lyrics reflect on contact and closeness and the loss of both of these things, and a protagonist not able to cope with these brutal realities.
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