I remember my first Neil Diamond album the way some people remember their first kiss. Buying the album was a clandestine activity and I wasn’t sure what playing it would be like.  As a seventies kid with a passion for Dylan and Neil Young, Diamond was considered the SQUAREST of the Squares.  The only way my transgression could be any worse was if I picked up a Tom Jones album or perhaps a boxed set of Lawrence Welk.  I bravely picked up Diamond’s Double Gold and headed to the counter at Better Days records. “You can put that in a plain brown wrapper,” I quipped. When I got home I turned it on and found myself singing along to Sweet Caroline.  But the song that really got me – the one I consider a real classic -- is Solitary Man. It has a great beat, even if I can’t dance to it. It is a classic tale of romantic woe.  I was a closet Neil Diamond fan from that point on. With Neil in the spotlight these days getting raves for his new album 12 Songs, I was finally able to admit my secret passion to a group of friends. “I always liked him,” admitted a friend, unashamedly.  “I like to listen to him, but can’t stand to look at him,” said another candidly; put off by his glittery shirts and snug trousers. Maybe I wasn’t as alone as I thought.  I’d heard that Diamond’s concerts were the top selling shows through the entire decade of the 1990s.  In a recent visit to Louisville, even hip comedian Vince Vaughn closed out his show with a rousing chorus of “Sweet Caroline.” I bet there are people in their cars singing aloud to Diamond even as we speak. You can bet I’ll be off to buy his new album. This time I won’t ask for the plain brown wrapper. 

