Spy...............
He's got really cool hair and Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman like making out to his music. What could possibly be wrong in singer Chris lsaak's universe? He spoke to Sharon Eldridge about fear and loathing in San Francisco...

Sitting three feet away from Chris lsaak in a small room when he launches into "Baby Did A Bad, Bad Thing" feels like standing, naked, on the edge of a cliff.  Layers of sound, from the squeak of his finger tips over the strings, to the chords resonating deep within the body of his 12-year-old guitar, buffet your skin, while his voice, soaring higher and higher, articulates feelings of loss and longing: "Do ya ever try with all your heart and soul to get your lover back to you?" he croons. "I feel like cryin'."

But within seconds of wrapping up "Bad Thing", the maestro of melancholy has been replaced by a joker - albeit a very attractive one in dark denim and cowboy boots. He's sporting his trademark Jimmy Dean hair, the slightly upturned nose that was badly broken during his days as a semi-pro boxer and, of course, the slow Californian drawl and high-wattage smile. He looks about 10 years younger than his 44 years.

You know the movie, Deep Impact? Say that was real and we all only had a week to live, what would you do?

I'd get Wesley Snipes and I'd say [melodramatic]: "Damn it, I don't care if you're black and I'm white, we're gonna save this planet, brother."

Seriously.

I'd probably call up my ex-girlfriend and say, "C'mon, baby, it's you and me".

You're on record as saying you like the kind of girls other guys just walk straight past. What did you mean?

Just that sittin' around one time, talking with a bunch of guys about who we thought was sexy in films, I said Patricia Neal. She is so sexy in [the 1957 movie] Face In The Crowd. She plays a very businesslike woman who's forced to push down her dreams and her femininity.  In one scene, she falls in love and all those dreams are given birth to again.  You're so happy for her, then you see 'em crushed.  She's vulnerable at times, also very strong and so smart. That is what's attractive to me.

You always seem so inexhaustibly "up" in interviews. Is that for real?

It's not a false me, but it's certainly the most upbeat edge of me. If I went on TV and was introspective, I'd only be on TV once.  Man, TV dies when you're introspective and thoughttul. I don't know why [Voice of gilb TV interviewer]  "So, Chris, you're with this busty girl in your new video. That must've been hard work, eh?" And if you respond with, "Well, actually, she's not busty and she's quite a good actress," you're denigrating her by just pretending that's what it's all about. They'd be like [voice again], "Let's go to a commercial break and come back with somebody who gets it." So you try to be "up".

When and where are you happiest?

I like being on the ocean [surfing].  I like the sun.  It's funny how basic all animals are. You turn on the sunshine and it's just, like [Neanderthal], "Uh, good. Earth good. Happy." It starts raining and you think, "I may die soon." I can't take clouds.

What's your idea of hell?

Maybe if I can lay this on somebody else, I can take it off of my mind. The most frightening vision for me is that I'm old and I'm sick and they're sayin' to me,  "Mr Isaak, you're goin'. You're dyin'." And they're wheelin' me down the hallway for somethin', and I go, "Mom?"  I'm yellin' for my mama, but she's gone. She's already passed away. That's the darkest vision because you're without power or friends. You know, you gotta live it up a littI' bit now and make sure you have one of those drinks with a littI' ol' umbrella on it...

What's your favourite journey?

When I get back onto my bus after a gig and drive, say, 10,12,13 hours.  After the gig, everybody's happy and excited and we're all old friends so no-one's uptight. You can lay down on your bunk and throw on your headphones, and it's just a wonderful feelin'. The whole world is... you know, they're asleep and your carnival's commin' to the next town.

Of which of your achievements are you the most proud?

Workin' with the same, good people for such a long time. If I was screwin' up, they wouldn't wanna work with me.

If you could share a lavish dinner with anyone, past or present, living or dead, whom would you choose?

Patricia Neal - and I'd be makin' moves on her like crazy.

Do you believe in the concept of enduring, romantic love?

Of course, but you're askin' if I believe in the reality. Yes, because I think it has been done. You can find people in this world who've loved each other their whole lives. I'm thinkin' of my next-door neighbour, Don, who's 79 years old, and his wife, who passed away two years ago. He was in love with her right to the end - they'd known each other since they were 14. Even if you don't have perfect romantic love, you have to keep hope in your heart and try to find it. You wouldn't wanna give up. What're you gonna do? Collect things?

If you could change one thing about yourself, what would it be?

[Laughs] I've come far enough to know that I'm used to all the messed-up parts and the way I am. If I was 15 and you said I could get a different set of ears and a shorter neck, I would've jumped at the chance, but now I just don't care.

If your 20-year'old self were next to you now, what would you say to him?

[Pauses] I guess I'd tell him to marry my first girlfriend. She passed away about two months ago. She was a really important part of my life and I never really got her out of my mind.  If I could go back... even if I didn't have a music career and stuff, I don't mind.  I'd trade all that in a second.  At the time, I was in Stockton [California] and I thought, "I have to get out. I have to make music."  But now I wish I could be livin' in Stockton with her, teaching at the university with a couple of kids. Maybe next life...

Chris lsaak's new album, Speak Of The Devil, is in record shops now.
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