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Prince vs Michael Jackson

Samuel Goldwyn Soundstage, Hollywood 1984

 

There was a commotion on the movie set. Prince looked up from his piano. What now?

His bodyguards and producers were leaving the soundstage, while the actress Kristin Scott Thomas had stopped playing ping pong and had joined the murmuring crowd.

“Michael Jackson’s here!”

“…Michael’s coming!”

Prince put on his sunglasses. His glittering jacket looked splendid against the drapes and ferns. He was in the middle of filming Under A Cherry Moon, his latest masterpiece, and he didn’t need this from his major rival.

“Michael’s here!” called a voice.

The crowd parted and a man in a blue jacket appeared, smiling shyly. His sunglasses hid his eyes. Kristin, pale and demure, gave him a secret smile.

“Hi, Michael,” said Prince.

The King of Pop raised his hand.

“…hi…”

“Good to see you, man…” said Prince.

“…yes…” came the reply.

The giants of pop faced each other. Michael Jackson’s entourage stared at Prince’s entourage; two groups of muscular, well-armed men in leather and tight tee-shirts.

For a moment no one knew what to do. Then Prince broke the silence:

“You wanna play?”

He held out a ping-pong bat. The King of Pop smiled shyly, his hands clasped in white gloves. This was Purple Rain vs Thriller, the ultimate contest.

“…I don’t know how to play…”

“Come on, man!” said the purple prince.

“Oh… this isn’t really my thing…”

The entourages watched on, anxious.

“Take the bat, Michael,” someone said.

“You can beat him, Michael!”

He giggled nervously. “…come on, guys…”

There was a long silence. The pop titans stared at each other.

“I reckon he’s scared,” came a deep voice from Prince’s entourage.

“Hey!” snarled an even deeper voice from the Jackson crowd. “You sayin’ my man’s afraid?”

“I’m sayin’ he’s going down if he takes on The Prince!”

“…give me that damn bat, I’m gonna whup your ass…”

“I’m here for you, baby!”

As the hubbub rose Prince held out the bat, his hand steady.

“Come on, Michael,” said Prince, softly. “First to six.”

The King of Pop tilted his head. His hair twinkled.

The crowd held its breath.

“Well, I guess we can play a little…” whispered the great man. He took the bat. There was a cheer from the crowd.

Prince went over to the dusty table, his chains jingling. The ping pong was mostly for relaxing between scenes, and he knew he was the best player in the studio.

Michael’s people stood behind him, muttering and taking bets.

“Where’s the ball?” asked Prince.

There was a pause.

“Somebody get a ball!” yelled a producer.

“Get Prince a ball!”

“Where’s the ball at? How can we have a game without a ball?”

After much running and shouting a ball was found and pressed into Prince’s palm. The songwriting genius bounced it on the table, grinning. His adversary looked very thin and very pale in his regal blue and gold jacket.

Paler than before, thought Prince. Has Michael been messing with his skin?

He hit the ball across the table.

“Come on, Michael!” yelled a bodyguard.

Michael’s shot hit the net.

“Ball,” Prince commanded, holding out his hand.

He crouched for the kill, ready to serve.

“Wait a minute,” came the voice from opposite. Michael slipped off a glove. Slowly he removed his sunglasses. There was an “Oooh!” from the crowd: a Thriller moment.

Prince stared at him. Was there a sickly pallor to Michael’s face? Were those zombie eyes?

“Let’s go,” quavered the King of Pop.

Prince served. The ball bobbled across the table. Michael Jackson tapped it back. There was an intake of breath. The ball hit the net and dribbled over. Prince dived across the table but missed it.

Now he had the serve. He bounced the ball a couple of times, staring at his adversary. The audience was restless, entranced.

“C’mon, Michael, get into it!”

Prince slammed the ball. It hit the King in the crotch.

Michael’s hands shot to his face.

“Yeah!” said Prince. “Yeah!”

Michael dropped the bat. He went rigid. Putting his shades on he turned to his perspiring manager.

“I don’t like this game,” he whispered.
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