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PRINCE is the first word in this book. I place him first because he’s my biggest influence, the person who most powerfully shaped my musical life. He’s also first because of our brotherhood. Our bond was something else. It began strong and got even stronger. Then strong changed to strange and strange turned to strained. Yet the bond never broke.


I’m also putting Prince first because, though he’s gone, he’s still here. I still hear his voice in my head. I can’t write this book without his voice. And rather than keep that voice to myself, I’m going to share it with you. I have no choice. Anything else would be cheating Prince. He wants to be heard.


I’m no mystic. I’m not saying that I have the power of telepathy or can communicate with souls on the other side. I don’t and I can’t. But I swear on my sacred pearl-white DW drum set that every time I sit down to start telling my story, I hear this motherfucker whispering in my ear. He won’t leave me alone. Won’t be quiet. Won’t be left out of this trip. So I’m taking him along. I’m letting him in. Gonna let you hear the voice that I’m hearing.


I’m hearing him say, Good decision, bro. & I’ll tell u y. More folks r more interested in reading ’bout me than u.


Agreed.


Then what r u gonna do about it?


Write about you, bro.


That means u’ll b putting words in my mouth.


You’ll give me those words.


But that means u get 2 make up & twist my words.


Promise I’ll be true to you. 


Still nervous about this whole situation. I don’t like how u can write this thing up any way u wanna. U got a power I no longer have.


You ain’t lost none of your power. I feel you. I know you.


Wrong. No one really knows me.


Shit, I know your silly ass as well as anyone. We been knowing each other since we were kids. I feel like you’re part of me.


There r people who say I made u.


Those “people” are you. You’re the one saying that you made me.


Well, didn’t I?


Well, maybe. And maybe not. But sure, to a large extent.


2 such an extent that u’d have no story without me. Truth is, u can’t tell your story without me.


So you see my point.


U just being slick.


Being truthful.


But your truth & my truth r hardly the same.


You gonna have your say. I’ll let you say whatever you want.


Not worried about what I say. Worried about what u gonna say.


I’m gonna give you your props—and not just ’cause I got your spirit breathing down my neck as I write this book. Gonna give you your props ’cause you deserve them. You done changed up the game. You sculpted a sound. You formed a musical universe. I’m lucky to have slipped into that universe.


I believe I’ve been in your ear ever since u chased me down 2 get in my band.


Hell, man, you asked me in.


U hustled your way in.


I had the chops to kick your drummer’s ass. That’s how I got in. 


Point is, bro, I let u in. Ain’t no disputing that. 


Who’s disputing? These days before my show starts, I put your pretty face up on the big screen. Then I tell the crowd how we miss you, how we love you, how you’re the Founding Father.


But what else u gonna say about me in this book?


That we brothers. Always have been. Always will be. I’m the one cat who wasn’t scared to tell you what I thought. And in this book, that won’t change. Gonna be true to you but also true to me. And if I’m not mistaken, I do believe that’s why you kept me around. I said what was on my mind, whether you liked it or not. Remember when you played “When Doves Cry”?


Yes indeed. U said, “Don’t play me nothing else unless it’s funky. & if u do put out that Dove song, put some bass on it.”


Right. Wasn’t trying to kiss your ass. Others might have done that, but not me.


U didn’t kiss my ass, but when it came 2 “Dove,” u had your head up your ass. Was my first #1 pop single.


I don’t give a shit. Still think it needs some bass.


So we gonna keep arguin’, is that it?


We gonna do what we gonna do.


Which is just what led 2 all the fights & the fallings-out. Is that something u really wanna get into?


Why not? Brothers love each other, but brothers fight. Brothers fall out.


But our fights & fallings-out left deep wounds.


Wounds that need to heal.


Or not b reopened.


They were already open when you turned me into your archenemy in your movie. You made me your foil.


Purple Rain made u famous.


Hell, yes. Purple Rain made me $50,000. How many millions did it make you, bro?


U made out fine. So fine, in fact, that u get 2 do a book. Only problem is that u using me 2 get more people 2 read your story.


Yet if I told this story without you, you’d be pissed.


Any way u look at it, I’m not about 2 let u flip the script 2 suit your purpose.


Settle down, man. Just wanna tell it right.


Well, if that’s your true aim, u’ll need me 2 check u along the way.


Exactly. So now that we’re on the same page, let’s turn the page.
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DROP THE GROOVE
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The groove is the main thing ’cause the groove is what keeps us going.


The groove has always kept me going. I speak as a drummer when I say that groove is born out of the One.


The One’s the moment of maximum impact. The kick. The hook. The anchor. For me, those first Jackson 5 records were all on the One. James Brown was on the One. James Brown’s drummers Jabo Starks and Clyde Stubblefield were on the One. Tower of Power’s drummer David Garibaldi was no doubt on the One. With their magic sticks, these drummers cracked my head open.


The One came early in my life and stayed. The groove hit me hard. The groove sustained me. Still does.


I never doubted your chops as a drummer. Even said so in an interview with Rolling Stone. Said Morris Day has big chops on drums.


But then right after you got your record deal and formed a band, you chose a drummer you knew I could outplay.


Wasn’t just a matter of who played better. That band needed a certain look. I got 2 your look later. I recognized your talent. U can go on & brag about it.


Not bragging, just saying I found my groove early on.


As a kid, it wasn’t school or books or church that got to me. It was the groove. From Jump Street, I was dancing in front of the TV in my Fruit of the Looms the second James Brown came on American Bandstand. Man, I’d be banging out beats on my mama’s couch, beating on her pots and pans, chasing down the rhythms, playing with syncopations the way other kids play with toys. Hit the beat so hard I made a big hole on the arm of the couch. Mom said, “Either I gotta get that little boy a drum or I’ll kill him.” So Mom, bless her heart, got me a toy drum set. Got it when I was four. My cousin busted it up but I kept on keepin’ on. Kept bangin’ with spoons, forks, and knives. Ridin’ those rhythms. And using those rhythms to hide from a confusing childhood.


Was born December 13, 1956, in Springfield, Illinois. My mother, Lavonne Daugherty, married Richard Sylvester Day—called Dickie—when she was sixteen. My sister, Sandy, eighteen months older than me, was their other child. By the time I came along, though, my parents had divorced. My father had returned from the air force, where he was stationed in Germany, and hooked up with a woman named Shirley. He gave me two half-brothers and a half-sister and was living in Decatur, some forty miles away. Saw him on a couple of short summer vacations, but that was it. Can’t say I’m bitter. Can’t really say how I feel. The man just wasn’t around. Left a void. Left Mom to fend for herself in the projects.


R u really going thru all your family history? People wanna get 2 the part where u meet me. Don’t bog us down with details.


Get outta my face and let me set this thing up right.


When you first heard the story, I remember you listening hard. You related. Your daddy issues were different than mine, but you had ’em. You had ’em big time.


My big daddy issue wasn’t as much my biological father as the dude Mom married next. They had a son—Jesse Jr., my little brother and lifelong best friend—in 1960. Jesse Hamner Sr. was a scary cat. By then Mom had her GED and had gone to school to become a registered nurse. She had a good gig but a bad husband. He was a drinker, gambler, and abuser. The cops were always showing up to break up their fights. Sandy, a fighter herself, once smashed a heavy glass ashtray on Hamner’s head. I was too little to do anything except soak up the terror. Seeing some dude beat up your mom is nothing you’ll ever forget. He also had no patience with me. When Mom worked the late shift and left us alone with him, I’d start crying. I’d cling to my mother and beg her not to go. Hamner hated that. He called me a punk, and after she was out the door, he’d slap my face. He was a scary menace. Made my life miserable.


At the same time, Mom loved her kids. She doted on me. She used to talk about how my granddaddy was a pimp, and maybe with him in mind, she dressed me accordingly. My Sunday-go-to-meeting church outfits were slick: two-toned shoes, pinstriped suit, snappy little hat, long chain hanging out the pocket. Looking sharp came early and came natural.
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Mom was a young woman who liked living a big life. She and Hamner loved hosting parties at the crib. I have happy memories of hearing the Isley Brothers playing on the box and smiling folks drinking and dancing up a storm. But sad always overwhelmed happy. Hamner’s violence got worse. Shit got so bad that Mom arranged to secretly ferry all of us out of Springfield. Happened in 1964 when I was seven. Mom decided that despite her excellent position as an RN at St. John’s Hospital, Hamner had gotten too dangerous. Time to get outta Dodge.


We left town on the down-low, Mom scrambling to get us ready to split before Hamner could find out and do something crazy. Middle of the night, car trunk filled with whatever we could stuff in there, Mom, Sandy, me, and baby bro Jesse riding across the dark country—radio blasting Mary Wells braggin’ ’bout “My Guy,” Little Anthony and the Imperials singin’ ’bout “I’m Going Out of My Head,” Ray Charles cryin’ ’bout being “Busted”—all the way up to Minneapolis. Start of a whole new life.
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CROWDED HOUSE
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How long u intend 2 go on with this childhood thing?


When you gonna calm your nervous ass down? Just chill.


Get 2 the hook.


It’s not like writing a song. Besides, you ain’t writing this book.


There’s no book without me.


You said that shit before.


Ignore me at your risk. Ignore me & u’ll lose your readers.


Not ignoring anyone, especially you. Not that many years pass in Minneapolis before I meet you. Well, actually, I heard you before I met you.


& what’d u hear?


A crazy talented guitarist.


Talk about it.


I’ll talk about it in a minute.


Talk about it now.


You a controllin’ fool.


I’m a hitmaker. U wanna make this book a hit? Well, hit ’em with a guitar lick.


Your licks were like lightnin’. Thunderbolts. Jimi Hendrix licks. Jimmy Page licks. Carlos Santana licks. Screamin’ licks that made me think you had to be older than you were. Old blues licks but refashioned to sound new and fresh. High-drama licks. Panty-dropping licks. Licks the chicks went crazy for.


& licks that made u wanna b in my band.


No doubt. But give me a lil’ room to breathe, homeboy. I’ll get to your music. But meanwhile, there’s shit I still need to explain. I haven’t even gotten to Minneapolis yet.


I never thought Minneapolis was gonna be our permanent home. When we left outta Illinois, I had California in mind. Mom always talked about it as the Promised Land. I needed no convincing. I saw it as sunshine, swimming pools, and movie stars. LA was 77 Sunset Strip, where Elvis had a big house in the hills and where the surf was up and the living easy.


“We’ll get there,” Mom said. “Minneapolis is just a stopover.”


But it wasn’t. Minneapolis proved as permanent as a block of concrete. We were there to stay. Because there was reciprocity between RNs in Illinois and Minnesota, Mom got gigged up in a hurry.


When we first arrived, Aunt Regina, Mom’s cousin, took us in. Strangely, she and Mom had married brothers. Regina’s husband, Spike, was the sibling of my dad, Dickie Day.


Regina and Spike had six kids. We rented the top floor of their house. So there we were, nine kids running around supervised by a few adults. The adults were doing some running around of their own.


Turned out Uncle Spike worked at a gas station owned by Joe Buchalton, a hustlin’ brotha whose other properties included a supermarket in the hood, a car-detailing shop in St. Paul, and a small office complex plus a partnership in a prostitution operation—not to mention moving drugs while handily hijacking trucks. Joe was busy. So was Uncle Spike, who wound up with Joe’s wife. That was okay with Joe, though, because he hooked up with my mother. Betrayal and spouse-switching is confusing enough for adults, but imagine what it did to ten-year-old me. Killed my trust in women. Killed my trust in men. Had me scrambling for sanity in an insane situation.


Spike, my father’s brother, was now bedding my future father’s wife while my future father was bedding my mother. Keep in mind—a lot of this switching was happening in secret before it came out in the open. That only added to my mind fuck. When it was all sorted out, we were living in Southside Minneapolis before eventually moving to the Northside, me working at Joe’s gas station and wondering whether everyone’s family was as crazy as mine.


Mom was a spark plug, a smart young woman looking to live life to the fullest. Looking back, I can’t blame her for anything. And I don’t. She was ambitious, and in a few years, her ambition would serve me.


Now r u gonna talk about her trying 2 manage my band?


Ain’t there yet.


Well, hurry.


While Mom was moving around, trying to figure out how best to manage her children and deal with her new husband, Joe, sister Sandy did a lot of the mothering. She looked after me and Jesse. It was Sandy who got me into a choir.


& started writing love lyrics 4 some of my songs.


You’re still rushing. That comes later. Before we even heard of anyone called Prince, Sandy had joined the Nation Time Choir. This was the end of the ’60s, when radical politics was sweeping through the hood. Before they started singing, Nation Time members listened to Malcolm X sermons. They went to prisons to sing for inmates incarcerated on bullshit charges. They were out to do good. They were also caught up in the black-is-beautiful dashiki-wearing Afrocentric fever of the times. Joining the choir meant changing your name. Sandy was Akua Binta and I became Kashke Nagomo. Beyond music, we were all taught martial arts. There was a strong Black Panther vibe. Backing the choir was a band called Midwest Express with a badass drummer.


I went along with Sandy—singing with thirty other brothas and sistas was fun—but my eye was always on the drummer. That’s what I wanted to do. Malcolm X was an intellectual firebrand and I could appreciate his rage. But my heart was with Sly and the Family Stone talkin’ ’bout “Hot Fun in the Summertime.” I popped outta the choir a few months after joining. Politics wasn’t my thing.


The beat kept turning me toward James Brown. I seriously studied all his grooves. But in the early ’70s these white boys in Oakland started a band called Tower of Power that caught my attention. No doubt they were as influenced by JB as me, but they put a different hurting on R&B. Their lead voice, Lenny Williams, was a soul-singing brotha, but the man who mattered to me most, the drummer, was a white dude, David Garibaldi.


David was different. Most drummers layer their dynamic, playing the high hat, snare, and kick simultaneously, creating a thick sound. Garibaldi took another approach. He had a linear style; he played one sound at a time. He made the drums sound like a precision machine with cogs fitting inside each other, pumping up and down, in and out. Almost like Whac-A-Mole. Smack one down into the hole and another pops up. He used phrases to create accent, not volume. Most jazz, rock, and R&B drummers fall into a consistent pattern with their right hand on the high hat or ride cymbal. Not Garibaldi. He was all over the place.


I became Garibaldi’s student. I’d put on every Tower of Power record—especially songs like “Squib Cake” and “Oakland Stroke,” where the drums are driving the controlled commotion—and play along. At first I just couldn’t do it. Too hard. Too many moves. Too subtle. But damn if I didn’t practice till I perfected that shit.


U don’t gotta go on about what a gr8 drummer u were.


I ain’t shy about saying that I worked it till I got it right.


That’s funny, because as a kid I was shy. Didn’t see myself as handsome. Didn’t even see myself as cool. I was a freckle-faced kid who made no big impression. Wasn’t no athlete. Wasn’t no good student. All I had was music, and music was enough. Going to see the Jackson 5 took off the top of my head. The Beatles fascinated me. Loved Booker T and the M.G.’s, whose drummer Al Jackson Jr. had a pocket deep as the Grand Canyon.


U best explain the pocket. Folk don’t know what u b talkin’ ’bout.


The pocket comes at the back of the beat. Good funk never can anticipate the beat but lets the beat come to you. It’s all about relaxation. Get up tight with time and time will fuck you up. Timing’s everything, but time is nothing you can control. You gotta let it ride. Let it flow. Then follow that flow. More you put yourself behind that flow, more you can push that flow. Enter the flow. Be one with the flow.


So it was the musical flow that got me through all the ups and downs of my scrambled childhood. Mom had her own flow that most of the time took her out of the house. She had her gigs. She had her aspirations. She had her common sense that, after a year or so, told her to dump gangster Joe.


Mom was also a dreamer. Example: She had a notion that Minneapolis could support the biggest indoor mall in the world. It was a whole vision. She drew it all out on paper. There were diagrams and architectural renderings. Mom, who also wrote movie scripts and short stories, had this brilliance she wanted the world to recognize. She found a congressman who would listen to her and finally got a meeting with a real estate investor. He looked at her plans for the mall and didn’t laugh. He gasped. He was all excited and said he could see exactly what she had in mind. He’d get back to her. He never did. Meanwhile, she hustled her way into the office of other investors but could never score. Fast-forward fifteen years to the opening of Mall of America, some 5.4 million square feet, built where Interstate 494 meets State Highway 77 just north of the Minnesota River. Biggest mall in the world. Huge success. Mom felt sure that her ideas had made it to the powers that be but they didn’t need her.


Mom had dreams, and I love her for that. I think she implanted those dreams in me, though they didn’t come up for a long time. And yet her dreams merged with my music in a way that I would never have imagined.


Neither would I.
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THE LUNCHROOM
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When I was coming up, Minneapolis was not Atlanta or LA. By that I mean its black population was tiny. There was no chocolate city within the big city. Or if there was, it was a very thin slice of chocolate. Not sure if even 2 percent of Minneapolis–St. Paul was African American. The effect, I believe, was the creation of solidarity. There weren’t many of us, so we knew to stick together. I personally didn’t experience blatant racism. My brother, Jesse, was called names and I can recall a few episodes, but by and large we lived our lives in a pretty cool space.


On KQRS, the popular radio station, you might hear Three Dog Night followed by Bill Withers followed by the Rolling Stones. Herbie Hancock’s Headhunters were in the air. So were the Doobie Brothers and Elton John. Folks in the hood were hooked on Al Green and Teddy Pendergrass. But generally no one drew strict lines between genres. White and black blended together. Compared, say, to Chicago or New York, the Twin Cities were chill. I’m not saying there wasn’t deep-down racial tension. And I’m not saying that certain white folk didn’t express attitudes of superiority. America is America. When jazz pianist Erroll Garner asked Louis Armstrong, “What’s up, Pops?,” Armstrong’s answer, “White folks are still ahead,” spoke for all of us.


Exposure to a wide variety of music in a wide variety of genres informed my future at an early age.


U might as well b talkin’ ’bout me.


I am. But in this story I still haven’t met you.


U heard us in the lunchroom. U called this chapter “The Lunchroom.” Well, take us inside the lunchroom.


I’m feeling like you wanna produce this book.


All I’m sayin’ is—if u want a hit book, then hit it! Get 2 it!


I’ll get it when I’m ready to get it. You don’t even know how I wound up in the lunchroom.


Does it even matter?


To you it don’t. To me it does. See, I didn’t get there ’cause of you. I got there cause of a chick. She was fine, and I was trying to get next to her. She said something about a band she wanted to hear. She mentioned a Friday-night show up at Central High, your school. At the time I was at North High. The girl didn’t mention you. She didn’t even mention the name of your band. She just said there was music.


But u had heard of me, right?


That’s another myth you made up in your mind. Truth is, I hadn’t heard shit about you. At the time you were living with your mom in a house just down the street from us. Nice house too. A lot nicer than ours. But you being in that crib was something I learned later. When I walked into the lunchroom, I walked in cold. Didn’t have a clue.


& how’d u react?


First, my visual impression of you was that huge Afro blown out to the max. Black turtleneck sweater, a pair of wacky bell-bottoms and pink woolen girl gloves with the fingers cut out so you could sting your guitar. That was my first glimpse of what I’d call your metrosexual vibe.


Meaning what?


Meaning most cats liked straight-up leather gloves. But you liked lady mittens and didn’t care what anyone thought about it. You liked the flair of certain accessories, even if the flair was feminine.


So u were worried ’bout my sexuality?


Not worried and couldn’t have cared less. I’d soon see you were straight as a gate. And even if you swung the other way, it wouldn’t have mattered. All I’m saying is that there was a gender-bender side to you that came out early. You knew how to exploit it.


Exploit sounds like a bad thing.


Maybe exploit’s the wrong word. Maybe it was just you being you.


& who was that?


A badass musician looking to make waves and grab attention. A guitarist who, at fifteen, had absorbed all of Eric Clapton and thrown in Jeff Beck for good measure. Later I learned you’d even studied the cats that influenced Hendrix—Johnny Guitar Watson and Buddy Guy. Got the idea you’d been drinking in this music like babies drink in mama’s milk.


U’d been drinking some of that milk yourself.


Not like you. I was a serious drummer. My chops were sharp. But I recognized you as a different breed of cat entirely. You didn’t just play the fuckin’ music. You were the fuckin’ music. It consumed you, just like it consumed everyone who heard it. Never had seen anything like that before. That’s why I wanted in.


I wanted in your band, Grand Central, but I wasn’t in the “in crowd.” I was standing outside watching you soaring on guitar, Terry Jackson on timbales, William Doughty on congas, André Anderson—later to change his name to André Cymone—on bass, André’s sister Linda on keys, and drummer Charles “Chazz” Smith.


Chazz had the spot I wanted, but I’d been told Chazz was your cousin. Didn’t matter that I could outplay him. I couldn’t outmaneuver him.


The repertoire was heavy funk, lots of Sly and the Family Stone and Rufus, with everyone taking turns on vocals. You sang with a Chaka Khan–like fire. Your falsetto felt as strong as Curtis Mayfield’s. The whole band rocked.


You were clearly the star, playing on a plateau high above everyone else. You were also distant. Not the kind of cat, even in high school, who could slide up to me and say, “Hey, man, whassup? Let’s hang.”


On the other hand, André was that kind of cat. He had an easygoing personality. He was all heart and super approachable. Like me, he liked weed and listening to advanced music. He’d play me Weather Report. I’d play him Return to Forever. We were deep into fusion. He studied bassist Jaco Pastorius. I studied drummer Billy Cobham. John McLaughlin and the Mahavishnu Orchestra. The Tony Williams Lifetime. We liked the far-out cats.


André and I tightened up and spent lots of time together. I still never mentioned how much I wanted to join Grand Central. Figured it was better to lay back in the cut. Then came the day André came over to my house. He noticed I’d set up my drum kit. For all our talk about music, I hadn’t pushed my own agenda.


“You got the drums set up like you’re serious,” he said.


“I am.”


“Play something.”


I was ready. I threw a couple Tower of Power platters on the box—“What Is Hip?” and “Soul Vaccination.” I played David Garibaldi’s part to where there was no daylight between me and David. Brother, I had his part down.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” asked André.


“Tell you what?”


“That you play your ass off.”


I just smiled.


“You should come by band rehearsal.”


“What for? Y’all got Chazz.”


“We’re having problems with Chazz. Come by and audition.”


Music to my ears.


Week later, I was over at Terry Jackson’s house. Rehearsal was in the basement. Chazz’s drums were set up, but I arrived with my own kit. Part of me was nervous. Part of me excited. I had butterflies but also confidence. I’d spent thousands of hours home alone banging out some of the most complex drum patterns in modern music. I had this. I knew I did.


Everyone was friendly except Prince. Prince was cool. Standoffish.


I didn’t know what 2 expect. Didn’t really know who u were.


And you weren’t about to make me feel comfortable. That wasn’t your style. Your style was to challenge my chops. On the other hand, André was super supportive. His sister Linda gave out good vibes. The other cats were all smiles. But you weren’t smiling. I’m not saying you were scowling, but I could feel your skepticism. You were looking down.


After I got through setting up, I signaled that I was ready to go. You called Sly’s “Dance to the Music” and counted it off. No problem. I was there. I could pick the pocket of that song blindfolded, and I did. Felt great. Linda, André, and the boys gave me looks of approval. Nothing from you. You were playing and singing; you were deep into the groove I was grinding. After it was over, though, you didn’t say a word.


You called another tune, “Evil Ways,” that I knew from the Carlos Santana/Buddy Miles live record. Buddy was another monster drummer I’d been studying, so this groove wasn’t new. I rode it right. Smooth sailing all the way. Everyone happy. Gotta presume you were happy ’cause you were calling off more tunes. I was there for every one of ’em. Funkadelic’s “Free Your Mind and Your Ass Will Follow”? JB’s “Get On the Good Foot”? I was on it.


On it for a couple of hours. Felt natural as breathing. When you finally called it a night, I got a couple of slaps on the back from the others but my man was still standoffish. You didn’t even tell me goodbye.


“What does that mean?” I asked André the next day.


“Means you got the gig. Otherwise you’d hear he wasn’t happy.”


I was happy, not only because I was in a band I’d been dying to join but because I knew, in order to hang with these cats, I’d have to hone my chops. I was up for it. I had the vocal support of my bandmates except for Prince, who stayed silent. That was his way. Aloofness was how he stood apart. He led aloofly but intensely.


I never have—before or since—seen anyone work with music with his kind of focus. I could be on the clock for hours at a time. I thought I was devoted. But Prince, man, that motherfucker was never off the clock. He slept, ate, drank, and devoured music. Couldn’t stop writing it, rehearsing it, performing it. He was possessed and remained that way every waking day.


So u gonna admit I gave u that work ethic that got u thru?


Admit it gladly. Admit it openly. Shout it from the mountaintop. Thank you, brother, for schooling me on what it means to do it tight and right. I know you had your own teachers. JB. Bootsy. Sly. But you took it further. You tightened it until it couldn’t be tightened no more.


And in the meantime, we had fun.


& created a sound. U better break down that birth of the sound. The birth of Minneapolis funk.


You could probably explain better than me.


It’s your book, wiseass. U get 2 do the explainin’.


I’d start out by saying that necessity was the mother of invention. We didn’t have horns—couldn’t afford them—so the keyboard was doing some of the lead lines. Linda was playing a Farfisa electric organ that, along with your guitar and André’s bass, gave Grand Central a full-on funk effect different from other bands.


U haven’t talked about our competitors.


You saw ’em as competitors. The rest of us saw ’em as brothers.


Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis had a band called Flyte Time. And yes, they could fly. They got their name from the Donald Byrd funk/jazz jam “Flight Time” and their sound from a three-piece horn section. Jimmy and Monte Moir, a bad white boy who sang soul, were great keyboard players, Terry a superb bassist, Jellybean Johnson a killer drummer and their first vocalist, Cynthia Johnson, a sista who could shout. (Jellybean, by the way, was, like me, left-handed. I always thought that made both our styles a little distinctive.)


Great as Flyte Time was, Prince was pushing us to be greater. Prince was pushing us to the edge. Over the edge. Gig after gig after gig. We played high school dances, VFW halls, and local clubs like the Riverview and Nacirema (that’s American spelled backward). Sometimes there’d be battles of the bands with Flyte Time. Both bands were banging. A supersonic Prince guitar solo would win over the crowd, but then a Jimmy Jam fireworks display on keys would make ’em just as crazy.


Everyone was singing. William Doughty had a William Orange–style “Brick House” voice when we covered Commodores tunes. I sang Billy Preston’s “Will It Go Round in Circles” and the deep blues ballad by Major Harris, “Love Won’t Let Me Wait.” I was feeling pretty good about my voice until Flyte Time hired Alexander O’Neal, who, hands down, was the heavyweight champ, Minneapolis’s own Wilson Pickett. Talent was everywhere.


Interesting that the first adult to see this talent and act upon it was my beloved mother. Remember, Mom was a practical woman. She was not easily taken in or impressed. She looked at life realistically. When I started playing drums, she saw it as a lark. Just a little-kid hobby. When I got better, she still wasn’t ready to say I had a future in music. But when she heard Grand Central, her whole attitude changed. She went to one show, and just to be sure she wasn’t fooling herself, she went to another. And then another. After three or four Grand Central shows, Mom said it straight up: “Y’all aren’t just good. You’re fantastic. You deserve a deal. And I’m going to get you one.”


Which was when things got crazy.
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