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			“Lovely and lyrical; a warm and wonderful intersection between journalism and fiction. This is a novel you’ll want to read out loud. It’s made for readers and music lovers who find themselves wishing that Behind the Music was still on the air”	Kiley Reid

			“Dawnie Walton’s The Final Revival of Opal & Nev is one of the most immersive novels I’ve ever read. This is largely because of Walton’s skill at letting so many people talk in so many different ways. Voices are marshalled from across America, and then across the Atlantic, and blended seamlessly into a tale about Black culture, Black women, and American capitalism. This is a thrilling work of polyphony—a first novel that reads like the work of an old hand”	Ta-Nehisi Coates

			“The Final Revival of Opal & Nev is as musical and revolutionary in tone and structure as it is in content. It delves into the complexities of the creative life, specifically as it pertains to Black women, and instead of shying away or egg-shelling, it does what every good book does: tells the truth. A truth that bangs. That shrieks. A siren song to shatter what we’ve known of the novel. Things won’t ever be the same after this. And I’m so happy Dawnie Walton has arrived”	Jason Reynolds 

			“Fantastic. I so desperately wanted Opal Jewel to have existed; I wanted to have experienced her music first-hand. What I love most of all about this book, though, is the way Walton quite literally inserts a strong, bold Black rock musician into a history that’s often discouraged us from shining, or from even entering at all. Magical”	Zakiya Dalila Harris 

			“By turns playful and serious, and always wonderfully entertaining, The Final Revival of Opal & Nev is a fascinating account of a woman’s search for her father and of the music business in the 1960s and early ’70s. The immensely gifted Dawnie Walton creates a vivid chorus of voices as she tells the story of Opal’s journey from a dive in Detroit to the stage in New York where everything changes. This novel rocks”	Margot Livesey

			“‘Bold’ doesn’t even begin to describe it. Dawnie Walton’s exhilarating debut is a thrill ride into the early 1970s complete with a central character so unforgettable, you’ll almost believe you’ve heard her name before. Innovative, sexy, edgy—I’ve never read anything like Opal & Nev, and I promise you haven’t either”	Ayana Mathis

			“Walton’s fabulous debut novel is an utterly fresh take on finding one’s voice, on systemic racism and sexism, and on freedom of expression. That these heavy subjects don’t weigh down this hugely entertaining novel are testament to Walton’s deftness and skill”	O, The Oprah Magazine

			“[An] absorbing tale bursting with colour . . . One for fans of Daisy Jones and The Six”	Cosmopolitan

			“Presented as an oral history of a cult band on the verge of reappraisal, Walton’s debut is also a smart, sharp take on white privilege and who owns whose voice”	The i

			“Walton pumps up the volume with a fresh angle on systemic racism and freedom of expression. This is a firecracker”	Publishers Weekly

			“Delicious and deep . . . a classic rock ’n’ roll legend and rollicking tale of 1970s New York—but with a twist”	Elle US

			“[Layered] in both its organization and its impact, Dawnie Walton’s novel tells the story of ’70s musicians Opal and Nev and is alternatingly structured as an oral history and recurring editors’ notes from a journalist assembling the twisty, politically inflected tale”	Vogue US
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			EDITOR’S NOTE

			Disclosure: My father, a drummer named Jimmy Curtis, fell in love with Opal Jewel in the summer of 1970. For the duration of their affair he was married to my mother, who in ’71 got pregnant with me. Before my birth, before the world had a chance to know much about my father beyond these facts, he was beaten to death by a racist gang during the riot at Rivington Showcase. And before my mother could bury his broken body, his mistress blazed to stardom.

			This is a personal history that, throughout my life, I have taken significant pains to conceal. In my twenty-five years as a journalist, I’ve never needed to lean on it. I got here under my own steam—toured the world’s most dazzling arenas with U2; won awards for following funny money raised by benefit concerts; even interviewed artists who, oblivious of my connections, cited Opal Jewel and Nev Charles, together and solo, as their heroes: Santigold, the White Stripes, and the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, to name just a few. All this work I’ve compiled as S. Sunny Shelton, the name I put to legal papers on my eighteenth birthday. My chosen name—this hard-earned byline—cobbles together the first initial of my birth name, my favorite word as a child, and the Philadelphia street where the umber facade of my maternal grandmother’s row house decays, flake by flake. You could say that every decision I’ve made to divorce myself from the violent birth of Opal & Nev has been like this: intentional, and a touch paranoid.

			So, you ask, what the hell am I doing now, writing the foreword for a story I swore I’d never tell? I could justify my involvement in this project by explaining that the internet and cable news have changed the game for journalists, stretching the boundaries of what’s possible and upending all the rules we thought we knew. I could tell you that in this new era, readers and television audiences now accept, even expect, a flavoring of bias.

			But I wouldn’t want to bullshit you.

			This book exists because in March 2015, when I was named Aural’s editor in chief—the first African American and first woman to win the gig since the magazine launched in 1965—I gave myself permission to write it.

			Understand that before my big come-up, I had been playing a game familiar to many women of color outnumbered in our industries. I worked hard, kept my head down, and made a meticulous, watertight case, supported by data-stuffed Power­Points, for every idea I ever pitched. And still I worried that the reasons for my success would be questioned by even my most progressive white colleagues. I imagined that at cocktail parties, the bane of my socially anxious existence, they would gossip about me after I left their huddles—roll their eyes and snark to each other, between bites of crab cake, “Isn’t diversity wonderful?”

			After our young new publisher offered me the promotion, I nonetheless closed the door of my office on the fourteenth floor, opened the window that looked down onto Liberty Street, and screamed victory to the poor tourists below. I felt pride, of course, but something more, something better: freedom. Freedom to trust my tastes, take my own counsel, make bold moves. Here was a chance, or so I’d assumed, to pursue every fascination I had ever wanted to follow but didn’t feel that I could. I looked up at the 1972 Vogue photo of Opal Jewel that I’d pinned to a corkboard, its significance to me carefully shrouded among all the other rock memorabilia I kept there, and I thought, Maybe it’s finally time.

			As if on cue, like the supernatural force I’d always imagined her to be, Opal Jewel appeared in my life not long after that reverie. At the April 2015 taping of a Netflix music special honoring studio wizards, the first high-profile event I’d attended since taking Aural’s reins, I ran into her—literally ran into her, as in both of our clutches fell to the floor, her bullet of lipstick and my cell phone clattering across the marble.

			This happened inside the ladies’ lounge at New York’s Gotham Hall, minutes before the event was scheduled to start. Nev was on the bill, set to play a couple of his old solo hits in tribute to Rivington Records’ super-producer, Bob Hize, and Nev’s presence had made me skittish enough. But even considering the honoree, no one had expected Opal would show up. (Ironic, considering shock was once her forte.)

			She hadn’t made the scene in decades, and that night her attire was subdued—she wore a simple black shirtdress, with a yellow paisley turban hugging her scalp instead of one of the old, wild wigs. Still, I knew instantly who she was. I know her the same ways that you do, as Nev Charles’s onetime partner-in-strange: the ebony-skinned provocateur, the fashion rebel, the singer/screecher/Afro-Punk ancestor, the unapologetically Black feminist resurrected via GIFs and Instagram quotes for these intense political times. Of course, through my lens, so many other identities were superimposed: Here was my father’s crazy girlfriend. The one he’d got himself killed for. The source of my mother’s pain and, by extension, her frustrations with me. My most complicated idol.

			At first when we collided—her gliding in through the door, me stalking out in the treacherous high heels I’d worn to walk the red carpet—Opal Jewel shot me the side-eye of life, the “Honey, please!” expression to launch a million new memes. And then she squinted as I scrambled to pick up her handbag. She raised my lowered head with a finger under my chin, and she called me by the first name I ever had. The name that my father, I would later learn, had intended for me, improvised from a dream:

			“SarahLena,” she said, and it wasn’t even a question. “Jimmy’s girl.”

			It was a moment I had dreaded and fantasized about since I was nine. That was the year an older cousin, angry that I had beaten him in a tight game of Chinese checkers on our grandmother’s front porch, said that my daddy had got his head kicked in over some “ugly bald-headed bitch.” After I called him a liar he snuck into Gran-D’s bedroom and pulled the old New York Times clipping from her cedar chest. Before I read the story on the melee at Rivington Showcase—featuring Marion Jacobie’s iconic photograph of Opal and Nev, and reporting my father as the “1 Dead”—I hadn’t known any of it.

			All this seemed too much to blurt, standing face-to-face with Opal in the ladies’ lounge. I wasn’t a child. I was forty-three years old, a top professional at one of my industry’s starriest events. The lights in the lounge flickered to signal the start of the program, so I excused myself and hustled out. Thanks to my new gig, I had the privilege of being seated at one of the best tables in the house, right in front of the stage with the Times critics and the Netflix executives, but I could barely pay attention to the show. If you ever happen to stream it, there’s a moment when the camera pans over the audience, and that’s when you’ll see me: a grave-faced Black woman wearing a choker necklace and a pile of locs atop her head. Everyone around me is smiling and singing along with Bruce Springsteen and Chrissie Hynde, but I’m staring off somewhere. Studying the monitors, on guard for the past.

			That night I didn’t see Opal buddying up with Nev and his team, and she wasn’t seated anywhere near Hize’s table, either. From what I could tell, she wasn’t even in the front half of the room that the cameras could catch. I was gulping water by that point, thinking that maybe the stress of the day and three glasses of champagne had made me dream the whole encounter, when the waiter came around again. In front of me he dropped a puck of cheesecake, drizzled over with chocolate ganache, and a note on yellow paper. I unfolded it. In red Sharpie was a phone number, followed by that famous autograph: the OPAL in wide-stance all caps, followed by the cut-diamond shape.

			We met where Opal was staying in Harlem, in the same brownstone where she had lived with Virgil LaFleur when she first arrived in New York in 1970. LaFleur, her best friend and principal stylist, hovered around us on the parlor level, protective of Opal and skeptical of me. “Off the record, chère,” he chimed every two minutes. Eventually she sent him out, on a hunt for an elusive flavor of gelato conveniently found “somewhere downtown.” For more than an hour, then, Opal Jewel and I were alone, and during that time she confirmed something I think I had known, deep down, since I was a teenager growing up in a single-income apartment and yet shuttling off every morning to the toniest private school in greater Philadelphia: Opal was the one who gave my mother the money for my education, straight through to my master’s in journalism from Medill. During my visit she was blunt and funny, edge-snatching as always, and when Virgil returned she sent me away but told me I could see her in Los Angeles, if I were so inclined.

			On my next trip west, with my first cover as editor of Aural off to the printers, I pulled up to the Baldwin Hills address she’d given me. A note on the door pointed me to the back of the house, where Opal, bald as you please, was smoking a joint in a rocking chair and directing an assistant gardener in the care of her tomato, okra, and basil plants. In the daylight her dark skin glowed, still unlined despite her sixty-six years, and the high angle of her cheekbones, sitting above the deep-V chin, gave her an ethereal, almost alien aspect. We talked for another two hours as the dusk came down and the air grew thick with gnats. Although our chats would eventually turn more fraught as we circled the details of her fateful dalliance with my father, these early off-the-record moments were a dream: We touched on her childhood years, the development of her brash political philosophies and style, and how, forty-five years ago now, she, an outcast Black girl from Detroit, and Nev, a goofy white English boy, had decided to take a chance on each other. No, these stories weren’t totally new. But even skimming them at surface level, I could see a potential for something deeper. An opportunity to hear anecdotes and revelations I had never read in any of the old interviews with Opal, or even in the relative mountain of press and biography that exists today on Nev.

			At some point, the conversation turned toward me. Under the glow of tall citronella torches, Opal showed me an astonishing scrapbook she’d kept featuring my clips and columns, even tiny, terrible concert reviews of forgotten early-nineties acts that had run in the Daily Northwestern. As we flipped toward the back of this scrapbook, we lingered on a tribute to the Ramones I’d written, following the death of the last surviving original member, Tommy Ramone, and the exclusive excerpt I’d landed from a new book of Joni Mitchell interviews. Then finally the news, announced in Billboard complete with my headshot, of my promotion. It dawned on me she was leading me somewhere.

			“So you know I’m a professional busybody,” I said. “Is there a reason you wanted to meet with me?”

			That’s when she dropped an incredible scoop: Nev had broached the idea of a North American reunion tour, starting with a headlining show at summer 2016’s Derringdo Festival. And though she had not performed live in more than twenty-five years, Opal was giving it serious thought.

			I struggled to keep my head from popping clean off. “You want me to break this news?”

			“There’s nothing to break yet,” she said, still looking down at my picture instead of at me. “I haven’t decided to do a damn thing. Him and me, we just talking so far. But I wanted to know what you might . . . think about that.”

			“What do you mean, ‘talking’?” Already I was seeing this tour in my mind: live, wild bits of what I’d only witnessed in fuzzy YouTube clips, a rock-and-roll fantasy I’d assumed it impossible to fulfill. A flash of my mother’s face, pained in the glow of televised highlights.

			Opal Jewel looked up at me finally, the scrapbook still open on the table in front of us. “I’m trying to figure out if I’m up to it. I’m getting old.” She swatted a hand in the air, as if the idea were another gnat.

			Yet instantly I knew that this timing was smart. A tour had the potential to excite not only the Mercurials, as Opal & Nev’s old cult of fans call themselves, but a new generation—crowds ready to scream along, with these crazy progenitors of dissidence and dissonance, that Black lives matter, that love is love, that the future is female. Ready to embrace Opal Jewel not as ahead of her time, but as now now now.

			“I was thinking,” she said, “that you might get something out of this too. You know how these business types do—they got my head spinning crazy talking about . . .”

			“. . . promotions,” I said, my heart pounding. “They want a book?”

			She nodded, squinting. She seemed to be searching my face for something. “If I’m gonna go back to that music, to me and to Nev and your daddy, to doing interviews again and whatnot, it seems like a decent place to start.”

			And so on that pleasant night in Opal Jewel’s garden, I charted in my head the book I would write—the definitive unpacking of the whos, hows, and whys surrounding the riot that killed my father and shot his weird friends and bandmates into our consciousness. I would report it as the latest volume in our Aural History series, chronicling the origins of rock stars, and I’d dispense just enough controlled emotion to make it more salable, more morning-show-ready. Little did I know that these plans would get waylaid. This end product, with its painful revisions of history (both my subjects’ and my own), is what follows. You might find it at times untamed and unwieldy, and find that it contains no easy answers. But as I write these words now, embracing the funny, humbling way hindsight works, I promise my fellow Mercurials this: Though in moments it might break your heart, as it surely did mine, this story is the closest I could get to true.

			—  S. Sunny Curtis

			February 20, 2017
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			“ALL US RUG RATS”
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			Opal Jewel:

			My sister, Pearl, and I grew up in Detroit. Our mother was Ruby Robinson. That’s right—she was Ruby, and she named her daughters Pearl and Opal. Since I was old enough to remember, Mama worked at the GM plant on Clark Street, but not on the assembly line; she was in the cafeteria. Slopping it out to the men as fast as she could when that bell rang for lunch. If one or the other of us was sick and couldn’t go to school, Mama would sneak us in and stack up potato sacks to make a pallet on the floor of the pantry, and she’d leave the door cracked so we could see out and so she could keep an eye on us too.

			On those sick days, if I managed to doze off I’d wake right on up at noontime. The stampede, darling! From where I was, watching out the sliver of that cracked pantry door, I could only see feet: the backs of Mama’s white nursing shoes—I don’t know why the hell she wore those white shoes; every night she had to use a chewed-up old toothbrush to scrub the drops of gravy and sauce and whatever else off them—and then, facing Mama and lined up to get their grub, those rowdy men in their steel-toe boots. That’s all I could see. But I could hear all kinds of stuff. Even then I could pick out a sound and tune out the rest. If I wanted to, I could focus and hear the forks scraping against the plates, or the wet noises of mouths opening and closing. When they were all lined up I could hear the men rapping to Mama—you know, flirting—and then I’d hear the craziest thing: Mama laughing and flirting right back.

			Pearl Welmont, Opal Jewel’s half sister:1

			Opal and I were born two years apart and we had different fathers. You see how we look so different. We never were blessed to meet them, but if we asked nicely Mama would tell us whatever stories she could remember. Mine was a war hero they called Poker Joe—he got killed over in Korea, and oh, he just loved her butter beans. Opal’s daddy, I think his name was Paul, he was a much older gentleman who got sick and died when we were too young to remember. Poor Mama, having to deal with all that. Widowed twice with two babies to raise in a broke-down building on the East Side.

			Opal Jewel:

			We had different daddies, yeah. But both of them worked right there at that GM plant, I’d bet you money on that. I wouldn’t have judged my mother if she’d just come clean. Everybody deserves to know where they come from. But Mama never even gave us viable names to work with—just dumb stories Pearl could eat right up. What you gonna do? My sister loves to believe.

			Pearl Welmont:

			A teacher from our elementary school lived the next street over, Mrs. Dennis, and in the summers when school was out she kept a bunch of us kids for a little extra money. And I mean, it must’ve been a little little—for one, because if I’m being honest Mrs. Dennis didn’t put a whole lot of effort into it, she just let us run kinda wild. And for two, because our mother really didn’t have much to give and neither did the others. All us rug rats had holes in the armpits of our T-shirts. Got oatmeal every day for breakfast, summer or winter, and had the shoes that could talk. You know what I’m talking about? Sneakers so cheap and worn down that the sole comes unglued and flaps around?

			Pastor Lawrence Welmont, Pearl’s husband:

			Amen! And your mama would just wrap some duct tape around the toes to shut them up. [Laughs]

			Pearl Welmont:

			Mama would drop us off at Mrs. Dennis’s place before she caught the bus to work in the mornings, and then at night she’d pick us up after her shift. Those hours in between . . . Well, all I’ll say is, they were long. [Laughs] Mrs. Dennis didn’t like us to go outside. She kept all kinds of toys, but we about killed each other fighting over them in that hot old apartment. On any given day there would be about twelve of us, and if the boys were feeling generous they’d let us play with their green army men or with the set of checkers or jacks. If they were feeling stingy, that meant playing house or Mother May I? with the other girls, and, well, you know how girls can be.

			Opal Jewel:

			I started losing my hair when I was nine. First a dime-size patch of it just gone in the crown. Then the edges near my right ear started rolling back. At first I was furious with Mama, because she used to rake the comb through my hair so mean, and I just knew she was ripping it out by the roots. She washed my hair once a week, every Sunday afternoon, and then she’d sit on the sofa while I’d take the position of doom on the floor between her legs. And she’d yank my head back and cleave a part down the middle, and she’d wrestle all that thick hair into two of the tightest, fattest plaits you ever saw. My neck muscles got real strong from all that pulling, honey! And the whole time I’d just be wincing and stewing, you know, because if I even said one “ouch” I got a good smack on the head and a warning to stop acting like a baby. Pearl would go back to our bedroom terrified, because her turn was coming up next. But it was inevitable—Mama was always chasing after you with that damn red comb on a Sunday. If we don’t have much else in common, my sister and me, we bonded over that. We were both very tenderheaded.

			So at first I thought my bald patches were because Mama was so rough, and I guess she assumed that too because suddenly on wash days she was gentler with me. The plaits got much looser, so loose they would barely last the week, and every night she rubbed extra Blue Magic into the spots where my hair was gone. That big tub of grease . . . I’ll never forget the sweet smell of it. Too bad it never could work a miracle.

			Pearl Welmont:

			After a while it got hard to hide Opal losing her hair, and the kids at Mrs. Dennis’s wouldn’t let her play with them—they’d treat anything she touched like it was dirty. Hard to be dark-skinned and have a problem like that back in those days, if I’m being honest. At first Opal would get so mad. She’d be crying these furious tears, swelled up from the depths of her little soul, and I’d try to comfort her but she’d squall like the devil and shove me away.

			Opal Jewel:

			Oh, those hooligans called me out my name, honey. It was “Baldy-Scaldy,” “Patches”. . . . When Mama finally stopped sitting vigil for whatever strands I had left on my head, she’d send me to Mrs. Dennis’s with this bright red scarf on, so then I was “Pickaninny.” That’s the nasty little name that traveled with me back to school that fall and all the way through Eastern High. My sister tried her best to protect me but I was kinda feisty, if you can imagine. [Laughs]

			I liked Mrs. Dennis, though. She never really refereed all that mess; she probably had enough of it during the school year, and who could blame her. But I was the only one she’d invite up on her sofa, and every afternoon while all the other kids were acting like ingrates, we’d sit together while she watched As the World Turns and The Guiding Light on her tiny black-and-white TV. Mrs. Dennis loved her stories, honey, and she made sure to hustle along our lunches—bologna sandwiches, always bologna sandwiches on white bread with yellow mustard—so she wouldn’t be bothered once they came on. And while she watched, she let me flip through the magazines she kept laid out on her coffee table. Ebony, of course, and Look, and some trash ones too, the throwaway movie magazines—you remember those. She’d switch them out a lot, but there was one Mrs. Dennis always kept on the table, and that was an old issue of Life that had Miss Dorothy Dandridge on the cover. Miss Dorothy had on her Carmen Jones outfit, the black and the red, with bare shoulders and a rose tucked into her curls and a look at the camera like . . . whew. Brow cocked up just so, and a flash in the eyes. I really liked her attitude. Her style. Maybe that was the first time I ever noticed anybody’s style, that the way you looked could make you into a different person, a character. So Dorothy was my favorite. But I also loved Lauren Bacall, because she always looked like she knew something juicy that you didn’t, and also like she didn’t take no stuff. You could say that I first learned about showmanship and mystique sitting on that couch in the summer, a balding little Black outcast.

			By 1961, Berry Gordy’s Motown was making Americans notice Detroit for more than automobiles, with big hits by the Miracles and the Marvelettes. That same year, Ruby Robinson sent her two daughters, then fourteen and twelve, on a Trailways bus heading south, to spend the first of three summers with relatives from whom she had been estranged.

			Opal Jewel:

			We were terrified to go. We’re talking about the South in 1961, baby! And not just any South. Alabama South. Bull Connor South. Mama had our plans all set, tickets bought, letters written. And then that May, not long before school let out, we saw all the news about the Freedom Riders. Pictures of buses burning, smoke pouring out the windows. Those kids were not much older than Pearl and me. I would glance at Mama’s face when the reports were on, and her jaw would be clenched, her brow scrunched up. I worked up the nerve one night to ask her, “Are the white folks gonna kill us?”

			Pearl Welmont:

			“If you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you.” That’s what she kept telling us, and in that last week or so before we left she would make us repeat it after her. That might have been the first prayer I ever learned. [Laughs]

			Opal Jewel:

			At the bus station she pushed brown bags full of peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches into our hands and ordered us to never step foot off that bus. She handed our one suitcase to an attendant, who put it under the coach, and then she watched as we boarded and sat our behinds in the back, just like she’d told us to do.

			The whole thing felt like we were being drafted for some war, and on the other end of it were people who were complete foreigners to us. We had never met them, our own family.

			Pearl Welmont:

			Opal and I didn’t piece it together till years later, when Mama was dying and the doctor was asking questions about her medical history, but that summer she had to have a hysterectomy. We found out it happened two days after we got on that bus. Bless her soul. She didn’t have a choice but to make arrangements for us.

			At the end of the eleven-hour trip from Detroit to Birmingham, the Robinson girls were met by their aunt Rose Broadnax, Ruby’s younger sister, and her husband, William, a minister.

			Pearl Welmont:

			We stepped off that bus exhausted, and I guess you could say a little bit wary. Inside the station we saw this fine-looking Negro couple walking toward us. The woman had beautiful pressed hair with a neat bang across her forehead and a flipped-up curl on the ends. It was hot as blazes but she wore a cream blouse with delicate pearly buttons at the wrists and a royal-blue skirt with stockings. Heels too. Butter-leather kittens that clicked across the floor. And the man hung back behind her a couple steps, wearing a full suit and tie and shoes so shined I ’bout went blind looking at them. Clean. I looked at Opal and she was looking back at me like, Is this really them?

			Opal Jewel:

			We just assumed the Negroes down South wore overalls and picked cotton all day. Isn’t that terrible? But here come Auntie Rose looking like a bona fide lady, honey, like she had a walk-on spot on The Guiding Light. She gave us hugs and the next thing she did after that was run her hand over my patchy scalp. “Lord ha’ mercy, what is your mama doing with this head?” And don’t you know, the next day she took me to a Negro doctor who finally diagnosed it, and I had an answer.2

			Pearl Welmont:

			They had a house in Titusville, a pretty neighborhood where all the other Black folks as fine as them lived too. No more dark apartments, amen! Aunt Rose and Uncle Bill’s house was redbrick, with a sidewalk leading up to the front door that split the lawn in two. Plus a garage where Uncle Bill parked their Cadillac—forest green and big as a boat. Aunt Rose had planted azaleas on either side of the walk, and we weren’t allowed to play anywhere near them. But we made their backyard ours. I remember us running and laughing, throwing our heads back—just breathing in that soft, sweet air.

			Opal Jewel:

			For whatever sad reason, they couldn’t have kids of their own, but you could tell Auntie Rose wanted them bad by the way she treated us like babydolls. She didn’t waste no time taking us into town for new clothes. Next to her I guess we looked like real charity cases, true ghetto kids, but after an hour me and Pearl were brand-new. New under­things, new patent leather Mary Janes, those dainty ankle socks with the ribbon of lace around the cuff, a straw hat for me to cover up my head, and two nice dresses apiece—one of them she even let me wear out the store.

			We were heading back to the Cadillac with all this loot, and I was feeling mighty happy in my hat and my yellow dress—yellow was my favorite color, still is—and I started skipping ahead down the sidewalk and singing “Shop Around” at the top of my lungs. I saw this tall white woman sashay down the sidewalk from the other direction, but I wasn’t paying her no mind. Not till I felt Auntie Rose’s hand on my arm, snatching me back so hard my pretty new hat flew off. She whirled me around to look at her. “Watch where you going,” she said, and she leaned down, real quiet but scary. Then she fixed her face and looked up at that white lady as if to say she was sorry, and she picked up my hat and hustled me and Pearl to the edge of the sidewalk, and her grip stayed tight on our shoulders till that woman strolled her ass on by. And even at that young age I understood. Oh. Okay, then. That’s why Mama left.

			That’s what the South was like for me. Sweet on the first taste, but something gone sour underneath. It’ll try to trick you, now—the sugarberries and the quiet and those lovely spread-out houses. But after that day with Auntie Rose, I could smell the rotten too.

			Pearl Welmont:

			Uncle Bill was the pastor at New Baptist Church in Birmingham, and so of course me and Opal started going to service every Sunday and to youth Bible study too. One night me and Opal were washing dishes after supper, and Uncle Bill heard us singing along with the radio—oh, I don’t know, probably something from Motown—and he brought us to the choir director.

			Opal Jewel:

			After this life I’ve led, I know it’s hard to imagine my ass in a church. [Laughs] But listen, church back then could be a different thing—a political thing, a place of organization and action, real philosophy. You had men in Birmingham like the Reverend Shuttlesworth, who gave shelter to the Freedom Riders over at Bethel Baptist, and, yeah, men like my Uncle Bill. Sometimes he would write his sermon on whatever was happening in the news and in the Movement, and those were the services I liked best. It wasn’t just about folks falling out on the floor and writhing, or pastors screaming out nonsense and threats from the pulpit. You had concerned citizens and educated leaders and a good number of them were about that business. To make it so that my pretty Auntie Rose didn’t have to use dirty facilities, you know, or move out the way of anybody coming down the sidewalk. I wanted to be part of that. Baaaaaby, let me tell you, I was a revolutionary at twelve years old! I wanted to join SNCC, CORE, SCLC, all of it! I even started reading Uncle Bill’s copy of Stride Toward Freedom [the first book by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.], until Auntie Rose took it away and told me I needed to just enjoy being a girl.

			Pearl Welmont:

			That first summer, I got saved. Uncle Bill dipped me in an aluminum tub of water right at the front of the church, everybody a witness, and my relationship with the Lord was born. It felt good and right to have faith, and from that day on I carried it with me no matter what my situation happened to be, no matter what some folks in my own family thought about it. People ask me all the time, you know, “Weren’t you upset over everything that happened with Opal? Weren’t you passed over?” And I just say right back, “A tranquil heart gives life to the flesh, but envy makes the bones rot.” That’s Proverbs 14:30, the Good Book. My faith still gives me joy, gives me life, and I take comfort in that, amen! I was blessed to have found my voice, literally, in that church—and it was a voice so strong I surprised myself.

			Pastor Lawrence Welmont:

			I met Pearl and her sister one Sunday service in the middle of that summer, when I was seventeen. My family’s church home was being rebuilt after a bad storm, and so in the meantime we visited over at New Baptist. I played football back then. I was swole so big I was practically busting out my suit, and with the extra people squeezing into the pews . . . Well, you can imagine how hot it could get. So I was getting drowsy, my head lolling around. [Laughs] But then I heard this voice that snapped me wide awake. I looked up toward the pulpit and there she was, Pearl Robinson, singing the lead on “Take My Hand, Precious Lord.” Mmmm! She had her eyes squeezed shut and stood still as a rock, just rooted to the music, with a voice that blew the roof entirely off and sent a chill down my neck in that sweltering room. I went back the next Sunday, and the one after that. All the Sundays till she and Opal went back to Detroit for the school year.

			Pearl Welmont, smiling:

			I could sing, now. I could sing.

			Opal Jewel:

			I’m not gonna lie—Pearl shocked the hell outta me. We used to sing together to the pop songs on the radio, just for fun, and the harmonizing sounded decent—nothing too special. But honey, once Pearl got in that choir? Once she learned how to press on her diaphragm and work that alto? The girl opened her mouth and the angels flew out.

			Pastor Lawrence Welmont:

			That type of singing cannot be learned. That was the spirit hitting her, and that’s what I saw that first Sunday.

			Opal Jewel:

			The voice was there, but Pearl didn’t have any presence. She’d just be standing there, closed up like a fist. Even with that stacked body of hers. It was weird. You heard the rapture but you couldn’t see it.

			Pastor Lawrence Welmont:

			While Pearl was out in front of the choir, filling up the whole house, here come something moving to her left. Tiny wisp of a thing, real chocolate-skinned and swaying side to side with a straw hat perched on top of her head. She looked so funny with that hat on in the choir. Little Miss Showboat. That was Opal. That is Opal.

			

			
				
					1	Pearl, 69, and her husband entertained us over bear claws and apple cider in the living room of their large colonial in Pontiac, Michigan. During the course of the interview, even while discussing her often strained relationship with Opal, Pearl proudly showed off old childhood photos of her sister, as well as promotional materials she’s collected over the years related to Opal’s career.

				

				
					2	Opal Jewel has a form of alopecia areata, an autoimmune skin condition in which sufferers lose hair from the scalp and sometimes other parts of the body. Though there are some treatments that may promote hair regrowth, there is no cure.

				

			

		

	
		
			EDITOR’S NOTE

			It’s hard not to be charmed by Nev Charles. When he sings, obviously—that versatile instrument that switches from a sweet and high plaint to a low, cozy rumble—but especially when he laughs. You must have seen this before, in late-night skits or in concert footage or maybe in last year’s surreal Doritos commercial: He throws his head back, his green eyes and ginger hair disappearing momentarily from view, until all you see is chin and tongue and uvula and nostrils. The sound that erupts is boisterous and contagious, a blast of distinct “HA HA!s” often accompanied by a single sharp clap of the hands.

			I triggered this delightful response when we finally met, as we were getting settled on his private plane, its dingy seats and the peeling adhesive tint over the windows evidence that the money, while still enough to cover jet fuel, wasn’t quite what it used to be. Our tête-à-tête was the result of a long negotiation—one that had irked Lizzie Harris, the PR maven who has plotted the direction of Nev’s public life for literally as long as I’ve been alive, through crises including Rivington Showcase, addiction, failed marriages, and, in recent years, the collective shrug with which his new music has been received. Lizzie made it plain that this book was proceeding under duress—No offense, doll, she’d said, I’d just planned to arrange the writer myself. But since Opal had floated the offer to me—an independent journalist who couldn’t be bankrolled, who could spill the possible reunion of Opal & Nev at any moment—she was backed somewhat into a corner.

			I made concessions, and she made concessions, and our dance involved a loose agreement that I might be granted some time with Nev so long as I kept under embargo this talk of a reunion tour. The final step toward yes had been to get Opal & Nev’s producer, Bob Hize, whose health by then was seriously ailing, to agree to an on-the-record chat with me—touchingly easy, once I put in writing an interview request that revealed who I was. (When I visited him at his bedside, despite his late-stage cancer his eyes lit up and he called me “dear girl,” and I understood why his artists love and respect him so.) Once Bob came onboard for what would likely be the last formal interviews of his life, Lizzie sighed and gave the okay. I thanked her profusely, nearly teary with relief at getting the green light, but, like the toughest, most impressive women with whom I’ve ever worked, Lizzie skipped sentimentality and launched into logistics.

			The best way to get several hours with Nev, she advised, was to do them consecutively and in a confined, non-distracting space. And so we planned that I’d join Nev on a twelve-hour flight from London to Kyoto, where he was due to perform the old solo hits (plus float a few new songs) at a jazz and folk festival. I’d brought along a file of clips about Nev from Aural’s archives, including a portrait from 1976, the year America celebrated its bicentennial (and Nev, coincidentally, got naturalized). In it, Nev’s head pops out of a gigantic apple pie. Glops of filling and bits of crust cling to his skin and muck up his mullet; wild-eyed and grimacing, he clenches his teeth around the stem of a miniature American flag.

			Sitting across from him on the plane, looking for a way to break the ice as we rumbled down the runway, I showed this old photo to him. “First question,” I said, mock-serious. “Did you consider rescinding your citizenship after this?”

			That’s when he gave it to me like a gift: that air-gobbler of a cackle. Which startled our flight attendant so badly that she nearly spilled the club soda she was pouring straight into Nev’s lap, which led Nev to joke about how such a spill would actually leave his blue jeans cleaner than before, which set him off on a recitation of limericks he’d once written in response to Alanis Morrissette’s “Ironic” . . . all of which, I confess, had the effect of mesmerizing me dumb. Ten minutes later, he ended the riff with an “Ah, well.” And before I could ask a single real question, Nev Charles reclined his seat for what he said would be a power nap. “My left eye’ll go twitchy if I don’t,” he explained, yawning. He proceeded to plunge into a deep sleep, laid out on his back.

			I spent the first hour of his snoring organizing my questions and feeling quite competent. Even glancing about with a bit of fondness. The wrinkles around Nev’s eyes made him look smart and distinguished. Better than on television. The kind of older man referred to as a fox. Did he look a bit like an older, redder Benedict Cumberbatch? He did, I thought; he did. In the seat next to him was a tote that had fallen onto its side to reveal what he was consuming these days: The New Jim Crow; a recent issue of The Atlantic; a slim book of poetry that, by some miracle, had just cracked the New York Times’ best sellers list.

			When one hour became two became three, when the flight attendant draped a blanket over Nev’s prone body, pure panic surged through me. Time was ticking past, and I’d been told this would be my only shot to interview him. I glanced at the time on my phone, at the books and magazines again: Were these props set up for me to notice them? Would I ruin our rapport if I waggled his foot in order to wake him? Might he think such a move was admirably assertive, or just plain rude? Good lord, had he taken a pill? I asked the pretty young flight attendant how long he normally slept on these flights. “It’s the only time he gets to,” she chided me.

			Thankfully, shortly after this, a sudden drop in our plane’s elevation jolted Nev awake. His eyes landed on me and he jerked again, as if surprised I hadn’t parachuted out the back.

			“Sorry about the turbulence, Mr. Charles,” the pilot’s voice said over the intercom. “We’ll take her up a little higher.”

			Nev returned to an upright position and jostled a pinkie in his ear. Jerked his head toward each shoulder, as if forcing water out. “I’m told you’re Jimmy Curtis’s daughter, is that right?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I said, “but I’m not in the business of dropping his name.” I scrambled to open the recording app on my phone while Nev was still alert and somewhat focused. “Shall we start?”

			“Straight to the chase, then,” he said. “Good! A real journalist. A little like your father too. Not much for idle chitchat, that one.”

			Now Nev was going too fast, getting ahead of himself. As with Opal Jewel, I wanted to start our formal interview at the beginning. I felt that I needed to start there, although initially, with a megastar like Nev, I wasn’t sure why. Certainly there’s been enough ink spilled on the facts of his childhood, enough to comprise two paragraphs of his impressively long Wikipedia page. At first he unspooled it for me with great wit and verve, the way any crowd-pleaser spins through the old repertoire: He burst into snippets of melody when remembering the evolution of a riff or chorus, and his warm English accent modulated high or low with the mood of whatever tale he was spinning. Yes, of course, I was entertained.

			But whenever he let loose that silly, spectacular laugh, I couldn’t help but wonder how most of what I’d read about Nev failed to answer these core questions: How does a laugh like this—so unselfconscious and assured in its obnoxiousness, so made for a good-natured mocking on SNL—square with the image of the lonely, bookish boy he used to be? What was the distance crossed? And what got lost along the way?

			This journey begins circa 1962—the year Nev turned fourteen, and his musical life began in another Birmingham.

		

	
		
			chapter two

			“THE THINGS LONELY BOYS DO”
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			Neville “Nev” Charles:

			I was an only child, and I wanted for nothing but company. Someone to kick the football round with, or even better, a girl who’d let me kiss her. Ah, such tragic cliché! My dad [Morris Charles] owned a chain of chip shops called Charlie’s across Birmingham, a couple of them in Coventry, and when I was in primary school it was a splendid thing, because at his shops the cod came wrapped in white paper and then underneath that, lining the baskets, he would put the newspaper comics. And the lads got a kick out of that, reading what Buck Ryan was up to between the splashes of vinegar. After school I’d walk to the closest location in Hagley Road, and Dad would be behind the counter, his shirtsleeves rolled up, his hands covered in flour, and the boys from class would stop in. They’d see me in the back booth, with my nose stuck in my notebook as per usual, and when they were leaving they’d wave and shout [affecting child’s voice], “All right, Nev!” and I’d shout right back, “All right, then! Tomorrow!”

			At secondary, it was a different story. All of a sudden everyone cared about how people made their money, and my old mates’ fathers were bankers and solicitors and mine made his life standing over crocks of spattering grease. Hooray for the British class system! [Laughs]

			In her early twenties, Mum [Helen Charles] had a job at a green­grocer’s, stacking the produce and helping to check the customers’ ration books, but she wanted to act and sing and model—that’s actually how she met my dad. When he was expanding the shops, he had the idea to take out an advertisement in the newspaper, and so he went to an agency to hire a good-looking girl he could put in it. I have that old ad framed in one of my homes. Mum is wearing a flowery dress and holding up a chip and smiling, and there’s a word bubble over her head and she says [imitating woman’s voice], “Choose Charlie’s!” and underneath her the new locations are printed along the bottom.

			Some people, especially you Americans, you look at photographs of my mum and my dad and you make a face and you wonder how the two of them got together, him being so much older and stodgy. Funny how people said the same thing about Opal & Nev—“odd couple” and that bit. But I say my parents made a very smart pair. When her mood was up, my mum was delightful and so talented, and I wish people knew that—how the smallest things she did were sunshine. How sometimes, on weekends when I was little, she’d turn on Radio Luxembourg and make me dance with her. And my dad gave my mum a stable home, which is what everyone needed, wasn’t it, coming out of the war? And she had the freedom to pursue all those pleasures that she still had an interest in. Their marriage, I’d say, was a feminist model.

			When I was younger I would go with her on auditions for all kinds of things, not just for advertisements but these godawful theater productions. She was a looker, a ginger like me except with blue eyes, but for whatever reason it never really happened for her. Nothing beyond small parts in the panto every Christmas. My dad and I would be in the audience wearing our finest, and everyone in the theater would be laughing and singing along except for him—because he would get choked up, my dad, watching my mum in the chorus in her silly makeup and petticoats. He thought it was the most magical thing in the world, her on the stage, any stage, really. But she always dreamed of the bigger roles.

			This is a long way round to me telling you how I started songwriting, isn’t it? It’s a bit like I’m in therapy, yeah? [Laughs] The point of it is, my mother stopped trying when the Christmas shows stopped being enough, when she aged out of the chance to play the principal girl. And then she got depressed, although of course we weren’t calling it that then, but in any case she wasn’t in a mood much to bother with me. Dad was a dear but always gone, tending the shops. So I was alone much of the time, and did the things lonely boys do, I suppose. Yes, that’s right, wanking every possible moment. [Laughs] No, well, I mean imaginary friends and all that. And then when I was older, that transitioned to making up stories about people I wanted to know, boys I wanted to be. I always had a composition notebook filled with pieces of stories, and companion drawings too. I went on a tear once, three notebooks full about this character I kept coming back to, a poor outcast boy named Thomas who had fits, and during his fits he’d travel to different times and realms. One time he’s climbed Mount Kilimanjaro, and at the top he meets a girl his age who has fits too, and they fall in love. Another time he’s on a rocket ship visiting the aliens who live on the different rings of Saturn. And every one of his adventures would end with him coming out of his fit and back to the present, and reflecting on everything he’s learned while eating a tin of his favorite hazelnut biscuits. That’s from an absolutely deranged mind, I tell you!

			My mother never paid attention to my crazy stories, until one day she overheard me trying to work out a theme song. Because I thought my stories would be good for telly, you know, and you need a good theme song for telly! But I knew nothing about music, and so I was just testing lyrics to classic melodies, figuring out the notes and pecking them out on her upright piano—“Baa Baa Black Sheep,” “Frère Jacques,” “London Bridge Is Falling Down,” stuff like that. [Singing to the tune of “London Bridge”] “Thomas Chapman writhes and shakes / Pulls up stakes, goodness sakes! / Thomas Chapman, trips he takes / Come home, Thomas.” Not exactly “When I’m Sixty-Four,” is it? [Laughs]

			But Mum heard me plunking away and it seemed to brighten her up, the idea of me being into music. She started coming out of her bedroom and she’d sit on the piano bench with me, try to show me some chords and play some of the old songs she used to do. “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” that was her favorite. One day she asked me if I wanted to take lessons, and the look on her face was so hopeful, so changed toward the better, that I couldn’t say no.

			And so I started with the piano, and my first teacher was George.

			George Risehart:3

			I was twenty-two, just out of a program at Birmingham City University, when I started coming round to give him lessons. Mrs. Charles was a pretty woman—beautiful, really, with that fiery hair—and she’d hover when I was there, trying to make herself look busy but really keeping an ear out. I think Nev could feel that anxiousness. So he gave it a good try, he did, but at the piano, at least at first, he was shit.

			Nev Charles:

			I thought George was brilliant—coolest person I’d ever met. During the day he taught pathetic sods like me, but by his sideburns and the scuff on his loafers you could tell he had a whole different story going at night. At first he’d wear a cheap-looking black blazer and his hair slicked back very neat, trying to make an impression—but then Mum increased his visits to twice a week, and he relaxed enough to let his curls loose and put on the corduroy. Dad raised an eyebrow but he didn’t say much, as long as Mum was happy.

			George Risehart:

			Oh, you know, I was playing in a band like everybody else at the time. We were a quintet: lead and rhythm guitars, bass, drums, and me banging away on piano. We called ourselves the Boys from Birmingham. We worshiped the trinity: Elvis, Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis. In another universe maybe we were the Beatles. Maybe even slightly tighter, though, because we had formal training—although to our parents’ horror we had no interest at all in playing classically.

			The other lads and I shared an infested flat that cost entirely too much, more than we could scrape together from our pitiful club shows, so the lessons were necessary and among the least dreaded ways I could make a few quid. Most of the kids I taught were brats, very entitled—I didn’t care as long as their parents were paying me to babysit. But there was something about Nev that just broke my heart, this kid so eager to please but simply not connecting in a traditional way to the music. I felt I was robbing his lovely mother.

			One afternoon I was considering quitting after watching Nev wrestle for the hundredth time with something simple—“Yankee Doodle” or something like that—and Mrs. Charles invited me to stay for lunch. When you’re young and poor, you don’t turn down free food. So I sat at the table with her and Nev, who was so bashful he kept his head down in his notebook, scribbling away. I asked him, “What’s that you’re writing, Nev-o?” That’s how he started telling me his Thomas stories, on and on about the boy with epilepsy and the travels to Kilimanjaro and the hazelnut biscuits. What he wrote was so bizarre and delightful, it got me thinking that there might be a different way, a different mode entirely, of teaching him.

			Nev Charles:

			George asked me if he could borrow a couple of my notebooks because he wanted to read the stories, and of course I was chuffed—it was an honor to get the attention of someone so with-it, someone who had friends and girls and a life filled with all sorts of debauchery! The next time he came round, he brought the notebooks as well as Jerry [Cardinal, the Boys’ lead guitarist and singer]. Instead of going into another dreadful lesson, he and Jerry began to play music they’d done based on my stories. There were no lyrics, just the instrumentation, but in the music I could feel Thomas: He was twitching between George’s sharp notes, he was lifting away during a transcendental bit of guitar, he was calm and reflective at the close. It told a beginning, middle, and end in a way I’d never understood before.

			When they finished playing Jerry said, “Well, go on, mate. . . . What do you think?”

			George Risehart:

			And he’s looking at me with those green saucer eyes and he says, almost in a whisper, “Show me how to do that. But with the words this time.”

			Newly passionate about the possibilities of music, Nev continued studying under George Risehart and wrote the lyrics for a handful of Boys from Birmingham tunes—including 1963’s “Rosy,” the first Nev Charles song captured on record. Although the band was never signed, they found enthusiastic patrons in Nev’s parents, who paid for studio time and allowed their son to join in their raucous nightclub concerts.

			George Risehart:

			I never met anyone with a creative mind like Nev’s. We were good musicians, the Boys and I, but we weren’t so good at the lyrics. “I’m in love with you, doo-doo-doo, ooh-ooh-ooh. . . .” It’s difficult to break through the noise like that.

			But Nev was a sponge. He’d come to our practices with his notebook and watch Jerry working through a new melody, all of us straining to string together something that we wouldn’t be embarrassed to sing in a room full of people. And one day he felt bold enough to chime in with his suggestions.

			Nev Charles:

			With “Rosy,” Jerry and the bassist were playing these call-and-response riffs in the chorus—the guitar was “wah-wah-WAH-la-la-la, wah-WAH-la-la-la-la” and then the bass was “dum-dum-doo, dum-doo-doo-doo”—so I wanted to play off that, write a conversation between two people, the guitar being the woman called Rosy and the bass the man who wanted to know her. “ ‘I like afternoon skies, lit up in every hue’ / ‘Yes, Rosy, and I do too.’ / ‘Would you walk by my side, forever staying true?’ / ‘Well, Rosy, that’s up to you.’ ”

			George Risehart:

			Of course we didn’t have a girl in the band, so in our rehearsals we’d have Nev sing the girl part because his voice hadn’t fully dropped yet. He’d exaggerate and put on a posh accent, and I’d do the deep man’s voice. Eventually, I asked another student from my university days, a singer I knew called Carrie, to sing the part of Rosy for the recording, so that’s who you see credited for the vocal.

			Carrie Johnstone:

			At the time, I couldn’t have known it was going to be anything even close to rock music history—the first recorded song written by Nev Charles! I simply did it as a favor to George . . . well, because I’d fancied him since uni, in the fawning way girls that age tend to fancy boys.

			The day we recorded, Nev was there in the studio with his parents. His mum was very pretty and, what’s the word . . . poised. I don’t remember much about his dad, except that he was balding and older and sort of pleasantly confused by everything. I remember wondering why they were there, and the Boys seemed annoyed as well. Then I realized they were footing the bill for the studio time.

			As for Nev, he was quite serious about his song, you know, which was amusing. He kept telling me how he thought I should sing it, how to emphasize certain syllables—my “motivation” and all that. He had a lot of nervous energy. I remember asking George, “Is he meant to be a member of the band?” and George said, “No, darling, but he makes a good mascot.” Certainly that hurt Nev’s feelings, by the look in his eyes the rest of the session, and I felt bad about that. But maybe it also gave him ideas, because not long after that weekend, during the time George and I were having our moment, I noticed he began hanging round more and dressing in the style of the Boys—the long hair and loafers, the corduroy jacket and gray T-shirt. I’ll admit it did look adorable on him, such a tough look on a sweet, nervous kid. I told him as much, and he’d blush and blush.

			George Risehart:

			The Charleses paid for a small pressing of “Rosy,” and we sold a few copies here and there out of some local record stores. We had Carrie come do it for some of our gigs, with me singing the male part, but then she and I had an enormous row because she’d caught me with another girl. God forgive me, Carrie, if you’re out there! [Laughs] We couldn’t afford to pay a girl singer for what Carrie had been doing for free, so we thought we’d just scrap doing “Rosy” at the gigs. Then Nev volunteered to sing the girl part, since he used to do it at the early rehearsals, and we figured why not. Nobody came to our shows much anyway.

			So Nev started coming up onstage, acting out the part as well in a funny way. The audience got a kick out of it, and it became sort of a novelty thing, a signature of our shows. Suddenly Nev’s shyness started melting away, and one day the other Boys and I looked up and thought, you know, Bloody hell, what’s happening here? Our shows had got more popular, but we weren’t all that thrilled because it wasn’t down to us. It was because of this little lad who was charming the knickers off everyone.

			When he switched from the piano to the guitar, that was the last straw; we’d all got fed up. Especially Jerry, who felt very threatened because Nev was catching on fast. The Charleses were floating us by then—everything we’d done that was worth anything was subsidized by them—and because of that we felt obligated to keep Nev in the mix. But he was clearly eager to break out. At the shows the crowd would clamor for him, and he’d make his way to the front, standing next to Jerry like it was his rightful place. He made us look like the backing band, the accompaniment. At which point, as kindly as I could, I told Mrs. Charles we could no longer accept her money.

			Nev Charles:

			They kicked me out. Actually, no, they didn’t, because they never truly decided I was in. [Laughs] Ah, can’t blame them, really. It all worked out, you could say.

			Encouraged by his mother, Helen, who was stung by the Boys’ rejection but more determined than ever to push him to success, Nev continued writing songs, teaching himself guitar, and performing on any stage that would have him. During holidays from school—and sometimes even when school was in session, depending on Helen’s mood—the two took a train to London in the hopes of stumbling into a break.

			Nev Charles:

			Mum wanted it as much as I did—more, maybe. We’d still listen to the radio, yeah, but watching television together is what really sticks: It was Top of the Pops on Thursday nights, Juke Box Jury on Saturdays.4 At the same time, she was writing letters to the people at the labels and putting them in manila envelopes along with the “Rosy” single, and before she dropped each package in the box she’d close her eyes and whisper a prayer and kiss the back of the envelope for good luck. Not one letter back, not even a “Thanks but no thanks.” Still, she never did give up on me.

			

			
				
					3	Interviewed by telephone in Birmingham, England, George Risehart, 76, still manages a piano shop and gives lessons out of its cramped back room. “Rosy,” he tells me, remains the most popular sheet-music request among his new students.

				

				
					4	Top of the Pops featured live performances by the day’s chart-climbers, while Juke Box Jury, an adaptation of an American show, had a panel of musicians, actors, sports figures, popular DJs, and other notable types critiquing new releases and declaring each a “hit” or a “miss.” As a solo artist, Nev Charles appeared on Pops several times, and on the other BBC series once, during a 1990 reincarnation hosted by Jools Holland.

				

			

		

	
		
			chapter three

			“COPY THE RIGHT PEOPLE, AND THE REST FALLS IN PLACE”
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			Opal Jewel and Pearl Welmont both described their relationship as closer in early childhood. As the siblings matured, their outlooks on life diverged, and each sought to form meaningful connections outside the home.

			Pearl Welmont:

			We went back to Birmingham two more summers after that first one, but after the bombing, Mama said “Never again.”5 And it was like a big hole was blown in my heart. Over the news, yes, but also because I missed Lawrence, and I missed my connection to the church.

			Opal Jewel:

			Every week Sister Pearl turned it up a notch. Driving us up the wall. Mama didn’t mess with religion—who knows what abominations she’d seen holy people do, growing up down there—and by that summer I was old enough to have my own mind and my own interests. My patience with Pearl quoting verses and looking cross-eyed at me on Sundays had worn entirely out. I would’ve understood it more if all that passion she supposedly felt for Jesus didn’t wax and wane, depending on whether she’d heard from that man. If she’d mustered some real gumption, maybe she could’ve become a preacher herself, instead of a preacher’s wife.

			Pearl Welmont:

			After a while my yearning got to be too great. And a few months before I turned sixteen I took it upon myself to find a church in Detroit that would welcome me. Got on the bus and rode to a different one every Sunday, until I sat inside Emanuel Cross and my spirit just soared. The pastor welcomed visitors to testify that day, and I drifted up to the microphone and felt moved to sing. The church was packed but they encouraged me—“Take your time, honey!” [Laughs]—and the next Sunday I was wearing the choir robes. . . .

			Pastor Lawrence Welmont:

			You were the featured soloist before too long, weren’t you? Don’t forget to mention that.

			Pearl Welmont:

			And all these years later, of course, I’m the first lady of that church. Won’t He do it?

			Pastor Lawrence Welmont:

			By and by!

			Pearl Welmont:

			This is all I have ever wanted to do with my life: spread the Good Word any way I knew how. And we have a blessed marriage, equally yoked, because we do that together. The pastor is a shepherd, and I am his rib.

			Now, people today have turned evangelical into a dirty word, something political, but at the root of it is a deeper love than a lot of folks will ever know. I get that my sister likes to joke about me preaching to her—at her, she likes to say—but what I’ve really been trying to do all these years is save her life. We’re sinners, each and every one of us, but we can be forgiven. And when she seeks the Lord’s forgiveness, she’ll have the peace I’ve always wanted for her. An unshakable rock.

			Opal Jewel:

			Let me stop you before you ask the inevitable question. Because even with you, I know it’s close—it’s right there dancing a damn polka on the tip of your tongue—so I might as well answer it now. You journalists would say this to me all the time: “Opal Jewel, what gave you such extra-­ordinary confidence?” Listen, I may not be as witty as the great Nev Charles, but for sure I’m not an idiot. I understand that what people are really trying to ask me is this: “How in the world did a woman so black and so ugly manage to believe she could be somebody?”

			No, no, baby, it’s true. I’m not such a phony as to ignore what most people thought when they looked at me before 1971, before I became [using air quotes] “unique” or “special” or “striking.” I was dark-skinned, and I was bald-headed, and I caught pure-D hell at Eastern High School. “Pickaninny, Pickaninny, Pickaninny.” That was the name they yelled at me in the cafeteria, and the name they whispered behind the teachers’ backs in class, and the name on that heifer [name redacted for privacy]’s lips before I finally got up the nerve to sock her a good one dead in her mouth.

			So. Let’s get to the root of this question. Looking the way I did, and as poor as we were, how did I not just let life run me over? I’m sorry, I don’t usually use this word, but it’s because fuck that.

			I believe in myself above all. [Pointing to her heart] I believe I have always had a song, right here, to perform. I had an inner voice, and for a good portion of my life that voice was a lot smarter than me. It was more mature, and it was patient, and it was brave enough to tell me that despite what anybody else was saying, there was more for me out in the world and I deserved every single drop of it. I was just fine knowing that there existed, at some unknown time and in some unknown place, a pretty, dangling ring. And one day I was gonna reach up to grab hold of that ring, and I’d be lifted away.

			Survival skills. Some of us have them; some of us don’t. Now hold on, wait a minute—don’t go taking me out of context like the rest of these fools in your business used to! I’m not talking about blaming victims. I’m just saying that some of us are naturally stronger, better equipped to deal with the bullshit than others, and that’s the same as saying that some people are taller than others. Just fact, no judgment. And for those who are going through the tough times and don’t have that kind of strength inside them already? Well, that’s all right, because trust me: It can be learned. You just have to copy the right people, and the rest falls in place.

			Earl Calvert, English teacher, Eastern High School, 1962–73:

			Eastern High didn’t have an official drama program, but because I was a young teacher and the students liked me I got paid a little extra for helping coordinate a production every year. We didn’t have a lot of money to stage it, but the school would make some cash selling tickets, and beforehand there’d be popcorn and peanuts you could buy and bring into the auditorium. We’d let the student council vote on what each year’s show would be, and it would always be a musical so that the kids who were interested in acting could participate but so could the chorus and the band. It’s funny looking back on it now, but we weren’t working with material that made logical sense at Eastern. The students said no to Carmen Jones and Cabin in the Sky—they looked sideways at some of those roles, you know, and this was in the years before The Wiz and Dreamgirls. What we ended up with was a school full of inner-city Black kids doing South Pacific, singing ’bout “Bali Ha’i.” [Laughs]
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