




[image: Cover image: Be My Baby by Ronnie Spector with Vince Waldron ]











Be My Baby



Ronnie Spector



with Vince Waldron


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Pan Books logo]









For my mom and Austin and Jason










Introduction by Keith Richards



I met Ronnie Bennett—that was her name then, she was still a few records away from becoming Ronnie Spector—in January 1964. AD, in case you’re wondering. To set the scene, I’ll take you backstage at a dark, dank little theater. It was the Rolling Stones’ second tour. In England this was, and suddenly we find ourselves on the road with the Ronettes, who were enormous at the time. Every record they made was a number one. Or if it wasn’t, it should have been. They knew how to make records. I’d never set eyes on Ronnie before that day. I knew of her the same as everybody else, by the radio. Before we ever actually met each other, Ronnie and me, the sound was happening between us.


Being on the road, I’d just climbed out of my little cubicle and found my way backstage in this little theater, I think it was the Granada Mansfield in the East Midlands, near Nottingham, where the last band to duck and dive into the local pub might have been Robin Hood and his Merry Men. The theater got torn down about ten years later. It’s a discount dress store now. But that’s not the end of my fable.


Back to the Granada theater. 1964. I’m walking down the backstage corridor. It’s green. It’s still dark. It’s still dank. It still smells. And I get to a stairwell where I hear these voices. Heavenly. Three angels singing. For a minute I wonder if maybe they really are angels. “Is this it? Am I done already? Well, it was a nice send-off, anyway.”


I continue walking down this stairwell. I hear Nedra and Estelle singing this mesmerizing chant. That’s the sound. The Ronettes. Rehearsing. And then I hear the pure, pure voice of Ronnie singing “Be my little baby . . .” Draws me right into the theater. I recognize the voice immediately. Can’t be imitated. Except maybe by Frankie Lymon, who Ronnie loved. I find a seat in the empty auditorium. I’m just going to watch. And listen. Ronnie sees me straightaway. Of course. And fixes me in a gaze. Suddenly, I’ve got a command performance by the hottest girl group in the world. All to myself. Talk about shock and awe.


Hearing them singing, just the three girls, a capella, even without those gorgeous arrangements by Jack Nitzsche. Without the Wrecking Crew pounding away behind them. Without any of it, Ronnie and the Ronettes, on their own, built a Wall of Sound. Right there in an empty theater. They didn’t need any help at all.


Of course it was love at first sight. Isn’t it always? It is so long ago it’s hard to recapture it. All I can say is Ronnie and I started to get along really well from the very first day. We had almost nothing in common, a guitar player from Dartford and this extraordinary girl from Spanish Harlem. But we had music. You know? We wouldn’t’ve met but for music. And I wouldn’t be writing these words now, except for the music. I mean that’s the wonderful magnet, isn’t it?


So we met in England. And then a few months later, the Stones found ourselves in America, let loose in New York City. And, of course, the Ronettes show up the first morning in this enormous red Cadillac convertible. “C’mon,” Ronnie called. “We’re taking you to Jones Beach!”


We pack into the convertible, Ronnie, Nedra, and Estelle—the whole Ronettes—and as many Rolling Stones as could fit into this endless red car. And off we go. It was quite a day. I mean, we just arrived in New York City for the first time ever. I look over at Mick, who’s got his arm around Estelle, and I say, “Oh, this is the way to go, man!” The Ronettes drove us all around New York City and we ended up in Jones Beach. And later on, I ended up at Ronnie’s place. Amazed. We had fun like that.


Do I have to tell you that Ronnie’s got one of the greatest female rock and roll voices of all time? She stands alone. Absolutely. She’s worked with a lot of producers and arrangers, some of them quite good. But, if you listen to her vocals, you can always tell who’s in control. You know that every song she sings is gonna go her way, and no one else’s. Ronnie’s a very strong girl. After all, for a long time she was prevented from singing anything. So it’s not surprising to me that she’s still working. She can still sing, man. I have tapes that she recorded down here at my house. That was 2001.


I have a little studio in my basement, and I had some time off in 2000, 2001. So I’d invite whoever was around to drop by and make music. Ronnie’s my neighbor—she lives about four towns down the road from me in Connecticut—so she came by several times. We recorded a duet of the old Ike & Tina Turner song “It’s Gonna Work Out Fine.” We were working on a song called “Love Affair” the day before 9/11 happened. After that, everything just scattered into the winds. We had a really good thing going and then the bomb dropped. But I’ve got a couple of tracks that I still want to work on, and that’s one of them. Ronnie, I just love her around. And I’d like her to hang in for as long as possible. Like me.


The last time I saw Ronnie—and heard Ronnie—was at my dentist’s office. 2020, just before the pandemic. This is in New York City. And I’m in the chair, the dentist is working on my teeth, my mouth wide open. And suddenly from out in the corridor, I hear singing. A beautiful pure, pure voice that I recognize immediately. She’s singing, “Be my little baby . . .” And I think, It cannot be true! And then into this little exam room walks Ronnie. She was having her teeth done the same day, and when she heard I was there, she decides to surprise me with a serenade.


With my mouth still propped open, I just wave at Ronnie, sort of vaguely. I couldn’t speak, but that didn’t matter. It was enough to know that between the two of us, Ronnie and me, the sound is still happening.


Keith Richards


September 2021
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Ozzie and Harriet in Spanish Harlem


Skinny yellow horse. That was the name the Black kids had for me when I was growing up because I had light skin and I was so small that I’d always kick like a little pony whenever I got into a fight. And I was always getting beat up. PS 153 on 145th Street and Amsterdam Avenue was one of the toughest Black schools in Harlem, and the kids were always making fun of me. “Hey, half-breed,” they’d yell, “get your ass back to the reservation.”


I didn’t have it as bad as my sister. I was a tomboy and I could run fast, but Estelle was always so poised and proper that the kids at PS 153 thought she was a snob. So they’d pick on her worse than me. Even though Estelle was two years older than I was, there were times when I had to defend her against some of those kids.


The worst thing about all of it was that I never even understood prejudice until I got to school. I was born in Spanish Harlem on August 10, 1943. My mother, Beatrice Bennett, is Black and Cherokee, and my father, Louis, was white, which makes me about as mixed as you can get. My sister, Estelle, and I were raised on 151st Street between Amsterdam and Broadway, in a neighborhood that had Chinese laundries, Spanish restaurants, and Black grocery stores. We saw people of every color on the street. A lot of the kids on our block were mixed, so interracial marriage seemed normal to us. But the kids at PS 153 didn’t agree.


Estelle and I both had long, straight hair, and that got us into more trouble than anything else. My mother used to put my hair in these long, thick braids that went all down my back, and then she’d tie bright yellow bows on the ends. That was the way I had my hair the day this girl named Barbara asked if she could touch it. I was sitting at my desk in second grade when she leaned forward from behind me.


“Ooh, Ronnie. Your hair looks so soft,” she whispered. “Can I feel it?”


My kind of hair wasn’t common on Black girls, so kids were always asking if they could touch it. “Sure,” I told Barbara, and went back to reading my Dick and Jane.


“Oh, it’s nice,” she said. “This is some pretty hair.”


I could feel her stroking my braid, but I didn’t think anything about it until some of the kids sitting around us started to giggle. The teacher hadn’t come into the classroom yet, so a lot of the kids turned around and started watching Barbara. I was used to being poked fun at, but I still couldn’t understand what was so damn entertaining about what was going on behind my head. Then I found out.


“Oooh, Barbara!” a girl named Cynthia screamed. “Why you do Ronnie like that?”


I turned around to see what she was talking about, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. Barbara was dangling a strange piece of brown rope in her hands, and it had a yellow bow tied to the end. I gasped and reached up to touch the back of my head. My braid was gone. Barbara had cut it right off my head.


“This sure is some pretty hair,” she said, taunting me by swinging my own long, beautiful brown braid in front of my face. “Let me keep it. Okay, Ronnie? Can I keep it?”


I held my hand over the stubby little patch that was left on my head, and I started crying hysterically, which only made the other kids laugh even harder. “Gimme that,” I cried, grabbing the braid out of her hands. Then I ran into the closet in back of the classroom and locked the door behind me, cradling my poor cutoff braid in my hands. I refused to come out, even after the teacher walked into the classroom and ordered me out.


“Come out of there, Veronica,” she demanded. “And I mean now.” I don’t know what story the other kids had told her, but she sure wasn’t taking my side. So I stayed put. The teacher finally called my mother, who came to carry me home after all the other kids left.


The next week my mother signed us up at PS 92 on 134th, where they had a mixture of Hispanic and Black kids, along with a few whites. It was a better school, and it was right across the street from my grandmother’s house in Spanish Harlem. After school we’d always go straight to Grandma’s, where we’d play with all of our other cousins. My mother has seven brothers and six sisters, so you can imagine how crowded it got over there.


Estelle and I used to play with my aunt Hermean’s kids, Diane and Elaine, who were about our age. But the cousin who I was closest to was my aunt Susu’s daughter, Nedra. Nedra Talley. Her father was Puerto Rican, and Aunt Susu was Black and Cherokee like my mom, so Nedra was just as mixed as me. Even though she was two years younger, we were inseparable. We even climbed up on the toilet and peed together—that’s how close we were. We must have shared a spirit of adventure because we were always getting in trouble together at Grandma’s house.


My grandmother was very strict with us. We weren’t even supposed to go outside and play. If we wanted sunshine we had to find it up on the roof, where she could keep an eye on us. We weren’t allowed out to the park because that’s where strangers hung out. This was Spanish Harlem, and there were all kinds of weird people out there. I’ll never forget the one time Nedra and I did go outside alone. It was the first time I saw a man’s penis.


I was about eight years old when I convinced Nedra to sneak across the street to the candy store with me. We got there without anyone catching us, and we were already chewing our licorice whips and candy corn outside the store when we noticed this guy standing in the middle of the sidewalk with his back toward us. We tried to walk past him, but as we did, he turned around and showed us his penis, which was dangling outside of his pants. We screamed so loud they must have heard us in Queens. Then we ran home and told our grandmother and all of our aunts what had happened. They made us stay inside for a month.


But that wasn’t much of a punishment since we almost never went out anyway. After what happened to us outside the candy store, I was happy to stay inside.


Especially on weekends. Weekends at my grandma’s house were the best. That’s when all my aunts and uncles would come over, and there would be nothing but food and singing the whole time. Most of my mother’s sisters and brothers liked to sing, or act, or tell jokes, so every weekend they’d get together and stage little amateur shows at Grandma’s. None of them sang or performed professionally—this was just something they did for fun.


It was all so exciting, especially to a little girl like me. I’d stand in Grandma’s living room watching everyone rehearse, and I would be amazed. Four of my uncles would be harmonizing like the Mills Brothers in one corner, while three aunts worked up an Andrews Sisters number in the other. Another aunt would be throwing her leg up in ballet movements in the kitchen while someone else practiced an accordion in the bedroom. On weekends that house turned into a little do-it-yourself Juilliard.


I guess I’ve got performing in my blood. Besides all the uncles and aunts on my mother’s side, my father also loved music. My dad worked in the subway yard all day long, but he had a great big drum kit set up in our living room that he’d bang all night. His dream was to play drums in a Harlem jazz club. He never did make that dream come true, but he sure passed his love of music on to me.


I’ve loved singing for as far back as I can remember. Since I was a baby, according to my mother. When I was just sixteen months old, Mom tells me, she was holding me in her arms one cold December morning when I began singing Christmas carols on the Number 1 subway train. The other passengers looked over at this little baby singing “Jingle Bells” in her tiny voice, and they nearly fell off their straps.


“Look at that,” one of them said. “That little ole baby’s singing!” I was so small that everyone on the train thought I was even younger than I was. “I never saw no baby that could sing before,” an old lady said. According to Mom, I just glanced around at all the attention I was getting and smiled. Even as a baby, I loved having an audience.


Everyone in my family knew how much I loved to sing, so it didn’t surprise any of them when I climbed up on my grandma’s coffee table at the age of four and started singing my little nonsense songs. I liked it up on that coffee table, and once I got up there, I never did climb down. By the time I was eight, I was already working up whole numbers for our family’s little weekend shows. And when I stood up to sing, I was always the center of attention in that room. One afternoon my uncles even surprised me with my own spotlight, which was really just an old Maxwell House can with a light bulb stuck in it. But I loved it. That light seemed to focus all the warmth in the room on me as I belted out Hank Williams’s “Jambalaya” in my eight-year-old voice.


“Jambay-lie, cold fish pie, diddly gumbo,” I sang, with no idea what the words meant or if I even had them right. But when I looked around the room and saw all my aunts and uncles smiling and tapping their feet to keep time, I knew I must have been doing something right. In the middle of the song, I stopped singing and improvised a little yodel. I was trying to imitate what all the cowboy singers used to do. And that was the beginning of the “whoa oh-oh-oh-oh-ohs” that would become my trademark as a singer.


When I finished the song I looked out over that 75-watt bulb and saw that everyone in Grandma’s living room was clapping and looking at me. When it was over I got down and sat on the rug between my sister and Nedra. That’s it, I thought. That’s the feeling I want for the rest of my life.


Then Estelle would get up onstage and do a song, or she’d join Nedra or my cousin Elaine and me in a number that we’d worked out in three-part harmony. Our mother loved to see us sing together, and she encouraged our show business leanings in every way she could. She even sent Estelle to Startime, a dancing school that was big in New York in the 1950s. I begged Mom to let me take classes there, too. But she could only afford to send one of us, and Estelle was the oldest. Of course, that made me very jealous.


I’d go down to Startime and hang around outside the dance studio while Estelle took her class. I wasn’t enrolled, but I thought I might pick up a few free pointers anyway. I’d stand in the hallway until the class started; then I’d sneak over to the doorway and peek in the window. If I saw my sister’s leg go up in the dance studio, I’d mimic her and do the same thing out in the hall, except that I’d lift my leg even higher. I’d stand outside that door until I’d memorized an entire routine. Then I’d practice the routine all week long, until it was good enough to show all the aunts and uncles at Grandma’s house.


I wanted to be the best dancer of all. The fact that I wasn’t even supposed to be in that dance class only made me all the more determined. And when I was growing up, one thing I had was determination.


What I remember most about those early days in Spanish Harlem is how hard my mom worked to make our life at home seem like an Ozzie and Harriet kind of thing. We ate every meal together, and Dad always had a place at the head of the table, just like all those families on TV. We didn’t have a lot of money, but our parents always made sure we had toys to play with. And we were creative kids—if we couldn’t have a dollhouse, Estelle and I would take our dolls and crawl out on the fire escape and pretend that it was their summer home.


Dolls were a big thing in my life; I loved them so much. All my girl cousins bragged about how they outgrew their dolls, but I never got tired of mine. I slept with dolls all the way up until I was married.


I still remember the most beautiful doll I ever saw—it was in the toy department at Macy’s, where I went Christmas shopping with my mother. There, propped up in a little crib, I saw a life-sized baby girl doll with a big, round head and little wisps of brown hair that made her look almost real. I was only six years old, and I’d never seen anything like it. I pleaded with my mom to buy it for me on the spot, but she took one look at the price tag and winced.


“Go ask Santa for that doll,” she said. “Maybe he can bring it to you for Christmas.”


I’m sure Mom thought I’d forget all about the doll in five minutes, but I wasn’t about to let her off the hook. I dragged her right over to Santa Land, and we waited in line. And waited. And waited. When I finally got on that old man’s lap, I told him exactly what I wanted—the beautiful baby girl doll that looked almost real. Santa told me to be a good little girl, and on Christmas morning I’d find a surprise waiting.


Sure enough, on Christmas I looked under the tree and found a doll. But not the one I wanted. Instead of the life-sized baby doll from Macy’s, I got this smiling Kewpie doll whose hair was painted right onto her little plastic head. I took it in my arms and tried to love it, but it just wasn’t the same. Looking back, I guess my mother was trying her best to make me happy, but I don’t think she realized how badly I wanted that life-sized baby girl doll. I must’ve had a strong maternal instinct because I was one little girl who took her dolls seriously.


My father recognized that. He was basically a dreamer, so he understood how important my little fantasies were. If I was enchanted by something, he would always get it for me—no matter what it took. Even if he had to steal it.


Which is exactly what he did one day. We were shopping at the Woolworth’s at 145th and Broadway, and Dad had just finished loading our basket with all the household items when I saw a tiny pair of ice skates on a shelf in the toy aisle. They were miniature skates, the perfect size for one of my favorite dolls. They were so beautiful, I reached up to the shelf and pulled them down so I could hold them in my hands. When my father saw me, he walked over and laid his hand on my shoulder.


“I’m sorry, Butchie,” he told me. That was his favorite nickname for me. “We don’t have any money for doll skates today.”


“Oh, Daddy,” I begged, “please?” I wasn’t about to give in, and finally I made such a fuss that the security guard walked over to see what was going on.


“You folks got a problem?” he asked.


“Oh, no,” my father said, smiling. “My little girl just doesn’t want to leave without a toy.” Defeated, I turned to walk away. But I hadn’t gone three steps when I noticed that my father had stopped to start a conversation with the security guy. “You’ve got some job,” Dad said. “It’s a shame the way people just come in and steal things from here every day.” I stood there for a minute or two while the grown-ups made small talk, until finally my dad turned and said, “Okay, Butch. We’d better get going.”


I led the way out to the street, but as soon as we got outside, my father tapped me on the shoulder. “I’ve got a surprise for you, Butchie,” he said. I turned around and looked at the little present he was holding out for me.


“My doll skates!” I shrieked. “Thank you, Daddy. Thank you.”


“Now, don’t tell your mother how I got those,” he cautioned. “That should be our little secret.” Of course I knew they were stolen. My father had actually slipped them into his back pocket while he was talking to the security guard. But I didn’t care. All I knew was that I wanted those skates in the worst way, and my daddy got them for me.


Estelle and I thought we had the best dad in the world—he always seemed so happy-go-lucky and easygoing. Not like our mom, who was always strict and stern. We never could figure out why she got so short-tempered around Dad. We didn’t understand that he had a drinking problem that was getting worse every year. All we knew was that Mom and Dad didn’t always get along as well as they should.


Even so, I remember having lots of great times together as a family, especially when my sister and I were younger. On warm summer nights, Dad used to pack us all into the car and take us for long rides on Riverside Drive. We’d crank the windows all the way down, and sometimes he’d even let me ride with my head stuck outside, so I could feel the wind blasting across my face. Estelle liked to sit sideways across the back seat, so I’d climb down and perch on the little hump in the floor. From there, I’d look up and watch my mom and dad laughing and talking with the warm wind blowing through their hair. Those are my favorite memories of childhood because those were the nights when I knew we really were a family.


There wasn’t any one time I can point to and say, “That’s the day my family fell apart.” My mom and dad finally split up when I was twelve, but even that was a long time coming. My sister and I never saw them argue, but we caught enough cross looks exchanged across the dinner table to know that things weren’t all that great. And every so often we’d hear harsh words spoken in whispers after they thought we’d gone to sleep.


Dad’s real test came when Mom decided to move to a bigger apartment. She was fed up with our tiny walk-up on 151st, so she went out and found a brand-new two-bedroom place at 405 West 149th Street. The rent was $140 a month, which was a lot to pay in 1956. But with her waitressing money and Dad’s income, she figured we could just about make it—so long as Dad kept himself together.


I always felt sorry for Dad. He dreamed of being a jazz drummer, but it just wasn’t happening for him. He was white, and in those days most of the jazz bands in Harlem were Black. Besides, he couldn’t read music, and that limited his chances of going professional more than anything else. But instead of accepting his fate—or working to change it—Dad just drank, hoping that might help him forget his lost dreams. It didn’t, of course. His drinking only made him more depressed, and after a while, he just started drifting further and further into his depression. By the time I got to junior high school, Dad started coming home later and later every night. And then, when he finally did stumble in, he was usually a mess.


Of course, my mom had no patience for any of that. She put up with it as long as she could, but after they signed the lease on the new place, she knew it was time to lay down the law. “Louis,” she told him, “this is our chance for a new life. But we got a lot more expenses now, so we both got to get serious. That means you gonna have to stop drinking and coming home late and running around with all these no-accounts in the neighborhood.”


“I will, baby,” he promised. But Mom had her doubts.


So did I, especially after the day I went to Macy’s with him to pick out furniture for the new apartment. I could smell the alcohol on his breath the minute the elevator doors closed, and all the way up to Home Furnishings all I could do was wonder if Dad was going to be in any shape to buy furniture. He wasn’t.


As soon as we got to the showroom, Dad fell back into an easy chair and passed out. I went around with the salesman and picked out a new living room set. When I was done, I walked over and fished the money out of Dad’s pocket so I could pay the man. Then I woke Dad up and took him home. I was only twelve years old, but I felt like I was the parent and he was the kid. I was embarrassed and hurt that my own father would do this to me, and that’s when I finally began to understand what my mother had gone through for all those years. It was only a few weeks later that Dad left for good.


It was the night before the second month’s rent on our new place was due, and Dad didn’t come home with his check. My mother sat up until 2:00 a.m., and when he didn’t come home, she locked the door and shut off the light. The next day she called his grandmother in Florida and told her to come and get him. I loved my father, but I can’t say that I blamed her. I guess I knew in my heart that we’d lost Dad long before he finally left the house.


By the time I got to junior high, I was already very conscious of my looks. Ever since I was ten or eleven I’d gotten a lot of attention from the boy cousins at Grandma’s house, who would come sniffing around whenever the girls had a pajama party. I didn’t know why, but they always seemed to have their eyes on me. Even then my grandmother had to keep a sharper eye on me than the other girls.


In school I discovered that being mixed had its advantages since light-skinned girls were considered pretty. But even though a lot of the guys at school came after me, I still didn’t feel like I really fit in with any one group. The Black kids never really accepted me as one of them. The white kids knew I wasn’t white. And the Puerto Rican kids didn’t talk to me because I didn’t speak Spanish. I had a little identity crisis when I hit puberty. I remember I used to sit in front of the mirror, trying to decide just what I was. Let’s see now, I’d think. I’ve got white eyes, but these are Black lips. My ears . . . are they white ears or Black ears?


I even tried to dye my skin darker one time because I thought that might make me look more like my dark-skinned cousins. I found this stuff at the drugstore called QT Quick Tanning Lotion. The bottle claimed it was guaranteed to give you a dark, rich tan overnight, so I bought the stuff. And that night, after everyone else went to bed, I snuck into the bathroom and spread it all over my body. The directions said to “use in moderation,” but I knew I wanted to be dark all over, so I squeezed out about half the bottle. The next morning when I woke up, Estelle was standing over my bed, staring at me.


“What happened to you?” she said.


“What?” I said, clearing the sleep out of my eyes. “Those stripes!” she said. “You look like a zebra.”


I leaped out of bed and looked at myself in the mirror. She was right. I must’ve used too much of that stuff because it had dyed my skin in big wide stripes that made me look like a tiger or something. I tried to scrub it off, but the stripes didn’t go away for weeks. I wore turtlenecks and tights to school for about a month.


When I was in junior high, my mom waited tables at a place called King’s Donuts, so Estelle and I used to hang out there after school. We told Mom we liked to visit her at work, but she knew the real reason we came around was because the diner was right across from the Apollo Theater.


The Apollo was the most exciting spot in Harlem when I was growing up. All the biggest Black stars came to play there, and there always seemed to be bright lights and big crowds lined up around the place. And Estelle and I were both naturally drawn to that kind of excitement. Not that we were ever allowed inside the place; my mother made it clear that the Apollo Theater was strictly off-limits.


In her mind, the Apollo represented the world of drugs and sex, and all kinds of other grown-up things that she thought we were still too young to see. She didn’t even like us hanging around King’s. As soon as we walked in the door, she’d stick us downstairs in the employees’ lounge, where we would do our homework until she got off work. “Don’t talk to anyone on the street,” she’d warn us whenever we left King’s alone. “A lot of these people are thieves or con men. Or junkies.”


Junkies! Somebody was always talking about junkies when I was growing up. I never saw one but, boy, did I want to! I would cringe getting my polio vaccination, but for some reason I was fascinated by the idea of these people who stuck a needle in their arm every day. I couldn’t wait to lay eyes on someone who did that.


One day my cousin Mae spotted a junkie outside my grandmother’s house. “Hey, look out the window,” she said. “It’s a junkie.” I jumped up from the couch and ran toward the window, but my grandmother stopped me halfway.


“Don’t you go over to that window, Ronnie,” she commanded. “You don’t need to be looking at no dope addict.” That just killed me because all I wanted was to see what a real junkie looked like. But it was forbidden. I never did get to see a dope addict, unless you count Frankie Lymon. And he wasn’t even a dope addict when I first met him.
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A Whole Lot of ’Ettes


A lot of entertainers can’t, or won’t, tell you where they got their style from. But I know exactly where I got my voice. Frankie Lymon. If he hadn’t made a record called “Why Do Fools Fall in Love,” I wouldn’t be sitting here writing this today.


I was twelve years old when I first heard Frankie and the Teenagers singing “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” on my grandmother’s radio. Frankie had the greatest voice I’d ever heard, and I fell in love the minute that record came on. I couldn’t tell if he was Black, or white, or what. I just knew that I loved the boy who was singing that song. I would sit by my grandmother’s old Philco every night waiting to hear him sing “Why do birds sing so gay?” And when he finally came on—with his innocent little voice and perfect diction—my hands got all sweaty, my toes curled up, and I climbed right under that old box radio, trying to get as close to that sound as I could. I pressed my head into the speaker until I got Frankie going right through my brain.


“Ronnie, you keep on like that, you’ll go deaf,” my grandmother warned me. But I didn’t care. If they’d kept playing that song, I would’ve stayed under that radio forever.


I was amazed when I found out that Frankie was Black. But even more surprising to me was the fact that Frankie was only thirteen years old—just a year older than I was! When I found that out, I knew I had to meet him, and every night I prayed to God that I would. That’s how much this boy meant to me.


When I finally did get to meet Frankie, it happened through such a strange coincidence that I’m sure it was fated to be. My mother was waiting tables at King’s Donuts, and one day she was telling another waitress how much I worshipped Frankie Lymon. “That boy is all Ronnie ever talks about,” Mom said. “She wants to meet him so bad, but I don’t even know where to start looking for him.”


“Frankie Lymon?” the other waitress said. “Bebe, he’s sitting right there in your station.” The waitress pointed to this thirteen-year-old kid who was sitting on a stool at the counter.


“That’s Frankie Lymon?” my mother gasped. “I just ordered that little ole boy a meat-loaf-and-gravy sandwich!” Then she walked right over and told Frankie that he wasn’t going to see his lunch until he promised to show up at her daughter Ronnie’s thirteenth birthday party.


“All right,” he laughed. “I’ll be there. I gotta eat. Is it okay if I bring my little brother, too?”


“You can bring your brother,” she said. “Just make sure you come.”


When my birthday finally rolled around, I was a thirteen-year-old wreck. All of my cousins were in the living room waiting for my party to start, but I just sat there by the front door waiting for Frankie. I looked all goofy with a big red bow in my hair, and my eyes were caked over with mascara that my mother helped me put on for this special occasion. Whenever the doorbell rang, I jumped four inches. “Oh, God!” I’d whisper. “Is that Frankie? Please, God. Let it be Frankie!” But every time it turned out to be just another cousin, I’d sink down deeper and deeper into the cushions of our green L-shaped couch.


At last my cousin Elaine peeked out the window and screamed, “He’s here, Ronnie! Frankie and his brother are coming up the walk.” I crossed my legs and pulled myself straight up on the couch while Elaine opened the door. But when she swung it open, it wasn’t Frankie at all. Just two boys who looked like him.


“Hi,” said the taller one, introducing himself. “I’m Louie Lymon.” He must’ve seen how confused I was because he was quick to add, “I’m Frankie’s brother. And this is our other brother, Howard.”


Louie? Howard? I was devastated. It was only my thirteenth birthday and already I’d been stood up by the most important boy in my entire life. The disgrace was more than I could bear. But I didn’t want everyone to see me cry, so I ran into the bedroom, where I could have a real tantrum in private. Naturally, my mother and every one of my girl cousins followed right behind.


“Oh, Ronnie,” my mother said, reaching over to retie my big red bow, which had slipped down around my neck. “You ain’t got to carry on like this. For all you know, Frankie might be planning to come around later.” She finished tying the bow and started wiping the tears off my cheeks. “And even if he doesn’t, you wouldn’t want him to hear from his brothers that you spent your whole birthday pouting in your room, would you?”


I shook my head. No.


“Good,” she said. “Then come on back out here and take some pictures with Frankie’s brother Louie. He came all the way down here for your birthday.”


“Okay,” I said, and I went back out to join my party. Louie turned out to be a sweet boy, and to this day I treasure the snapshot I have of me cutting my thirteenth birthday cake with the brother of my childhood idol.


I had barely gotten over the disappointment of Frankie standing me up when he finally showed up—unannounced—a few weeks later. Nedra’s mother, Aunt Susu, was over to our house, and she was the one who answered the door. “Oh, Frankie,” she said after he introduced himself. “Ronnie will be so happy to see you.”


When I laid eyes on him, I nearly fell over. I couldn’t believe this kid was only a year older than me—he looked like a grown man. He walked right over to me, all snappy, holding a long-stemmed red rose. He wore a big white carnation in his lapel, and it was obvious from the way he strutted across the room that he was completely full of himself. He wasn’t what I expected at all. “Frankie?” I stuttered.


“I’ll just leave you kids alone,” Aunt Susu said, walking out of the room.


“You must be Ronnie,” Frankie said, leaning forward to kiss me on the lips. “You’re even more beautiful than my brothers promised.” I could smell alcohol on his breath, which reminded me of my father. I instinctively pulled back, but Frankie hardly even noticed. He just slid right down on the couch and patted the cushion next to him. “C’mon, baby. We do want to get to know each other, don’t we?”


It was so confusing. The Frankie Lymon I’d dreamed about was the little boy who sang on the records, a kid so sweet and innocent and real that he made me want to climb inside the radio. But looking at this cocky little midget man sitting in my house, I started to wonder if that kid even existed. Suddenly the whole situation just seemed so uncomfortable, I knew I had to get out of it as soon as I could.


“Make yourself at home, Frankie,” I said, getting up from the couch. “I’ve got to take care of something in the kitchen.”


I walked straight into the bathroom and locked the door behind me. I must’ve waited in there a full hour. When I felt sure he’d be gone, I opened the door, tiptoed down the hall, and peeked into the living room. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that the room was empty.


I went in and flopped down on the living room couch, and it was like Frankie had never even been there. I half believed I’d dreamed the whole thing until I looked down at the place where he’d been sitting. That’s when I found the long-stemmed red rose that he’d handed me when he walked in. It had gotten pushed down between the cushion and the couch. I tried to pull it out, but it broke apart in my hands. I don’t know how long I sat there crying, but it must’ve been a while because when I got up the whole room had grown dark.


In spite of how Frankie turned out, I still loved his singing. I played his records and sang along with them until I knew every note by heart. I even made up little routines to go along with every one of them, which I would then practice for hours on end. I put a lot of work into my little rehearsals, but I didn’t mind. By the time I got to George Washington High School, I already knew that show business was going to be my life. I wanted to be the Marilyn Monroe of Spanish Harlem, and I wasn’t going to settle for anything less.


My rehearsals began as soon as I got home from school. Estelle would be in her room studying, and my mom didn’t get home until at least five thirty, so I knew I had two hours of privacy every day. I used that time to turn our living room into a make-believe auditorium. I’d move the coffee table out to the center of the room as a stage, and I’d twist the lampshade back until it shined out like a spotlight. Then I’d set up my little portable record player in the corner, and, using a big wooden stirring spoon as my microphone, I’d climb up on the table and sing along with every record I had by Little Anthony and the Imperials, the Chantels, and, of course, Frankie Lymon.


I wouldn’t stop when the record ended. I imagined an entire audience of people sitting around my mother’s couch, and I’d tell them jokes and make dedications—the whole bit. Sometimes I’d even jump down off the coffee table and walk along the front of our couch, flirting with each and every person in my imaginary front row, just like I do in my act today.


At five thirty my mom would walk in, and everything would change back into a pumpkin. I’d go out to the kitchen to help her with the dishes; then I’d do my homework and go to bed. I couldn’t wait to get to sleep because that would bring me that much closer to the next day, when I could set up my auditorium and sing to my imaginary audience all over again. I took my career very seriously, even then. And why not? I knew my time was coming, and I wanted to be ready when it did.


Opportunity finally snuck up to my door when a guy named Bobby Schiffman walked into King’s Donuts and started flirting with my mother. A lot of the regulars at King’s tried to date my mom after she split up with Dad, but Estelle and I never paid much attention—until Bobby Schiffman. Bobby was different. Estelle and I loved him from the first day we found out that his family owned the Apollo Theater. We weren’t about to sit back and watch our mom let such a valuable contact pass us by, so we did everything but beg her to go out with him.


“Oh, Mom,” Estelle would say. “Bobby Schiffman seems like such a nice man. And so handsome. Don’t you think so, Ronnie?”


“Yeah,” I’d answer. “And if you married him, I’ll bet he’d put us up onstage at the Apollo.”


“Oh, that’s what you want?” my mother said. “Well, I don’t think I have to marry him just to get you that.”


By this time Mom wasn’t so set against us going into the Apollo anymore. I think she knew how serious we were about singing, and she didn’t see any point in trying to stop us. Grandma had told her how we would spend hours harmonizing in the back bedroom at her house. And that was true. When I was fourteen, I even organized a little group made up of me, Estelle, Nedra, and two other cousins, Diane and Elaine. We’d sit up in Grandma’s back room all afternoon working out harmonies to songs we’d heard on the radio. We finally brought our little cousin Ira into the group because he was a boy, and we thought that having him sing lead would make us seem more like Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers. We didn’t pay any attention to the fact that he was two years younger than any of the rest of us, or that he was extremely shy. In our minds, Ira made us a legitimate rock and roll group. So naturally, we were thrilled when my mom finally asked Bobby Schiffman to set us up at a Wednesday-night amateur show at the Apollo.


“Oh, singers are they?” he asked with a wink. Bobby was sitting at the counter, but he spun around on his stool to sneak a glance at the booth where Estelle and I were trying so hard to look prim and professional.


“Yeah,” Mom answered. “They been rehearsing a little, and now they ready to give it a try.”


“Well . . .” he said, pausing for effect. “Okay. Anything for you, Fifi.” That’s what Bobby always called my mom. The poor guy never did get to first base with her, but we got our date at the Apollo. And we were ecstatic. When the big night came, the six of us stood backstage waiting our turn with the thirty or forty other hopefuls who were going to take their shot at stardom that night. The tension was so thick you could feel it on your skin. And if that wasn’t bad enough, the only thing the kids backstage talked about was how mean the Apollo audience could be. “If they don’t like you, they tear you apart,” one of the older kids told us. My mother’s cousin Frank was a stagehand at the Apollo that night, and he pulled us aside for a warning before the show.


“If they start to boo,” he said, “don’t stop and stare. Just keep right on moving off that stage as fast as you can. You don’t want to get stuck out there when they start throwing things.”


“Throwing things!” little Ira gasped. “What do they throw?”


“Oh, anything,” Uncle Frank continued. “Food, paper, pennies. I seen them throw their shoes. And one other thing,” he added, looking right at Estelle and me. “Sometimes they don’t like the light-skinned singers.”


That was all Ira needed to hear. The poor kid just looked out toward that stage like he was staring into a dark, deep pit. The rest of us were nervous, too, but I think the excitement was stronger than the fear. It was for me, anyway. I’d been practicing for this night too long to get scared off now. But when I looked over at Ira shaking in the wings, I admit I started to have my doubts.


Things didn’t get any better once we got out onstage. When the Apollo house band started playing “Why Do Fools Fall in Love,” Ira didn’t sing a word. He just stood there petrified. After the audience started laughing at our little lead singer, that’s when I decided to take over. I just strutted out across the stage, singing as loud as I could. When I finally heard a few hands of scattered applause, I sang even louder. That brought a little more applause, which was all I needed. I moved across that stage in a trance, just working off the energy of those few people who were clapping at me. I knew that they wanted me to entertain them, and that made me feel like a star. After that, it was easy.


The other cousins did their best to keep up with me, and we got through the number without getting thrown off the stage. There was even a little polite applause afterward, so I guess we did okay. Ira ran straight into the bathroom to throw up. And it was only when we got offstage that I noticed how much we were all sweating.


“Wasn’t it great?” I said, all hyped up. But it was obvious from the looks on their faces that Nedra, Estelle, and my other cousins were just relieved that we got through the number in one piece. I couldn’t believe it was over so soon—all I could think about was getting back out onstage. After that night, there was no question that it was where I belonged.


Of course, the next day it was back to school, where I was just a regular person again. My sister and I were popular at George Washington High—she was the valedictorian of her class, and I was on the cheerleading squad. But suddenly just being popular didn’t seem enough. I was hungry for something more. I wanted to be the most popular girl of all.


Clothes seemed like the answer. I figured that nice clothes equaled popularity, so I was determined to be the best-dressed girl at GW. Of course, nice clothes cost money, and our family hadn’t had much of that since my father left home. So I decided to go out and find an after-school job.


I was fifteen when I started working in the food service department of Montefiore Hospital, and that’s where I saw my first dead body. I was in charge of dishing out meals in the geriatric ward. I felt so sorry for all of those old people that I’d always try to sneak a little extra food onto their trays. Mrs. Russell was one old lady who always had a smile on her face, so I made sure she always got an extra dessert.


I’d been there about a month and a half when I walked into Mrs. Russell’s room to sneak her an extra cup of lemon Jell-O, but what I saw stopped me dead in my tracks. Two large matrons were standing over Mrs. Russell’s bed, rolling her stiff body onto big sheets of newspaper. I must’ve gasped out loud because one of the matrons looked up at me and laughed. “Little girl, you look like you seen a ghost.”


Then the other matron chimed in. “You gonna work in the hospital, you better get used to this. This is how we do you when you die.”


I looked down at old Mrs. Russell, who wasn’t smiling anymore. I watched as the matrons carefully covered her up with yesterday’s sports pages, and all of a sudden I felt sick. I turned around and ran right out of that hospital. And I never went back. Never even picked up my check—Montefiore Hospital still owes me for six days’ pay. That was the first and last time I ever had to punch a time clock, but at least I had that experience.


I didn’t really care about losing the job. Even at fifteen I knew it was just a matter of time before my singing career took off. And after my success at the Apollo, my mother began to agree that my singing career might be something more than just a childish dream. She and my aunt Susu even agreed to pay for singing lessons for Nedra, Estelle, and me. By this time Ira had retired from the group, and Diane and Elaine had also dropped out. Their mother, my aunt Hermean, was real religious, and she didn’t want her daughters singing rock and roll for a living.


And so the three of us—Nedra, Estelle, and me—were signed up for singing lessons. Two afternoons a week we’d take the subway down to the Camilucci Studio at Fifty-Seventh and Broadway, where we’d study harmony with Mr. Camilucci. That old Italian drove us crazy. We’d walk in and stand around a piano, and he’d hit a key and assign each one of us our part. Then he’d have us sing corny old stuff like “When the red, red robin comes bob-bob-bobbin’ along” over and over and over again, until we were ready to scream.


After a few lessons like that, we finally decided to speak up. “Mr. Camilucci,” Estelle said, as he started plucking out our notes for the twenty-fifth time. “‘Red, Red Robin’ is great, but we already know that one.”


“Oh?” he said, looking suddenly suspicious. “You’d like to learn something else?”


“Yeah,” I chirped. “How about some rock and roll? Do you know anything by the Chantels?”


He got a real strange look on his face, like he couldn’t decide whether to be annoyed or to just ignore us. Then he finally shook his head and leaned back over the keyboard. “Now,” he said, hitting the first note of “Red, Red Robin,” “repeat after me, ‘When the red, red robin comes bob-bob-bobbin’ . . .’”


That’s when we knew we couldn’t win with Mr. Camilucci. But our mothers were paying him five dollars per lesson, which was a lot of money back then, so we kept going. If nothing else, going to Mr. Camilucci’s made us feel like we were part of show business. His studio was right down the street from the Brill Building, which is where all the big music publishers and record producers had their offices.


We used to go into the coffee shop across the street from Camilucci’s and fantasize that Clyde McPhatter or Ben E. King might walk in and discover us sitting there. We didn’t meet either of them, but we did strike up a friendship with a man named Phil Halikus, who was one of the small-time talent agents that hung around the Brill Building. He was a nice older man who always picked up the tab for our sandwiches and Pepsis at the coffee shop. He’d heard us singing one afternoon when he was scouting talent at Camilucci’s studio, and he took an instant liking to us. When my mother came down to pick us up, Mr. Halikus told her how talented we were.


“There’s plenty of call for a bright young trio like these girls,” he said. “You get them a name, and I’ll see if I can’t line up a bar mitzvah or two. May not be glamorous, but it pays.”


Glamorous or not, it was professional work, and we were in heaven. When we told our grandma, she was almost as happy as we were. “You’ll be just like the Andrews Sisters,” she told us. We didn’t have the heart to tell her we had other plans, so we ended up calling ourselves the Darling Sisters for the first few gigs, just to make her happy.


Don’t ask me how we came up with that name, but I hated it from the start. I thought it was dishonest. Even then I knew I was going to be somebody in this business, and I didn’t want to have a made-up name like Darling. So we dropped the Darling Sisters after about three bar mitzvahs. Then we started calling ourselves Ronnie and the Relatives, which was a name my mother came up with.


We loved getting paid to sing, even if it was just pocket money. But it was frustrating just singing “Red, Red Robin” in three-part harmony for a roomful of thirteen-year-old kids. We’d show up at these bar mitzvahs wearing our fancy party dresses, and we’d do songs like “Goodnight, Sweetheart, Goodnight” or “When Your Lover Has Gone,” anything that was big on the hit parade. The backup band would usually be a three- or four-piece combo that was hired separately, so we never even knew what musicians were going to be playing until we got there.


By the spring of 1961, we’d been doing bar mitzvahs and sock hops for almost a year, and we were starting to get frustrated. What we really wanted was to be recognized as the stars we knew we were, and that meant making records. But whenever we’d talk about our ambitions, Phil Halikus would just try to console us.


“Relax, girls,” he’d tell us. “Fame takes time. But don’t worry. I’ve got a lot of contacts in the record business. You’ll get your shot soon.” We tried to be patient, but after hearing this for six months, we were starting to have our doubts. Then he surprised us.


I was barely awake when Mr. Halikus called over to my mother’s house at seven o’clock one morning. “Can you girls skip school today?” Of course we could. “Good. Then get Nedra and Estelle and meet me down at the Wurlitzer Building on Forty-Second Street at one thirty.”


“Sure,” I answered. “What’s going on?”


“Just make sure you’re there, honey,” he said. “You’re going to meet a man named Stu Phillips. And dress nice. This could mean a record deal.”


That was all I needed to hear. I was awake, and so was everyone else in the building once I’d finished screaming. “Estelle, wake up. We got a record deal. We’re going to be stars!”


Of course, we had no idea who this Stu Phillips was until the three of us met Mr. Halikus outside the Wurlitzer Building that afternoon. “Stu Phillips is one of the biggest producers at Colpix Records,” he whispered as we walked into the lobby. “He produced the Marcels’ ‘Blue Moon,’ and that’s a number one.”


Then Mr. Halikus led us upstairs to the rehearsal studios—a whole row of tiny rooms with a couple chairs and a piano in each one. He had to peek through a few doors before he finally recognized Stu Phillips behind one of them and shoved us in.


“Hi, girls,” Stu Phillips said as the three of us crammed ourselves into the rehearsal room. And it was a tight squeeze—the room was barely large enough to hold us, let alone Mr. Halikus, Stu Phillips, and his piano player. But we weren’t in there long. The whole audition lasted no more than three minutes. Stu Phillips had us sing one song—I think it was “What’s So Sweet About Sweet Sixteen”—and before we even finished, he held his hand up and stopped us. “That sounds okay,” he said. “I’ll give you a shot.”


You’ve heard the expression “walking on air”? Well, for the next two weeks we walked on helium. We were actually going to be recording stars! Up until then, the closest we’d come to making a record was when we went over to the store across from my grandmother’s where they had a machine that made little records of your voice for a quarter. You’d wait three minutes for it to come out, and then it sounded like shit when you got it home. But this was Colpix Records, the big time.


We especially liked the idea of recording for Colpix after we found out it was a subsidiary of Columbia Pictures. I didn’t know what “subsidiary” meant, but I sure knew what Columbia Pictures meant—movies. And we were convinced that after the first few hit records, Colpix would put us right into the movies. We had a lot to learn about show business.


In June 1961, we went to our first recording session at Colpix. We stood in this gigantic studio that was built to hold an entire orchestra, which made us feel pretty tiny. The first thing we did was learn the songs. None of us could read music, so Stu Phillips would take us into his office and play a demo of the song he wanted us to do. He’d usually ask us whether we liked it or not, but that was mainly a formality. We didn’t have a lot of say about what material we did. We were just three more rock and roll singers, and kids at that. And in those days that didn’t earn you much respect.


We recorded four tracks at that first session: “I Want a Boy” and “What’s So Sweet About Sweet Sixteen”—the two sides of our first single—and “I’m Gonna Quit While I’m Ahead” and “My Guiding Angel,” the two songs that eventually came out as our second single.


I was only seventeen years old, but I tried to handle myself as professionally as I could once we got in the studio. I made sure to write all the lyrics out by hand on little sheets of paper, which I arranged in a neat stack and placed on a music stand. Estelle and Nedra shared another mic with these two background singers, one white and one Black. They sang like they thought they were the McGuire Sisters or something, and I guess Stu Phillips thought we needed them to fill out our sound. We were just teenagers, and none of us had full, church-trained voices like so many of the other Black singers back then. All we knew was the three-part harmony we’d learned from Mr. Camilucci. We had another session in the same studio about six months later, at the beginning of 1962. That’s when we did our version of “Silhouettes,” which was already an oldie but goodie then. It had a simple three-part harmony, and we’d already done the song a hundred times at sock hops and bar mitzvahs. Great, I thought. Here’s one we can do in our sleep. Boy, was I wrong.


That was the day I found out that there’s a big difference between singing a song at a sock hop and recording it to perfection in a studio.


We worked on that one song forever. It probably wasn’t really more than two or three hours, but in those days producers would lay down three or four songs a day, so spending even three hours on one track was pretty extravagant. We just kept singing the verses over and over and over. We’d be in the middle of a chorus that we thought was perfect when all of a sudden we’d hear Stu Phillips shouting over the intercom, “Hold it, girls. Somebody in that modulation is still hitting one note and then changing to another note in the middle of the chord.”


We just looked at him, blinking. It was like he was talking in a foreign language. Then we’d start another chorus, only to have him stop us again. “That’s better,” he’d say. “But let’s do one more.”


It was always “one more.” The engineer would roll the prerecorded musical track back, and then we’d pick the song up again from somewhere in the middle. I was going crazy having to do it in little bits and pieces like that, so I finally got up the nerve to suggest that we do the song all the way through, from start to finish, which was really the only way I knew it. “Okay, this is take ten,” Stu said.


That’s when I leaned into the mic and spoke my piece. “Can we take one big one?”


“What?” Stu blasted back over the intercom. “Let’s take a whole one,” I repeated.


“No, I don’t need a whole one,” Stu patiently explained. “When you do the whole one, you lose it by the end. I’m just trying to keep you fresh for the end part.”


“Oh,” I said, more confused than ever. Then I glanced over at Nedra and Estelle, who looked as bewildered as I felt. Wow, I thought. This is work.


We recorded five more songs before we finished the sessions. Besides “Silhouettes,” we did “You Bet I Would,” “I’m on the Wagon,” “Good Girls,” “The Memory,” “He Did It,” and a thing called “Recipe for Love.” They were all songs that Stu picked out for us, but if I’d had a say in it, I don’t think I would’ve chosen most of them.


It’s not that I hated them. I just didn’t love them. And I don’t think they were right for us. I mean, what were three teenagers doing singing a song called “I’m on the Wagon”? We didn’t even know what it meant. When I sang it I thought it was a song about a kid’s little red wagon.


I did think “What’s So Sweet About Sweet Sixteen” was a great song. I remembered how sad I’d been on my sixteenth birthday because I still hadn’t made a hit record. So I could relate to that one. I also liked “You Bet I Would,” which was written by a young songwriter named Carole King, though we had no idea who she was when we recorded it.


When “I Want a Boy” came out in August of that summer, Estelle and I were so excited we bought about a dozen copies for all the aunts and uncles. I think those might’ve been the only twelve copies sold in the city of New York. The record sold zilch, and we were crushed.


We called Mr. Halikus to ask him why our record wasn’t being played on the radio, but he just told us to be patient. “For chrissake, girls, don’t give up already. A lot of groups don’t make it big until their third or fourth record.” He reminded us how important it was to keep developing our live act, which turned out to be good advice, even if he was just setting us up so he could say, “Now, I’ve got this bar mitzvah for you on Saturday.”


But we knew that our bar mitzvah days were coming to an end. They had to. We were a rock and roll group, and real rock and roll groups didn’t play bar mitzvahs every Saturday. We decided that if we wanted to be taken seriously as rock and rollers, we had to stop hanging around sock hops and start moving where the rock and roll crowd went. And in 1961 the rock and roll crowd hung out at only one place, the Peppermint Lounge.


During the height of the Twist craze, the Peppermint Lounge was the “in” place to go in New York. Celebrities used to come from all over the world and line up around the block to get in there. And this wasn’t just show business people; the Peppermint Lounge attracted everyone from painters to presidents.


Since Nedra and I were still underage, we practically needed to disguise ourselves to get past the doorman. That’s where having six aunts helped because they taught us all the tricks to using eyeliner, blusher, and lipstick. It’s funny, but as protective as they were in most ways, Mom and my aunts didn’t seem to mind grooming us to get through the doors of New York’s steamiest nightclub. I guess they knew it was for the good of our careers, and they all had a soft spot for show business anyway. So the night we were ready to go down to the Peppermint Lounge for the first time, Mom and her sisters helped doll us up until they were sure we could pass for at least twenty-three. My mother even gave us Kleenex to stuff in our bras before we squeezed ourselves into three matching yellow dresses with taffeta and ruffles coming down the front. Then we teased our hairdos until they were stacked up to the ceiling. We were going to the Peppermint Lounge to be seen, and there was no way you were going to miss us in these outfits.


We took the subway down to the Peppermint Lounge, which was at Forty-Fifth between Sixth Avenue and Broadway, and got on line in front of the place. Every so often the doorman would walk out of the club to see if any celebrities were waiting, and when he saw us standing there with our wild hair and matching yellow outfits, he figured we must be somebody important. So he walked back into the club and brought out the manager, an older guy who carried an unlit cigar in his hand. As soon as he saw us, he said, “What are you doing out here on line? You’re already late.”


We were still standing there staring when he turned and walked back into the club. It didn’t take us long to figure out that he’d hired a girl group to dance at the club, but they obviously hadn’t shown up, so he assumed we were them. And we sure didn’t correct him.


We were smart enough to know that when someone opens a door for you, you walk through it. I took a deep breath and turned to Nedra and Estelle. “Okay,” I sighed. “Let’s go.”


Joey Dee and the Starliters had already started playing when we walked in, and the club was packed solid as we worked our way to the stage. The Peppermint Lounge was set up so you had to squeeze past a long, narrow bar where people stood three or four deep. On the other side of them were little tables packed so close you could barely get through. But with our chaperone leading the way, we inched through the crowd until we made it to the foot of the stage.


“Okay,” the club manager said. “You’re dancers, so dance.”


We probably should have been scared out of our minds, but we weren’t. All this guy expected us to do was climb up onstage and dance, and we knew we could handle that. So we hopped up there. And the minute we hit that stage, we knew we were going to be okay. Every eye in the place was on us. They noticed our looks right away, just like I knew they would. With everyone staring at me, it didn’t take much effort to get charged up and dancing. Joey Dee and the Starliters played straight through without missing a beat. I think they could tell we weren’t professional dancers, but they just laughed and kept right on playing.


Then one of the Starliters, a guy named David Brigati, moved up to the mic and started singing Ray Charles’s “What’d I Say.” We did a version of that one in our act, too, and it always went over great at sock hops and parties. So as soon as I heard it, I danced right over to David and started shaking everything I had. After the crowd began cheering me on, he handed me the microphone, almost as a prank. But holding a mic was no joke to me. I grabbed it from his hands and tore through a version of “What’d I Say” that brought the house down. At the end of the song, the Starliters applauded us right along with the audience.


We were sitting at a table during the break when the club manager walked over, still holding his cold cigar, and offered us a job on the spot. By this time he knew we weren’t the dancers he’d hired, but with crowd response like we got, who cared? We would come in every night, do a couple of numbers with the Starliters, and then work the rails the rest of the night, which meant dancing above the crowd on these narrow ledges that circled the dance floor. The pay was ten dollars per girl per night, which sounded like a fortune. And that’s how we got our start at the Peppermint Lounge. We’d go down every night and Twist on these rails until 2:00 a.m. Sometimes we’d Twist so hard our Kleenex would shift, and we’d have to run into the bathroom to restuff it. It was so much fun to look out at the crowd and try to pick out stars like Robert Mitchum or Elizabeth Taylor. I couldn’t believe I was performing for the same people who entertained me on The Late Show.


At least once a night we’d get to do a number onstage with Joey Dee and the guys, which was my favorite time of all. I’d basically do the same moves I’d rehearsed so often around my living room couch—except that now the people were for real. It was so much fun, and not at all like working. We’d finish at two or three in the morning, and then we’d take a cab home.


I was still a senior in high school, so I had to get up bright and early for classes every morning. But I was usually so excited after I got home from the club that I couldn’t even think of sleep, so some nights I’d take a couple of Sominex to help me relax. I was always on the go in those days. I remember some of the people in the neighborhood started calling me Sputnik because I never stopped orbiting.


After we started dancing at the Peppermint Lounge, we decided it was time to change our name again. With all the exposure we were getting, we knew it was just a matter of time before people in New York started talking about us. And when they did, we didn’t want them talking about a group called Ronnie and the Relatives. It just didn’t have that magic. My aunts and uncles were tossing names around one night when my mother pointed out that the Bobbettes and the Marvelettes had both had hits recently.


“There seem to be a whole lot of ’ettes going around,” Mom said. “Why don’t we call them the Rondettes?”


Everyone in the room suddenly sat up. “Yeah,” said Nedra’s mother, my aunt Susu, “that’s a good one. It’s got a little piece of all three girls’ names in it.” We dropped the d and shortened it to Ronettes soon after that—no one seems to remember why—and that was the name that stuck.


Right after we got hired at the Peppermint Lounge, Columbia Pictures came down there to make Hey, Let’s Twist, a teenage dance movie that starred Joey Dee and the Starliters. We were thrilled, of course, because we thought this would be our break, too. The Starliters loved us so much that Joey Dee and David Brigati wanted the three of us to play their girlfriends in the movie. We even went down to the set to meet the casting director, but he took one look at our complexions and walked away.


“We can’t use them,” he told Joey Dee. “They’re too light to play Black girls and too dark to play white girls. The audience wouldn’t know if they were supposed to be white or Black.”


We were heartbroken, of course. Losing our chance at movie stardom was devastating—especially after the flop of our first record—and we sank pretty low for a few weeks. We still went down to watch the filming, but it killed us to see the white actresses they’d hired to play the Starliters’ girlfriends. The closest we got to being in the movie was when we played dancers in a crowd scene. And that’s where we stayed—in the crowd.


Nedra, Estelle, and I finally went to see the movie the day it opened, but it wasn’t much fun. While all the other kids in the theater laughed and ate popcorn, the three of us just sat in the last row of the balcony and got depressed. We were probably the only girls in New York who cried all the way through Hey, Let’s Twist.
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A Little More Mascara


Our disappointment didn’t last long. By the beginning of 1962, we flew down to Miami to open up the Florida branch of the Peppermint Lounge. Joey and the guys knew how crushed we were after losing out on the movie parts, so they offered to let us do the Florida shows with them as a sort of consolation.


It was nice to get away from the New York winter for a few weeks, but I think our mothers enjoyed the vacation even more than we did. I was only eighteen, and Nedra was even younger, so Mom and Aunt Susu had it written into our contracts that they would come along as chaperones.


That was during the days of the civil rights struggles in the South, which was something we never even thought about, coming from up north. But we got a living history lesson one afternoon at a Nedick’s hot dog stand. Nedra and I were walking along the beach with our mothers when we decided to stop for a snack. Mom and Aunt Susu were lagging about a block and a half behind, like parents sometimes do, so we went on ahead into the Nedick’s and ordered four hot dogs and four orange drinks.


The food was already waiting when our mothers walked in the door. Nedra and I were about to take our first bite when the guy behind the counter looked up at our moms and said the words that made us lose our appetites.


“Sorry, no colored allowed.”


We set our hot dogs down on the counter. “What do you mean?” Nedra asked. “You served us.”


“Yeah . . .,” he said, squinting his eyes at us. He must’ve thought we were just suntanned when he waited on us. But we didn’t care what the reason was; we were going to set him straight.


“Well,” I snapped, “those ladies you just refused to serve happen to be our mothers!”


“Oh?” the guy said, taking our hot dogs back. “I guess that means you can’t eat here, either.”
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