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For all of the people out there

who love music

and the geniuses who create it








I knew a kid

who wanted it all:

the star treatment,

with the women,

the fame,

the fortune,

and all of the perks.



Then when he actually got it,

the indulgences,

they drove him crazy.



So now he just wants

to be normal again

and eat buttered popcorn.



—Omar Tyree,

“Be Careful What You Wish For”
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SayNo!









>VERSE 28




. . . that's when he started talking crazy . . .


“This is it, buddy, the Maryland Adult Well House.”

I stopped daydreaming about the past and looked out of my cab window at a mental hospital of red brick and gray cement that was out in the middle of nowhere within the state of Maryland. There was nothing but factory buildings, trucks, and woods out there.

I pulled out a fifty-dollar bill to pay my taxi fare.

“That'll be thirty-five dollars.”

I gave my driver the fifty and told him to keep the change.

His eyes lit up when the cash hit his hands. “Hey, thanks! You need a receipt?”

I thought about it and decided that I didn't. My visit was not about business anymore. It was personal. That's why I didn't order a limo. That would have been too high profile. I didn't want to make any news or score points in the media, I just wanted to see my boy.

I told the taxi driver, “Nah, you can keep the receipt, too.”

He asked, “Well, ah, will you be needing a ride back out of here?”

He looked over my tailored style of dress and was probably sizing up my income.

“What business are you in?” he asked me.

I smiled at him. Big money makes people go out of their way for you nearly every time. I had gotten used to that.

I said, “The music business.”

He nodded. “Oh, yeah? It's pretty good money there, isn't it?”

I answered, “Sometimes it is. But I have no idea how long I'm going to be here,” I told him.

He pulled out a taxi receipt card and wrote his name and cell phone number on the back. “My name is John Beers. You can call me when you're ready, and I'll come back to get you. Hell, I'll even take a lunch break right now to make sure I'm available.”

His name was John, how ironic. I took his card and nodded back to him.

“I'll call you when I'm done.”

“Okay, well, good luck with everything. And I hope everything works out all right.”

I said, “Yeah, me too.”

He asked, “Is this a friend, or a family member?”

I stopped and thought about it. “I guess you would have to say both. ”

He nodded again. “Well, if you need to talk about it on the way out, I'll listen.”

I chuckled and said, “Thanks.”

When the taxi drove off, I turned to face the tall gates that surrounded the mental hospital grounds. I took a deep breath. The Maryland Adult Well House was huge! It looked more like an institution to me, a big, clean-looking jail. I guess the name was meant to trick you into believing that it would be a warm and cozy place.

 Well, here we go, I told myself.

I walked inside the hospital and took off my wool coat. I was immediately run through a security station.

“Take out your keys, coins, pens, cell phones, guns, knives, and any other foreign objects,” the head security guard said to me. I assumed that he was joking about the “guns, knives, and any other foreign objects.” The other guards laughed at his humor, but I just did what I was told. I was too tense to laugh or even smile at them. The situation wasn't funny to me.

After I walked through the metal detector, I was asked to show some identification. Then they collected my things and put them inside a numbered box. They gave me a palm-sized plastic chip with my box number on it and told me that I would have my things returned to me when I was ready to leave.

“Mr. Darin Harmon, thank you very much for making our job easier,” the head security guard said to me.

Next they sent me over to the sign-in tables. An older woman there asked me what patient I was there to see.

I answered, “John Williams.”

She said, “Oh, today is his birthday.”

I was finally able to smile a little. I said, “Yeah, the big two-seven.”

She logged John's name in the book and asked me for mine.

“Darin Harmon.”

One of the security guards looked over at me. He was a young black man around my age. I guess he had heard of me.

The woman logged my name next to John's and wrote in the time.

After that, the young security guard smiled and nodded in my direction. He said, “John's on the North Wing. I'll take him over.”

The woman at the sign-in table double-checked my name and nodded to me with her own smile. I was taking everything in like it was slow motion. I had never been to a mental hospital before.

“Have a good visit,” the woman told me.

I walked over to the security guard, who led me down a long, light blue painted hallway toward an elevator. I counted every blotch and blemish in the shiny black floor as we walked. I had no idea what to expect in that place, and my mind wouldn't let me rest from the anxiety that I felt.

The security guard said, “It's fucked up what happened to John, man. I love that boy's music! You can just tell that he sings from the heart, that oldschool shit. But it just seems like a lot of good musicians are crazy in some way.

“What do you think?” he asked me. “You been around a lot of musicians, right?”

He did know who I was.

Instead of answering his question, I asked him, “What about athletes? Some of these young athletes are out there too.” I could have been a professional athlete, I thought to myself.

The guy smiled it off. He said, “Yeah, some of them athletes are crazy. But not like musicians. We get more patients in here hearing shit in their heads than anything else, man. Some of these patients in here walk around all day long talking about, ‘You hear that?! You hear that?!’

“Hear what? You know what I'm saying?” he asked me. “And then you get them types that's always seeing visions and shit. Talking about, ‘I saw it last night. It floated up to me like an angel sent from God.’”

I began to smile. This guy was obviously making light of the situation in there.

He said, “Don't get me wrong, man, I'm not making fun of your boy, I'm just saying that musicians are out there. I mean, they make great music and all, but then they go crazy with them drugs and shit. And it's just sad, man. So I'm glad that I'm only a fan.”

I admit, I didn't have much to say in defense of John, or of the many musicians I knew of. I had my own thoughts to deal with at the moment. I wasn't up for a debate.

We made it up to the fifth floor of the hospital on the elevator.

“Well, good luck with your boy John, man,” the security guard told me.

I said, “Thanks,” and walked out.

As soon as I walked out of the elevator and into the waiting room, I heard screams and shouts coming from inside the security-glass windows.

“ NO-O-O! No I didn't have it! No I DIDN'T !”

“Calm down, and take a seat,” a nurse was telling one of the patients, who was getting out of hand. “I know you didn't have it.”

That didn't set my nerves at ease in that place at all

! I waited there to be introduced to John's doctor. A black man who looked more like a college professor, tall, poised, and stately, walked out. He was real calm, too. Maybe mental doctors were best that way, because their patients were not calm. Not in the least ! I was getting nervous just looking at some of the patients there. Fresh images from the movie 12 Monkeys came to mind, along with images from every other mental hospital movie I had seen. I never imagined that I would ever have to visit one of them.

The doctor shook my hand and said, “Hello, Mr. Harmon. I'm Dr. Harold Benjamin, and I handle the case of your friend John Williams during his stay here.”

I nodded to him and asked, “How's he doing?” I can't lie about it. I felt much more comfortable talking about John's mental state with a black doctor as opposed to a white one. Call me prejudiced, but it seemed as if many white men considered us to be a little bit crazy anyway, as if they were all sane. There were plenty of white men in that hospital. I didn't lose sight of that.

Dr. Benjamin took a breath and said, “John suffers from what's known as a bipolar disorder, or better known as manic-depression, where he fluctuates from extreme high states of energy and optimism to extreme low forms of inactive depression, and all in a rather short amount of time.”

I nodded. I knew exactly what the doctor was talking about. I said, “And he makes it seem like the low stuff is more important. Or at least it seems to occupy more of his time.”

The doctor nodded back to me. “Exactly. So, on this first visit I would advise you to just listen to him and hear what he has to say. And as I continue to monitor John's progress, I'll let you know what more you can do to help. But right now is not the time to go in there and offer him the world. Just remain a passive listener. Your presence alone, and a listening ear, will do wonders for him.”

I said, “Yeah, because if you try to preach to him or criticize him, he'll just get mad at you.”

Dr. Benjamin said, “Exactly.” Then he smiled and added, “And remember to tell him happy birthday.”

I said, “Oh, of course.”

The doctor led me to a small private room with a large unbreakable window on the door. My lifelong boy, John “Loverboy” Williams, was waiting for me there with a big grin on his face.

When we walked in, Dr. Benjamin asked him, “John, you recognize this gentleman?”

John squinted his eyes as he looked me over.

He said, “Nah, who dat, doc? I don't know him.”

Dr. Benjamin laughed and said, “Well, I guess you two need to get reacquainted then.”

I finally cracked a smile, recognizing John's humorous touch. That boy knew who I was! I went to take a seat in the comfortable chair that was set for me and waited for whatever.

John looked at me as if I had pissed him off already. He said, “Come give me a damn hug, man! What's wrong with you?!”

I stood back up and walked over to hug him before I sat back down. I mean, I wasn't scared of him or anything. John couldn't hurt me. I was just apprehensive about everything ! What would we say? How would we start? How would it go? I was just filled with questions.

As soon as the doctor left the room, I felt boxed in. I had been warning John for years that he needed to reevaluate the things that he did in his life. What more did I have to say? So I planned to do just what the doctor had told me. Listen.

I said, “Happy birthday, man,” to get it out of the way up front. I didn't want to have him think that I had forgotten about it. They were all sure reminding me of that in there. As if I didn't know my boy's birthday. Or maybe John had told them to do that to cover his own bases. I had come to see him that day on purpose, because it was his birthday.

John smiled from across a small table and said, “Yeah, it's February eighth, two thousand and one, ain't it? I'm twenty-seven. But it seem like I'm fifty, man.”

He was wearing a loose beige shirt-and-pants outfit and he needed a haircut and a shave. His hair was not that long, it just wasn't as short and groomed as he had kept it during the prime of his career. His eyes, however, were clear and steady, the best shape that I had seen them in in years. His skin looked great too, a strong bronzed brown, like he had been out in the sun eating healthy tropical fruits.

He said, “So, what up, man? How's your wife and kids? I see you looking all spiffy with the suit and tie on. I guess you're an all-the-way producer now. You got the limo w aiting for you out front?”

He was full of energy. I shook my head and told him that I had no limo.

“I didn't need all of that. I just wanted to see you, man.”

“Well, what's the suit and tie for then? You didn't need that to see me either. You could have worn jeans and a T-shirt.”

I said, “I don't wear jeans and T-shirts like that.”

He broke up laughing and said, “Aw, you big-time for real on me now. It's all about the imagery, right, D? The star representation imagery. Yeah, so how's the family, man? What's up?”

John had never been so boisterous in his life.

I remained calm and answered, “We're all fine, we're just thinking about you.”

“Thinking about me as far as what?”

I said, “Just hoping to see you and tell you that we love you, man.”

I wanted to be real careful with my choice of words.

John nodded, at ease with my response. “I'm doing good, man. I just made a stupid mistake, that's all.”

He was referring to the assault and the dropped attempted-murder charges that he had been sentenced for. But since money can buy the best lawyers, and celebrity status tended to sway the American courtrooms, his lawyers worked out a deal for John to spend an undetermined time in a mental hospital for his manic-depressive behavior, followed by a year of drug probation and three hundred hours of community service. However, truth be told, if my boy wasn't the John “Loverboy” Williams, he more than likely would have landed himself in jail.

I just listened to him like the doctor told me to without passing judgment.

John said, “I'm just saying, man. I mean, what you was telling me years ago, to just say no to all of that star shit. I mean, that shit may sound easy, man, but . . . it ain't that simple, man,” he stressed to me.

He said, “I wish it was that simple. God, how I wish it was! Like, a girl come up to my room with no panties or bra on, looking good and shit, and be ready to do whatever I want with her, and I just say, ‘Nah, I don't want no pussy. Not tonight.’

“I mean, yeah, I was able to do that sometimes, man, but not after every fuckin' show ! What if I wanted some real bad that night, man? What was I supposed to do, jerk myself off, while I got thousands of girls waiting outside for me?

“Man, go 'head with that! You was even into it when we first started touring,” he said to me.

He smiled and added, “You still remember how you met your wife, right? Don't you go catching no amnesia on me, D. I mean, I know that was painful for all of us, man, but that's a part of your history with your wife. Don't erase a chapter. Tell the damn truth!”

I smiled back at him and shook my head as I loosened up a bit. No way in the world could I forget how I met my wife or the hurt that John had caused us.

I told him, “I didn't forget.”

“Yeah, I know you didn't. It wasn't that long ago. You only twenty-six until-your birthday comes up on April twenty-eighth,” he reminded me. I figured that he did tell the hospital to remind me of his birthday, after he quoted mine. He was showing me that his memory and our friendship were both still tight.

He laughed and said, “You gotta be like forty -something before you start catching amnesia, especially since you don't smoke weed no more. And then when your kids are teenagers, you gon' start lying to them, saying that you met their mother in the church choir.”

I couldn't help myself. I started laughing.

John said, “But she changed you, man. She changed you. Then you went back to church on me. And I'm saying, man, I just wish that I could. But like I said before, that crazy stuff be calling me. All of it: the weed, the girls, the limos, the Jacuzzis, all that shit, D. You was there. You was just stronger than me, man. You was always stronger than me.”

After he said that, he began to slow down and go silent on me. I didn't know exactly what that meant, but I'd rather he kept talking.

I said, “You had the talent, man. They weren't screaming my name. So the temptation was never the same for me. You can't even compare the two. People don't even know who the manager is unless they read the fine print somewhere. And any manager who gets bigger than the talent he represents will end up being an ineffective manager.”

I added, “ You're the Loverboy, not me.”

John started to smile again.

He said, “You ever think about just getting together a bunch of girls and weed, just for old times' sake, man, and just having a big party?”

Instinctively I said, “Man, that's crazy ! I'm a happily married man now.” It was too late to catch myself. I didn't want John to blow up at me, but how could I talk to him for any length of time when his mind would ramble onto craziness so often and so easily?

He nodded and said, “See, that's just what I'm talking about. It's like a drug for me, man, all of it, and I gotta have it. I gotta have it!”

He said, “Remember when I started fucking around with hookers? I was just paranoid of so many girls trying to set me up and ruin my career, man. Then their boyfriends and shit were after me. That's how our boy got shot and killed out in L.A., man.”

I nodded to him disgustedly, but it was all true.

He said, “Well, I had to stop dealing with them hookers, man, because they were so out of touch with the world that they didn't even know who the hell I was. I was used to girls screaming my name and shit when I did them. ‘ Loverboy! I love you! I LOVE YOU! LOVERBOY! ’

“But them damn hookers, man, they wasn't even saying shit.”

I broke up laughing again. John was out of his mind, but he had always told the truth, and it seemed that the fame game had hooked him forever. I didn't even know if there was a cure for that.

He said, “And the weed, man. I mean, to be honest with you, D, I wish that I had never started that shit, man. Because once you really start smoking it like I was, it's like you damned if you do and you damned if you don't.

“I just needed it to feel normal after a while. Imagine that, man,” he told me. “You gotta smoke fuckin' weed to feel normal. And then the money? Man, you know I never sweated no money. It seemed like the money just got me in trouble with people, man. I mean, you know how them rappers talk about wanting the money and not the fame. Man, fuck that! I think I want more of the fame and not the money. At least I'm famous for being me. But when you famous just for having money, they don't respect you, admire you, want to be you or nothing. They just want a damn payday. And that shit is the worse. ”

I sat there and listened to everything John was saying, but I still couldn't feel the pressure of walking in his shoes. It's one thing to walk beside a superstar, but it's entirely different to be the superstar. In a nutshell, that's what my boy was telling me. I would never be able to understand it. Not really. I could only imagine it.

He said, “Man, I even thought about turning that shit into a song, D. Check this out: ‘Just say no-o-o, no-o-o, no-o-oh . . . no-o-o, no-o-o, no-o-oh. Just say no-o-o, no-o-o, no-o-oh . . . no-o-o, no-o-o, no-o-oh.’ ”

He stopped and asked me, “You think the people would like that, man? I don't have no lyrics yet, that's just the hook. But what do you think? You think the people would like that, or what?”

When John first started with his music, he could care less about what people thought before he had completed it. And he never called anything a hook. He called it a chorus or the title. That was just how much the music game had changed him over the years. He went from a music purist to a music popularist. He had to struggle with what would be more popular with the fans, versus what was true to his heart.

I just smiled and nodded to him. I said, “Why don't you work on the lyrics for me, and I'll tell you once you finish with the lyrics. All right?”

He nodded back to me and said, “All right. That's on, that's on !” Then he started bobbing his head to an imaginary beat and yelled, “You feel me ?! What if I die tonight?! ”

I shook my head. John was going back into his legends-must-die mold. It was his theory that living too long after your prime only made you a mortal, and to be immortal you had to die in the prime time of your life and career work. The soldier of his philosophy was the one and only musical fatalist, Tupac Shakur.

I said, “John, man, don't start that stuff again. Barry White is a legend, and he's still living. Isaac Hayes. Smokey Robinson. Gamble and Huff. Stevie Wonder . . .”

John ignored me and went on quoting more of Tupac's anthems: “‘I smoke a blunt to keep the pa-a-ain out, and if I wasn't high I'd probably try to blow my bra-a-ains out!’”

In desperation, I kicked some legendary lyrics that I knew of: “‘You got these har-r-r-rd rocks, with har-r-r-rd times, in har-r-r-rd play-ces . . . wouldn't you like to go-o-o . . . go awaaay, go AWAAAY, go awaaay!’”

John stopped cold and smiled. “Yo, who wrote that shit right there, man?” he asked me sarcastically.

I answered, “The same bad brother who wrote: ‘If we shared the moon tonight / we could talk of lessons learned / say the things we've yearned to say / and fade our pains away.’ ”

John chuckled for a minute, then he turned stone serious on me.

He said, “You think that shit is something to die for, man, some love song shit? The people don't hear that shit no more, man. So if the soul of rhythm and blues is dead, then tell me this, D . . . is love something to die for in the year two thousand and one?”

He said, “They don't feel that love shit no more. They listen to your shit for a week and a half, and then they move on to the next nigga's shit.”

John had me on the spot.

I said, “Love is something to live for, man. And if you really love something, then you would want to live to see it every day; see it grow, develop, and prosper, just like when God created the sun, the moon, the earth, and everything in it. Us even! Darin Harmon and John Williams, boys for life, through all of the stress and the strife, regardless of how other people feel about it, man.”

John just started laughing and talking loud again. He said, “A w, don't tell me D trying to get po-etic on me! What are you thinking about, writing songs, too, now? Whatchu gon' write, man, some gospel? Sanctified music?!”

I said, “I thought about writing a few things. Yeah.”

John started laughing louder. “Aw, man, you want me to write something for you? I could write something for you. You just tell me what you want.”

I said, “First, I want you to finish the lyrics to your own song. And then I could check that out the next time I come to see you.”

He said, “When?”

He had me on the spot again.

I said, “Ah . . . I guess whenever you want me to, man. I'm your boy, right?”

He said, “Tomorrow then.”

I was shocked by his decisive answer for a second, but then I smiled it off. John had always been decisive when it came to crafting his music. He just knew right off the bat what he wanted.

I nodded my head and said, “All right, then. I'll come back and see you tomorrow.”

He stood up from his seat and said, “Yeah, and I'll have that song ready for you then. Just Say No! with an exclamation point at the end, because you gotta mean that shit when you say it. ‘ NO! I don't want no drugs! NO! I don't want no pussy! NO! I don't want no money!’ All those things will just lead you to the devil anyway. Ain't that right, D? You a church boy again, now. I just ain't.”

How could I keep a straight face with this guy? I laughed hard even when I didn't want to.

I slipped up at the mouth again and asked him, “Have you talked to your mom lately?” It was his birthday.

He said, “Nah. But she knows where I am just like you do. If she wants to talk to me, she knows where to find me.” With that he sat back down again.

John's relationship with his mother had never really been a good one. She suffocated him when he listened to her, and she flat out ignored him when he didn't. I still couldn't quite understand her, but I figured that their silence with each other had gone on long enough.

I asked him, “You want me to call her up?”

John looked at me with spite in his eyes. “Call her up for what, man?”

“You know, to tell her that you're all right. That I sat down and talked to you.”

He stood up again and said, “Man, fuck that ! She knows how to dial seven numbers! Or ten! Or eleven! Whatever, man! She knows how to get in touch with me. She don't care about me anyway. She probably the one that made all this crazy shit happen to me. She probably had a voodoo doll, sticking needles in my head just 'cause I ain't stay in the church with her.

“She a hypocrite, man! That's all!” he shouted. “She a big hypocrite ! Acting like she all perfect!”

Bringing up his mother was the wrong thing to do. So I quickly changed the subject to something that I knew he would love. Music.

I asked him, “So, you really think you can have this song ready for me by tomorrow?”

He looked and studied my face for a second. “Just Say No!? Hell yeah! Tomorrow!”

I grinned and nodded to him. I said, “You know I love you, right, man? You my boy. You like a brother to me.”

I just felt that it was the perfect time to say it. It felt right.

John eased up and smiled. “I love you, too, man. Now stand up and give your boy another hug before you leave.”

I stood up and hugged him a second time.

He backed away and said, “All right then, I'll see you tomorrow.”

I didn't know that I was ready to leave yet, but John was already walking toward the door.

I shrugged it off. “All right then, I'll see you tomorrow.”

When Dr. Benjamin met back up with us, he asked John his question again.

“So, do you recognize this gentleman yet?”

John said, “Yeah! This my boy D, from back Charlotte, North Cacalack! We came up in the church together. Christ Universal on the east side. And D is a big-time producer now. He got a wife and kids, a big house, and everything !”

He said, “I'm proud of him, doc. Real proud! He's even coming back to see me tomorrow. Is that all right w ith you, doc?”

Dr. Benjamin nodded and grinned. “That's good.”

John said, “Yeah, that's what I thought, too. So I'll see you tomorrow then, D. And I'll have that song ready for you.”

John broke away from us all energized, as if he were about to start writing his new song, Just Say No!, immediately. In the doctor's presence, I felt kind of embarrassed by it. I didn't know if challenging John to write a new song in his present state of mind was a good thing to do.

I looked to Dr. Benjamin and said, “I kind of asked him to write the lyrics to a new song that he brought up to me. Was that a good thing to do? Or not?”

The doctor chuckled at my hesitancy.

He said, “Has John ever had problems writing music before?”

I answered, “Never. But the music itself was never a problem for him. It was all of the stuff that went on surrounding the music that drove him . . .” I stopped myself and said, “You know. . .”

“Crazy?” Dr. Benjamin filled in for me.

I smiled and had to look away, ashamed of myself. John was my boy ! How could I think about him and talk about him like that?

Dr. Benjamin said, “You can say it. We're all cracked up in our own little ways. But most of us find ways to hold all of the pieces together, and that's what we're going to attempt to do with John. So a challenge of music will be good for him.”

He said, “But what do you think overall about your first visit with him?”

I said, “Well, you know, he seems a little loud, but he knows what he's saying and everything. I mean, I understand him.”

The doctor looked at me funny. “How did you think he would be?”

I was at a loss for words. I said, “I got no idea, doc. I mean, I've never been in . . . you know, a place like this before.”

Dr. Benjamin started to laugh and tossed a reassuring arm around my shoulder. “John's in good hands here, Darin. He's not ready to jump out of any windows or anything. He's doing fine.”

I said, “Well, I guess since he's not around all of the hype and the temptations out there on the street, that he's actually better off to be in here for a while. I mean, that's what I thought about it when they first sent him here.”

The doctor nodded. He said, “We all need a moment of sanctuary every once in a while, don't we?”

“Yeah.”

He said, “Okay. So, I guess I'll be seeing you tomorrow,” and shook my hand as he walked me back to the elevator.

On my way, I asked him, “Hey, doc, does this manic depression run in the family or anything?”

He nodded and said, “Yes it does. There have been many hereditary studies done on depression. Why, is his father or mother manic?”

I said, “I don't know about his father, but definitely his mother. I think somebody needs to check her out too.” I was serious!

Dr. Benjamin was willing to talk to me in detail about it, but I was anxious to get out of there and prepare myself to come back the next day. He noticed my rush and let me go.

He said, “I'll see you tomorrow.”

I got on the elevator and thought, I don't even have a change of clothes with me. But it wasn't as if I couldn't go out and buy some. A pair of blue jeans and a T-shirt, just for John.

As soon as I made it off the elevator on the main floor, the young security guard was there to walk me back to the entrance.

He asked me, “So what happened up there?”

I tried to pull his leg. I said, “John got upset with me and slammed a chair into the window. After that they had to tie him down and restrain him.”

The security guard just smiled at me.

He said, “Man, he ain't that damn crazy. I've been around him since he's been here. He just needs some mental rest, man, that's all. He just needs to rest his mind a minute.”

I nodded. That was a good way of looking at it. John needed to rest his mind a bit. I just didn't know if him trying to rest his mind inside a mental hospital where there were many others who were not resting theirs was the right place for him to do it.

I made it back outside after retrieving my things from security. I immediately called my wife on my cell phone to tell her that I'd be staying in Maryland for at least another day with John.

“Well, how is he doing?” she asked me.

I paused and thought about it. “He's fine for now, but how about I tell you more after I see him tomorrow? And I'll just use today's visit as a breaking-the-ice meeting or something, I don't know.”

I needed to see, hear, and feel more from John before I could come to any conclusions on anything. At the back of my mind, I really wanted to see if he could still write any good songs, too. I couldn't help it. I was curious about that.

My wife agreed to talk about it later, and I told her that I'd call her again later on to talk to our children. Then I called up my friendly taxi driver, John Beers. I thought that maybe he could drive me to a nice hotel. Then again, maybe I needed to stay at a not -so-nice hotel so that I could remember where John and I had started from. It had been a long road for us. Real long!






>VERSE 1




I remember when / he was just a momma's boy . . .


Churches were everywhere down south, and in Charlotte, North Carolina, the church was still the cornerstone of the community. I thought the whole world went to church every Sunday just like my family did. That was where I first laid eyes on John Williams, at Christ Universal Baptist, long before he became Loverboy. I say “laid eyes on” because I used to watch John in church before I even met him. He was a quiet and calm, well-mannered kid with a mother who was all over him. I mean, she would brush his hair, lotion his face, wipe crust out of his eyes with her fingers, fix his shirt and tie, retie his shoes. Everything, and right there in church in front of everybody. I had two older brothers and one younger sister, and my brothers taught me that letting your mom do too much for you was a bad thing. So it became a fight for my mother to even touch me, let alone do it in church in front of hundreds of people. And there was John, who didn't have any brothers or sisters, with a mother who practically re-dressed him right there in the pews every Sunday.

I was really disturbed by this boy's situation. Every single Sunday, I felt an urge to walk over to him and lay down the law of boyhood. “Man, don't let your mom baby you in church like that. You fix your own face and hair and clothes.” But his mom guarded over him like a cop or something. She barely let him out of her sight. I always thought that she looked too old to be his mother. Call me mean if you want, but she looked more like his grandmother to me.

I couldn't concentrate on anything else in church while John's mother continued to baby him. John and I were not even in grade school at the time, but my brothers were, and they had taught me plenty about standing my ground against Mom. Against Dad? Well, we weren't that crazy. Not yetanyway. I even used to wonder where John's dad was. Maybe his dad could have saved him.

I finally got a chance to get close to John when we were both pushed into the children's choir at age six. John had already been taking piano lessons and whatnot, but I wanted no part of that choir, so I would act up in rehearsal.

“Darin Harmon, I will tell your mother on you, young man! Do you hear me?!” Sister Dennis, the choir director, would shout at nearly every rehearsal at me.

I mumbled, “Tell her. I don't want to be in no choir anyway.” I always made sure to do my back talk somewhere near John, so that he could see a good example of how to be defiant. It never worked, though. That boy would smile and go right back to doing what he was told. That only made me more persistent in acting up, until I was finally kicked out of the choir. That's when John's mother forbade him to play with me. I had no proof of that at the time, but it sure seemed like it. Half of the time, he wouldn't even look in my direction in church. Once that happened, I considered the boy a lost cause. I began to ignore him too. He wasn't my type of kid anyway. So I moved on and started playing sports, and John continued to be a choir-singing, piano-playing momma's boy.

Years later, we ended up in the same class in elementary school, and the game was on again. I was pressed to turn John Williams into a rebel. Every day there was a new kid picking on him about his neat clothes, his hair, his quietness. Everything! They were all jealous of how peaceful John seemed. Every once in a while he got frustrated about it, but he never would strike back at anyone. So I had to bail him out of trouble nearly every day. You would think that I was his bodyguard or something.

One day while we were out in the school yard, I just asked him, “Don't you want to protect yourself, man? God!”

He said, “I don't know how to fight.”

“Put up your hands. I'll show you.”

My brothers had taught me most of my moves.

As soon as John put up his hands, I popped him straight in the mouth.

He said, “Ow,” and grabbed his lip.

That boy had no idea how to block or to avoid a punch.

I said, “You were supposed to block it, man.”

“Block it, how?”

“You smack it down with your hand.” I said, “All right. You try to hit me. I'll show you.”

John swung the weakest punch in the world, and I smacked his arm so hard that he lost his balance and nearly fell to the ground.

This girl named Mary said, “I can fight better than that. Even my little brother can.”

I said, “So what?” and went back to teaching John how to fight. Or trying to.

Mary said, “Let me fight him.”

“Girl, get away from here,” I told her. “This is boy stuff.”

John said, “My mother told me never to hit girls anyway.”

Mary said, “What if they hit you first?”

Come to think about it, Mary was a tomboy back then. Big-time!

“I'll just walk away,” John answered her.

I frowned at him and said, “Man, you walk away too much already. You need to learn how to stand up and fight.”

Mary sucked her teeth and said, “That boy can't beat a fly. Look at how skinny he is.”

I said, “Aw, girl, everybody don't eat chicken and biscuits every night like you do.”

Me and John started laughing, and instead of Mary going after me, she went right after him with a flurry of slaps and punches. She was all over him before I could grab her. When I finally grabbed her off of him, she punched me straight in my eye. And that did it! I don't even remember where I hit her because I could barely see, but I swung three hard punches that connected.

The next thing I knew, Mary was wailing like a big baby and holding her face in her hands. When the teachers arrived, they pulled her hands down, and Mary's face was smeared with blood from a busted nose. I knew I was in trouble then. You didn't have to tell me a thing. I would have a whipping coming, and all because of John.

I got suspended for three days, my dad whipped my behind that night, and then my parents made me sit on my sore rear at the kitchen table and explain what happened. You would think they would ask me what happened before they whipped me. Not in my household. When you cut up, you got your whipping first, then you could explain. I didn't understand the purpose of explaining things after getting a whipping already. What was the use? But that was old-school Southern discipline for you. You were not getting away with anything. And talking wouldn't save you.

I said, “I was just teaching John how to fight, and—”

“John who?” my mother asked me.

“John Williams from church.”

My mother frowned and said, “That boy needs to learn how to handle his own business. What are you doing fighting for him? And fighting a girl at that! You want some boy to punch your sister in the nose?”

“No, but—”

“Then what happened?” my father asked me.

“She just jumped in and started talking about—”

 “‘She’ who?” my mother asked me.

“Mary. She just jumped in saying how skinny John was and—”

“That's when you hauled off and punched her in the nose?” my father said.

“No, she starting hitting him and—”

“Did he hit her first?” my mother asked me.

That was the other thing I couldn't understand. My parents would ask you to explain it to them, but then they would barely let you finish a sentence.

I said, “No, he didn't hit her. She just started—”

My father raised his voice and said, “You mean to tell me that this girl just went and hit this boy for no reason?”

I nodded my head and said, “Yeah, so I just—”

“That boy need to get out the house more anyway,” my mother said to my father.

“Mmm hmm, that boy need to go somewhere and do something, ” my father responded. “But Darin don't need to be around that boy no more, I know that. ”

He said, “So then what happened?”

“I tried to get Mary off of him and that's when she punched me in my eye.”

“And then you went and punched Mary in her nose?” my mother asked me.

“I didn't know I had punched her in her nose.”

My father raised his voice again. “You didn't know you punched her in the nose?”

“I had my eyes closed. I couldn't see.”

My father said, “Well, you see this belt right here don't you?”

I looked up again at his big brown leather belt and my heart started racing. “Yes.”

He asked, “Was it worth it?”

I was confused for a second. “Hunh?”

“Yes!” my mother yelled at me. “You answer your father with a yes or a no.”

“Yes,” I said back.

“Oh, so it was worth it? So you want some more then,” my father said to me.

“NO! I meant yes, because I didn't understand you—”

“You didn't understand what?”

“Your question?”

I don't know what was worse sometimes, the whipping or the torture of explaining why you had gotten into trouble in the first place. First they would whip your body, and then they would whip your mind. All the while, your behind still felt as if it was on fire.

My father said, “Well, you know you ain't seeing no outside until next week, right?”

I nodded and dropped my head. “Yes.”

“Boy, you look at me when I'm talking to you!”

I heard my father's belt jingle and I looked up in a hurry and said, “YES, I know!”

“You know what?”

“That I'm on punishment.”

“Good. Now go to your room and finish up your homework.”

That was the best part of getting punished. Freedom to go to your room. But then you had to do your homework while laying on your stomach. That was usually when my older brothers would laugh at me. It was all fair, though, because I laughed at them when they got theirs.

I cursed John Williams with every word I could think of that night. I told myself that I would leave that momma's boy alone for the rest of my life. I meant it, too. Or at least I thought I did.

My mom came to my room later on and told me to come with her. I stood up and wondered what else was coming to me. Hadn't I paid enough?

My mother led me to the kitchen telephone, where my father waited with the receiver in his hand.

He said, “Here he is,” and handed the phone to me.

“Hello,” I answered.

“Hi, Darin. This is Sister Williams, John's mother. He told me what happened to you two at school today, and I just wanted him to call you up so that he could apologize to you.”

I didn't even know that they had our phone number. I guess it was pretty easy to get, though. We went to the same church, lived in the same neighborhood, knew a lot of the same people, and John and I went to the same school together.

Anyway, his mother let him on the telephone.

He said, “Sorry, Darin. I didn't mean to get you in trouble.”

I nodded my head, not really wanting to say anything. “Okay.” That was about it. We didn't have much else to say to each other, so I handed the phone back to my dad.

“You wait right here,” he told me.

My mother talked to Sister Williams about John playing sports and becoming more active around the neighborhood, but I knew that he had his music lessons to go to, so his mother turned my mother's suggestions down. Then my mother dropped the bomb on me.

“Well, I don't see any reason why these two boys can't be friends,” she said.

My father and I both looked at each other. I didn't want to be friends with that boy anymore. My mother went right ahead, talking about us hanging out and doing things together, like she was a matchmaker or something.

When she hung up, my father asked, “Do you think this is a good idea?”

My mother said, “Well, this boy obviously needs somebody to be friends with.”

“Yeah, but why does it have to be with our boy?”

I didn't say it, but I was thinking, Yeah, why me ?

My mother answered, “Well, Darin has already gotten into trouble with him, so he might as well get into good things with him too. And John's not a bad boy, he just needs someone his age to be around.”

My father looked at me and said, “Yeah, well, your friend John told us that you called Mary fat. Now how come you didn't tell us that?”

My heart started racing again.

My mother laughed and said, “He didn't say that. He said he joked about her eating chicken and biscuits every night.”

“Yeah, well how come Darin didn't tell us that?”

 Because y'all didn't let me! I thought to myself in a panic while keeping one eye on my father's belt. No way did I want to be John's friend. That boy would tell everything. That's why my mother was trying to match us up. She wanted a stool pigeon around to keep me in check. I was reading her game plan.

I said, “I didn't get a chance to tell you.”

My father gave me an evil eye. He raised his finger to me and said, “Darin, don't you ever think, in your life, that you're ever gonna get away with anything. You hear me? Because even if I don't find out about it now, it's always gonna come back to haunt you later.”

• • •

When I saw John at school again, he had brought me some homemade cake to share at lunchtime. I didn't want to take it from him, but it smelled good. It tasted good too. His mother could really bake a good cake!

I asked him, “Your mother cooked this?”

He smiled and said, “Yeah.”

I got greedy and asked him if he would bring me some more the next day. I figured that if he was going to be my friend, then he would have to pay me for it. It was wrong, but I was a kid, you know. So John promised to bring me good food whenever I wanted him to until his mother got wise to what was going on.

She called my mother again and asked her if she packed enough food and goodies for me to eat at lunch at school.

“Darin!” my mother hollered at me.

“Yes.”

“Come here, boy!”

I walked up to her while she was still on the phone with Sister Williams.

“Have you been asking John to bring you extra food to school every day?”

I said, “Umm . . . well, they have homemade cake and pies and stuff.”

“Boy, you need to be ashamed of yourself!” my mother yelled at me. “I'll make sure that he won't do it again,” she told John's mother.

When I saw John at school again, I wanted to wring his neck, but I figured that he'd tell on me for that, too. So I just asked him why he told, you know, like in a regular conversation.

He said, “Well, she kept asking me if you had enough to eat at lunchtime. And, you know, I said, sometimes. But I told her that you liked her cooking. And at first she would smile about it. But then she started getting mad.”

I thought about it and laughed. It wasn't John's fault. His mother had just caught on to me.

I said, “John, do you like your mother, man?” I was ready to play a game of devil's advocate.

He said, “Yeah, I love her.”

“But don't she get on your nerves sometimes?”

He said, “Don't yours sometimes?”

I looked at him and broke up laughing again. John wasn't as dumb as I thought he was. In fact, John had been a straight-A student, and I wasn't. I guess I just thought that I could push him around because he wasn't rough-and-tumble like I was.

“Do you like that music stuff?” I asked him. By that time I had been involved in organized football, basketball, soccer, and baseball.

John nodded and said, “Yeah, sometimes.”

“But not all the time, right?”

He smiled at me. “Do you like playing sports all the time?”

I said, “Yeah,” and I meant it. I could play sports all day long, and without a care in the world.

John said, “Well, me too then.”

“You don't even know how to play sports.”

He said, “I'm talking about playing music.”

“So you could play the piano all day long?” I asked him. I didn't believe that. No way! You would probably get a cramp in your hands and in your butt from sitting down for so long.

He said, “I play more than just the piano.”

“What else do you play?”

“The trumpet, the clarinet, the drums, and I want to learn how to play the saxophone.”

I started looking at him in awe. I had no idea he could play all of those instruments. But so what? He still couldn't play any sports. And he couldn't fight. I said, “Yeah, that music stuff ain't gon' get you nowhere. You just gon' sing in the church choir all your life. You not gon' be no Michael Jackson or nothin'.”

He said, “And you're not gonna be Dr. J.”

“I don't want to be Dr. J,” I told him. “I like football more anyway. I'll be like Herschel Walker.”

“Well, he runs track.”

I said, “So? I can run track. I'm fast.”

“You're not that fast.”

“I'm faster than you.

” We went on and on like real friends, and people got the message not to mess with John Williams anymore, because he was my new schoolboy.






>VERSE 2




. . . and then they called him Loverboy . . .


By the time we made it to high school, John and I were both exceptional at what we liked to do. I was a lightning fast football player who made sure to take track as seriously as I did football, and John was practically a musical whiz kid.

We both went to Garinger High School, which wasn't exactly the best place in the world academically, athletically, or musically. Nevertheless, Garinger ended up being the perfect place for us. By our sophomore year, we were both on our way up. Fast!

On our sorry football team, I was already being primed as a tailback on offense and a standout cornerback on defense, and John was already one of the major players in the school band. Had we gone to more challenging high schools, neither one of us could have stepped into such prime positions so early. Many high school kids didn't receive their chance to shine until their junior or senior year, but we were shining sophomores. It was like it was meant to be, for both of us. And then the girls came.

It wasn't as if John and I didn't have our puppy love crushes and whatnot on certain girls before high school, but you know, high school love is the more serious stuff. I wasn't that serious about high school love, though. With me being a star athlete in two sports, I had plenty of girls to choose from. Too many choices can easily make a guy hesitant about getting too serious with just one, so I had several different girls, and when one got too serious I would move on to the next one. But John had a whole different approach to it. He would check out a lot of different girls that he was interested in, and then he would narrow down his choices to just one. Which, in my opinion, didn't make much sense, unless you were thinking about getting married soon. I guess my older brothers had trained me on that too. Never put all of your marbles in one jar.

John had a serious thing for this one girl named Carneta James. She was definitely a heartache. Carneta could keep a young guy up at night. Young and old. She had smooth, dark brown skin like mine, with big baby-doll eyes, a nice body, and she was always dressed to impress. When she spoke to people, she would hypnotize them with this slow delivery. “Hi . . . how are you doing? Are you going to the game . . . today?” She had a way of timing out her words that made you wait for her to finish her sentences. You felt as if you were special when she spoke to you, like her slow words were very important pieces of wisdom or something.

I had to give it to John, he sure did pick well. The only problem was, Carneta wasn't really interested in him. You know, John was the kind of guy who was every girl's best friend, but not their first date.

Anyway, John kept a crush on this girl Carneta even though she had boyfriends. They were never serious boyfriends, though, because she had high standards. It seemed that these guys were always doing something to mess it up. And there was my boy John, patiently waiting for his turn.

Midway through our junior year, I took it upon myself to ask Carneta what she thought about him.

She smiled and said, “What . . . John Williams? He's nice . . . I guess.”

I said, “You guess. I mean, what do you think about him? Would you talk to him?”

As soon as I asked her that, I wanted to take it back. It just sounded too forward.

She said, “Would I talk to him . . . God . . . no. I don't think so. Unt unh.”

Then I got desperate because I knew I had screwed things up for him.

“Why not? He's a nice guy. He looks nice. He dresses nice. Everybody knows him from the band and everything. I mean, don't you like music? John can play all kinds of music for you.”

She just laughed at me and started shaking her head.

“Umm . . . you know, he's nice and all . . . but he's kind of skinny.”

I got mad and said, “Is that all you think about, is muscles and stuff? It's other stuff that's important for a guy.”

She started laughing more and couldn't even talk.

I said, “Well, all right then,” and walked away from her.

I felt guilty for the rest of that day. I had put John on the spot with Carneta without him even knowing about it. I even went out of my way to walk him home after school to see how he was feeling about things. If the word got back around to him that I asked her about him, and that she had turned him down, I wanted to be right there to apologize. I mean, Carneta was the only girl that he wanted, and I really felt bad about that. I felt like I should have just kept my mouth closed and let John continue to dream about her.

“What's up, John?” I asked him after school. “How you feeling today, man?”

He said, “I'm all right. Why?”

“Oh, no reason. I'm just, you know, asking.”

He said, “I guess track season is coming up soon, right?”

I smiled. “Yeah. I'll be faster this year. It's time to kick dust and take names, boy.”

John just nodded. He didn't have much to say that day. I started feeling as if someone had told him that I talked to Carneta already, and he was just holding back on me.

I asked, “So what's up with Carneta, man? You still like her?”

My heart was racing like I was at the start blocks at a track meet. I just didn't want to be responsible for messing things up with my boy. But it was too late for that. It was only a matter of time before he knew what I did. I was even thinking about telling Carneta not to say anything, but it was too late for that too. I should have told her that immediately instead of walking away from her.

John looked me in my eyes and said, “Yeah, man. She's great.”

I was thinking, Man, this boy's in love with her.

I said, “You don't know how great she is. You barely talk to her.”

“Yeah, but when I do, I can just feel it. She's great, man.”

I said, “Aw, man, she makes everybody feel that way. That's just how she talks.”

“What, you talked to her?”

I said, “She's in some of my classes.”

John panicked and said, “You didn't tell her that I like her, did you?”

I was stuck. Then I just decided to stop all of the mousing around.

I said, “You haven't told her yourself? You need to.”

He said, “I want to work my way up to it. You just don't come out and go after girls like her. You have to ease your way into it. That's why she stopped going with other guys. They didn't have any finesse. But I understand where she's coming from, man. She's a winner. That's all. You just have to prepare for her.”

John even had philosophies about this girl.

I shook my head and said, “You giving her way too much credit, man.”

He said, “You don't think she deserves it?”

“I'm just saying, man, a girl is a girl. She gon' like what she likes.”

John looked at me and said, “Why, you know what she likes?”

I lied and said, “No, but I don't think it's as complicated as you make it.”

Carneta had only talked to athletes from what I knew.

“What do you think, she only likes athletes?” John asked me.

I froze. He was reading my mind.

I said, “Well, what if she does?”

“She don't. She just thinks that she does.”

I couldn't help it at that point. I started laughing. John had been shot by Cupid's arrow for real.

I said, “And what makes you so sure about that?”

“I can just tell, man. She's confused right now. Most girls are.”

I said, “Oh, so now you're an expert on girls. You ain't even had none yet, but now you're an expert.”

I had gotten some already. I knew too many girls not to find one or two who were ready and willing.

John said, “What does that have to do with anything? I just don't want to take advantage of someone that I may not feel for. If I'm going to do anything with a girl, then I want it to be all the way. Not like some people I know.”

He was trying to make me feel guilty about doing girls for the heck of it. What can I say? I was an early starter. And girls liked jocks.

I said. “All right, man. Do what makes you feel good,” and I left him alone about it.






On the next day of school, Carneta had a short girlfriend named Denene who walked up to me with some news to tell.

She said, “You were trying to hook your friend John up with my girl Carneta yesterday?” She was smiling as if something was funny.

I lied and said, “No,” just to spite her.

“You wasn't?”

“No. I don't know what she talking about. I was just asking her questions.”

Denene said, “Well, you know who she likes, right?”

I said, “Is it John?”

“No.”

“Well, I don't care then.”

I wasn't pressed for playing guessing games with Carneta and her friends.

Denene said, “Well, she told me to tell you anyway.”

“Tell me what?”

“That she likes number twenty-five on the varsity football team.”

Number twenty-five on varsity football was me ! I was shocked!

I said, “Yeah, right. She don't like guys for that long anyway.” I was trying to blow it off. I used John's explanation and said, “She's just confused, that's all. She don't know what she want.”

Denene said, “Well, all I know is that she's been liking you for a while now.”

I said, “She had boyfriends all this time. How she gon' like me ?”

“She was just trying to make you jealous. That's why she never went with any of them for long.”

I couldn't believe it! That girl was crazy. She had to be!

I said, “Nah, go 'head. You lyin', girl. You lyin'.”

“No I'm not either. You can go ask her for yourself.”

I had no idea what to do. I thought about just ignoring it. But I was curious. I had to at least be curious. It's only human.

I caught up with Carneta again and got nervous. I wasn't nervous with her before, but all of a sudden I was.

I said, “What's up?” to see what she had to say to me.

She said, “You tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Well . . . I don't know. What do you w ant to tell me?”

I shook my head and smiled. I said, “You don't know what you want. You're confused.”

She said, “No . . . I'm not confused.”

I said, “Well, what do you want from me then?” My heart was beating as fast as I don't know what. Half of me was flattered that she liked me, but the other half was mad that she didn't like my boy John.

Carneta said, “Tell me what . . . you want.”

Right there she had me. I was hypnotized.

I said, “Umm . . . what about my boy John?”

“What about him?”

“Umm . . . I don't know, man. This just don' t feel right. That's my boy.” She said, “Well, would you rather take . . . him to the movies . . . and share ice cream with him ?”

This girl had me in for it. I didn't know what to say.

I backed down and said, “You just gon' drop me like you did all the rest of 'em. Why should I talk to you?” Carneta was a virgin at that. A hard one! The other guys had spread the word on it. They could barely get a goodbye peck on the lips from her.

She came back at me and said, “I know what I want . . . and when I want it.”

Boy, I started feeling like jelly in her hands. I had to get away from there.

I said, “Whatever,” and walked away from her.

I was a wreck for the rest of that school day. I kept wondering how long it would take for John to find out. Then I wondered if Carneta and I could really be a couple. I even wondered if I was going to wake up in my bedroom and realize that I was dreaming soon. But I never did.

Instead, I had another news report from Denene.

“Carneta said for me to tell you that you can't worry about your friend, you just gotta go for you.”

I said, “What? She didn't say that. Go 'head, girl.”

Denene said, “Okay,” and walked away from me.

When I met up with John, he nearly had tears in his eyes, but he was holding them back.

He said, “You can have her, man. Go 'head, you can have her.”

“Aw, man, I don't want that girl. I don't know what's wrong with her. Like you said yesterday, John, she's confused, man. She's confused.”

He said, “I talked to her.”

“And what she say?” I asked him.

“She said she likes you.”

It felt like a dagger went through my heart. I was Dracula, sucking John's blood out and leaving him to wander around like a loveless zombie in eternal pain.

I said, “Aw, man,” and just shook my head. I didn't know what else to do or say.

He asked me, “Do you like her?”

I said, “I wasn't really paying her no attention, man. I don't know. I mean, you know.. .”

I didn't have a real answer for him.

John said, “See, you don't even like her. She's great, man. She's just great. Are you gonna go for it?” he asked me.

He was all ripped up. I could see it in his face and hear it in his voice.

He said, “She's the only girl that I want, and she likes you. You can have her, though, man. You can have her. At least it's you that she likes.”

I said, “Nah, man. Stop it. I'm not gon' do that.”

John looked at me and asked, “Why, though? Why don't she give me a chance? Doesn't she realize how much I like her? I only like her.”

Man, he was tripping ! I said, “John, she's not the only girl in the world, man. Get over it!”

That boy was taking it bad, like a Mike Tyson punch to the dome.

From that point on, John got really heavy into his music, and not just the instrumentals, but into phrasing lyrics and stuff. I mean, we were still friends and all, but when it came to his music, he would cut me and everything else out. I guess it was the only thing that made him feel in control of his life. He would get in these little mood swings, and then go right back to his private music. He even became the bandleader at school, creating new songs for them.

As far as Carneta James was concerned, I blew her off for a few days until-she finally asked me what was up.

I said, “You hurt my boy's feelings, man. We tight like that. I can't do that to him.”

She said, “Even . . . if I wanted to come over your house?”

“Come over my house for what?”

The joyride was over with for me. Carneta was still attractive and everything, she just seemed ugly in spirit to make my boy feel so low. I wasn't taking any part of that, especially since I wasn't feeling her in the first place.

She said, “You know. . . what do guys like to do?”

“You don't even do that,” I told her. I figured that she was bluffing for effect.

“That's because . . . I didn't want to with nobody . . . yet.”

I blew her off again and said, “Whatever. You can tell me anything you want. That don't mean you gon' do it.” I didn't feel like playing any more games with that girl. Seeing was believing, and I couldn't see a thing from her! Carneta was all talk and no action.

John heard about me dissing her, and he seemed relieved by it. He wasn't really happy, but at least he wasn't sad anymore. So we went back to our business of being friends. But John began to think about his music on the next level. The falling-out over Carneta started it, because before then, he was basically doing cover tunes and not really creating his own. He started having all of these little melodies on his mind and pieces of songs that he claimed he was never finished working on.

A couple of times I asked him, “Hey, man, where did you get that from? Let me hear it.”

But he would always smile and say, “It's not finished yet.”

After a while, I got tired of hearing that “not finished yet” excuse, so I learned to ignore him.

• • •

Before senior year kicked in, John and I started taking SAT prep courses. I actually needed it more than he did. John was good at taking tests. He didn't have straight A's anymore, but he had enough to keep an A average. I had a low B average and I needed a high enough SAT score to qualify for the football scholarships that I began to be offered.

While studying for the SATs at John's house, I noticed that he and his mother listened to a bunch of older music over there. I guess I hadn't paid much attention to it before, because there was always music on at the Williams house. I took it all for granted. But then I noticed that John's mom was always listening to the older music from guys like Nat King Cole, Sam Cooke, Otis Redding, Marvin Gaye, and plenty of gospel. I didn't know who a lot of the women singers were, but they were mostly singing gospel, jazz, or the blues; Billie Holiday, Sarah Vaughan, Nina Simone, and Aretha Franklin types. From hanging around with John so much, I had to know a little something about music.

I asked John about his father before, and he always said that his mother didn't discuss it. But listening to all of that music in his house made me wonder if his father was a musician as well.

John said, “I don' t know.”

I said, “Do you ever wonder about it?”

He said, “Of course.”

“Well, what does your mom say when you ask her about him?”

He said, “I don't ask her much.”

I just shook my head. Sometimes I couldn't believe how simplistic John and his mother could be. They both seemed so lifeless. Music really filled the void for them. I decided to just let my boy be himself.

Thanks to John, I scored 980 on my SATs, which was good enough to qualify for Division 1 sports. But the school that I really wanted to go to, Florida State, had already signed all of their scholarships. I thought about going to Georgia or North Carolina, but both of those schools were only mildly interested in me. Meanwhile, John was being courted by Florida A&M and North Carolina A&T for scholarships in music and band. He had more schools looking at him, but his mother wanted him to attend a black college, and my mom got to talking about the same thing. Both of my brothers attended black schools, but neither one of them were on athletic scholarships. I wanted to play football for a big-time white school that got major television exposure, the kind of school that would give me the best opportunity to go pro, which was definitely my career goal.

However, when push came to shove, North Carolina A&T was ready for me to sign actual paperwork, where a lot of the major white schools were not. Since John was already being recruited by A&T, and my parents would not allow me to turn them down, we both signed letters of intent for the Aggies. Overall, I guess we had done all right for ourselves.

On our senior prom, we ended up going with two girls from our church. It was all nice and nothing extra. And Carneta James went on the prom with a fat stomach and a bloated face. She was five months pregnant by some football player from North Mecklenburg High School. I guess she wasn't bluffing me. I could have been the one to break her in.

“Do you still think she's so great?” I asked John at our senior prom.

He smiled at me and said, “We all have our moments of greatness, man. And then they fade away like smoke. And smoke rises into the wind and blows away like threads of hay.”

I looked at him and started laughing. John had a way with words sometimes.






At North Carolina A&T, John had more free time than ever, and he devoted most of it to his music. I was busy trying my best to become a stand-out football player again. But at the college level, and on a pretty good team, there were plenty of guys who were just as fast and as good as I was. These players were older, bulkier, and had more experience in big games. During all of my years at Garinger High School, we won an average of three out of ten games a season. That was another reason why I wasn't recruited by many of the larger white colleges. My high school just wasn't competitive enough to gauge my talent.

Anyway, at A&T I stayed in the athletic dorm at Cooper Hall, right across from where John stayed, in Scott. I spent a lot of my time hanging out with the other athletes, and John spent a lot of his time at Frazier Hall, where he took his music classes. I had a run-down car to get around in, and John had a Korg keyboard machine with a stand and an amplifier. I still had my picks with a few freshmen girls who were interested, and John was still in the friend zone. Every time we talked, I discussed what was going on with the football team, and he talked about music. But it was all cool to us because we had been that way for years. We would always be involved in different things. We just accepted each other that way.

By our sophomore year in college, neither one of us was standing out like we did in high school. Even with our scholarships, I was just another football player and John was just another music major who played in the band. Not to say that we were not having a good time at A&T, we just were not as special as we were back in high school.

John came to me real excited one day and said, “Hey, D, I'm gonna perform in that talent show at Harrison Auditorium next week for homecoming.”

I started laughing.

I asked him, “What are you gonna play, your keyboard? That keyboard is phat, man.”

A Korg keyboard was top-notch equipment, and John barely let that thing out of his sight. It was his mother's graduation present to him. It cost a couple thousand dollars! But since John had gotten a scholarship to school, Sister Williams could afford to buy it for him. Brand spanking new!

John said, “I'm gonna sing with it too.”

I was stunned for a second. I said, “Seriously?”

He said, “Yeah.”

“So, you finally finished a song?”

He smiled at me. “Aw, man, that was back in high school. I've finished plenty of songs now.”

I hadn't heard any. But I hadn't asked either. I said, “What's the name of it?”

“ May I. It's old-school,” he told me.

“Old-school, meaning what? Whose song is it?”

He said, “It's my song, it just don't have no chorus. It's all verse. Because you know, at talent shows, man, you not gon' have time to do much real singing anyway. So I got something just for this occasion.”

Up to that point, John had been singing in the choir, playing music in church, in the band, and all of that, but he had never done any solo singing.

I said, “John, you're talking about singing solo, man? Where this come from all of a sudden?”

He said, “I've never been in a group.”

He had a point. John was extra private with his music.

I asked him, “Are you sure about this, man?” I was curious, but I had to know that he wasn't pulling my leg or something.

He said, “Yeah, I'm serious, man. I've done a lot of thinking about this. But I need you to be up there with me.”

That was the hook. I said, “Wait a minute. You need me up there to do what?”

He smiled. “I just need your support, man.”

“On the stage ? I mean, I'm not dancing or nothing, am I?”

He started laughing and said, “Nah. It's not even that kind of song. It's what they call a standard. An old-school love song. I just need you to sit with my keyboard and feel the music.”

I said, “You want me to sit with the keyboard? But aren't you gonna be playing it?”

“Nah. I'm gon' program it to play itself. So all you have to do is start it for me.”

I grinned and said, “Aw, go 'head, man. I'm just supposed to sit there? How is that gonna look?”

“You can act like you're playing it,” he told me.

I looked at him and frowned. “Come on, man, everybody know I don't play no music.”

“I'm saying, I just need you there for me, man. Just for this first time, D.”

 “First time?” He must have had plans that I didn't know of.

He said, “Yeah, 'cause I might be nervous. But after you get past the first time, you just keep singing after that.”

I said, “So, where do you plan to go with this?”

John stopped for a minute. He shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don't know, man. I just w ant to try this out and see.”

I smiled and agreed to it. “All right. I'll do it . . . just don't fuck up, though.”

After I said that, jokingly, I wanted to take it back. I didn't want to make him nervous before we even got up there. But John surprised me.

He said, “Don't worry about me, man. I got this. This is music.”






I couldn't wait! My boy John was going to sing solo at Harrison Auditorium at NC A&T. The talent show had ten performers lined up, and each person had four minutes to do their thing. Ironically, John was number seven at first, but then this one girl complained so bad about being number six that he swapped with her. It was the fall semester homecoming celebration, sophomore year, 1993, and John and I were both nineteen.

I asked, “Why you switch places with that girl, man? You had the lucky number.”

He said, “It takes more than luck. Either you got it or you don't. It don't matter when you sing. You just have to control the crowd.”

It was as if John had become superconfident overnight. I mean, he was always good at his music, he just never had that I- know -I'm-good attitude until that night. And this was before he sang his first song. I guess he had done a lot of practicing.

So I stepped back and said, “Well, go 'head wit' ya' bad self.”

He smiled at me and kept his cool. John was six foot one, 165 pounds. He was dressed in a cream-and-gold shiny disco shirt with a wide collar. He wore brown slacks and shoes. His hair was cut sharp and neat at a low height, and he had trimmed his long sideburns to the same length as his hair. He looked poised and ready, so I just waited with him from backstage.

When they got to number five, John was still cool, but I was getting nervous. I started thinking, What if he go out here and they don't like this old-school song? I mean, I was used to John's classical music flavor because I was his boy, but everyone else was listening to new-school hip-hop tracks, including performer number five, a girl with a feel-good beat that had everybody bouncing.

Then it was John's turn. I carried out his keyboard and stand, and started setting things up. John walked over and got the keyboard ready for his music.

I said, “Is everything all right, man?” I was just asking to be sure.

He said, “Yeah. You just press this button after I look over at you.”

I looked out from the stage and thought, Shit! As with most homecoming events, the auditorium was jam-packed, and a lot of my teammates from the football team were there. I felt like I was the one who was about to sing. I was nervous as hell, and all I had to do was press a damn button!

They introduced him: “Next up, from Charlotte, North Carolina, is John Williams. He's going to sing us a ballad called May I. ”

When the girl said “ballad,” I was ready to fall out. That word just didn't sound good with the young, restless crowd that was there. A ballad would have sounded great at a church event or at the Apollo Theater in New York, but this was college in the gangsta rap era. Most college students were busy rocking Dr. Dre and Snoop, Luke Campbell, Pete Rock and C. L. Smooth, and Outkast. I thought my boy John was barking up the wrong tree. But then again, Jodeci was still going strong, and they were from near us in Charlotte. Boyz II Men, from Philly, were holding it down too, and there were a few A&T graduates in the audience who could appreciate singing, so I tried to remain calm and let my boy do his thing.

John walked up to the microphone and just held it for a minute while the crowd quieted down.

I smiled a little. He wasn't going to rush. Then he looked over at me and I pressed the start button. John looked back out at the crowd with the microphone in hand and started to sing:




 Ma-a-ay I-I-I hol-l-ld your-r-r han-an-an-n-nd.



The music came on from the keyboard and fell right into place with a piano:




 Bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp-bloomp-bloomp . . .

May I-I-I-I wal-l-lk with you-u-u-u

Bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp, bloomp-bloomp-bloomp . . .

May I-I-I tal-l-lk to you-uw-wu-u-u

There are so-o-o many thin-n-ngs—that—we-e-e could do.




Then the piano started changing up while John sang his second verse:




 If I held your han-an-an-n-nd

Bloomp, bloomp-bloomp, bloomp-bloomp . . .

I'd take you-u-u far-r-r awa-a-ay

Bloomp, BLOOMP-BLOOMP, bloomp-bloomp . . .

So-o-o much I would sa-a-ay tooo you-u-u-u Bloomp, bloomp-bloomp, BLOOMP BLOOMP . . .

If I-I-I could ha-a-ave your ti-i-ime.




I looked out at the audience for a minute, and John had the whole place in suspended animation. I mean, you couldn't hear nothing in that place! I was thinking, Oh shit, he's doing it, with some old-school flavor! I cracked a smile while John kept singing to this banging piano groove:




 Ma-a-ay I-I-I kiss your lips—with mi-i-ine

Imagine how the star-r-rs would shy-i-ahine-i-ine

If we take our wal-l-lk at ni-i-ight

Where we-e-e could sha-a-are the moon.



If we-e-e sha-a-ared the moon to-ni-i-ight

We could tal-l-lk of less-sons learn-n-ned

Say the things we-e-eve yearn-n-ned to sa-a-ay

And fa-a-ade our pa-a-ains away.



May I touch your skin-n-n—with mi-i-ine

Make our bod-dies in-ter-twy-i-ahine-i-ine.




All of a sudden, Big Joe, a huge senior on the football team, yelled out from the back of the auditorium, “SING THAT SHIT, LOVER-BOOOY! SING THAT SHIT!” People started breaking out laughing, but John kept right on going, unfazed by it:




 You would be my gir-r-rl for li-i-i-ife.




Then the piano music stopped for his fade-out:




 And I-I-I-I-I—would be-e-e-e-e—your ma-a-an.




I swear to God ! They went crazy in that place! They gave my boy a standing ovation, even the people who just came out to laugh and bullshit. Man, I was proud as hell! That was MY BOY up there! YEEAAHH!

And Big Joe was screaming at the top of his lungs, “GIVE LOVERBOY THE TROPHY! WE DON'T EVEN NEED TO HEAR NOTHING ELSE! JUST GIVE IT TO HIM NOW!”






>VERSE 3




. . . his singing filled him up with joy . . .


The last act to perform in the talent show at A&T that night was a four-member rap group from East Orange and Newark, New Jersey. They used this old-school Run-DMC beat and rocked the crowd out of this world! It was an all-out party in the aisles! And each rapper had his own tight flow to the beat:




 BOOM, BOOM-TAT, BOOOM-BOOOM, TAT

BOOM, BOOM-TAT, BOOOM-BOOOM, TAT

HERE WE GO, HERE WE GO, HERE WE, HERE WE, HERE WE GO!




My older brothers loved that Run-DMC song and they had played it around me a lot. Obviously, the booming beat got the nineties crowd excited too.

Harrison Auditorium went off: “HO-O-O! HO-O-O! HO-O-O!”

I guess that's why the New Jersey group wanted to go last. They knew what that beat would do. Sure enough, the rap group edged John out with the judges and won first prize.

I didn't know how John would take it, but I was prepared to pump him up. He did a hell of a job, but whenever you have judges in the way, it's ultimately out of your hands. True art can never really be judged by a few people anyway. Each artwork needs to be judged on its own merit. It was an apples-and-oranges kind of thing that night.

Anyway, I looked at John after they announced the winner, and he wasn't fazed at all.

I said, “You think you should have won, man?” I wasn't sure myself. It was a real close call. That New Jersey group had set the place on fire!

John looked at me and said, “I did win. Did you see how the crowd responded when I sang up there?”

He had a point. I nodded and smiled at him.

He said, “Black people will always go off for a dance song. Every culture gets excited about dance songs. But when they respond to a love song like that, then you know you got something.”

I was impressed! John was becoming a real performer right before my eyes. Then a bunch of people rushed him as we tried to make our way out the door with his equipment.

“Don't worry about that, Loverboy. You did good.”

“Yeah, you did good, man.”

“Yo, keep singing, man. Just keep singing.”

“Did you write that song yourself?”

“Yeah, that song was beautiful.”

“Well, you can sing that song to me any night, Loverboy. You da man.”

They were calling him “Loverboy” as if it was his name. Big Joe had started something. It took us a while to get back to the dorms. Plenty of people had something to say. John had never gotten that much attention in his life! I was happy for him. To tell the truth, though, I didn't make much of it. I was actually thinking more about myself and how I needed to shine on the football field in the homecoming game that Saturday against Alcorn State. John had inspired me.

When we finally made it back to the dorms, a little after ten o'clock, John asked me what I was doing for the rest of the night. I guess he was still charged from the whole experience and the attention that he was getting.

I was already getting tired of it, so I told him that I had some homework to finish, and we went to our separate dorms.

I walked up to my room and laid out on my bed, dreaming about grabbing an interception and running it back for a touchdown against Alcorn State's famed quarterback, Steve “Air” McNair. I was five foot eleven, 190 pounds, and a solid cornerback. I just happened to have two seniors in front of me in starting positions. But I couldn't even rest in peace that night before other football players started banging on my door, talking about John.

“Yo, your boy can sing, man? Is he gonna try to get a record deal? I would. I mean, Loverboy can get much trim if he keep singing like that, D. He ain't no bad -looking guy either. So if fugly singers can get laid, you know your boy can.”

I laughed at the idea. I said, “He ain't got laid yet. We'll see.”

I even got phone calls from a couple of my lady friends that night.

“Darin, I didn't know your friend John could sing like that. How long has he been singing?”

I took a deep breath and said, “Since he was six years old in the church choir. But look, I'm trying to get some sleep tonight. I have to rest up for this game on Saturday.”

“Oh, well, go ahead and get your rest then. Just tell your friend, the Loverboy, to keep singing.”

I took my phone off the hook for the rest of the night and tried to nod off and go to sleep, but I couldn't. I was actually feeling jealous of my boy, and I couldn't help myself. In retrospect, I had to ask myself, How long had John been jealous of me as a star athlete? So I felt guilty about it.

Sometime after midnight my roommate came in the room. He looked at me still trying to sleep in my bed and said, “D, your boy got the girls open like crazy tonight. I mean, they were wide open for that boy! I even seen Loverboy heading back to Bennett with one.”

“Heading back to Bennett with who?”

Bennett College was an all-girls school that was a good walking distance from A&T.

My roommate said, “Man, I don't know who she was. Some brown-skinned girl with a phat body. I guess your boy 'bout to get paid already. Paid in panties.”

I just smiled it off. I told myself, Yeah, she's probably just asking John a bunch of questions like they all do. He'll be walking back home alone with no action.






That next morning, John was practically waiting for me before class. He caught up with me like eight o'clock in the morning.

He asked me, “Did you have a girl over last night? I was trying to call you. You forgot to put your phone back on the hook.”

I smiled and said, “Oh, yeah. I did forget to put the phone back on the hook.”

He smiled back at me and said, “It finally happened, D.”

“What happened?”

“I was with a girl last night.”

I said, “From Bennett College?”

“Yeah, how you know?”

“I got spies working for me,” I told him.

John said, “Well, yeah, man, it finally happened for me. I got some.”

I just stopped walking. I said, “Wait a minute. You mean to tell me that you can sing one damn song at homecoming and get some ass after going dry for nineteen years?”

“I guess so,” he told me. He was grinning his ass off.

I never dared to ask him, but I figured that John had been jerking off or something. He talked about girls enough. He just couldn't get any.

I said, “So who was she?”

“Janese.”

“That girl from South Carolina? Oh, yeah, she's nice,” I told him.

He said, “Well, she's my first love now.”

I looked in his face and asked, “You not in love with her or nothing, are you?”

He paused. “I can't really say. I mean, I like her and all.”

He wasn't in love with her. John would have known immediately if he was. He would have known that before he even went over to her place. Instant true love was rare anyway.

I said, “So, how did it happen? Did she always want to give you some, and last night was just the night for it?”

I figured John would make me late for class, but what the hell. During homecoming, plenty of people miss class anyway unless you have a test or a big assignment to turn in, and I had neither.

John said, “Well, she asked me if I had written May I for her.”

I said, “What? Go 'head, man. She didn't ask you that shit.”

“Yes she did, too.”

“So what you tell her?” I just knew that John didn't tell her he had unless it was true. The boy was honest like that.

“I said yeah,” he told me.

I started laughing. “You wrote that song for her for real?”

John said, “Well, you know, it's for all women.”

I said, “But she didn't ask you that. She asked you if you wrote it for her. ”

“Well, she's a woman, ain't she?”

I broke out laughing again. John was learning how to game for some trim.

I said, “You lied to her, man.”

“But I didn't.”

“Yes, you did. But don't worry about it. We all lie to get it. Or most of us do. Unless you really like the girl.”

John said, “I do like her.”

“As much as you liked Carneta back in high school?”

He thought for a second. He said, “That was a different time in my life.”

I cut to the chase and asked him, “Well, how was it?”

He smiled. “It felt good, man.”

“Did you nut?”

He paused and went into deep thought about it.

“Umm . . . I don't know. What does it feel like?”

After he asked me that, I figured that I wouldn't even make class that morning. I couldn't stop laughing, and I damn sure wanted all of the details.

“What does it feel like? You must didn't do it right then. Did she like it?” I asked him. I could imagine John having no idea what he was doing.

He said, “Oh, yeah, she was moaning all loud and going crazy. I thought somebody was about to knock on her door and tell us to stop.”

“Go 'head, man. You bullshittin'. And you don't even know if you nutted. How you gon' turn her out like that and you didn't even know what you were doing?”

“Well, she got on top of me, man, and she was like, doing it herself.”

I said, “Oh, now that explains it. So Janese had a little bit of a freak in her, and she let it all out on you.”

John laughed and said, “I guess so, because I didn't even have any condoms. She had some.”

I held out my hand and said, “Well, welcome to manhood.”

John smiled but he didn't give me a handshake on it.

He said, “Just because I got some, that doesn't make me a man. I have a long way to go yet.”

I nodded to him and took my hand back.

“All right, well . . .” I didn't know what else to say. I said, “Well, let me get to class, man. I'll talk to you later on.”

John whispered, “I didn't even take a shower yet, D.”

I looked at him and frowned. “Why not?”

“Well, if you thought that I was lying to you when I told you, I wanted you to smell me for proof.”

I said, “Are you fucking crazy, man?! Go take your damn shower, boy! I'm not gon' smell you. You crazy!”

John laughed and started walking backward to his dorm at Scott.

“All right, D. I'll see you later on, man.”

That boy had to be out of his mind! I had to smile at it, though. John was like a big kid with a new trick up his sleeve. And when I made it to my first class that morning, it was basically over with. Only five students had shown up anyway.

• • •

On that homecoming Saturday, instead of me picking off an interception and running it back for a touchdown, I sat on the bench the whole game as both teams ran up the score. Alcorn State beat us 45–34. Steve “Air” McNair threw four touchdown passes and nearly four hundred yards against our senior cornerbacks, while I rode the pine. To top things off, my boy John had people talking about him while he performed in the school band before, during, and after the halftime show.

I figured I would get drunk and get laid myself that Saturday night to heal my wounded ego. Even that idea backfired on me.

“Can you sing a song to me like your friend Loverboy ?” this girl named Tanya teased me. She was only joking, but I wasn't in the mood for that. I was just about to take her clothes off when she said it, too.

“Why don't you stop fucking asking me about him?”

She said, “What? Darin, I was only joking. You don't need to get an attitude with me.”

I said, “Yeah, just shut up and take your clothes off.”

It was alcohol talking. I was drunk.

Tanya said, “Oh no you didn't !” and pulled away from me. “You don't talk to me like that.”

“Stop wasting time, then,” I told her.

She said, “Oh, I won't,” and headed for the door.

I don't remember all that I did that night, but I had a headache in the morning when John called me on the telephone.

He said, “I got some more last night, man.”

“From Janese?” I asked him.

“Nah, from this other girl.”

I shook my aching head and moaned. John had been turned out to the sex game. In two days!

“What's wrong?” he asked me.

“I got a hangover, man. A bad one.”

He said, “Yeah, I had one last night, too.”

“Had one what? A hangover?” John didn't drink. But I did.

He said, “No, not a hangover. I'm talking about when I did it last night. Man, it kind of felt like my whole insides were squeezing out of my thing.”

I grabbed my head and screamed, “I got a headache, man! Don't do it to me this morning!” I wanted to laugh so bad, but my head was killing me!

John said, “My bad. I'll tell you later on then.”

“Nah, you can tell me now, just don' t say nothing too funny.”

He said, “I'll try not to. But this girl knew what she was doing even more than Janese, man. I mean, she was on the bottom, but she was grabbing on me real good, and squeezing me real tight. And then when I did it, like, my whole body just froze, man. And she squeezed me real, real tight.

“And aw, man, that felt great ! And I was like, Wow! And then we did it again.”

I thought I was ready to have an aneurysm in my head or something. The thing that made it worse was that John had no idea how funny the shit was. I mean, he was only telling it like it was, but damn !

I said, “So how long have you known this girl, man?” I wanted to see if these girls had just opened up to John recently, or had he simply figured out how to score.

“Antoinette? For about a month now. She's a freshman.”

“So, how did you get her?”

“Well, she's a music major, so she wanted me to listen to some of her stuff, and then she just came on to me, talking about how talented I was.”

“ Talented? Man, these people only heard you sing one song,” I told him.

“Yeah, but she has her own keyboard, so I showed her a few things on it. And she knows I'm on a music scholarship. You don't get a scholarship for nothing.”

John was right. I was downplaying his talent from my own jealousy, so I moved on from it.

“And then she gave you some?” I asked him.

“Yeah. Basically. And she was real passionate about it.”

“So what are you going to do now? Are you going to keep both of these girls?”

I wanted to see if John had thought things through.

He said, “Man, I have no idea. I didn't even think about that. But I came up with a new song last night, though.”

I said, “A new song?”

“Yeah. Because you know how we have that midnight rule for dorm room visitation. Well, I came up with a song called At Midnight. Me and Antoinette were talking about that, because I had to leave before she wanted me to.”

“Did you take a shower this time?” I asked him with a laugh.

He laughed back and said, “Yeah, as soon as I got back in last night.”

I said, “Good. And don't do that shit again, man. That ain't too healthy.”

He said, “Oh, yeah, some people invited me to perform at Norfolk State's homecoming next Friday night.”

I started smiling again. “And?” I asked him.

He said, “You down to go?”

I laughed. “We got a game next week, man.”

“But it's a home game. Norfolk is only a couple of hours from here. We could drive up there, D, do our thing, and I'll drive back while you sleep.”

I said, “Nah, man. I'm trying to rest in a bed before my game. My car ain't comfortable.”

“We could be back before one, though. How many hours of sleep do you need? You can still get your eight hours. Both of us. I still have to play in the band at the game.”

I wouldn't commit myself to it. I said, “Nah, man. I'm not going up there.”

When we hung up that morning, I felt guilty again. Was I acting out of jealousy, or just pure laziness? I figured that if I had something up at Norfolk State that I wanted to do, I would have had no problem driving up there and back. So it had to be jealousy. I thought about that and decided to call John back.

I said, “I'll drive up there with you, man.”

He said, “Hold on,” and clicked over to his other line. When he came back, he said, “Thanks, D. I didn't want to go with anybody else, man, because I can't share things with people like I do with you. But if you forced me to . . .”

I said, “So you wasn't even gonna try and beg me first?”

“Nah, man. You're a Taurus. I mean, you can either be supportive or not, but begging you never made a difference.”

He was right. If I made up my mind, it was made.

I asked him, “You were already making phone calls for a ride up there?”

He said, “I had to. I'm going, man. This is another opportunity for me. I'm gonna do this new song, At Midnight, up there, with May I. They asked me to do two.”

“Is it another contest?”

“Yeah, for them, but they want me to sing, like, right after the intermission.”

“What, like a featured singer?”

“Yeah. You believe that?” He was all excited about it.

I asked him, “Are they paying you?”

“Nah.”

“Well, shit, you need to get paid if you're gonna be a featured singer after intermission, man.”

“But what if they say no.”

I was stuck for a minute. What if they say no? I thought.

I laughed and said, “Well, then you do it for free then. But you can at least ask them first.”

John paused and said, “I don't really like asking for money, man. I just want to perform. How about I call them back up and let you do it, and say that you're my manager?”

I started laughing again, but John was serious.

I said, “If I call, I'm asking for a thousand dollars. Five hundred per song.”

John put me on the spot and said, “Do it then.”

At first I was ready to back down, but then I figured, Why not do it? Let me put my actions where my mouth is. I was never the kind of guy who would back down from anything. I had two older brothers. I was trained to stand up to challenges.

I said, “All right then. Give me their number.”

I called the homecoming organizers up at Norfolk State University, and they were really excited about having John sing up there. That surprised me. I thought they would act as if it was no big deal.

I said, “Yeah, John Williams is my boy and everything, and we came up in church together, but he doesn't like dealing with the money aspect of performing, so I figured that I would do that for him. And I think that a thousand dollars would be fair to both parties, you know, five hundred dollars for each song.”

I didn't know if I was going about it the right way with being so honest, but that was the deal.

They said, “A thousand dollars? We can do that.”

I was shocked! I said, “Yeah, so that would be a deal then.”

When we hung up the phone, I starting thinking that maybe I had asked for too little. After all, talent show performances were always packed during homecoming events. They would have plenty of door money. Nevertheless, I was happy to give John the news.

He said, “They agreed to it?”

“Yeah. And I'm thinking that maybe I should have asked for five thousand to see if they would meet us halfway.”

I had learned my first big lesson of management: never ask for too little, because they will be more than happy to give it to you.






That Thursday, the organizers called John back and tried to back out of the deal.

John got me back in the conversation with them, because they were trying to run the bullshit game all through him. I had obviously told them too much information.

They said, “We looked into our budget, and we just don't have the resources to pay him anything, but we've already pumped his name up around campus, and everybody is really excited about hearing him. This could be another big opportunity for him to get his name out there.”

I got real slick and said, “So you guys have already pumped everything up for Loverboy. And the women are all looking forward to hearing him prove it, hunh?”

“Yeah, they really are.”

“And they know that he's going to perform two songs?”

“Well, we don't know about two songs. If time permits, you know.”

John was waiting right beside me in his room.

I said, “But they know that he also writes his own music and lyrics?”

“Well, we just put the word out that he's really talented, and everybody's looking forward to seeing him.”

I said, “Okay, well we'll just collect our money from the door then. After the first hundred people walk in, you should have over one thousand dollars. What is it, ten dollars a ticket? And the capacity is like what, five hundred or so?”

There was a long pause. “Well, we have other things to take care of on our end.”

“And John Loverboy Williams is one of them.”

John couldn't tell everything that was going on, but he was smiling at my demeanor, because I was not playing with those people. It pissed me off more that they tried to run through John after I told them that he didn't like to talk about money. I guess they thought that he wouldn't tell me or something. Or maybe they figured that Thursday would be too late to do anything about it.

They asked me, “Well, was he paid for the talent show at A&T last week?”

“He wasn't a featured performer last week,” I responded. “But you invited him as a featured talent.”

“Well, he can perform in our talent show if he wants.”

I said, “You know what? If John still wants to perform after you agreed to one thing, and then tried to call back at the last minute for something else, then you find him another ride up there then, because I'm not going to be a part of this,” and I handed the phone back to John. I had done my best to try and get him paid, and that was all I could do. The rest was up to him.

John looked at me with the phone to his ear and said, “Well, you made a deal with my manager, and now you're trying to change it—

“No, he is my manager. To manage means to basically control affairs, and if I didn't listen to what he felt was fair, then I would need to fire him. But I have no intentions of firing a lifelong friend who is only looking out for my best interests.”

John was silent for a few minutes while I waited for the outcome.

He said, “Sorry, but I can't do it then . . . I'm not interested in one song. I was told that I would be paid for two, and I'm already looking forward to singing both of them . . . Well, thanks for getting me all excited for nothing . . . That's not my problem. If you would have kept the deal that you agreed to, that wouldn't have been a problem for you either. But now it is . . . Yeah, we'll be here.”

John hung up the phone and immediately started to panic.

He said, “Fuck, man. Now they may not do it at all.”

“What they say?” I asked him.

“They said they'll see what they can do and call us back. But what if they don't call us back?”

I said, “They want you to sing just one song now?”

He said, “Yeah, but I want to sing my new one. I've been working on it all week. Now we ruined it, man. I knew we shouldn't have tried to get any money out of this. I just want to sing, man. I just want to sing. ”

He was already stressed out about it. That boy had found a new addiction, man. I panicked after that. I didn't want John feeling all down about a lost opportunity to sing because of me. That boy could be melodramatic about things. So I broke down and said, “I'll just call them back then and tell them that you'll do it for free.”

I smiled and asked him, “Is this At Midnight song as good as May I ?”

He smiled back at me. “Hopefully, you'll see for yourself tomorrow night at Norfolk.”

I shook my head thinking about the homecoming organizers at Norfolk State again. I wanted to at least talk about them before I called them back.

I said, “You see how people try to do you in business, man? And all I was asking for was a fair deal. If they couldn't do it, they could have told us Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday.

“With my father working for a housing contractor, I've heard plenty of stories about people trying to get over on business. He had a different story just about every week.”

Both of my brothers were business grads because of all of my father's stories. My middle brother, Darryl, was even planning to go on to law school to further his education on contracts.

I said, “All right, well, give me the phone and let me call them back.” I told him, “I ain't no damn manager, man. I couldn't even get you a thousand dollars from Norfolk.”

As soon as John handed me the phone, the damn thing rang in my hand. It caught me off guard. I shook and said, “Shit.”

John took it back and answered, “Hello?” That boy was anxious ! He said, “Yeah, this is John.” He nodded his head and smiled. “That's good to hear.”

I assumed that Norfolk State was agreeing to something.

I said, “Tell them to put it in writing. And we want the money before you perform.” I added in a low tone, “Because I don't trust them now.”

John asked them for everything I told him to in his own patient way. Then he hung up the phone and smiled at me again.

“What was that you were saying about not being a manager?” he asked me. I mean, that boy was happy as hell!

I grinned and said, “Shit, man, we're just kids out here. A thousand dollars ain't nothing.”

John said, “That's my point, though. Everybody starts from somewhere. This could be your start.”

I blew him off. I said, “Yeah, whatever, man.” But it was funny how that boy went from panicking to praising me in just a few minutes. That's how John was, though. Hot and cold.






We made it up to Norfolk State that Friday night, and there was another jam-packed homecoming crowd just waiting for John to do his thing. But they had screwed up his name. They had “John LOVINGBOY Williams” printed up all over campus! Can you believe that!

John smiled at me and said, “That ain't no big deal to me, man. My name ain't really Loverboy anyway.”

I said, “Yeah, but still, man, they need to get the shit right. These assholes got this shit all over the campus. Lov-ving-boy,” I emphasized for effect. “That shit sounds kinky, man. It's Lov-ver-boy. There's a difference. ”

John just started laughing at me. He was still happy to be there.

Then the organizers pulled an okie-dokie on us when we went to collect on our money. They only gave us $750.

“That's all we can afford to give you.”

I was looking at the crowd up there like, Bullshit! They're trying to play us!

John didn't even care, though. He was like, “Okay. Let's just do it then.”

I said, “Wait a minute, John. I thought we were supposed to have a thousand dollars in writing.”

There wasn't no paperwork to be seen up there. But at least they gave us most of the money. So I just backed off and let it slide. John wasn't about to pay me no mind anyway. That boy just wanted to sing.

Norfolk had more funk in their talent show performances than we had at A&T. But no one rocked the house like the rap group from New Jersey or John did. Or at least not yet. Maybe Norfolk's best performers were waiting to perform last, too.

They introduced John correctly as the Loverboy, and the crowd started looking, but I didn't have a sense of what the vibe was, especially after they had advertised the wrong damn name up there. John even went out and bought a new brown outfit that looked pretty cool. I sat with his Korg keyboard, nervous as hell again, and ready to press that start button. It wasn't a fearful nervous, though. It was a restless nervousness. I wanted my boy to shock the house again. I wasn't jealous of him anymore either. He was my boy, and he needed my full support. So I was prepared to give it to him.

John held the microphone for a few seconds again, with no words spoken while the crowd got ready for him. Then he looked over at me. I pressed the start button, and John did that shit again:




 Ma-a-ay I-I-I hol-l-ld your-r-r han-an-an-n-nd.




I laughed my ass off when Norfolk realized that my boy had them under his spell. They had a lot more hip people from up north who went to Norfolk, too. Thugs, playboys, fly girls, you name it. They were screaming and hollering all kinds of things, but it never broke his concentration. John got all of them open. Then I changed his disc for the second song, At Midnight.

John gave them a short introduction, telling the crowd that he had just written the song that week. They even laughed when he told them about his inspiration for the song. I guess we can all relate to running out of time in the dorm rooms. John seemed to be at ease up there on the stage, like he was meant to be there.

He looked over at me to press the start button again. For this At Midnight song, John had produced a beat, with a bass line, horns, and his piano again, all coming from the keyboard like a mini orchestra. First the piano came in playing all high notes with a slight echo. The beat followed right behind it:




 BLINK, KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK

BLINK, KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK-KA-LINK








The slow beat followed right behind the piano:

 DOOOMP, TAT, DOOOMP-DOOM-TAT

DOOOMP, TAT, DOOOMP-DOOM-TAT




Then the bass line slid in:




 DOOOOM . . . DOOOOM . . . DOOOOM

DOOM-DOOOM . . . DOOOOM . . . DOOOOM . . .




And the horns trailed John's vocals, starting off with the chorus:




 At mid-ni-i-ight

BARNP-BARRN-NARRRNN

it gets so lo-o-o-ne-le-e-e with-oouut you-u-u

At mid-ni-i-ight

BARNP-BARRN-NARRRNN

it's so-o-o co-o-old up in my lonely room At mid-ni-i-ight

BARNP-BARRN-NARRRNN

I wish I could be with you-u-u any-where

At mid-ni-i-ight

so we can get down un-der the moon-light

at mid-ni-i-i-ight.




I'm not even going to lie about it. I didn't pay close attention to the verses. I was sitting there hypnotized, thinking to myself, This boy is bad ! I can't believe this shit! And the girls were losing their damn minds in that place!

“I'LL MEET YOU AT MIDNIGHT!”

“YOU DON'T NEED TO BE LONELY, BABY!”

“WE CAN GET DOWN ANYWHERE, ANYPLACE!”

“DO THAT SHIT, BABY! SING! ”

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING LATER ON TONIGHT?!”

I started thinking that we wouldn't be able to leave that night. After the show, John's dumb ass tried to walk through the crowd instead of finding a back door somewhere. I guess he wanted to be mobbed.

“Can you sign anything for me? I just want to have your autograph before you turn famous.”

“Shit, he should already be famous, singing his ass off like that.”

“Who you tellin'?”

“You don't have a record deal yet? Well, somebody needs to sign you.”

“I want an autograph, too.”

“Me, too.”

“To hell with an autograph, I want a date.”

“Can you make me sing like that . . . at midnight?”

I was standing off to the side, watching all of these fine women mob my boy, and two weeks ago he couldn't even get laid. That shit was amazing!

This tall, light brown dude in a suit and tie stepped up out of nowhere and tried to hand John a business card.

“My name is Todd Light, with Ecstasy Records, and I'd definitely like to speak to your manager.”

John pointed him in my direction.

I acted like I was really important and said, “Darin Harmon. I'm pleased to meet you.”

He looked at me as if it was a joke.

“ You're his manager?”

“You expected an old man?” I joked to him. “Young people are getting it done nowadays. Look at Sean ‘Puff Daddy’ Combs and Jermaine Dupri.”

I figured that after John ripped the house like he did, I could talk all the big-time shit that I wanted.

“What are you guys, straight out of college?”

I guess this guy had been in the business for a while, but I had never heard of any Ecstasy Records.

I said, “We're still in college.”

He said, “Oh. Well, yeah, I'd like to talk to you guys.”

He finally handed me his business card. He was local, with an office in Richmond, Virginia.

I asked him, “You want a number for us?”

He seemed hesitant after he found out that I was Loverboy's manager.

He said, “Well, when you guys call I'll get it then.”

I nodded to him, immediately thinking about throwing his business card away. He didn't want our business bad enough. I could feel it already.

I said, “All right then, we'll call you.”

When I turned back to John, he was still glowing and signing autographs in the middle of all of the attention he was getting.

“Excuse me, but you said that you're his manager?” one girl asked me. Her girlfriends were in the background. They all looked like they were ready for excitement, too.

I said, “Yeah, I'm his manager.” I was already beginning to expect things.

She said, “Well, what hotel are you staying in?”

I thought, Damn, we don't even have a hotel. So I told the girl the truth.

“Actually, we have to get back down to A&T tonight. We have another event tomorrow morning.”

She looked disappointed. She said, “For real? Y'all going back tonight. Why?”

I repeated myself, having second thoughts about leaving: “We have something to do tomorrow morning.”

“Well, can y'all leave later on? I mean, we trying to hang out, you know. We came all the way down here from D.C.”

I guess she was the group's spokesperson. She had a phat body, too, with some tight black jeans on! Boy, she just didn't know how tempted I was to stay, but I figured that we would have plenty of nights to hang late when we would have a hotel room and no game to prepare for the next morning.

I said, “Sometimes we all can't get what we want right when we want it. But if you want to leave us a phone number, you know, we can call you up whenever we do a show or something up in your area.”

I had been to Washington, D.C., only once, for a football game against Howard University. There were plenty of black people up there, too. George Clinton from the funk group Parliament called it Chocolate City.

The girl took a deep breath before taking out something to write on.

“Are you really gonna call? I mean, don't play with us if you're not.”

I said, “Yeah, we'll call you, as soon as we have something in your area.”

One of her girlfriends overheard me and said, “Well, you don't have to wait until something is going on in D.C. to come see somebody.”

Boy, these girls were aggressive ! I thought, Shit! John would need all of the management in the world to deal with girls who would be that forward with him. He had limited experience with those kind of women. They usually didn't give him any time of day. I even had a hard time keeping up with them. Most of the time, those in-your-face girls were just not worth the agony they would put a guy through.

I took a few of their phone numbers and tried to push John along in the direction of our car before we ended up leaving at one o'clock instead of arriving back at A&T at that hour. As we made our way back to the car we still had company.

This light brown girl stepped up and asked us, “Do you mind if we walk with you to the car and ask you a few questions about performing?”

She had a girlfriend who was as light as she was. And they both appeared high-maintenance, with fancy hairstyles and outfits, way out of John's league. Or previously at least, because his singing seemed to elevate him ten notches.

I said, “As long as you can keep up with us.”

That damn keyboard that I was carrying wasn't paperweight. After holding on to it for nearly an hour, it was wearing me out, and I still had a game to play that next morning.

John was all ears for these girls.

He said, “What kind of questions do you have?”

“Well, you write your own songs, right?”

John smiled and said, “Yeah.”

“And do you write songs for anyone else?” She stopped and said, “I'm sorry, my name is Pyra and my partner is Angie. We call ourselves Two Scoops.”

I turned back and started laughing.

I said, “Two scoops of what? Vanilla?”

I was only joking with them.

Angie spoke up and said, “Yeah, but that's only for the meantime. We're still trying to decide on a new name.”

Pyra said, “And we could use some good management, too.”

I looked at them again and figured that they were probably older than us. They looked like they were in their early twenties and out of the teen years.

I said, “What do you think, John? Could you use some backup singers? Would you two be willing to do that?” I asked them.

They both said, “Yeah, whatever.”

Angie said, “I mean, we just didn't want to push up on you while everybody else was crowding around, because we wanted to talk real business.”

I was still amazed at how fast things were moving. The music industry must have been something else! It was like free food at a crowded picnic, and everybody wanted something to eat.

John said, “Yeah, I've had a couple of ideas for backup singers. All I have to do is sit down and work it all out.”

Pyra said, “Well, we're not trying to be backup singers for long, but if it'll help us to get our start, we'll do it. But we just want you to know up front that we still want to do our own thing, too.”

“You don't have management now?” I asked them.

They looked at each other and grinned.

Pyra answered, “Yeah, but it's not the kind of management that we need. You know, sometimes things get a little too personal.”

I didn't want to get into that. They both looked good, and I could easily see how any guy in his right mind could get personal with them. I wanted to get personal, too, from just looking at them.

On our way back to North Carolina A&T, John was still smiling his ass off behind the wheel of my get-around car.

I asked him, “What do you think about all of this, John?”

His head was on cloud nine. I guess mine would have been, too, if I had a chance to shine in football.

John said, “It's a dream come true, man. I've been dreaming about being up on the stage for a while now.”

I said, “Yeah, well, this is still the bottom ranks. I mean, how far do you want to go with this?”

He looked at me and asked, “What did that guy with the business card say?”

I frowned at him. “I don't know about him, man. He seemed like he didn't want to really deal with me. That gave me bad vibes. I mean, if you really want to work with somebody who is talented, you don't worry about the manager, you just try to sign the talent. And that guy acted like I was too young to even talk to him.”

John nodded. He said, “Yeah, if we do a lot more shows and stuff like this, we'll get a bunch of people asking to sign us anyway.”

I corrected him and said, “Sign you. And I know. There'll be a lot of people asking. That's why I'm not sweating that guy. But what do you think about those two backup singers?”

John smiled. “Two Scoops? I think they looked good. I wouldn't mind them singing behind me.”

I laughed and said, “But what if they can't sing, and they just look good?”

John paused. He said, “Well . . . I can't use them then. And I don't want to write any songs for somebody who can't sing either. But I liked how they waited for everyone to fade away before they stepped up like that. That was smart.”

I agreed with him. “Yeah, that was smart.”

We continued on our way back to school and talked the whole way about the events of the night and the craziness of the music business. I mean, we weren't really even in it yet, but we could both just imagine how wild it could be.
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