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			“I’m a Prince scholar and this is the ultimate Prince book.” —Questlove

			“Touré is one of my favorite writers and Prince is on the Mount Rushmore of modern music and this is the best book about Prince I’ve ever read.” —Q-Tip

			“It took the singular talent and journalistic skills of Touré to capture the wild genius and larger than life influence of Prince.” —Jann Wenner, founder of Rolling Stone
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			Dedicated to Prince 
and the amazing people of Princeworld 
who have made me feel welcome 
inside the Purple kingdom 
over the past twenty years. 
It’s an honor to share your stories.





 

			 

			“Ultimately, spiritual evolution is the axis on which inspiration and creativity spin…there r so many songs that I’ve written and recorded, sometimes it is hard 4 ME 2 believe it comes from one source! All of my musicality comes from GOD…the blessing/curse ensued when I kept sneaking back in2 the talent line dressed as another person…I got away with it several times be4 they caught me!!”

			—Prince (from a 1994 email to me)





Foreword

			by Susannah Melvoin

			Life is filled with moments that change everything. I had no idea that this would be that moment.

			One weekend in LA, Lisa and Wendy picked up Prince at LAX and brought him back to our little house. A minute or two into his visit, sitting around the kitchen table, Wendy and Lisa asked if they could play him the audition demo I had just finished recording. This demo got me my first big singing gig working for Quincy Jones. Back then, we had a small boombox that never left the kitchen table, and that’s what they used to play the cassette. While I hid in my bedroom for what seemed like nine hours, they listened to the song. When it ended, the only thing I could hear were the small wooden chairs squeaking. I could barely keep it together. Then I heard a little clapping and Prince saying, “Aww.” I walked out of my tiny room, scared of what he’d say or not say. He had a sweet smile on his face, looked right at me, and said, “You want to come sing with our family? You know you want to—come on.” I stood staring at Wendy, Lisa, and Prince. I was so grateful to Wendy and Lisa for being supportive of my dream, and I was so happy to be asked to sing with my family and Prince.

			Of course I said yes! But what was really happening is that he could see that the three of us were a family, and our union helped us to be great—because good family members make good band members. In a band, you need to learn the art of listening; to know when to back up the solo player; to hear when the vocals need blending; and to lay out, and let the music say what the music is going to say. Like in a family, sometimes it’s better to listen than to speak. We learned that at home. Prince saw that we were a family and he wanted to be a part of it. He wasn’t pulling me into his family; he was pulling himself into ours.

			From that moment on, I spent years with Prince as partners, experiencing meaningful love, making plans for our family together, and creating incredible music. It changed my entire life. Over time, I intimately experienced the depth of Prince’s desire to unite with family. It was a longing from early on. Prince would often tell me about his childhood when he’d pick me up and we’d drive around Minneapolis. Prince would tell me stories of his father, and it led me to think he wanted to be back in his father’s life. Prince would find the family tribe he’d been longing for after he was thrown out of his father’s home. He would find that tribe in the home of Bernadette Anderson—mother of his best friend Andre Cymone and her five older children. It was the perfect union of family and music, twenty-four hours a day. This was the beginning of a long history of making families with the folks he shared life and music with. There would be other families beyond the Melvoin/Coleman families that Prince would connect to throughout my years with him. Those families were the Rivkin Family, the Leeds brothers, and the Escovedo family. I know there are more. These are families who could communicate through music, and music was Prince’s mother tongue.

			Prince was known for his ability to do everything himself, but I believe he wanted a tribe to supplant his musical and emotional needs. Prince would always use the collective “we” when referring to any creative plans, goals, or ideas he had. He longed for his tribe to go all the way with him. I found that he was at his best when he had his chosen family with him. Family is what you make it, and Prince was all about family. He chose his family based on a harmony of purpose. I shared his purpose. To him, that purpose was to make music together, to love music, and stay connected physically even when it was excruciatingly difficult to do so. If I wasn’t able to fly to where he was fast enough, he would question my love and devotion to him. When he needed me, or anyone, all ties that bind you to him were woven into the fabric of your ability to get to him quickly.

			But I loved him. Deeply.

			When Touré asked me to write the foreword to this book, I was overwhelmed with memories of our time as a family. What Touré has done here is to bring together a rich historical blend of Prince’s chosen familial voices, to create a choir. When these voices meld together you can find resonance and harmony that only that family can understand. The music and relationships that make up the seasons of Prince’s history, we all shared together. Since our time by his side, we’ve all grown in different directions, but nonetheless remained the roots of his family. It’s beautiful and quite telling that Prince would choose a family that was black, white, Puerto Rican, Trinidadian, Mexican, straight, gay, Jewish, Christian, Jehovah’s Witnesses, single, married, music makers, and life livers. It was always his idea to have his chosen family be diverse yet united in his purpose to make amazing music and make a life together with exceptional human beings. The bigger the family, the wider the scope of musical history that make up Prince’s soul purpose. Who wouldn’t want that?

			Love and kindness,

			 

			—Susannah

			





Introduction

			This oral history of Prince, one of the most complex celebrities of his time, draws on over twenty years of research and countless conversations with Prince and people who were close to him—musicians, lovers, engineers, managers, photographers, bodyguards—all sorts of Princeworld insiders who knew him well. I’ll take you through Prince’s difficult youth, his epic rise, his music, and the long, slow, tragic descent of a man who’d eschewed drugs early in his life but was dragged down by them later.

			Close friends say Prince was doing opioids in his late twenties. At least one band member confronted Prince about abusing drugs, and he believes Prince went to rehab in his mid-thirties. The pain of constantly performing and never sleeping led to grinding, chronic pain in his hips, his hands, and his knees. He could barely keep up with the pain. As he got older and the pain increased, he sometimes showed up on stage without heels and debated whether he should get hip replacement surgery. Meanwhile, he was seeking stronger and stronger opioids. Why not just stay home if he was in pain? Because performing was at the core of his identity. It wasn’t something he did, it was who he was, it was all he was. He needed it. Besides, in his last years, being home often meant being alone. By middle age, he was twice divorced and living in a small apartment inside Paisley Park. The drugs not only dulled his physical pain, they quieted the noise inside him, letting him escape from having to think about himself and deal with the deeper issues of who he was.

			This is someone whose desire to be a superstar was launched because of pain. What pain? As a crazy man once wrote, look at this tangle of thorns.1

			





1

			Nothing Compares 2 U

			The Greatest Musician Ever

			Wendy Melvoin (Guitar, the Revolution 1983–1986): His gift was big, big, big, big, big, big. He knew he had a duty to be the best because his gift was so big. On any instrument, he was mind-blowing.

			Alan Leeds (Tour manager 1983–1989, then president of Paisley Park Records 1989–1993): I was completely stunned by his innate musicality, just like everybody else who ever saw him.

			Wendy Melvoin: He was a great piano player.

			BrownMark (Bass, the Revolution 1981–1986): He’s an awesome drummer.

			Wendy Melvoin: He could play the hell out of his synth. He knew exactly how to bend and use his pitch wheel to elicit that thing where you’d feel a note just barely hit the beat.

			BrownMark: He was an incredible bass player.

			Alan Leeds: Everything he touched was brilliant. Not just good, but brilliant to the point where if all he did was play bass, he would have been a first-class bass player. Same with drums and keyboards. You just sit there and scratch your head and say, “How in the world could one musician become so proficient on so many instruments?” Each one of those instruments is a separate skillset. People like Chick Corea and Herbie Hancock will tell you it takes years and years and years of practice to master one instrument. The idea that you could become an elite level guitarist takes years and years and years of practice. But Prince never met an instrument he couldn’t master quickly. This is not your average rock ’n’ roll star.

			Wendy Melvoin: I don’t think there was a better guitar player. There was a certain way he became his instrument. When you watched Prince play, there were blurred lines between the guy and the instrument. It was unbelievable. I’ve played with amazing players who I’m in awe of, but, with Prince, it wasn’t an extension of him, it was him. He mastered that instrument with astonishing agility and ability. He mastered the neck. He mastered his tone. He knew exactly how to dance and choke the neck when there was distortion. He actually knew how to carve his distortion. He was able to control the tone, his foot pedals, everything was incredibly well-timed. He was able to control rhythm. He mastered his internal clock. His internal clock was beastly. His timing was unbelievable. He knew how to push and pull a rhythm that I am still amazed by. If you were slightly out of time, he sniffed it, and he would look at you and wave his hand to slow you down or speed you up. He was always right. And his feel was incredible. It was like part of the way his hands touched the guitar. He could think twenty steps ahead. It was incredible. His guitar playing was interstellar. And he got better over time.

			BrownMark: He was one of the great guitar players in the world. The broad spectrum of genres this guy could reach is amazing. I’d sit there and watch him rip through some jazz like it was nothing. That’s why Miles Davis liked him. If we wanted to do rock or country or blues, it really didn’t matter. He just had this way where he could just find it no matter what. He always said, “If I can hear it in my head, then I can play it.”

			Morris Hayes (Keyboards, New Power Generation 1993–2012): In every position in the band, he could come over to your instrument and beat you so you had to really get it right. You had to crush it or else you were gonna have a headache because his antenna would go up. He’d walk over to your instrument, tell you to move out of the way, and then he’d show you how it actually goes. He did that to everybody. He’d take your bass away from you, he’d take your guitar away from you, he’d take your drums and be like, “Move out of the way,” play the part, and then he’d say, “Now, you do it.”

			Me: He played everything except for horns, but if he absolutely, positively had to…

			Jill Jones (Singer, Prince’s girlfriend 1982–1990): When he was recording “My G-spot,” he wanted a sax on it and Eric Leeds was not around, so Prince asked someone to get him a sax. He sat there all day and all night playing those riffs by himself. I was upstairs watching a movie or whatever while he was downstairs like, “Berp, beep, berp, berp.” You could hear him making mistakes. I was dying, just cracking up, but he was teaching himself everything he was hearing in his head and after a while, he got it down and it sounded alright. He’d gotten the notes, but then he needed the feeling like a real sax player could deliver. He kept going after it all night long. He was so tenacious and so disciplined. I couldn’t believe he sat there for like twelve hours playing this, “Berp, beep, berp, berp, berp.”

			Susan Rogers (Prince’s engineer 1983–1987): Who plays that well on that many instruments? Because he was one of the world’s great bass players, and he’s that good on guitar, and he’s that good on piano, and on organ. Oh, and we’re not done yet—let’s put up a vocal mic. How many men have that chest voice and that falsetto and can give you that soul preacher vocal without ruining his voice? He never developed vocal nodes. He never destroyed his voice, and yet he could scream like any punk or rock artist, and he could shout like any gospel preacher. He could croon like Al Green. Who’s got that range?

			Wendy Melvoin: He was a masterful singer. He could sing live better than most. He knew exactly how his voice sounded live and how to work it—never needed inner ear monitors, always relied on the monitors on the floor or the house sound.

			Susannah Melvoin (Fiancée, lead singer of The Family 1984–1985): What makes him an amazing singer is he’s completely not self-conscious. He’s the opposite of self-conscious. He’s totally in the unconscious mind. He’s completely willing to bare himself, and to get a good vocal out you must let yourself be exposed. You must open yourself up and hear the shitty notes and hear the good notes and not compete with someone outside of you, but just be the best you that you can be and allow yourself to be your most vulnerable. He said, “The uglier you look when you sing, the better it’s going to sound coming out of your mouth.” Prince was willing to go 100 percent, never doubted himself, never doubted the vocal, never doubted his playing, never doubted any of it.

			Chuck Zwicky (Prince’s engineer 1987–1989): The most beautiful thing I ever found with Prince’s vocals is when he does his background vocals. You listen to any one of those tracks on its own and it’s a totally different personality singing. Together it conveys the sense of a group singing. Usually, if the lead singer sings the background parts, everybody’s speaking in the exact same way but with Prince you felt like there’s six people around you and some can sing better than others and they all have their own separate personalities.

			Morris Day (Childhood friend, drummer in Grand Central 1974–1975, front man for The Time 1981–1983, 1989–1990): As far as doing backgrounds, I know firsthand because I was in the studio with this dude on the other side of the glass producing, and it was a job. He would have me singing, and layering notes, and doing things differently each time until you just can’t take any more. So, I know for himself, he took the time and layered his own vocals and put so many layers and different textures, and things on it that it was just crazy. He would just sit there at the board with the mic and do that all night, just working on structuring background vocals and arranging them.

			Me: Many musicians say Prince’s drum programming truly changed the game.

			Susan Rogers: His use of the drum machine had a lasting impression on the culture. He truly innovated the way electronic rhythm works.

			Questlove (Friend of Prince, drummer in The Roots): To my ears, Prince is bar none the best drum programmer of all time. I’ll put Prince up against my favorite hip hop drum programmers. He is the master. He is the only cat who programmed drums to make you feel like a human played ’em. He was able to take the Linn LM-1 drum machine and humanize it. When I was a kid, I thought that was him playing drums because he was smart enough to program little things that only drummers would notice. Why is this part speeding up? Why is this part slowing down? He wanted the sonics of the LM-1, but he wanted it as if a real drummer played it so he would do it in real time and he would purposely speed shit up during the chorus and slow it down during the verse, and all that would make me think a real drummer’s playing. He created a sound with drums that you never heard before.

			Wendy Melvoin: The guy could play the hell out of his LinnDrum.

			Morris Day: He would try and get a real feel, because if you just straight up program a drum track, if you don’t do something to offset it, it’s going to feel really mechanical. He would do things to offset the beat a little bit, like he’d let some mistakes in there to make it feel more real.

			Eric Leeds (Saxophone, the Revolution and New Power Generation 1994–2003): Prince was a really good drummer and as someone who was able to think like a drummer, he brought that musicianship to bear on the machine. He integrated the drum machine into the music as an instrument and not just a machine.

			Me: He was also great with a pen.2

			Wendy Melvoin: With lyrics, he was a master. Especially when he really slowed down and became more universal with his lyrics and storytelling. Look at the lyrics to “Raspberry Beret.” Forget about it. What a great story. Incredible. “Sign O’ The Times.” “Dorothy Parker.”

			Morris Hayes: We were sitting around one day and I said, “Prince, out of all of the stuff you do, what do you think you’re best at, man?” He kinda did that look, put his hand on the chin, and looked up in the sky, and he said, “I think I’m the best at writing lyrics. Cuz, you know, I hate bad lyrics. At the end of the day, Morris, I’m a poet.”3

			Me: A girlfriend said he loved Nikki Giovanni. And Joni Mitchell. But perhaps what he was truly best at was his attitude toward music.

			Morris Hayes: I remember once he did something really crazy. He played two instruments at once. He was playing his guitar and a keyboard at the same time, and I said, “Man, I can’t do anything like that! That’s impossible!” Really quietly, he said, “Morris, if you want to stay here, I don’t accept impossible. I don’t accept ‘No.’ We figure out how to win. If you want to stay here, you’ll figure out how to win. I don’t care how you do it, hieroglyphics, whatever you’ve got to do to figure it out, but you will figure it out, or you’ll be gone.”

			Me: His determination was extraordinary. It shapes his life, but also Prince was working with a different level of brain power than most humans—he knew how to play multiple things simultaneously back when he was a teenager.

			Bobby Z. (Drummer, the Revolution 1978–1990): I saw him do a run on the guitar with his left hand and a run on the keyboard with his right and at the same time he’s singing. Three different sides of his brain all at once. From there, you knew he was incredible.

			Me: His mind’s relationship to music was special.

			Michaela Angela Davis (Prince’s stylist): I remember once, a bunch of us were hanging out and he’s making jokes—he’s funny as fuck—and we’re all sitting together, and then he just got up and left. You’re like, “What?” Later, he said, “I think in music, so when you have words going through your head, I hear music and there are times I have to go.” He had to leave because there was some melody that he had to go put down right away.

			Morris Hayes: He once said to me, “When I play a song, it’s already done in my head. I see the music done in my head, like I hear all of the parts, and I see it done, so when I play, I’m just executing the music I see in my head. Everything I do, I see it done first. I see it completed and then I’m just following through what I’ve already seen in my mind.”

			Jill Jones: He told me “Music must be a journey. It should be an escape into another world. It should be like a peep show into your soul.”

			Me: He was that rare thing—a genius who was a grinder.

			Alan Leeds: Prince was the musical version of Michael Jordan—amazingly gifted and the hardest worker on the team. He realized that the gift didn’t just work on its own. You had to do the work. And the work ethic he had was remarkable because the gift seemed to come so easy to him, but then again, how many of us saw him in his bedroom night after night after night after night after night playing his guitar until his fingers bled? How many of us saw him skipping lunch every day at school to bang on a piano?

			Me: Also, like Jordan, he was insanely competitive.

			Susannah Melvoin: He was competitive at everything, from being the best dressed, to being the best musician, to having the most drive, to working the longest hours, to anything. He always had to be the best. He could not cope with a loss. He would have been the finest athlete in any sport, if he’d decided to go that route. He had that kind of drive.

			Alan Leeds: He was so extremely insecure that everything was a competition. He had to continually prove and reprove his dominance, his superiority, his intellect, over, and over, and over again. Every day, he had to prove himself somehow. If you watch a movie with him, it was a race to see who figured out how it would end first. You play basketball with him, he has to win.

			Me: I played basketball with him, one-on-one and two-on-two, and I could see his competitive fire. He was dying to win. Also, I could see that he was really good at basketball. One more very important point: he really enjoyed playing with me. But we’ll get to that.

			Morris Hayes: I played basketball with him and he killed me so many times. I’m six-foot-five, and I can count on one hand the number of times that I beat him. He was an incredible ball handler and a good shooter, and that’s how he beat a big Neanderthal like me, but Prince would cheat to win. Prince hated to lose. I don’t care what it was, anything he did, he wanted to be the best at it. He wanted to win.4

			Me: His competitiveness also led to him wanting to show up other musicians.

			LeRoy Bennett (Lighting and set designer 1980–1993): He did a horrible thing to Sting one time. Prince had hand signals that meant certain turnarounds and accents and all that stuff. The band knew them. I knew them. But Sting didn’t. He was playing along with whatever song they were playing, Sting was playing the bass, and then all of a sudden, just to fuck with him, Prince started doing all these hand signals. Sting was lost. Finally, he just threw up his hands and gave up. Prince liked to prove that nobody was as good as he was. It was his territory. It was his house. “I’m the boss.” I think that’s what was going on in his head.

			Alan Leeds: Once in Europe there was an aftershow, probably in London or Paris, and Bruce Springsteen happened to be in town. As Prince would occasionally do, if there were celebrities in the house, he’d bring them up to jam. It was probably one of those ten-minute versions of “Baby, I’m A Star” or something. Anyway, Springsteen came out and played the guitar. At the end of the show, we’re in the dressing room after Springsteen’s gone home. Prince is sitting there cackling. He said, “See, I told you he couldn’t play guitar. I told you he couldn’t hang with us.” It was like, why do you have to do that? You’ve proven yourself. You’re selling more records than Springsteen right now. It’s like, “Come on, dude.” It shouldn’t be about that on this level. His competitiveness served him really well when he was young and carving out his career. But once he was established as a superstar, his insecurity worked against him. You reach a point where you’re so successful that behaving that way is beneath you and even detrimental because you can get more out of collaborating then out of competing.

			Me: Competitiveness, drive, a massive gift, and determination led to Prince becoming world class in almost every aspect of music—he had a burning obsession to be great and he was a sponge of a learner. From his early teens, he was completely focused on becoming a rock-star musician and he spent years thinking of nothing else, shutting out every other aspect of life.

			Alan Leeds: You’re talking about somebody who really didn’t have a life. For his first thirty-plus years, he didn’t care about anything but music. He really lived, breathed, and slept music, and when you take that dedication, that sacrifice of a life, and combine it with this spooky natural gift, then you have Prince. You also see why there’s only one Prince.

			Me: That sort of tight, narrow focus may be critical to reaching a difficult goal, but it left Prince with some major deficiencies. It’s like he ran away and joined the circus, and it left him a king in the big top and lost in the real world.

			Pepe Willie (Cousin and mentor): The only time that Prince is normal is when he’s on stage playing his music. That’s when he’s Prince. He doesn’t even know how to be when he’s off stage.

			Me: Prince’s years of focusing on developing as a musician, combined with the pain of feeling abandoned by his parents and rejected by his peers, led to him retreating into his shell and never really learning the basics of successfully interacting with people. Relationships with other people are critical for our souls. They help us deal with the complexity of the human condition; they make it possible for us to deeply enjoy the highs of life and to survive the hard parts. They help make life worth living. Talking about our emotions helps us make sense of them and is critical to maintaining mental health. And yet Prince was largely unable or unwilling to talk about himself or his feelings and couldn’t have a one-on-one relationship that wasn’t totally focused on him and his music. He was more comfortable on stage in an arena relating to thousands than he was in a one-on-one conversation.

			Alan Leeds: He wasn’t at home in front of people he didn’t know well, and his lack of trust went so far as to inhibit his comfort level with people. I worked for James Brown and they were similar in the sense that James was also rejected by his mother and didn’t trust anybody. He had very much the same trust issues. It’s, ironically, very similar.

			Me: Interacting with Prince off stage could be difficult. He was an enigma, even to those who knew him best.

			Alan Leeds: It was hard to determine who the real Prince was. Every time I thought I had it nailed, he would say or do something that would send me back to the woodshed to rethink it.

			Wendy Melvoin: He was a shape-shifter. Underneath the shape-shifting, he was a complicated, incredibly intelligent person who was very funny but could be really mean. That was part of his complicated relationship to himself. I think what was easy for him was music. That was the form of language that came easiest. Communicating verbally was not his strong point. It just wasn’t. He got used to a certain type of communication in his adult years, but the stuff underneath, where you say my heart hurts, that was really hard for him. I think the psychology of all that stuff was elusive to him, and he didn’t really like that kind of communication. He was deeply self-conscious and, in private moments, whether it was one-on-one, or in a room with twenty people, it was difficult for him to talk. I think he was a really self-conscious guy, but he knew how to use that part of himself to become the most important person in the room. It was painful to watch him sometimes because he was so uncomfortable in front of a few people. If one hundred thousand people were standing in front of him, there was a certain dissociative quality he could muster and become the perfect version of himself that he wanted to be. In smaller situations he was too exposed. But he wasn’t just one thing. Depending on what was going on in his life, he was either a bad guy who had good moments or a good guy who had bad moments. You couldn’t predict. That’s what I mean by shape-shifter. He was really moody. He used to say to me, “I’m whatever you want me to be.”

			Me: Several people said Prince’s personality swings were so wide that they experienced him as four different people.

			Wendy Melvoin: We used to have personality names for him. Steve was the guy we really liked. He was sweet, funny, quiet, engaged, playful, available, touchy feely, huggy—wore tube socks that came up over his knees. Then there was Fred Sanford. You did not want him to come into the room. He was impatient, annoyed, aggressive, and mean. Fred Sanford was going to kick someone’s ass. There was Marilyn Monroe—seductive, quiet, and just full of sexual energy. But she was treacherous, though, because sexual energy can be really manipulative. And there was Shaft. He would go on stage with us. He was ready to kick some ass like a vigilante. He was the guy that was going to make everything okay, but with an iron fist.

			Susannah Melvoin: He had an extraordinary ability to compartmentalize his inner world.

			BrownMark: Some days when he came in, he was not a friend—it was about business, about getting down to the music. But he also had a really funny side to him where he would crack jokes and pull jokes on you. He was just funny, and he had this heart-wrenching laugh, this deep laugh that came from deep down within, and that’s when you knew he was really in a good mood because he would laugh about stuff and roll around on the floor like a kid. And talk about Marilyn Monroe, that was something that ran through his veins. He was a pretty man, and he knew it. He’d be like, “Mark, ain’t I beautiful?” He had that whole side to him. He’d say, “Mark, I’m just too pretty. I’m just too pretty.” Of course, he’s joking, but he’s for real.

			Wendy Melvoin: Most of the time, it was Steve, but if he hadn’t slept in days, you didn’t know what you were going to get. He’d go on jags where you knew he hadn’t been asleep for three days, and you’d be like, “Oh my god, look at his eyes, they’re like pinwheels.” He’d be mute, his eyes would be red, and he’d be eating Doritos5 and Toblerone, and it would be like, “Oh my god, don’t talk to him.” But, most of the time, it was Steve, and he’d be yummy and funny and kind and generous of spirit and playful and silly. Lisa and I used to call him My Little Pony. We used to sing that to him all the time because he was our little pony. He loved it. He loved hearing it. But you never knew if he loved you or hated you. And if you thought you knew, he could turn on a coin in two seconds. I believe that that was part of his pathology. He struggled with being annoyed by everybody and everything. He was easily burdened. He didn’t want to have to communicate, so listening to other people’s stories was a burden to him. He was annoyed by everyone. There was a lot that came out of his mouth that was egregious, and you just looked at him like, “Pump the brakes. What’s the problem?” It was a lot of sticking up for yourself around him, and that was tiresome after a while. As an adult, I think what drove him was religion, and a moral compass created by his own definitions through his study. But I think the thing that controlled him was his drug addiction. His use of pain pills was probably longer than maybe some of us might have thought because, when he started getting his aches and pains, I think he really relied on it. And he was little. I think it just got worse for him over time. I know plenty of people in my life who’ve died of drug addiction. You get to a point where you need it so badly that when you’re off of it, your pain is actually worse and your neurons, your nerve endings, are on fire. So, even when he tried to stop on his own, his pain was too much. I think it’s an existential pain as well.

			Morris Hayes: I came up with the theory that there were five personalities—I called them the Five Princes. Number one was the one I saw when Purple Rain came out. He was bigger than life. He was this enigma, a real rock star. That’s how Prince was. He was The Kid. Number two is when I actually got in the band, and I started going to rehearsal, and said like, “Oh my God, this dude is rough. He’s mean.” I just learned from an insider’s perspective, like, he’s got the whip and the chain and everything. It would be like so tough, not like anything I’ve ever dealt with. This dude was hard. You’ve got to get it all and you’ve got to get it now and if you weren’t getting it, he would wait until you did. He’d have everybody else just waiting for you. If you weren’t conscientious about what it is you were doing, you were gonna have a problem. If it’s my day and I’m messing up, his whole focus goes right to me and he’d be like, “I’m gonna break you down. You’re gonna either get this right or you’re gonna get so run over that you feel like a flat tire by the end of the day.” Number three was the funny man. We’d play basketball, we’d play the dozens, and we’d be talking about each other’s moms, like “Yo momma’s selling drum machines down at Guitar Center.” We’d be joking with each other and goosing each other and all this kinda stuff, just fun Prince. We’d rent out a movie theater or we’d rent out a bowling alley. We’d play jokes on each other and just laugh and run down the hallways like a bunch of kids. Number four was the sad Prince. It’s like he’s hurt, like he’s having a bad day, so you’re gonna have a bad day. And number five was give-you-the-shirt-off-his-back Prince. I’m sure there’s some others, but those are the ones that were the most present to me, and the thing is, once I figured all of that out, I started shutting my mouth when he came in. I would let him talk first so I could see who showed up today. It was like, Okay, number three is here, so it’s a fun day today. But if number two shows up, it’s like, Okay, uh, you better be on your A game or you got a headache. I’d tell the band, “Number two’s here today. I already talked to him, so you better have your parts ready.” That really helped me because when I didn’t apply that theory, I’d be lost. I would be like, okay, the day before we had a ball, we were hanging out with girls, doing whatever, having fun and I’d come in the next day on the same vibe, like, “Bro, man, that was a good time,” and it’d be like, “Cut.” That is not the dude from yesterday. And you hear the brake skid marks from a mile away, ’cause I had to readjust and get serious and be like, Okay, Morris, we gotta focus, and get centered back in the right lane very quickly.

			Jill Jones: His genius became a hindrance to him actually having to be able to reveal his inner feelings. People didn’t demand he show his feelings. It’s too bad that he wasn’t able to do it verbally, but he chose to wear different masks. You had to really pull him out to get to something real.

			Me: It seems like Prince wanted to prevent people from seeing his real self.

			Morris Day: Prince kept himself at arm’s length from people because I don’t think he communicated with people very well. So, he just kept that wall up. He wouldn’t let a lot of the employees in. He kind of controlled them with his moodiness, with awkward silence, and things like that. Everybody at Paisley Park was always worried about what his mood was when he got to work, when he got to the studio, when he walked in the room. They were like “Is he smiling? Is he happy?” Everybody was all running around worried about what kind of mood this dude was in. Sometimes he would come in and it’s gloom and doom and serious, so everybody’s quiet and on edge. Sometimes he was like Richard Pryor, a total comedian who would have everyone laughing. He was moody but that let him control the situation. But he was just all about music and I don’t think anything outside of that he could really relate to. Outside of music, I don’t think he really dug interacting with people.

			Me: It feels like there were a series of masks in his music as well as the persona behind his songs shifted from Hypersexual Man (“Dirty Mind,” “Darling Nikki,”) to Romantic Lover (“Raspberry Beret,” “Adore”) to Supercool Dude (“Controversy,” “Girls & Boys”) to Artiste (“All the Critics Love U In New York,” “Do U Lie?”) to Spiritual Worshipper (“God,” “Eye Know”). He could also be feminine (“If I Was Your Girlfriend”) or obtuse (“Dorothy Parker”) or afraid of what was happening to the world (“America,” “Sign O’ The Times”) or exuberantly self-confident (“Baby I’m A Star”). Is this the work of a very multifaceted person or the ultimate code-switcher who knows how to give the audience so many looks that they never know who he really is? The person Prince was in high school was so radically different than the person who showed up a few years later on stage that one of his classmates famously said, “When did he get the personality implant?” Was it actually a shield protecting him from having to show his real self? Maybe—because in high school they saw him as an awkward nerd—one friend said in high school he was like Pedro from Napoleon Dynamite.

			Susannah Melvoin: People were like, “What’s up with the kid with the really light skin and the pens in his pocket and the huge afro who doesn’t talk to anybody?”

			Jerome Benton (Background singer and dancer in the Revolution 1984–1986, valet in The Time 1981–1983, 1990): He was a high yellow Negro with a pretty afro and not much to say.

			Me: Years later, people who worked with him saw the same thing.

			LeRoy Bennett: He could be nerdy. He was shy. He was awkward.

			Me: Becoming a rock star was meant to fix everything.

			Alan Leeds: He was suspicious and paranoid of people and life in general and cynical and clearly troubled by his personal demons. And the more we learned about his background—how his mother basically walked away from him, and his father struggled to raise him and threw in the towel, and the kinds of rejection he suffered as a youngster—we can maybe understand why he was so suspicious of the world, and why he would maybe not grow up to be a secure, well-rounded individual. This is a guy who grew up with issues. He had mother/father issues. He had Small Man Complex. He had light-skinned issues. He had a taller half-brother who was a basketball star. He could outhoop his brother6 but he didn’t get any love for it cuz he was the short, goofy guy. He was the shortest kid in school and he was an excellent basketball player, but nobody took him seriously. If you can believe it, Prince was the short, obnoxious, nerdy guy in school. He got beat up a lot. He got bullied. Nobody liked him. When Prince was a kid, everyone in Minneapolis was like, “Oh, that crazy nerd.”

			Me: You can start to see why he decided that becoming a rock star would be his escape, and how the lack of a real family was helpful.

			Alan Leeds: The only thing that really, really mattered to him was music. He didn’t have the distractions most people have—no one in the family was going to stop him from making music all the time. His relationship with his mother was distant. He was also not close to his brothers and sisters, most of whom were half-brothers and sisters. He didn’t really feel like he had family. In his mind, becoming a celebrity was a way to get back at his background.

			Me: It seemed like the perfect way to roar back at everyone and everything—and music was really the only thing he cared about—so he put everything into it.

			Alan Leeds: He sat down as a youngster and designed himself to be a rock star. Not a musician, but a rock star. There was an acceptance and a power and a security that he envisioned could come from massive appeal. It would liberate him from the ostracism he’d felt at school and the rejection he’d felt at home. It was pretty apparent in talking with him as well as people in Minneapolis who grew up with him that this was something that he had his sights on from junior high school, if not before. For him, celebrity was like “Okay, here’s how I can get back at the world. Here’s how I can get the girls and be the number-one guy and get the attention and, above all, never have to feel vulnerable or afraid or have to say I’m sorry.” He emerged from his childhood with a very high degree of emotional neediness, and this is the only conduit through which he could establish any self-esteem. The idea of celebrity was his way of looking at society and finding his place and establishing that he was never going to be a joiner, he was never going to be one of the gang; he was going to make his own rules and create his own place in this atmosphere out here called the music business, and do it in such a way that he would get the kind of attention and respect that he was craving.

			Me: Prince fulfilled his childhood dreams beyond his own imagination, but he remained unhappy in many ways.

			Eric Leeds: This is a guy who, after all the success, still looks at himself as a victim. It kind of pisses me off because I don’t think he has a right to look at himself as a victim.

			A Girlfriend: He was tormented. He was struggling with this duality of good and evil, and sometimes you’d get happy, fun Prince but more often you’d get complicated, heavy Prince, and, a lot of times, it was almost like he was performing around me when it was unnecessary. He communicates on subjects he’s passionate about like music, but he doesn’t talk just to talk. He doesn’t want to communicate about what’s going on inside himself.

			Me: He was famous for having lots of girlfriends, but it seems like in most of his relationships he wasn’t forging deep, honest connections.

			Jill Jones: I said, “Prince and I are back together again,” and my mom goes, “You know the only time a pimp ever sleeps with a woman is when he’s trying to get her back in check.” My mom always thought that when Prince was sleeping with women, it was actually to control them. And when he wasn’t sleeping with you, you were working. She said, “He’s the best pimp I’ve ever seen.” She said he was like the Iceberg Slim of his day.

			Me: He became a megastar but remained deeply insecure, as if his wounded inner child never healed.

			LeRoy Bennett: As a musician, he was a warrior, but as a human being, he was fragile. I think inside of him there was a hurt little boy, a frightened little boy, a fragile boy. It was like there were two people constantly fighting inside of him, that warrior and that boy.

			Me: He was at war inside because even though he lived like a king, there was something he needed that he could never buy or create, and the lack of it may have led to his death. He wanted a family and he was never able to have one that lasted.

			Morris Hayes: Prince put music as his first love, his second love, and whatever-other-number-you-want-to-put-on-it love. I don’t think he ever allowed room for anything else. It’s going to be hard for any significant other to accept that down-the-line position, because if it comes to him going home to eat dinner versus going to the studio or rehearsing with the band, the music is going to come first.

			Pepe Willie: He got his wish to be a rock star, but you gotta be careful what you wish for sometimes, because Prince does not have one real true friend. I still love this dude! I still feel that he’s part of my family, but you know what we call him? We call him The Lonely Guy. Christmas time, Easter time, Thanksgiving, where ya supposed to be? With your family! Not him, he’s flyin’ in the air somewhere! All alone. He ain’t with his family! He don’t have a family. He’s The Lonely Guy.





2

			When Doves Cry

			Prince's Crazy Teens (1958–1977)

			Morris Day: John had some rules that he laid out—“Be in by this time,” and “Don’t bring no girls over to my house.” But Prince and I had these girlfriends…

			Me: Prince was twelve years old and had been living with his father, John Nelson, for about six months. A few years earlier, his parents had divorced. His mother remarried and Prince chose to leave her house to go live with his father. But now he was bringing girls into his dad’s house, breaking one of his cardinal rules, and heading for one of the key moments of his life, perhaps the inciting incident that would set in motion everything else that would happen. That said, during his brief time living with his father, he had already chosen his life’s path.

			Jill Jones: Prince told me that when he was living there with John, he decided that he wanted to be rich. He was going to be rich and famous, and he was going to go from being abandoned to having complete autonomy and independence from those people that had raised him. He felt like then he would be free from everybody because there were abandonment issues. That definitely existed.

			Me: He felt abandoned by his mother, who would remain a source of pain and resentment throughout his life. Prince’s father was a musician. He led the Prince Rogers Trio—Prince Rogers was his stage name.

			André Cymone (Childhood friend, bass and cofounder of Grand Central 1975–1981): He was an unbelievable musician. Beyond that, he was a really, really cool person. He gave us a heads-up as musicians on the different things you can run into, different complications and women and all those kinds of things, the trappings and the pitfalls of being an actual musician. He would give us cassettes and say, “Listen to this.” He’d give us a cassette of him playing, give us lectures about growing up and what we needed to do and how we needed to handle ourselves as young men.

			Alan Leeds: Prince idolized his dad. He was a musician, he dressed cool, he was known in the community, and he had a measure of success. He approached music with a very unique personal style that was somewhere between Thelonious Monk and Sun Ra.

			André Cymone: The apple did not fall far from the tree. If you heard John play, you completely understood where Prince got the genes. Prince had a nice piano in his bedroom, a little upright, so his dad obviously said, “My son’s talented.” It was an unbelievable setup.

			Morris Day: John helped Prince get started. At an early age, he would take Prince with him to the church and they would play duets and stuff. I think he realized that his son had a gift. John and Prince were very similar to me. I didn’t notice John’s comedic side as much as Prince’s. John was very serious and kinda moody. He reminded me of Vincent Price, and he kind of looked like him. He had this real deep voice, kind of like Prince did. They were very similar, which is probably why they ended up clashing.

			Alan Leeds: As Prince grew up, he saw other sides of his dad that were difficult to idolize. He wasn’t an attentive father other than to talk about the piano. He wasn’t successful as a musician. He apparently had no interest in commercial music, so he didn’t make a lot of money with music. I think he was basically a frustrated jazz man, a jazz man at heart who was never part of the real jazz scene. Whether he could have competed successfully in New York in those days when all the great jazz giants were playing in the city all the time, who knows?

			Morris Day: John was an avant-garde jazz musician, and I don’t know what kind of market there was for that. There’s a possibility that he was a frustrated musician.

			Alan Leeds: John was a weird guy. Looking between his eyes, you could get a sense that his life had had a lot of drama. He worked at Honeywell in the factory. His day job is what supported the family. The musician side of John, financially, was a hustle. Prince saw that, and the older he got, the less he idolized his dad, but I don’t think he ever stopped wanting to idolize him.

			Me: John was still chasing his dream of being a musician and that may have made it hard to be a committed parent. He also had five other children.

			Alan Leeds: John was playing nightclubs and strip joints for a living as well as working a day job. He didn’t have much time to learn how to be a full-time parent. I don’t think he was up to the task.

			Jill Jones: I think that John couldn’t live with a lot of people. I just don’t get the feeling that he wanted a lot of people around. It was too much noise.

			Me: Then came the night when John came home and realized Prince had again broken his rule.

			Morris Day: Prince and I had these girlfriends who were close friends, and we would hang out with them. You know when you kinda say you’re sleeping over at somebody’s house, but you’re at somebody else’s? We’d tell our parents we were going one place and then go to Prince’s. One day, he sneaks the girl in. John had already threatened him about bringing girls up in his house, but Prince sneaks the girl up to his room, pulls the mattress off the bed, and throws it on the floor so there ain’t no noise or squeaking. But John found out about it. I was there with him when it happened. We came in and said hello to John and he didn’t say nothing. He just looked at Prince and said, “Put your key on the table.” John called him Skipper. He said, “Skipper, put your key on the table.” That was it. He was kicked out. There was no negotiating. He knew that that meant he was out.

			Me: Suddenly, Prince had nowhere to live.

			Jill Jones: I know that he called John on the phone to try to get back in. His dad was just like, “No.” His dad was very strict.7

			Me: Prince bounced from one family to another, staying on people’s couches. He once told a reporter, “I was constantly running from family to family. It was nice on one hand, because I always had a new family, but I didn’t like being shuffled around. I was bitter for a while, but I adjusted.”

			Susannah Melvoin: He just didn’t have a place to be. He found himself going all over the place, living all over town.

			Me: He was at his dad’s because he had escaped his mom. He felt like she had abandoned him by remarrying. He felt unloved by her, and he hated his stepfather. He would forever stay hurt and disappointed and angry with his mother. So, as a boy, he already had the two key pieces of emotional baggage that would propel him into the incredibly driven teenager who was dying to become a rock star. He needed to get back at his mom for abandoning him and he wanted to win his Dad’s love after he’d shunned him. Friends say Prince felt like becoming a rock star would prove his mom was wrong—see, I do matter—and it would also capture the attention of his father. Succeeding in music where his dad had failed would surely make Dad proud of him and win his respect.

			Jill Jones: Prince had this vibe of, “I’m gonna punish my mom forever.” He would do stuff like fly his dad first class and fly his mom in coach. Some really strange things went on, and he made it very difficult for her to be really warm with anyone, but his father got off scot-free. I thought that was really patriarchal of him.

			Me: Let’s go back to the beginning. Mattie Shaw was a jazz singer who met John Nelson in a nightclub. Both of them had grown up in Louisiana and then moved to Minneapolis, both of them loved music, and both of them had children—Mattie had one (Frank Jackson) and John had four (Sharon, Norrine, Lorna, and John Nelson). John was seventeen years older than Mattie. They met in 1956. She sang with his band until they married in 1957. She called him Prince. Prince was born in 1958. Also in 1958, John and his prior wife had a son named Duane. In 1960, Mattie and John welcomed Prince’s sister Tyka. Sounds like it was complicated.

			Susannah Melvoin: When he was growing up, he thought his mother was the most beautiful woman in the world. He used to look up to her, and he would say that when she was very, very young, she looked like Elizabeth Taylor. She had great hair, a beautiful body, and carried herself in a specific way. He was enamored with that, and he would talk about that. He looked at her curves, the way she put her lipstick on, the way her eyebrows arched. She was kind but she had a great swag about her, like her demeanor was incredibly hot. He would show me pictures of his mom and he’d say, “Wasn’t she beautiful?” I would say, “Oh yeah, you look like her.” It’s really odd—he put his makeup on like his mom did. That was the way he wanted people to look at him.
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