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				A vicious pimp was precariously holding on to my right foot as he dangled me from the top of a twenty-story apartment building at Amsterdam and Seventy-eighth Street. It is as true as it is ironic that some months earlier this same man had met me at Small’s Paradise in Harlem, where I was singing my semi-hit “Let Me Down Easy.” The man had no such intentions; he was sadistic, callous, and impossibly gorgeous. He had wooed and won me by reciting long passages from the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám. He possessed the world’s most mellifluous voice. When he took me to secluded Provençal bistros and ordered in flawless French, I practically melted into the brie. He dressed elegantly. He even sang beautifully. His charm was so prodigious that only he could break my obsession with Clarence Paul, Marvin Gaye’s compatriot and Stevie Wonder’s mentor at Motown. Clarence’s marriage had not stopped me from pursuing him night and day. I lived for those few moments when Clarence and I could steal away to the dark end of the street. That’s when I was seventeen.

				Before I turned twenty, the debonair pimp had temporarily cured me of my misdirected passion for Mr. Paul. Mr. Wonderful wove a web of such subtle design that I mistook my prison for a palace. Little by little, he stripped me of all outside contacts. He showed me how his own women waited on him hand and foot, and he expected the same of me. He convinced me that it was my absolute obligation to bring him at least a hundred dollars a day. That meant turning tricks.

				I am a woman who does not like admitting mediocrity at any task—particularly one where fucking is the centerpiece. Yet in all honesty, I cannot claim the status of a world-class whore. I tried but stumbled. It might have been that Mr. Wonderful warned me so vociferously about soliciting cops that when I started to work, every potential customer looked like a policeman. I did not prove a good earner. I had to rely on friends to give me the hundred dollars to avoid getting beaten by my man. Fortunately, I found one sweet john—Johnny Desmond, a singing star from the forties and fifties then appearing on Broadway with Barbra Streisand. He was a cultivated man, and we enjoyed stimulating intercourse, both intellectual and sexual. Johnny kept me in business for several months, and I remain grateful.

				Finally, though, I saw the light. That light did not involve religion. My story is one in which Jesus will not be making an appearance. My feeling then and now is that if God is fond of black people, he has shown his affection only recently. What the hell took him so long? What the hell took me so long to see that I was aiding and abetting a raging asshole? Sure, Mr. Wonderful looked debonair in his pale blue Turnbull & Asser shirts and his shiny mohair suits, but at some point I had to look at myself and ask, Why in the world am I putting up with this lowlife?

				On a balmy spring night I gathered up my nerve and said, “I’m gone.”

				“You stay,” he retorted, “until I kick your ass out.”

				“I’m not asking,” I snapped back. “I’m telling.”

				He responded by grabbing me by the neck, dragging me to the roof, and dangling me over the edge. The fact that the traffic down on Amsterdam Avenue was light was of no comfort.

				“Bitch,” he said. “There’s only one way you’re leaving. That’s if I decide to drop you.”

				I knew the man was monstrous, but I did not see him as a murderer. Of course, I couldn’t be sure, but I had to take that chance.

				“If you think I’m worth the rest of your life in jail, then drop me.”

				“Fuck you,” he said. “You’ll never make it without me.”

				That’s when he pulled me up, slapped me around, and told me to get out. I ran like the wind, leaving everything behind.

				I hit the streets of Manhattan wearing a pair of shorts, a bra, and no shoes. I had no money.

				Where was I supposed to go?

				What was I supposed to do?

			

		

	
		
			
				Drink

				I was born into a heavy-drinking family. Early on I became—and remain—a serious drinker. I make no apologies for this. It’s who I am.

				I drank from conception; I drank in the womb because Mama drank every day of her life. She lived to be ninety-one and probably would have made it to a hundred if, because of her drunken state, she hadn’t had a silly accident.

				Daddy, who adored me, loved his liquor just as much. High blood pressure–induced strokes didn’t stop him from drinking. A stroke killed him when he was forty-six.

				My parents’ grand enterprise, besides their children, was an at-home corn-liquor business where they sold booze and barbecue sandwiches. They filled the house with anyone looking for cheap drink and tasty food. A blues-blasting jukebox provided the entertainment. Among the happiest customers were the biggest gospel stars at the time—the Pilgrim Travelers, the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi, the Dixie Hummingbirds. The church entertainers didn’t want to be seen in public bars, so my parents’ home was the perfect spot. They loved to party and I loved hearing them sing.

				They loved hearing me sing as well. Mama would set me in front of the jukebox and with “Let the Good Times Roll” blasting out of the speakers, everyone cheered as I pulled up my skirt and rolled my stomach in time with the music. By the age of two, I could grind to the groove.

				Daddy was Frank James Haskins and Mama was Pearlina Johnson. They grew up in rural Louisiana. Before they met, Daddy had already been married. His first wife died in a fire along with their daughter, also named Betty. Mama had gone through two husbands, both younger than she was, and had a daughter, Mattie, my beloved sister and closest friend in life, thirteen years my senior. My mother was so gorgeous they called her Pretty Pearl.

				Family legend said Mama spotted Daddy at the sawmill where he worked. As the planks rolled down the line, the men kicked them in a slick rhythm that flipped them over to be split with perfect precision. Supposedly Daddy was the best of the sawmill showmen. Mama liked his style and brought him lunch.

				I guess lunch was good, ’cause before long they were keeping house. Mama had that New Orleans religion, the kind that let her go to Mass drunk every Sunday morning. In her version of Catholicism, God and hooch got along great.

				Frank, Pearl, and Mattie migrated to the sandy beach town of Muskegon, Michigan, where I was born Betty Jo Haskins on January 29, 1946. They set up their makeshift nightclub at home in the projects where we lived. There was no gambling or loose women, only a jukebox, booze, and Mama’s homemade sandwiches. It was the perfect space for locals looking to relax.

				Both my parents had steady day jobs. Mama worked for rich white women and picked up many of their social graces. Like many of the women of her background, she made class distinctions among blacks. She liked to say, “I’d rather be a goat than a nigger.” Mama’s cursing was restricted to the occasional use of “bitch,” “bastard,” and “hell.” I never saw her naked until she was deathly ill. I’m not sure Daddy did either; I suspect that she demanded they have sex in the dark.

				Mama cooked in the hallowed Louisiana tradition, making masterpieces with leftovers. Later in my life, guys who quit me came back just for Mama’s cooking. For his part, Daddy demanded strict southern fare—pigs’ ears, tails, and feet. I wanted French fries, but Mama said, “I ain’t messin’ up my potatoes by cutting them up into little pieces.”

				Mama sang to me. She’d sing blues by Clara and Bessie Smith, who had performed at the plantation where she’d lived. In her mind’s eye, she carried images of those larger-than-life ladies. She also loved country and listened to the Grand Ole Opry on the radio. Daddy liked the cowboy singers Gene Autry and Roy Rogers.

				Mama and Daddy fought long and hard, especially when I was young. Mama tells the story about how she was going to leave him after a big blowup. She packed up me and Sister, and bought seats on the Greyhound back to Louisiana. Being the loudmouth that I was—and am—I ran up and down the aisles telling my fellow passengers, “We’re going to Mama’s home because Daddy hit her and she called the police!” Later I learned the real story: It was Mama who had a history of hitting Daddy. When Daddy retaliated, she swore she was taking us with her and never returning. We stayed in Louisiana for about a half-hour before we turned around and headed back to Michigan.

				As far as I was concerned, Daddy could do no wrong, which was also his attitude toward me. He was so protective that he wouldn’t let me go to school in the rain. He was so devoted to Mattie that I was sure he was her biological dad. Not quite stocky but past skinny, Daddy had a face like the Indian on a nickel. There was a honey hue to his dark caramel coloring. He sported two hairstyles. The first was slicked back with Murray’s grease. Then when a new process came along, he wore it fried, dyed, and laid to the side. His favorite fabric was gabardine. He loved gabardine slacks, but there was nothing he loved more than a drink. As much as he loved me, I once saw him take my roller skates to the pawn shop where he got them in the first place—all for liquor money. He drank too damn fast.

				Daddy liked ladies and had no shame in taking me with him to meet his women. I had no idea that they were his special friends or that Daddy was having flings. I just knew that these ladies plied him with liquor. My guess is that my mother, fearless and headstrong as she was, had a couple of flings of her own.

				My folks had no regard for money. They drank away whatever slim profits their corn liquor and pork sandwiches might have yielded.

				Mama was more moderate in her drinking. Every time she hid the booze supply, Daddy tore up the house till he found it. If on a rare occasion he failed to find it, he ran out to one of his ladies. Mama retaliated by getting in the car, turning on the ignition, and driving into a wall.

				How did I weather this world of overwrought emotions?

				No doubt, I was overwrought too, but I can’t say that I was frightened. I knew that these two people loved me dearly. They protected me. They also provided an excitement that got into my blood. Music was exciting. Dancing was exciting. Partying was exciting. Seeing people grouped together in search of fun turned boredom to fascination.

				I was fascinated by the interplay between Mama and Daddy. When I was very young the explosions were nonstop. The high drama between them was better than anything on TV. The break-up-to-make-up syndrome kept us on our toes.

				After nearly two years in Muskegon, we moved to Pontiac, where we stayed for a minute before moving to Detroit. My folks had factory jobs at General Motors while Sister, who married at fourteen, stayed behind in Muskegon with her husband.

				When I got to be ten, the drama subsided because of Daddy’s strokes. His medical condition quieted the love storms, and Mama became his conscientious caretaker.

				Sister was an angel, and her husband was a low-down dirty dog. He gave her nothing but grief. We all celebrated when Sister left him and joined us in Detroit. The problem, though, was that her next husband was worse. He was violent not only with Sister but with me and Mama as well. Sister was with this evil muthafucka—a degenerate gambler, cheater, and wife beater—for twenty years before someone did us the favor of murdering him. You could say that Sister had issues with men. And yet this same woman was the most wonderful human being I have ever encountered. She was the perfect daughter and sister. Her kindness knew no bounds. Her compassion was deep and true, her disposition upbeat and loving. She was one of the bright lights of my life.

				Sister took me everywhere—to a Little Esther show, to the beauty parlor, to the department store downtown. I loved her company and her looks. She was darker than I was, and, given the prejudice of the times, that convinced her I was prettier. I wasn’t. She was petite, with small arms, wrists, ankles, and legs. Her breasts were larger than mine, but my booty was bigger than hers. To an outside observer, we were almost twin images of each other.

				I still remember Sister’s admonitions.

				Keep your brassiere straps clean.

				Don’t take money from one man and give it to another.

				Wash your own panties.

				Like Mama and Daddy, Sister liked to drink. She also loved to read, even though she read junk. She followed the soaps and, I believe, viewed life through the lens of those melodramatic stories. Looking back, Sister’s life became one of those soap stories. And come to think of it, so did mine.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three Steps

				Some performers who start out young complain about their lost childhoods. Well, you’re looking at someone who never wanted a childhood. I never wanted to do the things that kids were supposed to do. I related to the world of adults. I wanted to do what adults did. I wanted to drink and dance and smoke and, when I learned about sex, I wanted to do that too. I saw childhood as a silly preliminary to the real stuff, the fun stuff. I wanted out of childhood as soon as humanly possible.

				I also wanted out of school the minute I got in. Mama sent me to St. Agnes Catholic School because she thought it was a good idea for me to mix in with white kids. I thought it was a good idea to take some of the corn liquor my folks were selling at home and sell small sips at school. Mother Ernesta, who took me on as her special project, didn’t agree. She saw me as a bright girl in need of direction. All I needed, though, was a way to avoid Mother Ernesta.

				Like all the teachers at school, the nuns were white. I was grown before I ever saw a black priest or nun. Mother Ernesta was also certain that, with discipline, I’d prove to be a top student. She saw that, although I read well, I didn’t want to be bothered with details.

				“Details are critical to true understanding,” she said.

				“Why?” I asked. “All I need to know about World War Two is that it was us against the Germans, the Italians, and the Japanese.”

				“But when did the war start and stop?”

				“It started in the thirties. It stopped in the forties.”

				“But when in the forties?” she asked. “When was Pearl Harbor?”

				“The day the Japs bombed the shit out of us.”

				“Why express it with vulgarity?”

				“I’m guessing the guys who got their asses blown up saw it as pretty goddamn vulgar.”

				“Stop cursing! It does not become a lady. You must read your history book more carefully.”

				“I don’t wanna read it at all.”

				“What is it that you want to do?”

				“Smoke and drink.”

				“You say that to shock me, young lady. But I don’t shock easily. I know you have a good mind and native talent. I’ve heard you sing.”

				“You have?”

				“Yes, I’ve heard you sing in the schoolyard. Your voice is strong and clear. You have good diction. I’d encourage you to sing in the upcoming talent contest. Consult Sister Bradford, who leads the choir, and she’ll find you suitable material.”

				Naturally, I didn’t consult anyone. When it was time to perform at the talent show, I looked over the assembly of students, priests, and nuns, and gave them a taste of the Coasters’ “I’m a Hog for You.” The song talks about how one piggy went to London, another to Hong Kong, but me, I’m wigglin’ over to your house to love you all night long.

				As you can imagine, the kids started squealing in delight, but Mother Ernesta, poor lady, nearly had a heart attack.

				She interrupted me halfway through, waving her hands as if the school had caught on fire. I was never asked to participate in another school activity.

				•••

				If I had to be in school, I wanted to go to the public school where my friends were carrying on. Public school had places for lazy students like me to hide. But Mama, a wine-loving Catholic, saw religious school as a way to gain greater social mobility.

				The mobility that interested me the most was the kind that would get me out of the house. By age fourteen, I thought I was ready to move out. This was the late fifties, when the music that spoke to me loudest was Etta James’s “Dance with Me, Henry” and “Good Rockin’ Daddy.”

				I was eager to find the right rockin’ daddy. I don’t know why, but my folks put me in a bedroom in our house with three steps under the window. It was as though those outside steps had been built to make it easy for me to climb out whenever I wanted—or for someone to climb in.

				In 1958, a fourteen-year-old boy climbed in for the sole purpose of deflowering me. I was twelve. I didn’t like him for his looks; I liked him because he was bad. He was manic and violent, and he was considered the biggest bully in our North End neighborhood. No one liked him, and the cops were always on his case. When he threatened to beat me up if I didn’t give him sex, he didn’t know that he didn’t have to bother with the beating-up part. I wanted to have sex. I was curious.

				Because I had no one to compare him to, I couldn’t rank the bully’s technique. He didn’t last long and neither did the pain. I was relieved. I viewed my virginity as a burden finally lifted. The fact that my first lover—using that word lightly—was a notorious bad boy was an omen of things to come. He was a dangerous character who didn’t survive long on the streets of Detroit. He came to a violent end.

				My initial goal was simple: I wanted someone who could get me out of my house and into a mink coat. If sex was part of that, fine.

				I met Alphonso Mathis, called Pinky, when I was thirteen. I went after him because he had a job at a dairy loading milk trucks, making $18.75 a week. He was also a slick dancer. The boy had Jackie Wilson moves. He could drift like the Drifters on “There Goes My Baby.”

				I also liked that his parents paid him no mind because he was one of eighteen kids. They were busy running after his siblings. That made him independent, and independence was my goal.

				•••

				While I was working at getting Pinky, tragedy struck. My daddy, only forty-six, died of a stroke. I was devastated. Suddenly everything changed.

				I need to get a little psychological here and say that once Daddy was gone, I went hunting for him the rest of my life. He was everything to me. I had challenges with Mama—the older she got, the bigger the challenges became. Mama and I loved each other dearly, but the woman got on my nerves. Daddy never did. I adored him. As far as he was concerned, I could do no wrong. I never felt his judgment or his scorn. So his absence punched a gaping hole in my soul.

				He left a little insurance money that let Mama buy a house on Trowbridge on the north end of Detroit. I still own that house. I still own the sweet love that Daddy offered me without condition or expectation. He saw me as someone special and never tired of telling me so.

				Who was gonna tell me that now?

				•••

				It was even more urgent now that I win over Pinky. He was cool. He was older. In the years to come, with one great exception, they’d all be older. Pinky also had enough quarters to feed the jukebox down at Mr. Jerry’s, our teen hangout. We danced to Bo Diddley and Fats Domino. We’d watch American Bandstand on TV, and I learned to love Bobby Darin. I’d sit and listen to Bobby “Blue” Bland, who brought me to tears. I didn’t know any other kids my age who were crying to Bobby “Blue” Bland.

				I was proud to have won over Pinky. And at fourteen, when I learned I was pregnant, pride turned to happiness and happiness to fear. I was happy because I figured being pregnant meant Pinky would be mine and love me forever. I was scared because I knew Mama would kill me.

				She tried. When I told her, she grabbed my hair, put her foot on my neck, and attempted to separate my head from the rest of my body. She flipped all the way out.

				Pinky’s reaction was panic.

				“What the hell are we supposed to do?” he asked.

				“You tell me,” I said.

				“I don’t know. This hasn’t ever happened to me before.”

				“It didn’t happen to you, it happened to me. I’m the one having the baby.”

				“I’m gonna ask my mama what to do,” he said.

				“What’s your mama gonna tell you? She already has eighteen  kids of her own.”

				I was right. His mama didn’t care, but his daddy did. His daddy said we had to get married. So, at fifteen, I married Pinky, the best dancer in the ’hood. In some sense it was mission accomplished—I found a way out of my house and out of school. Pinky and I got a little place of our own, right down the street from Mama and Sister, who promised to pitch in.

				We ran over to Toledo, tied the knot before a justice of the peace, and, just like that, I was a happily married woman—at least for a minute.

				The birth of Terrye was a beautiful thing. Everyone loved my infant daughter, saw her as a blessing, embraced her, and nurtured her with all their might. In short order, though, I saw that I was not cut out for motherhood. While Sister and Mama cared for Terrye, I decided I wanted to rejoin my friends. But I was not going back to St. Agnes and Mother Ernesta.

				Northern High was different. Northern was where the cool gals and cute guys congregated. To get back into the swing of things, I decided to enroll at Northern. I’d never been to a public school but was certain I’d be happy there. I was confident I’d do better at my studies.

				My confidence was misplaced. I didn’t do better because of something I hadn’t expected, something that was taking over my life. That something was, is, and will always be music. Ever since I was a two-year-old rolling my stomach to the backbeat, I had been drawn to music. What I was about to learn was the deepest truth of my life.

				More than simply loving music, I am music.

				Chapter by chapter, music is what drives my story forward.

			

		

	
		
			
				Black Bottom

				Seems like my marriage was over before it began—six months, seven months max. Pinky wasn’t much of a husband and I wasn’t much of a wife. I do admit, though, that the boy did give me something I hadn’t had before—an orgasm. For that, I say, Thank you, Pinky.

				When it happened, I thought I was having a stroke. Strokes were on my mind because of Daddy’s death. The orgasm was so powerful that I was convinced I was dying. My heart beat like crazy as my limbs went limp. Because I was preoccupied with my health, I actually missed the pleasure part. It took me a while to realize that an orgasm was the goal of sex. By then, though, Pinky was long gone.

				I left high school in the ninth grade when they told me I had to take swimming lessons. Northern had a fabulous pool, and everyone was expected to swim. Not me. I don’t take to water. It’s even hard for me to take a shower when water’s coming at my face.

				“If you want to be excused from swimming class,” said the principal, “your mother’s going to have to come in and sign a form.”

				“I’m a mother,” I said. “What do you need my mother for? Besides, she’s working. She doesn’t have time to fool with your forms.”

				“Then we don’t have time to fool with you.”

				“You won’t have to,” I said. “I’m gone.”

				The only things I missed about school were those red-devil pills, the kind that got you high and hyper. So instead of going to Northern every morning, I’d go to the shack across from school and hang out with the pill poppers and weed smokers. That was our little teenage drug community, where no one was reprimanded or kicked out.

				I heard some of the older kids talk about the Black Bottom, the entertainment area of colored Detroit centered on Hastings Street. They talked about the Flame, where big-time acts like Della Reese and B. B. King performed. They also talked about the slick operators and fast women who frequented the area. That talk fascinated me. So did the older guys who hung outside Northern High accosting the sexier girls. They were Black Bottom pimps looking to recruit. My first thought was Choose me! Choose me! but I didn’t get chosen. Why not? I was shapely. I had a big booty and a cute face, but I guess that wasn’t enough. Maybe I lacked that come-hither vibe that makes a successful hooker.

				A girlfriend and I hitchhiked to Black Bottom so we could see it for ourselves. It was love at first sight. I loved seeing all those long Eldorados, all those fast-moving people, all the action on the street and in the clubs. If you had told me I could be a singer in one of those clubs, I woulda never gone home again.

				Ladies of the night in stacked heels and push-up bras!

				Pimps in green silk suits, fancy fedoras, and spit-polished alligator shoes!

				This was life, this was Paradise Valley!

				I just wanted to stretch out on the sidewalk and take it all in.

				I just wanted to stay there forever.

				I was never the same. Never.

				A taste of Black Bottom had me searching for any place where there was music and action. A girlfriend told me about the Graystone Ballroom on Woodward Avenue where Berry Gordy, a part-time songwriter and full-time hustler, was signing acts for his fledgling local label called Motown. Mama warned me to stay away from the Graystone, which, of course, made it more enticing. She suggested that I stay home with Terrye, but she and Sister were doing a fine job of caring for my little one. Long as they were around, I knew Terrye was in safe hands. Mama liked to say to me, “Betty Jo, it’s your red wagon. Either push or pull it.” So I pushed it and went to the Graystone.

				They were all there: Otis Williams and the Distants, who would soon become the Temptations. The great David Ruffin, who would soon lead the Temptations. The Miracles with green-eyed Smokey. Mary Wells, who was singing Smokey’s songs.

				In music-crazy Motor City, no one was crazier for music than I was. At an early age, I was listening to music that adults loved. I loved jazz. I loved Etta Jones’s version of “Don’t Go to Strangers.” I thought that was the most sophisticated music I had ever heard in my life. Music gave me a crazy kind of confidence. I had a voice. I could project. I could belt it out. I was ready. But I had no entrée. I needed a connection.

				I saw that connection in Johno, the first of many pimp-mentors who passed through my life. He was also from the West Side, where the pimps were classier and richer. At twenty-five, he was ten years older than I was. He was also possessive. I was his and his alone, not a working girl, but a girlfriend. Like Mama, Johno didn’t want me around the Graystone.

				“I don’t want nobody looking at you, sweet-talking you, or even touching you,” he said.

				But given Johno’s business obligations, he couldn’t keep track of me all the time, so I snuck off to the Graystone on a regular basis.

				By 1961, Motown was slowly starting to show signs of success. Even their younger singers, at eighteen or nineteen, were several years older than I was, but I had every intention of catching up. The Primettes, from the Brewster-Douglass projects, had become the Supremes, while the Marvels, from nearby Inkster, had become the Marvelettes.

				The only place I went during that year was to my sick bed. After Terrye’s birth, I had major medical problems. I was in the hospital when the girl in the next bed over was visited by her boyfriend. He had a handsome face, a black mohair suit, black patent-leather shoes, red socks, and slicked-down hair. When his girlfriend went to get her blood work done, he stayed in the room and introduced himself as Willie Jones, a singer with the Royal Jokers. I knew their hit on Atlantic, “You Tickle Me, Baby.” Willie was deep Detroit. He talked about having been in a kids’ choir with Jackie Wilson, Little Willie John, and Della Reese.

				“I’m singing at the Parisian,” he said. “You want me to take you down there when you get outta here?”

				“I’d love that,” I answered honestly.

				A week later I was at the Parisian with Willie Jones. He had one of the most beautiful high voices I’d ever heard.

				“I sing too,” I told him that night.

				“Cool,” he said, “’cause I got a song just for a sweet little girl like you. ‘Shut Your Mouth.’”

				“I didn’t say a word.”

				“I just said the name of the song—‘Shut Your Mouth.’”

				When he sang it to me, I kept my mouth shut.

				“What do you think?” he asked.

				“I love it. A song about a young girl who makes her mama mad by staying out late is perfect for me.”

				“Then it’s yours.”

				Not much later, Willie was mine—or I was his. Any way you look at it, we became a couple. I’d found a way into the small world of Detroit’s about-to-bust-wide-open music scene. In the early sixties, that scene was fluid. In the days before Motown turned into a tight unit—and ultimately an exclusive club—the hustling producers / pimps / promoters / music-makers all overlapped. There were no boundaries or rules. The game was a free-for-all. And I wanted in.

				No one could keep me out of the Graystone. There, I made friends with Sherma LaVette, who called herself Ginger. She knew absolutely every singer and musician; she grabbed everyone worth grabbing. Ginger was the first real groupie I’d ever met, a superfan. I became a fan of hers and wanted to be with her every minute.

				I had formed a girl group called the Diamonettes. We lasted for only a couple of weeks, and I don’t believe Ginger ever heard us sing. But one night in the girls’ room at the Graystone, I was doing “Bye Bye Baby” because the tile acoustics made me sound better than Mary Wells.

				“Hell, girl,” said Ginger. “You can really sing. You got something.”

				“You got something too,” I said. “That LaVette name. I like it.”

				“Take it. It’s yours.”

				At that moment Betty Haskins became Bettye LaVette. For years I fooled with the spelling, but essentially I’ve been Bettye LaVette ever since.

				At the same time, Ginger said something else that changed my life.

				“I got someone I want you to meet.”

				“Who’s that?”

				“Timmy Shaw.”

				“The one who sings ‘Thunder in My Heart’?”

				“That’s him. He needs to hear you.”

				“He sure does.”

				Not only did Ginger know the singers and writers, she knew the deejays, promoters, and pimps. When I brought her home to meet the family, Mama hated her. I loved her to pieces.

				When Ginger introduced me to Timmy Shaw, I saw a man who was extremely ugly. I had no desire for him, but I went to bed with him anyway. I realized that if I went with Timmy, I’d get to meet the entertainers. He was in the record business, he was talented, and that was enough for me.

				“I think I should take you to meet the woman who’s been making my records,” said Timmy. “She’s my writing partner.”

				“Let’s go,” I said.

				We rode over to the West Side, an exciting move for me. Until then, I didn’t know that part of town. The apartment was on Broad Street.

				The woman, Johnnie Mae Matthews, looked like Humphrey Bogart after a bad fight. She had cuts up and down her face, and forearms as big as Popeye’s. Ugly as sin, but she had a voice that could shatter glass. I knew her from her records. Her hit was “My Little Angel,” a song my mother loved. Johnnie Mae sang in the powerhouse style of Big Mama Thornton with a smidgen of Ruth Brown thrown in for good measure.

				So there I was, standing with two singers who had songs on the radio. This was the big time.

				Timmy went to the piano and Johnnie Mae sang something written by her and Timmy, “My Man—He’s a Lovin’ Man.” She sang the shit out of it.

				“Now you do it,” she demanded.

				I started, but after a few notes, Johnnie Mae stopped me.

				“Don’t play with it, baby,” she said. “Don’t pamper it. Hit it. You can’t keep it in. You got to sing out.”

				I started again, and again Johnnie Mae held up her hand.

				“Look here, child, if I was a little younger and a lot prettier, I’d cut this goddamn song myself. But I’m giving it to you ’cause you got the right package to sell it. You young and fine. But if you gonna be shy singing these here words, ain’t no one gonna buy nothing. When I’m talkin’ ’bout ‘My man, he’s a lovin’ man,’ I might just as well be saying ‘My man, he’s a fucking man.’ That’s the feeling I want behind it. Now can you give me that fucking feeling?”

				I could—and I did.

				Now all we needed was another song for the flip side.

				“Do you know Willie Jones?” I asked.

				“’Course we know Willie,” said Johnnie Mae. “Who don’t know Willie?”

				“Willie has this song, ‘Shut Your Mouth,’ that he said I could do.”

				“Willie got himself in trouble,” said Timmy. “He’s locked up.”

				“Don’t worry nothing ’bout that,” said Johnnie Mae. “If it’s good, and if he said you can do it, I’ll go to his jail cell and get his okay.”

				That’s just what she did, and a week or so later, I was about to make my first record.

				I couldn’t have been more excited. Johnnie Mae and Timmy were hooked up with Robert West, who at that time had more juice than Berry Gordy. These were folks with several labels of their own and a history of hits. Johnnie Mae told West that she thought “My Man” was a hit.

				They took me into a tiny studio and gave me great musicians. Johnnie Mae was there to make sure I gave it that funky feeling. I wasn’t about to disappoint Johnnie Mae. My attitude was strong. I’m not saying I was Big Maybelle or Etta James or Tina Turner. But just as I knew my big booty demanded attention, I knew my big voice could do the same. Besides, I was high as a kite—not on smoke or wine, but on the idea of making a record. I was also amazed that it had happened so quickly. And even though I’d just turned sixteen, after recording “My Man,” I instantly turned twenty-one.

				Matthews and West said the song would come out on one of their labels—Northern, Reel, or Jam. I didn’t care which one. I just wanted to see my name on a record and hear it on the radio.

				It all happened, but in a bigger way than I could have ever imagined.

				“That record’s so hot,” Johnnie Mae said to me, “that when Jerry Wexler heard it, he wanted to put it out.”

				“Who’s Jerry Wexler?” I asked.

				“One of the owners of Atlantic.”

				“The Atlantic record company?”

				“No, the Atlantic Ocean. Of course, Atlantic Records.”

				“Atlantic Records is really putting it out?” I asked. “Atlantic, the one with the red and black label? Atlantic, who’s got Ruth Brown and LaVern Baker and Ray Charles and Solomon Burke and the Coasters and Clyde McPhatter and the Drifters?”

				“And now,” said Johnnie Mae, “Miss Bettye LaVette.”

				For one of the few times in my life, I was speechless. Several seconds went by before I asked the only question that occurred to me, the only question that seemed to matter.

				“Do I get any money now, Johnnie Mae?” I asked.

				Johnnie Mae turned around instantly and slammed me against the wall. She grabbed my throat and said, “Bitch, you haven’t even made any money. Just take that cute little ass of yours and go on tour.”

				I was scared to death.
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