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Dedication

In memory of my mother, Carolyn, 

who always encouraged me to sing, 

and for my family, 

who means everything to me.

Life’s too short, get to livin’.

—Darius Rucker





Epigraph

I’ve been lost, I’ve been found

I left my mark on my little bitty town . . .

If I ever get to Heaven, I’m gonna have a story to tell . . .

Got some parts gonna make you laugh, some parts gonna make you cry . . .

Some pages I wish I could tear out, but I ain’t gonna lie . . .

Because it’s the story of my life.

“Story to Tell”

Darius Rucker

Ross Copperman

Ashley Gorley
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Introduction (“Pieces of My Life”)

Elvis Presley

Music.

Music.

Seems obvious, I suppose, but when I think about my life—telling my story—that’s what it’s all about. From the beginning until now.

The music.

Not the fame, or the fun, or the crowds, or the career. Or the sex, drink, drugs, and money.

No.

The music.

In fact, if I look back at my life, and I try to see into my past, everything seems blurry. At least at first. I have to squint and blink away the haze so I can visualize the events that shaped me and the people who meant so much to me. I start to see clearly the people who swept through my life, for better or for worse, most of them giving so much to me, a couple of them taking a part of me. At first I don’t really see them. I can’t make out their faces. Then I lean into my past and I hear something, a sound begins, reverberating in my mind, faintly at first, then louder, and I realize what it is.

Music.

I start to hear it. It comes on. Pours into me.

Songs.

I hear the songs.

Melodies. Chords. Harmonies. Lyrics. Then as all those elements fill in I start to hear something more. I begin to hear the stories that make up the songs, the stories that the songs tell.

Gradually everything starts to clear up. A fog lifts. I look back and through the music I can see.

And when I say I look back, I’m talking way back, fifty-plus years, when I was a kid. A little kid. Four years old. I started to hear the music then, that long ago. I heard the music loud and clear. I hear it now. I hear it always.

The music would float around me, then flow into me, zap through my body like an electric charge, and lift me. I would soar. I would fly. I’m four years old, sitting at our kitchen table, my head bent over, leaning into the radio, listening, even as I’m surrounded by other sounds, other voices, my mother, my grandmother, my sisters, my brother, but I wouldn’t hear them. I wouldn’t even be there. I would be somewhere else. Lost in the music. Devoured by the sound. Transported by the songs.

It’s always—always—about the music.

Specifically, certain songs, each one having a profound effect on me. To paraphrase the sage and soulful Ronnie Spector, each one of those songs is a little piece of my life.

That’s why I need to tell you my story through the songs that meant the most to me—the songs that coursed through my life, the songs that formed me, that took me higher, deeper, farther than any words, visual image, vision, or dream could take me. When a song hit me, my life stopped. I would hear a song—at age five, or ten, or fifteen, or twenty—and I would listen to it. And that’s all I would do, for hours. Sometimes for days. I wouldn’t just listen to the song. I would live in that song. I would hear a song and I would listen to it again, and again, and again. I would lose track of time, of space. I would become submerged in that song. The song would become my world.

This book is about my life as told through those songs. Songs that took me away, starting at ground level, living in a poor but happy home, never wanting much more, enjoying what I had, even when times got tough, because I had my escape, my refuge. I had my music. My songs. Songs that nobody else in my life could hear, at least not in the way I could. The songs would take me to places I could never dream. I would feel myself rising to heights I could never imagine, daring myself to stay at the height, and then go higher, and higher, and higher, until I arrived at a place I never knew existed. I found myself flying, floating, and then, after a while, I would start teetering, and begin to fall, then I’d plummet, end over end, hurtling back down, somehow—barely—preventing a headfirst crash into earth. More than once. And then, again, I’d envelop myself in music. A song would rise, and again the song would save me.

What songs? What kind of music? Everything. An eclectic and surprising soundtrack. All different—different songs, different melodies, different genres, different styles. I lived inside my own personal playlist. Pop. Country. Rap. Soul. Rock.

The Beatles. Stevie Wonder. Al Green. Frank Sinatra. R.E.M. Nanci Griffith. The Notorious B.I.G. Lou Reed. KISS. Barry Manilow. And more.

I listened to them all.

They all formed me.

Molding me into the singer I became.

Into the person I am.

The music was my pulse, my motor, my passion, my obsession, my religion. The songs were holy. The songs made me me.

I’ve picked out twenty-three songs for you, twenty-three essential songs. They’re not in the exact order that I heard them, or remember them, but pretty close. They all took me to a place I’d never been before. They transported me. They all meant the world to me.

Even more, they all meant my life.

So, please, hear the music.

Stand next to me. Clap your hands. Snap your fingers. Close your eyes. Hear my songs. Hear them with me.

Lose yourself in them.

Let them take you away.

Let them take you home.
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“Drowning”

Hootie & The Blowfish

It’s 1998 or 1999. Not sure. I know it’s at least four years since David Letterman made us a household name, and after cracked rear view shocked the music world, selling more than a million copies a month, and we’d ridden that rocket ship, arriving on the planet ubiquitous, toured the world, more than once, and then, boom, kind of soft-landed back to earth. Still, everyone knows our name. Yeah, it’s early 1999. Pretty sure. Maybe. As I say, time back then has gone fuzzy. Well, a lot of stuff back then has gone fuzzy. When we were on the road, I spent most of my hours holed up with the guys, listening to music and smoking, snorting, or swallowing various reality-altering indulgences—mushrooms, Mollies, acid, to name a few—nearly always accompanied by my close personal friend Jim Beam. If I’m honest—and I will be completely honest—Hootie & The Blowfish reigned supreme in two not altogether unrelated areas: selling records and doing drugs. One time, a roadie, British guy who had worked with several rock and roll bands known for their contribution to the music world as well as their record-breaking drug consumption, stared at the mountain range of the snowy-peaked white powder we’d laid out on the table in front of us, and said, “I’ve been around a lot of bands and nobody comes close to you guys, not close.” Not sure if he was complimentary or amazed. I was too high to decide. Anyway, those days we played stadiums at night, night after night, and smoked and snorted and drank the rest of the time. We partied hard, all of us, except Mark. For the rest of us, the party never stopped. Until it did.

Along the way, I got tight with Woody. Woody Harrelson. Fantastic actor. An even better human being. Pot smoker supreme, major mushroom enjoyer, beautiful guy. Not sure how we became friends. I think he came to a show. He popped in backstage afterward and we hit it off. That’s as much as we remember. Truth is, everybody wants to be friends with Woody. He’s kind, generous, fun, and mellow. When I tell him that he’s the mellowest guy I know, Woody takes the drumstick-sized joint I’m offering him and says, “I’m not mellow. I’m just lazy as shit.”

Around this time, the band has released our third album, Musical Chairs. We’ve been touring nonstop, on the road constantly, finally coming to the last leg of back-to-back tour stops, and I’m fried. I need a break. Woody, who lives in Hawaii, sees how stressed I am and invites me to hang out with him and chill. I’ve never been to Woody’s house, but he’s shown me pictures. Massive palms and coconut trees lining his land. Flowers and vegetation everywhere. A house with breathtaking views in every direction. He starts to describe some of the activities we’ll enjoy, but I say yes before he can finish his sentence.

I head to Hawaii, preparing to stay with Woody for two weeks.

I’m not prepared for Woody’s lifestyle.

Woody lives in the middle of nowhere, far from any people. The house sits on a stunning piece of property, a flat, grassy pocket overlooking a series of cliffs, and I might be jet-lagged or stoned, but inside his home, I don’t see walls. Lots of open area. Views from every window, above and below. And those cliffs. Stunningly imposing, beautiful, and straight down, the waves crashing, thundering below.

The house itself isn’t huge, maybe two thousand square feet. That’s because the main guest quarters are outside. All over his wide yard, he’s set up several yurts. A yurt, I learn, is a tricked-out circular tent, the walls fashioned from cloth or canvas or maybe wool. I don’t know. I don’t care. I start to head into the house, but Woody steers me to his lawn, back to the yurts.

“This is where all my guests stay, except you,” he says, stopping at one of the largest yurts, grinning that famous infectious Woody smile. “Very comfortable.”

“They don’t stay in the house?”

“This is better.”

“A fucking tent?”

“No, man. A yurt. It’s how the Mongolian people used to live. You hungry?”

“I’m starving.”

“Chill out here. I’ll be right back with a snack.”

I check out the yurt. I look around at the accommodations. Blankets cover a low bed, a kind of futon. The yurt has running water, a bathroom, electricity, and furniture that’s functional and comfortable. I’ve never been a fan of camping, but this yurt goes way beyond camping. It’s almost luxurious. Almost.

A minute later, Woody arrives with a ceramic bowl filled with purple paste. He sits cross-legged on the blankets on the floor of the yurt. I join him.

“Try this,” he says.

He dips his hand into the bowl, scoops out three fingers of purple goo, and licks the gunk off.

“Hits the spot,” he says, offering me the bowl. “Go for it.”

“I’m really not that hungry,” I say.

“It’s poi. Try it.”

I do. Reluctantly. The goo tastes like blueberry Spackle.

“Well?”

“Yum,” I say.

“It’ll grow on you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“So, a heads-up. We start every day with yoga. Clothing optional. Actually, clothing discouraged.”

I take this in, nod. “Naked yoga.”

“Yeah. First, a group chant, then naked yoga, then a poi drink.”

I nod at the purple paste in the bowl. “What do you do? Run this through a blender, pour it into a glass, and then drink it?”

“Exactly. Got to flush out those toxins. Oh, and get used to it. No TV.”

I hear a sound escape from my mouth, something between a whimper and a wail.

“Man, you are stressed.”

“A tad. Yeah.”

“I know what you need. Let’s fire up a hooter.”

We head into the house, to my room, and we smoke a blunt the size of an eggplant. In a few minutes, I’m mellow as hell. A few minutes after that, I’m conked out. I sleep for twelve hours.

The next day, I give in to Woody’s world.

I get up at dawn and do coed naked yoga with Woody and a group of strangers. I drink my pasty purple poi drink. Woody and I take walks. We talk. We laugh. We play chess. I’m decent, Woody’s a master. And, yes, we smoke dope.

For lunch every day, we eat salads made from roots, flowers, fruit, and plants that his cook picks right from his garden and off his trees. For a snack, we have poi. I don’t love it, but I get used to it. For dinner, more salad. We never cook anything. We eat everything fresh and raw. A few days pass. I feel like I’m in some foreign land, adjusting to the native customs. But you know what? I love it. I feel so relaxed. And I feel different. I feel—changed.

* * *

One afternoon, on a typically cloudless, crystal-blue-sky, slightly breezy, seventy-degree day in paradise, Woody suggests that we go swimming. A friend of his, Kirk, has recently taken up residence in one of the yurts and Woody has invited him along.

“All this chilling is great,” Woody says, “but you gotta get your blood up.”

At Woody’s, if you want to go swimming, you don’t simply slip on your trunks and dive into the pool. Way more complicated than that. We begin our swim by climbing down a jagged cliff—very slowly and carefully, inch by inch—until after a treacherous twenty-five-minute descent, we arrive at a sliver of a beach tucked into the lip of a sleepy-looking lagoon. We catch our breath as the water laps gently at our feet. Shading my eyes with my hand, I peer at a small strip of land in the distance.

“What’s that, Woody?”

“That’s where we’re going. It’s a little island.”

“Cool,” I say. I step into the water. “Wow. This is like bathwater.”

“It is.”

“And so calm.”

“It isn’t.”

I look at him.

“Are you a good swimmer?” Woody asks.

“Pretty decent, yeah.”

“Here’s the deal. We’re going straight out to that island. Dive in and swim out. That’s all you got to do. Go straight. That’s the main thing. Make sure you go straight. Because if you swim toward the beach or the rocks, you’ll get caught in the current and it will take you into the rocks, and you’ll be fucked.”

I cock my head toward Woody. This is by far the longest and most pointed speech he’s ever given me. I keep staring at him.

“Darius. You hear me?”

“Yeah.”

“Stay out of the current. Swim straight out, okay?”

“Okay, yeah, I got you, man.”

Whap. Splash.

Woody and Kirk dive in side by side, slicing the water together like a pair of synchronized swimmers. I hesitate half a second, and then I dive in right behind them.

At least I think I do.

I begin swimming, and, in all modesty, I’m better than a decent swimmer. I’m a strong, confident swimmer. I was born and raised in South Carolina, home to some of the best beaches in the country—Hilton Head, Kiawah Island, Sullivan’s Island, Folly Beach. I know them all. I swam at them all. I know my way around a beach.

I cut through the water, swimming powerfully, heading straight out, as Woody said. But as I swim—straight ahead, I swear I’m going straight ahead—I start to feel disoriented. I don’t see Woody or Kirk. I don’t see the small island that’s supposed to be right in front of me. I don’t see—anything. I keep swimming straight, but all I see is water. Everywhere. As far as I can see, my horizon is filled with water. Then I look to my right and squint and I finally see something familiar. The rock cliff. Yes. I recognize the jagged rocks. That’s where we started, right there at that cliff. I know one thing from my years of swimming at beaches. At the bottom of every rock cliff lies a beach. Always. Even a tiny sliver of a beach. Count on it.

I turn in the direction of the cliff.

I hoist myself and dive into the water and I swim.

I open my eyes below the surface and all I see are fish. A shit ton of fish. Swirling everywhere. Enveloping me. Dancing, skittering around me. I rise out of the water and look toward the cliff.

I see no cliff.

I see no beach.

I see nothing but water.

I panic.

Dude, I say to myself, just swim. Like Woody said. Just fucking swim.

I calm myself and start to swim, my strokes strong, determined, confident, and I glide—oh, yeah, I got this. No problem. I lift myself up, and—

The current pulls me back down.

Rips me backward.

I try another stroke, using every ounce of force I can find.

But I’m caught.

The current grips me around my torso and yanks me down.

I’ll fight it. I’ll fight my way out of here.

The current pulls me harder.

The current is ferocious. I feel as if some horrific giant squid has lashed itself around my body, circling and tightening its tentacles around my legs, dragging me under the water.

I gulp and I gasp and I keep fighting.

I fight and flail for I have no idea how long—ten minutes, fifteen—and then I hear a voice.

Woody.

I can’t see him, but I hear him. He’s not far.

“Darius!”

I nod, unable to speak, and some water splashes near me, then a spray like rain douses my forehead, and I see Woody. He swims up next to me. “You okay?”

“I’m fine, but I can’t get out of this current.”

“Alright, don’t worry, we’ll get out of here.”

“Good.”

“No worries. We got this.” Woody rises up and waves his hand. “Yo, Kirk! Over here! Kirk!”

“Does he see us?”

“Yeah, no, I don’t think so. Let’s just swim.”

We thrust ourselves forward, trying to swim straight, but we can’t move. We’re swimming in circles, thrashing, going nowhere. Then Woody, breathing hard, nods, and begins treading water. I nod with him, keeping time with the bobbing of his head, and I follow his lead, the two of us caught in this vortex, slapping our arms, staying in place, not advancing, just treading water, for ten, fifteen, twenty, thirty minutes.

“Kirk doesn’t see us,” I say feebly, my arms aching, pain piercing my forearms.

“Not yet,” Woody admits. “Keep treading water. Just stay afloat.”

I keep flapping my arms, staying in place, keeping the current at bay, but I feel like I have a fifty-pound weight strapped to each arm. I can’t lift my arms anymore. I feel so tired. Beyond tired. I feel myself drifting away.

And then everything turns a shocking shade of pure white—a blinding blast of white—and I see—a vision. Right in front of me. I see—

My mom.

Can’t be.

My mom died in 1992—seven years ago—but I see her clearly. I see her kind and loving face, her sparkling, happy eyes. She is walking toward me, stepping gently, almost airily, on tiptoe, and she tilts her head, reaches her arms out to me, and she smiles.

“Mom, I see you,” I say. “I’m coming to you.”

Then—whap—in rapid motion, moments from my life flicker before me like quick cuts in a movie. In each one, I feel my purpose, my essence, I’m doing what I do that defines me, that fills me as much as my breath—

I’m singing.

In a club, belting “So. Central Rain,” my favorite R.E.M. song, a drunken frat pack and a crush of sorority sisters crammed in tight in front of us, an overflowing crowd overwhelming the tiny stage, the entire off-key, drunken college chorus howling along to the song’s chorus—“I’m sorrrrry”—the room pulsing with heat and the whir of Mark’s guitar and the throb of Dean’s bass and the crash of Soni’s drums, a pungent mix of sweat, perfume, and pot filling up the room, the smells slamming me back, making me wired, making me high.

I’m singing.

In a recording studio, laying down the track to “Hold My Hand,” my mouth hovering over the microphone, oversized headphones cupping my ears, my eyes closed tight, trying to get the song exactly right, knowing in my heart that I have, and then opening my eyes and seeing David Crosby, from Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, standing a few feet away, singing harmony to our song, on our first album.

I’m singing.

At night, belting out “Let Her Cry” in a stadium filled with a massive, cheering crowd, fifty thousand people, all on their feet, every single person singing along with me, each one holding a lighter aloft, the tiny flames dotting the darkness, surrounding us, embracing us, making the night look like it’s filled with an infinite number of fireflies.

And—I’m singing.

In my mom’s hospital room, holding her hand, my voice raw and cracking with sadness and fear as I power my way through Nanci Griffith’s “I Wish It Would Rain,” my mom unconscious, her head softly indenting her pillow, her face motionless, her eyes closed, her breathing steady and low, but I can feel something between us—an electrical connection. I know she can hear me, I know it, so I sing, and I sing, and I keep singing, refusing to leave her bedside, refusing to let go of her hand, believing she can hear my voice and somehow my singing will cure her, or awaken her, or that at least my voice, if nothing else, will calm her, soothe her, ease her pain.

All these moments flash by in a blink and then—

I’m back in the lagoon, the water swallowing me, my body caught in the vortex, the current tugging at my legs. I’m barely able to lift my arms. My forearms flap limply as I try to tread water, trying, trying—failing—and I look over at Woody, and I take in his face, and I know instantly, without a doubt, that I am going to die.

“Woody,” I say. “You got to let me go, man. You got to let me go.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Dude—”

I can’t finish. It’s so hard to speak. I swallow and try to catch my breath, but I start panting.

“There’s no reason,” I whisper.

The words leak out of my mouth, one at a time, each syllable a tiny jab of air, causing me to gasp. I blow out a final burst of words.

“This is it.”

“This is what?” Woody says.

“The way it ends. How I’m gonna die. Woody, go back. There’s no reason for both of us to die right here.”

“Darius. Dude. Stop that, man.”

“I’m not making it out of here, man. I’m exhausted. I couldn’t climb out of here right now if I wanted to. I got nothing left.”

Then I feel Woody coming closer to me. Knifing through the water to my side. He tucks his face next to mine, chin to chin, closer than an inch away. I feel the flutter of his breath on my cheek. Then he speaks and I hear Woody from Cheers, simple, direct, a little goofy.

“Die? Shit. Not on my watch.”

I start to speak, but then I see something in the distance—a vision? A mirage? An angel? I see—a human form, a swimmer, coming toward us. Coming closer . . . closer . . . closer . . .

Woody rises out of the water, shooting straight up, frantically thrusting both arms in the air like a referee signaling a touchdown, before he crashes back into the water with a violent splash.

“Kirk,” Woody says to me. “He’s coming.”

From that moment until I land on the tiny beach, alive, my mind has gone blank. I have no memory of the next few minutes. All I know for sure is that somehow Woody pulls me out of the current and he and Kirk drag me back to the beach because here I am, twenty-five years later.

But one tiny speck of memory does stick in my mind as I lie on that thin slice of beach.

“Woody,” I say. “I just want to go back to dry land.”

“You’ve been through a lot,” Woody says. “Know what? I think I’ll let you watch TV tonight.”

“Fire up the bong,” I say, the last thing I remember.

* * *

During the second week, I get antsy. I love Woody’s world, but I’m starting to miss my world, or as I call it, civilization.

“Woody,” I tell him. “I have to return to the real world. Just for a day or two. I have to play golf. I really do.”

“I hear you. I think Willie’s home. I’ll call him.”

I pace in the living room as Woody calls his buddy Willie Nelson. After a few rings, Willie answers.

Woody says, “Hey, man, how you doing—”

I snatch the phone from Woody. “Willie, it’s Darius. Listen. I’m at Woody’s and I need to play some golf. Can I please come over and play golf with you? Please?”

“Definitely. Kris is here, too. Come on over, stay a few days, we’ll play golf, we’ll play cards, I’ll fix you right up.”

“Thank you, man. Thank you.”

Woody and I drive to Willie’s house, a couple hours away. We wind our way up a treacherous mountain road lined with tropical plants and flowers and arrive around dinnertime. We park outside the front entrance of his sprawling compound, which is nestled into groves of mango, avocado, and papaya trees and tucked into the slope of a long-dormant volcano. I glimpse my favorite feature—a lush and inviting nine-hole golf course. Willie’s front door, as you would expect, is open. As we enter the front hall, Willie greets us from the top of a staircase. He grins down at us, fanning away a cloud of smoke that he’s just exhaled from a joint the size of a baby’s thigh.

“Darius,” Willie says, his smile wide and warm. “How long you been at Woody’s?”

“Twelve days.”

“Going on two weeks,” Willie says. “You need some meat, don’t you?”

“Oh, man,” I say.

“Burgers and hot dogs. How’s that sound?”

“I think I might cry.”

I stay at Willie’s for two days. I eat meat. I play poker. I get high. And both days, Willie, Kris Kristofferson, and I play golf. Did I mention that I eat meat?

I’m in heaven.

Figuratively.

Because thanks to Woody Harrelson, I’m here, back on earth, alive.
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“For the Good Times”

Al Green

Nineteen seventy-two.

Charleston, South Carolina.

A chilly evening in mid-November.

I lie spread out on the floor of our living room, listening to Al Green on the stereo.

I am six years old.

Curled up into the music, I practically hug the massive maple-wood hi-fi console, the centerpiece of the room—the most important item of furniture in the house, more important than my bed, as far as I’m concerned. The console has two doors in front, opening to an AM/FM radio on one side and a turntable on the other. A built-in speaker fills the rest of the inside, with controls to adjust volume, treble, and bass. I blast the volume, going heavy on the bass, approaching max. The way it should be. I like the volume up high so that the music enters my eardrums and rumbles through my entire body, head to toe, like a pulse. My mom has set up the living room with a cushy couch and a couple of overstuffed armchairs, but I never sit on any of them. I camp out right here on the floor, as close to the hi-fi and music as I can get. I’d stick my head into the console if I could. I want to get inside the music.

It’s Friday night and I’m the only one in here. Carolyn, my mother, has invited three friends to join her for an evening of a light supper, Budweiser, maybe some cards, and definitely gossip. Her friends, for the moment gathered in the kitchen, which is adjacent to the living room, have all come straight from work. My mother, an OB-GYN nurse, hasn’t had time to change out of her pale blue uniform. The ladies have poured their first round of Buds and have begun to sip their beers and nibble on some snacks. My mother—short, genuine, hilarious, a force of nature, the ringleader—says something and all four of the ladies burst into laughter. Their voices roar, ebb, the ladies sip their drinks again, and then my mom leads her friends into the living room.

My three sisters and my brother have made themselves scarce, which they always do when my mother entertains. Funny. I never do. I love when my mom invites her friends over. I like hanging out with adults. I enjoy watching these ladies giving in to the weekend, allowing themselves to loosen up, laugh, enjoy an adult beverage or two. But I mainly love seeing my mom so happy. She works long hours, often taking double shifts, even triple shifts, to make ends meet. Even at six years old, I’m aware of how tight money can be, how close we occasionally come to teetering at the financial edge. For a single mom, raising, feeding, clothing her own five kids and sometimes putting up other family members—my grandmother, aunts, cousins—costs a fortune. My mother never complains. She just works harder. We never go without, at least not for long. We may spend a couple of winter nights without heat and we may have bread and butter sandwiches for dinner once in a while, but we shrug it off. We’ll get through this. That’s my mother’s philosophy. She’s right. We do. We more than survive. My mom always figures it out, with a smile on her face, and a song on her lips.

My mom has passed down her love of music to me. Music is her daily medicine, her fuel. She listens to the radio constantly. And she can sing. When nobody’s around, especially when she’s alone in the kitchen preparing a meal or cleaning up, she will turn up the radio and break into song, belting a gospel tune in a duet with Shirley Caesar or sing an R&B hit with Diana Ross and the Supremes, her voice soaring along to “Baby Love” or “You Can’t Hurry Love.” I think of her as the fourth Supreme. If Berry Gordy could hear her sing, I truly believe he would sign her up. She’s that good.

My mother’s friends greet me as they occupy the couch and the armchairs. They slide their drinks onto coasters on the coffee table and get comfortable. Within seconds, they turn their attention to me and the record I’ve got on.

Al Green.

My favorite singer.

A few weeks ago, Al Green released a new album, I’m Still in Love with You.

I’ve memorized every song.

The album is a wonder. Three of the songs—the title song, “Love and Happiness,” and “Look What You Done for Me”—are number one hits and I love them all. But I am absolutely obsessed with one of the last songs on the second side of the album—“For the Good Times.” I can listen to this song ten, twenty times in a row. And I have.

The thirty-five-second instrumental introduction to the song comes on now and I move my head to the soulful music. Of course, what I don’t know then, at six years old, but will discover in my teens is that “For the Good Times” is a country song, written in 1968 by a famous Texas singer and songwriter, Kris Kristofferson. Two years later another Texan country singer, Ray Price, “the Cherokee Cowboy,” covered the song, turning it into a country hit, Ray’s twang enveloped in violins, his version sounding like a waltz. But now, in 1972, I know only that the song belongs to Al Green and I hear both country and Southern soul.

“Oh,” one of the ladies says. “I love this song.”

“Al Green,” my mom says, catching my eye. “Did you know that we got a six-year-old Al Green right here?”

I don’t know what gets into me, but prompted by my mom, I leap to my feet, duck into the kitchen, grab one of her fancy salt shakers, slide back into the living room in my stocking feet, and pretending the salt shaker is my mic, I begin singing along with Al Green, then over Al Green, lifting my voice, making the song my own.

“Don’t look so sad—”

My mom’s friends howl with surprise and joy.

I keep going, doing my best Al Green impression, crooning, “Lay your head on my pillow—”

“Sing it, Darius!” one of the ladies shouts.

Oh, I do. I do sing it. And I am into it. Overcome by it.

“I’ll be here. I’m gonna stay right here—”

The ladies, my audience in their front row seats, love it. They stand, they dance, they clap, and then I go even further. I mimic Al Green, hitting his high notes, capturing his falsetto—

“Yeah, yeah, yeah . . . for the good times . . .”

I finish the song—all six and a half minutes—never letting my grip on Al Green go. I have captured his voice. I have captured his essence. I have co-opted his soul.

At least I believe I have.

And by the ovation I receive from my mom and her friends, they believe I have, too.

Beaming, I bow, clumsily, and then, feeling bold, even cocky with how well “For the Good Times” has gone over, I lean across the console, pick up the arm of the turntable, and place the needle on the first cut of the album, the title song, “I’m Still in Love with You.” And when Al starts singing, I bring my salt shaker mic to my lips and I sing that song, too. What is it about Al Green that bores into my very being? It’s more than his rhythm, his phrasing, his attitude. It’s his actual—voice. I feel as if his honey-soaked voice has somehow entered me. That’s how I sound, I think. That’s what I hear. I am Al Green.

When “I’m Still in Love with You” finishes, and the next song starts, I sing that, and then Al and I launch into “Love and Happiness,” and the next song, and the next, going hard on Al’s raucous version of “Oh, Pretty Woman,” reprising “For the Good Times,” closing with the last song, “One of These Good Old Days.”

I sing the entire album by heart.

I’m not sure at what point I completely lose myself in these songs, in this performance, in particular losing myself again in “For the Good Times,” but I know I do. I’m so caught up in my singing that I’m not even here. I’ve entered some kind of zone. I’m completely lost in the performance of this music. And I know that these women, including my mother, are not merely indulging me. Far from it. As every good audience does, they become part of the performance. They’re no longer my audience. They’re my partners. We—my mom and her friends—share this hour of song. This music isn’t mine; it’s ours. Al Green’s voice takes them higher, to a place they never knew they wanted to go, or could go. And I believe, with all my heart, that my voice propels them, my voice takes them there, to that place. My voice brings them there.

Something else happens, too.

I can’t articulate it then, but I feel it. I know I have found it.

I am six years old and I have discovered it.

What I will do with my life.

As I stare at the salt shaker that fills up my small hand, my pretend mic, I know that someday, I will stand in front of a much larger audience, holding the real thing. Not a salt shaker. My own hand mic.

Singing.

My destiny.
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“I Want to Hold Your Hand”

The Beatles

I live in a compact, single-story house in an all-Black neighborhood in Charleston, on a street bordering the projects. I will spend my childhood through high school in that house. The house shakes with sound—folks talking, laughing, shouting, crying, my mother and grandmother laughing and singing while they cook and bake. The smells from meat and garlic crackling in frying pans, sauces simmering on the stove while bread dough rises, riding waves of heat from the oven, the scents rolling through the kitchen, reaching the far ends of the house, into the bedrooms, all these smells and voices, punctuated with music from the radio and hi-fi, our constant soundtrack. Always music. The house feels alive, a breathing being, a character itself with different personalities, never belonging to me alone.

My aunts—my mother’s sisters—and their kids, my cousins, often crash with us. People entering, leaving, bodies everywhere. At times fifteen human beings share three bedrooms and one bathroom. The bathroom feels like a mini hotel lobby, with people coming in and out constantly. Folks frequently forget to lock the door. I’ll step out of the shower and find one of my sisters or cousins brushing their teeth, or applying makeup, or even sitting on the toilet, oblivious to me as I frantically reach for a towel. The phone-booth-sized bathroom becomes emblematic of the house itself, a tiny rectangle where kids and adults negotiate, even fight, for an absolute minimum of space to maintain a semblance of
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