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PRAISE FOR
I GOT YOUR BACK


“This book is a tasty testimonial to the power of love.”

—Tavis Smiley, host of The Tavis Smiley Show,
New York Timesbestselling author of What I Know for Sure,
and editor of the New York Timesbestsellers The Covenant with 
Black Americaand The Covenant in Action




“I Got Your Back celebrates black men and the deep relationship that Eddie and Gerald Levert shared as father and son. For generations they inspired us with the power of their Love Train, especially for me as I reflect on my relationship with my grandfathers and father.”

—Hill Harper, actor and New York Timesbestselling author of Letters to a Young Brother: MANifest Your Destiny




“Eddie Levert is one of the great figures in American popular music and Gerald Levert was the greatest soul singer of his generation. Both exemplify the height of grace, dignity, and integrity as self-respecting black men. I Got Your Back is their powerful and poignant gift to us—a life-enhancing message we so badly need in these difficult days! I thank Lyah Beth LeFlore for her help in laying bare the wisdom of these two geniuses!”

—Dr. Cornel West, New York Timesbestselling author of
Democracy Mattersand Professor of Religion,
Princeton University




“As a member of the legendary singing group The O'Jays, Eddie Levert's brand of silky soul is the reason some of us are here. Gerald Levert has continued to keep the baby-making songs alive. With I Got Your Back,these talented men show us another side; the beautiful bond between father and son.”

—Mo'Nique, actress, comedienne, and
New York Times bestselling author of
Skinny Women Are Evil




“Eddie and Gerald Levert are musical nepotism at its best. Strong ‘Man' voices singing harmonious lyrics. If you play one of their songs, you should be able to get you some …”

—Cedric the Entertainer,
actor and comedian




“I got my start in R & B music with Gamble and Huff's O'Jays, so Eddie Levert will always be important to me. I've been a fan of Gerald Levert ever since he began. To see a father and his son make indelible marks on music over many years is very, very special.”

—Clive Davis, founder of Arista Records and J Records,
Grammy Award–winning record producer, Rock and Roll
Hall of Fame inductee and Chairman and
CEO of BMG North America
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EDDIE LEVERT is one of the founding members of the pioneering 1970s soul group and 2005 Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductees The O'Jays. He lives in Las Vegas, Nevada.

Founder of the chart-topping group LeVert, GERALD LEVERT released his first solo album in 1991, and in 1997 formed LSG with Keith Sweat and Johnny Gill. Gerald also wrote and produced songs for many musical artists, including Barry White and Patti LaBelle. Gerald Levert passed away suddenly in 2006 at age forty.

LYAH BETH LEFLORE is the coauthor of Cosmopolitan Girls and the author of Last Night a DJ Saved My Life. Lyah has been a television producer and entertainment executive for over a decade and has worked at Nickelodeon, Uptown Entertainment, and Alan Haymon Productions.
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This book is dedicated to the loving memory of my son, business partner, and best friend … Gerald Levert. Each page is a reflection of the enormously strong bond and eternal love we share.

I also dedicate this book to the following people who supported, inspired, and pushed me to dream and become the Eddie Levert the world knows today: my grandmother, Mozell Carter; my mother, Blanche McCloudy; my stepmom, Anna Frank Levert; my dad, Tommy Levert Sr.; my brothers, Tommy Levert Jr. and Andrew Levert; Tom and Dorothy Massey; my first wife, Martha Levert; Pat Dickerson; and my loving wife, Raquel Levert.

EDDIE LEVERT SR.

To my family, who always has my back: my mother, Shirley Bradley Price LeFlore, my rock and best friend; my father, Floyd LeFlore, for your unconditional love and support; my sisters, Hope Price Lindsay and Jacie Price; my niece, Noelle; and to my big brother, Drew, my cousin, Nicholas, and my nephews, Jullian and Jordan. Be inspired by the very special father and son bond shared on these pages.

LYAH BETH LEFLORE
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PROLOGUE A Father's Reflection

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA
DECEMBER 13, 2006

Edie Levert
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I remember when Gerald was about ten or eleven, Sean must've been eight or nine, I'd be home, in between recording and touring, and take the two of them down in the basement where we'd have impromptu jam sessions. Sean would get on the drums, Gerald and I would be on the keyboards, and the three of us would sing and write songs together. I really got a kick out of just hanging out and making music with my sons.

Once they got a little bit older, I started taking them out on the road with me and The O'Jays. Even back then, I recall how focused and determined Gerald was to be in show business. My whole life had been about singing, but the entertainment business demands a lot. You have to be a strong individual to take the success as well as the rejection.

It was a long struggle before me and The 'Jays got our first taste of success, in the early seventies, and I knew the dark side of the record business. It's a hard business, and if you don't have the heart to keep up the good fight, it can swallow you up. I wanted to protect my kids from that. I felt like at least one of them should be a doctor or a lawyer, something that was stable. Gerald probably got his “calling” to do music when he was a baby. When he told me what he wanted to do, I tried hard to convince him otherwise, but I couldn't.

So, I made it clear to him that to get the fame and be a superstar, you have to be a hit act and write hit records. Bottomline, you have to be someone who the people want to pay money to come and see. I'd been in the show business trenches since the start of the sixties and created a persona for myself. Gerald was going to have to do the same.

I told him, “You've got to become a personality. People have to feel like they know you. It's about sacrifice and you have to give your all, your guts and your soul. You've got to dig deep, Man! You ain't heard nothin' until you've heard some Stevie Wonder or Marvin Gaye or James Brown or Otis Redding!”

Then I'd give him videotapes and say, “Here, you need to watch Jackie Wilson and Wilson Pickett, and Ray Charles. You need to know about these people so you know the standard you've got to live up to.” He studied them, too, just like he studied me and The 'Jays. Gerald not only became a tremendous performer, but he's one of the best writer-producers I've ever worked with.

As a young artist he took the concert game to another level. Other acts his age sang to prerecorded music (some even lip-synching), but Gerald sang live with a full band, background singers, and classy wardrobe changes. He didn't have to have dancers or special effects. It was all him, and you always got more than your money's worth at a Gerald Levert show, just like with The 'Jays shows.

Gerald was so known and loved, he'd walk into a hotel, or the airport, or even down the street, and fans would call out his name and say, “Yo, G!” That's what his close friends and family called him, but fans felt like they knew him that well. Same with me, fans call me “Eddie”; they never call me Mr. Levert.

Throughout Gerald's life and career, he and I spent hours upon hours on the phone together, talking about what he was gonna do in his show, what kind of music he'd use. He'd vent to me when he was having problems with his record company, and ultimately we'd dream and plan about how we'd move forward in music.

Gerald hated the unfairness in the record business. I'd have to remind him that I went through much of the same things. I could understand his pain. He couldn't hear me at first and would go off, “Yeah, but Dad, it's totally unfair, and they shouldn't have treated you like that, either! You deserve the world and I deserve the world, because we've given them all of this!” By “this” he meant great music.

A lot of times he couldn't see that giving great music wasn't necessarily part of the deal. As strange as that may sound, this business doesn't care how much blood, sweat, and tears it takes to make a great song. It cares about record sales. Nowadays they're dealing with the “flavor of the month.” Whichever act has the latest hit song is “it,” meaning hot. That's who the record company is gonna cater to.

I'd calm him down and say, “No, Man, don't say that or go kick over the table and make a scene. It'll be all right. Don't worry about the business, just focus on what you have to do, Gerald.” I had to make him understand that the music that he and I were making was the real deal.

We were helping people with their relationships, helping them raise their children and get through their workdays. I'd tell Gerald, “You're not like the flavor of the month! You're gonna be here forever. People use you as an example for the way they walk through life!” I'd talk to him straight up like that, because I wanted him to see that, without another hit record, that same “flavor of the month” artist will be gone tomorrow, while Gerald had staying power.

Gerald would joke, “Okay, okay, but Dad, you know the problem is that we're just too nice. We need to have scandal! We need to have controversy. Everybody who's big now has controversy and scandal in their lives, and they get all over the front pages of the papers, and they're all on Oprah and the Today show. Look at Bobby Brown and Flava Flav! When people ask us, ‘Well, what's your story?' We can't say anything! We've done nothing,Dad!”

We'd go back and forth until I'd finally stop him and say, “No! Man, I think we might go way over the edge if we do something scandalous!” Then we'd break into laughter for about twenty minutes. I could feel his smile through the phone and he'd tease me one last time, “Man, you are a crazy negro.” Now, this is my son talking to me like that! He was my son, but he was my best friend and that's how we communicated with each other.

Sometimes we'd start talking on the phone early in the morning and talk all throughout the day. After that we might not talk for a week or so. My wife, Raquel, would hear us laughing and talking so loud, she'd just shake her head.

When we were done, I'd tell my son I loved him, he'd do the same, and we'd say good-bye. On many occasions, after hanging up the phone, I'd sit back in amazement at the fact that Gerald was always trying to come up with ways to further both of our careers. For him, it was always about the family getting ahead.

Gerald could be pretty adamant about doing something his way, too. I learned that it was best, instead of fighting with him, to go along with what he wanted to do to try and make his idea work. However, when it didn't work his way, he'd be the first to say, “Dad, I think we need to regroup and go back and try it another way.” We were both able to admit when we were right or wrong.

Some days we'd agree to disagree, but we never ever stopped loving one another. There was never a day when I got off the phone with him, or we parted company that we didn't say, “I love you, Man.” Our talks, in person or over the phone, were nurturing for both of us. No matter how we fussed or fought, it always came down to this simple rule between us: No money, no man, no woman, nobody can change the fact of me loving you.

Gerald loved the idea of sensationalism, but instead of us making our mark in the gossip columns, we chose to be sensational onstage together. When we performed, we weren't afraid to roll on the floor, hop on top of the speakers, or even run across the stadium floor and jump in a big girl's lap! As long as it was tasteful, and within the context of the show and the song, it was fair game.

We had this theory that with show business, you're always on the edge of making a fool of yourself. One step the wrong way and you go too far, but just the right step at the right time, in the right direction, and you are a genius.

In late October 2006, Gerald and I traveled to South Africa, where we toured and performed in Johannesburg and Sun City. Perhaps it was the single most memorable time of the thousands of shows we've performed together throughout our careers, when I truly felt that manifestation of genius. I had no idea that it would be our last trip together, or the last time I'd ever perform onstage with my son.

Those nine days Gerald and I spent together were a rebirthing of my own passion and drive as an artist. We did our usual laughing and joking, talked about the release of his upcoming CD, and the biggest joy for me was planning another Father & Son album and summer tour.

Performing onstage in both Johannesburg and Sun City in front of stadium-filled crowds of fifteen thousand people was a tremendous spiritual experience for both of us. Everywhere we looked, we could see beautiful African brothers and sisters singing our songs. What really brought our trip full circle for me was meeting Nelson Mandela.

I think Gerald and I were both what's called “starstruck.” It was humbling to be in the presence of this great man who exemplified strength and peace. A man who had endured strife and imprisonment for standing up for the rights of his people, our people, and later rose to become president of the same country that had persecuted him.

Mr. Mandela told me how he admired the bond I shared with my sons. I was blown away and carried that feeling with me on the long flight home. It was clear to both Gerald and me how powerful our music, message, and our relationship as father and son really is.

On November 10, 2006, less than a week after we returned from South Africa, I got a call that Gerald was being rushed to the hospital and they couldn't revive him. My first thought was: Okay, now I've got to gather all my resources to help my son successfully recover. I just kept telling myself, “He'll be okay. I've got to get him back together again.”

Then I got a call and the voice said he was gone. I lost all feeling. A part of me had been ripped away. My soul had never been so heavy. At that moment, I would've given up everything I had to see my son's face again. Just to get up on that stage and sing together again, one more time. In reality, all the money and other resources didn't mean a thing.

My son was gone.

I will probably replay the tenth of November in my mind over and over for the rest of my life. I think about my own childhood back in Canton, Ohio, and my relationship with my father. I can't remember my dad hugging me very often, but I can remember him being a very strong man, and not just physically. His strength was in the way he took care of his business, working hard to bring home his pay, feed his family, and put a roof over our heads. I hope Gerald saw the same strength in me.

My father believed that how you treated a person showed how much you loved them. Not a bunch of hugging. I suppose that's why I was never really a touchy-feely kind of guy before I got married to my first wife, Martha. When I became a father and I had my own family, I suddenly had this strong connection to my kids. It became important for me to physically hold them to show them how much I loved them.

I really got into hugging my kids and was proud of that. In fact, my kids are probably the only people I embrace with both arms. Gerald and I would always exchange these great “man” hugs. My son was always much larger than me in stature, which made our hugs even more memorable. God, I miss his hugs.

A lot of people will say Gerald had my laugh, but I call it his. They compare his smile to mine, but his smile was undeniably Gerald. I miss that smile, that laugh. I even miss when he got pissed at me, or I was pissed at him. I would always tell him that he had to stop giving so much of himself to everybody. I wanted him to try to hold a little bit of “Gerald” back for himself.

His final album is called In My Songs. It features music from his club jams, to his deep and introspective songs about love. In the title track he says: I want someone I can be lovey dovey with, I want someone that I can wake up with, I want someone that I can stroll through the park with, someone that I can be with like the ones I sing about in my songs …

He was constantly looking for that perfect love, too. I'd say, “G, you've gotta start off liking a person, then you'll learn more about them, and the next thing you know you'll look around and all of a sudden you'll love them.”

I feel like if he'd had a woman he loved in his life, sleeping next to him, she could've woken him up or taken him to the doctor. She could've called someone to help him get through that night. Sure, he had his cousins living with him, but that's not what I'm talking about. He was alone as a man.

When I think about the title of this book, I Got Your Back,it epitomizes who we were as father and son. I literally feel like I had his back on everything, but I guess I couldn't help him find the love of a wife that he longed for. I couldn't do that for him. I discussed these things with him more seriously in the last year of his life.

I wanted him to find someone he trusted and believed in, someone who made him happy. The autopsy report cited that his death was due to a heart attack. I say my son really died of a broken heart, because he never met the woman he wanted, needed, and really deserved.

Instead, he poured his love into creating great music, and he gave it unselfishly to fans, his family, and his kids. Perhaps that was his calling. I'm just so thankful for the time I had him here with me. I have memories that no amount of money can buy. Memories I hold close to my heart, and no one can take them away from me.

Some of the greatest times of my life were when I was performing onstage with Gerald. Gerald and I didn't have to rehearse. It was what I like to call “all natural”! We'd feed off one another. He'd goad me on, “Where's that Eddie Levert that I keep hearing is the man? I need to see him!” Or he'd say, “Dad, you're throwing me the ball but it's coming real slow!” That would really get me pumped up and I'd say, “Boy, you'd better back up and leave me alone!” Audiences would go crazy.

Through his passing, I have the desire to be an even better artist. I have to show the world that our legacy—mine, Gerald's, and Sean's—was not a fluke. Gerald's music was real. I passed the gift on to him and Sean, and we do what we do because it's a God-given talent. I always told him that God sets the tone for who you're gonna be, where you're gonna be, and how long you're gonna be here. I have to accept that God had another plan for Gerald.

It occurred to me the other day that Martin Luther King Jr. was only thirty-nine when he died. Gerald was forty. I believe my son had the same kind of spirit as Martin did. Gerald hated injustice. He felt it was his human duty to stand up or speak out for one of his siblings, or a cousin, or his friends. Gerald was always talking to me about things that were bigger than just “us.”

I think Gerald was one of the most selfless people I knew. His heart was equally balanced with passion and compassion. Gerald was always trying to figure out how we could better our way of thinking and use our music to heal the ills and wounds of the world and black people. He wanted black men and women to understand each other better. Gerald was about walking the walk, not just talking the talk. There are people who live to be 80, 90, even 100 years old and never do anything that has an impact on anybody, but Gerald did.

Gerald knew, even at that very last moment when he closed his eyes, that his mom and I, and his children, and all his brothers and sisters loved him. We knew that he loved us, too. What's important now is that his children know how much he loved each of them, and that
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