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Foreword

A Song for Me

by Nikki Giovanni

This is what I remember: Aretha Franklin was booked to perform at the Cincinnati Cotton Club for one whole week. I didn’t have the money to go, nor was it likely my parents would let me if I could earn the ticket price, but it was nonetheless exciting. She cancelled the day after she arrived. They said she was sick. We learned later she was pregnant, which is not a sickness. I am just about a year younger than Lady Soul. I thought they simply should have said: Aretha Franklin is expecting and is going home to be with her family. But those were the days—the early 1960s—when things like that took on other meanings. Aretha had written, “What is romance without the one you love?” I was sixteen. I just wanted to know what is romance.

It must have been the blues that made Aretha mean so much to everybody. Maybe she caught a cold when she was an infant and her mother or grandmother rubbed her chest with oil of cloves. Something like that must have given her voice that smoldering quality. Maybe it was the jowl bacon in the pinto beans with a side of cold water corn bread, or maybe fried fish with hush puppies. There had to be okra ’cause she lived with Mahalia Jackson, so there must have been stewed okra with tomatoes or just good old collard greens with a splash of hot vinegar. Fried chicken. I couldn’t have forgotten the fried chicken. Try Matty’s, she said. And we all did.

Ellis Haizlip, the producer of Soul!, the first variety Black television show on PBS, invited me to go see Aretha at the Apollo Theatre in Harlem. Honi Coles was the official greeter then. I recognized him immediately but was surprised that he greeted me by name. Aretha brought the house down! After the show Ellis asked if I’d like to meet her. He knew I had written a poem and asked, “Did you bring a copy for her?” “Absolutely not!” was my response. What if she didn’t like it? What if she thought it was an intrusion? What if—too many things that would make me very nervous. I have, I must admit, only limited social skills anyway. What would I say to her? And she to me? I have never written poetry about people I know because I never have wanted anyone to think I would take advantage of access. Only three people that I have written about have I actually met. But I couldn’t not go backstage. I would rather have died to have her think I was there and so disrespectful. So I met Aretha.

When she played Lincoln Center a few years later I decided to give myself an early birthday present. I purchased a block of tickets: three in the front, three in the middle, and three in the back, like a Rubik’s Cube. As the day of the show came I started to feel guilty. I had started out not wanting anyone to sit next to me, but then it dawned on me that Aretha would look out—these were orchestra seats in the Philharmonic—and see empty seats and might think people either hadn’t bought the tickets or didn’t bother to come. I gave the three back seats to my students but kept the rest. I just couldn’t resist it. She came out cooking! Then you know how after that second number or so she took a breath. She walked to the edge of the stage and said, “Hi, Nikki.” Then went on with the show. I was so totally thrilled! I’m still all smiles about it.

Aretha’s youngest boy and my only son both attended Emerson when she lived on the Upper East Side. We were West Siders at Ninety-second and Columbus. The bus went through the park at Ninety-third or Ninety-fourth, coming out almost exactly at Emerson. Thomas wasn’t really old enough to ride the bus by himself, but some days I would allow him to ride by himself by calling the school and asking them to look out for him. Most days either Debbie, his baby-sitter, or I would take him. One day, when I was with him, the headmistress asked if she could get some advice from me. She wanted to do a fund-raiser and wondered if Aretha would be a part of it. My advice: Ask her. I didn’t know Aretha, I had only met her, but her commitments were pretty clear. She had offered to pay Angela Davis’s bail. She had been a steady foot soldier for Dr. King. She is one superstar who has, it seems to me, always stayed on the case. Sometimes in front, sometimes behind the scene, but always there.

Then one evening my phone rang. “Nikki, this is Aretha. Are you busy?” First of all, there are two female voices that are totally distinct: Aretha’s and Lena Horne’s. They can’t disguise their voices even if they want to. I grabbed a cup of coffee to chat. She was back at the Apollo and I had, as always, seen and loved the show. Why didn’t you come backstage? I didn’t want to be in your way. Did I play the piano too much? Should I keep it in the act? You could play the piano all night. I wish you’d make an album of only piano playing. (I still would love that.) For a brief time, tied together by what Carolyn Rodgers calls the “witch cord,” we were two career women trying to make sense of it all. I talked with her only once after that. A magazine editor and I were at her home to interview her. Her people were there being very protective, and I sort of laughed to myself because I’m very protective of Aretha’s gentle and fragile spirit, too. She showed us her home and we settled in the kitchen to talk. But there was some sort of fog, some sort of heavy blanket that wouldn’t let the words come through. Writers are not to be trusted. We can sometimes turn words around, tie meanings to events that are not accurate. I didn’t want to see Aretha not able to relax so we soon left, writing the article more from press releases than from what she had said.

I was in Detroit recently and saw Aretha’s cousin Brenda and remembered, with her, the evening we were onstage after the show was over and the audience had gone home. Aretha sat down at the piano and began singing. Brenda offered background vocals. I was just there listening: to a song for me.


 

“I don’t know anybody that can sing a song like Aretha Franklin. Nobody. Period.”

—RAY CHARLES, 1968


one

“The Voice of Black America”

Last fall I went to an Aretha Franklin concert at Radio City Music Hall in New York City, not without some trepidation. As a lifelong Aretha fan in possession of thirty-eight of her albums, I knew to be wary: Although her almost otherworldly vocal prowess was inarguable, her shows, over the years, had become maddeningly hit-or-miss. The singer was notorious for showing up with a corps of luridly attired dancers, Aretha herself in some sort of impossibly unflattering get-up, looking more like a Las Vegas nightclub chanteuse as MAD TV might conceive one than like the universally revered Queen of Soul. Her song selection could be dubious and might rear its head at any moment, consigning her audience to an evening of treacle like “People” and “The Greatest Love of All,” rather than soul stalwarts like “Do Right Woman” and “Chain of Fools.” Other times, Aretha would show up at the theater just flat-out not in the mood, her desire to get offstage palpable, her devotion to the crowd not the equal of theirs to her.

But this time, Aretha was present. And when Aretha is there—committed, impassioned, emotionally involved in her songs—there’s nothing else like it in all of music. Her sublime vocalism, almost preternaturally full of feeling and operatic in size, is supported by a kind of immaculate musicality and innate sense of improvisational rightness. As her longtime producer Jerry Wexler puts it, “There are three qualities that make a great singer—head, heart, and throat. The head is intelligence, the phrasing. The heart is the emotionality that feeds the flames. The throat is the chops, the voice. Ray Charles certainly has the first two. Aretha, though, like Sam Cooke, has all three qualities. Her gift seems to have sprung, like Minerva, full-fledged from Jupiter’s head.”

The gift—forceful, emotional, unpredictable—was certainly in evidence that night at Radio City, as was a kind of comprehensive curatorial care with regards to the set list. Aretha, sixty-one at the time, was clad in a glimmering white gown encrusted with rhinestones, a white organza shawl draped over her shoulders. A long, straight (and synthetic) ponytail cascaded from the very top of her head almost to her waist. She opened the show singing “Won’t Be Long,” a song she recorded for her first album for Columbia Records when she was eighteen years old. She paid further tribute to her oft-maligned (to a large degree, unfairly so) tenure at Columbia with a poignant “If Ever I Would Leave You” and an ethereal “Skylark,” a longstanding Johnny Mercer/Hoagy Carmichael favorite of Aretha’s that she has recorded several times over her career. The musical highpoint of the show was a deep, bluesy “Dr. Feelgood,” with Franklin seated at the piano—where she belongs—pounding out the gospel-inflected chords of her composition and giving them the kind of resonant bottom than can’t be matched on a recording.

It was during this song that Aretha seemed most herself, most palpably the “natural woman” she came to embody, in the eyes of both black and white America, in the late 1960s. As she eased her way into “Dr. Feelgood,” banging out an extended piano introduction, she suddenly paused and announced, “I feel like letting it all hang out tonight.” With that she tore off the temporary ponytail dramatically and tossed it onto the piano with a flourish, leaving a short, sad little stump of real hair in its place. The move would become a Franklin signature this particular season (she would reprise it in a televised BET tribute honoring her career), but it nevertheless had an impact, and the crowd roared. Shedding this part of her costume, reminding us that she was both superstar and ordinary woman with a weave, was the perfect symbol of Aretha’s combination of awesome talent and down-to-earth “realness,” an attribute Franklin prizes almost above all others. Aretha loves her designer gowns and isn’t above throwing in a piece of campy razzle-dazzle to lend her act a touch of showmanship—but always while grounded in her own sense of authenticity. Her shows can be either over-the-top or underwhelming, but they are fundamentally rooted in Aretha’s own, very personal notion of what her singing is about: “me, with my hand outstretched, hoping someone will take it.”

The concert wound down, and as Aretha dispensed with the obligatory thank-yous to her band and backup singers, a personal slide show commenced on an enormous screen overhead. Here was Aretha with Mary J. Blige; Aretha in miles of mink at Bill Clinton’s inauguration; super-thin Aretha after one of her successful diets in the 1970s. Most of the shots were in color and relatively recent. The audience collectively craned their necks to observe but seemed relatively unmoved.

Until, that is, one particular, striking image was projected, almost shockingly, above our heads. Dating from February 1968, the photo was taken at Detroit’s official “Aretha Franklin Day” and captured, in evocative black-and-white, the singer in a shapeless dress, with a band of feathers up around the chin and another around the hips, constructed out of what looked to be a rather hot, uncomfortable fabric. Her hair was in the de rigueur bouffant style of the era, the eye makeup Egyptian, and she clutched a plaque commemorating the occasion. Beside her, grinning happily, seemingly thrilled to be present at what was essentially a publicity op for a beleaguered Midwestern city and its favorite daughter, was Martin Luther King, Jr. The reverend was in his customary dark suit, white shirt, and dark tie; what was unusual was the sense of casual joy projected by the man so often portrayed in photos and film clips as solemn, burdened by the weight of his work. The image had the patina of history about it: Aretha and Martin instantly and palpably evoked an iconic sixties, a moment in time that indeed seems to exist in black-and-white in the collective memory. A moment when the country, uncharacteristically, seemed to be heeding the advice of one of the last tracks Aretha had recorded for Columbia Records a year or so earlier, “Take a Look,” which exhorted: “Take a look in the mirror/Look at yourself/But don’t you look too close … Lord, what’s happening to this human race? I can’t even see one friendly face.…” Perhaps only a shot of Martin with Kennedy or Martin with Muhammad Ali could have summoned that decade more swiftly or completely.

The event was held in Detroit’s Cobo Hall exactly a year after “Respect” had hit the airwaves. Aretha was receiving awards from both Cash Box magazine, for a year’s worth of pop-chart ubiquity, and from King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference, honoring the work the singer had done for the civil rights movement for much of the previous decade. In addition to King, Aretha’s sisters were present, as was her father, the Reverend C. L. Franklin, a well-known preacher who had introduced Martin to Detroit for that city’s 1963 civil rights march, which would serve as a template for King’s famous march on Washington later that year. For those of us who followed Aretha’s career closely, the picture was familiar, but the moment it appeared, the Radio City audience erupted in cheers and whoops. Several people started to cry. This was who her fans believed Aretha to be. Aretha, in black-and-white, standing with the man who was similarly emblematic of an era and an ideal—this was the real Aretha: a woman who in the space of a year had captured the public imagination and become the queen of the pop charts at the same time as she came to be viewed as what the poet Nikki Giovanni calls “the voice of the civil rights movement, the voice of black America.” This was the Aretha who was born not out of Jupiter’s skull but from the offices of Atlantic Records with the 1967 release of her breakthrough album I Never Loved a Man the Way I Love You. Mere months later, Aretha would sing at a King memorial service. But at this moment in February 1968, she was civil rights activist, icon of black womanhood, the most respected popular singer in the world. It is this freeze-frame Aretha that I’ve tried to capture.

The “masterpiece” referred to in the title of this book is not “Respect,” although that song certainly had something to do with it. Otis Redding’s classic, as reimagined, rerecorded, and, most importantly, re-sung by Aretha Franklin, is an anthem (a “battle cry,” Aretha calls it), a call-to-arms for women, civil rights activists, and, of course, the lovelorn. “I once called ‘Respect’ a combination of a global sororal call to fraternity—or sorority—combined with personal lubricity,” Jerry Wexler told me. For other listeners who felt the racial implications of the song more forcefully than its feminist-sexual undercurrents, “Respect” was the sound of revolution.

But “Respect” is just one part of a larger work of art of even greater breadth and influence. The album that garnered the singer her first major hits, I Never Loved a Man was a pop- and soul-music milestone for Aretha, but apart from its status as a hit record, Aretha’s Atlantic debut also secured a wider cultural import beyond the scope of the Billboard charts almost immediately upon its release. The Civil Rights Movement had long been in full swing; now it had its theme song. Five years before Gloria Steinem launched Ms. magazine, feminists had their song too.

I Never Loved a Man the Way I Love You, acknowledged by virtually every major music survey as among the best albums of the rock era (the New York Times said it “sounds like freedom”), won Aretha the first of her seventeen Grammys (one of which was for Lifetime Achievement; the most recent of which she was awarded in February 2004). In 1994 she received a Kennedy Center Honor; in 1987 she had already become the first woman to be inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Lady Soul has received no shortage of accolades. Yet her monumental contribution to popular music, today, is not taken seriously by a large sector of the public. Dubious taste in clothes and material, a limited performance schedule (thanks to a crippling fear of flying), and a certain divalike imperiousness (the product more of a natural shyness than of arrogance) have conspired to make Franklin come across more as a soul-sista caricature than as the genre-crossing, unclassifiable genius that she is. What’s more, the extent of her vocal gift is often taken for granted; the fact that she’s a great singer is almost a cliché, something people reflexively know without stopping to ponder why or how. Women singers, no matter how gifted, habitually get short shrift with regard to other elements of their musicality. Aretha is a great singer not just because of her instantly recognizable tone but because of her vocal flexibility, her interpretive intelligence, her skillful piano-playing, her ear, her experience.

I Never Loved a Man the Way I Love You is the title for this book not just because it’s the title of the album in question but because it nicely raises the question of the exact identity of “you.” Who is Aretha singing to, on this album and indeed in all of her music? The potential answers to this question summon various key themes in the singer’s life. When she sings the words “I never loved a man the way I love you,” is Aretha speaking to a man at all, or to God? The influence of Aretha’s gospel training on her subsequent art cannot be overstated. Her formative years were spent learning her art in the church—for much of her life, consequently, music was the praising of the Lord. Along with Ray Charles, Aretha is largely responsible for bringing to the pop charts the kind of fervent, transcendent singing that had previously only existed in black churches. The gospel undertones of all her recorded output suggest that, when performing some particularly inspired vocal feat, Aretha could potentially be addressing either a lover or the Lord, a sex/religion paradox she picked up from Ray Charles and passed on to artists like Al Green and Marvin Gaye.

The lyric might also refer to Aretha’s preacher father, to whom Aretha’s devotion was without limits; there was nothing she wouldn’t do for the famous and charismatic C. L. Franklin, a celebrity in his own right in the black church, an influential preacher whose musical delivery was widely imitated, and by most accounts a loving yet strict, demanding, and authoritative parent. Is Aretha swearing fealty to Daddy when she sings “I never loved a man the way I love you”? Certainly, lovers came in and out of the singer’s life; her love for her father, however, was constant.

That said, the words of this song could of course refer to any number of the men in Aretha’s life. At fourteen, she gave birth to her first child; she was no stranger to the coarser sex when she recorded this album at age twenty-four. Aretha herself has said, “If I can’t feel it, I can’t sing it,” so we can confidently assume that some element of her personal life was being limned in her performance of the album’s title cut (and indeed in all of her songs). Is “you” then-husband Ted White with whom Aretha had an undeniably stormy marriage? Could “you” be the still-unnamed father of Aretha’s first child, or some other early lover of the singer? (“I think you have to bring it down to something carnal,” Nikki Giovanni told me.)

When Aretha sings, “I never loved a man the way I loved you” (or, for that matter, when she sings, “you make me feel like a natural woman” or, “you better think about what you’re trying to do to me” or, “ain’t no way for me to love you, if you won’t let me”), I for one feel as if she’s singing directly to me. And this is the facet of Aretha’s talent that I’ve tried to uncover. Whatever she sings, Aretha is nothing if not defiantly direct, open, real. At the height of her powers, Aretha’s voice was fundamental, essential, honest, her presence complete, convincing, inarguable. As Robert Christgau, longtime music critic of the Village Voice, has written of Aretha’s singing, “Its power is so ineffable that no one has ever satisfactorily described it in words. One reason the sentimental myths that identify her solely with soul grit and gospel exaltation hold such sway is that they at least make surface sense.” But what’s below the surface? How to describe the voice’s melding of sweetness, sass, sex, pain, and strength, plus a metaphysical element, something unknowable? The challenge in writing about Aretha is to describe the essence of her voice, to go beyond the surface analysis described by Christgau, which so far has had to suffice when examining her art.

Aretha Franklin is not a diva. Although endless television specials, magazine tributes, critical commentary, homages from colleagues and other forms of contemporary mythmaking have conspired to persuade us in recent years that a diva is a “strong woman” of talent and Aretha is their queen, the truth is that Aretha, like her uncategorizable vocal gift, cannot be shoehorned into a shorthand designation co-opted from the world of opera for marketing purposes. If she comes across as imperious, it’s in large part because she’s shy; if she seems competitive with younger singers toward whom it would be more becoming to act as a mentor, it’s because Aretha has bouts of insecurity. Her voice may be larger than life, but Aretha herself is not. “Natural woman” gets to the heart of the matter, but “ordinary woman” may even be more like it. To understand Aretha’s universal appeal, it’s essential to consider not just The Voice, but the woman behind it.

Conventional wisdom holds that Aretha’s unprecedented international success with her first few Atlantic albums was the direct result of having been brought “back to church” by Jerry Wexler, being allowed to apply her gospel vocals and gospel pianism to material aimed at a mainstream pop audience. This is certainly true, but it’s only part of the story. Aretha’s very first, John Hammond–produced (and hitless) Columbia album contains several numbers of a decidedly gospel cast. “Are You Sure?” for example, is explicit in its Lord-praising message, as Aretha encourages her listeners to try prayer as a means of coping with daily travails and getting closer to the Lord. And even pop standards like “Over the Rainbow” were given the gospel treatment, with Aretha’s impassioned wails lending “The Shoop Shoop Song,” “You Made Me Love You,” “Ac-cent-tchu-ate the Positive” and other such middle-of-the-road fare an emotionality and ferocity that had never been heard before, certainly not from the female pop vocalists who traditionally essayed such material.

No, the novelty of Aretha’s first Atlantic releases, the element that pushed her into the popular-music stratosphere was not gospel fervor (though that certainly helped). It was sex. Even on a childhood gospel album, recorded when she was fourteen years old, Aretha sings with an uncanny world-weariness, but her early Columbia recordings were decidedly girlish, almost coy. When at Columbia she sang of searching for “a meadow in the mist, where someone’s waiting to be kissed,” there was longing in her voice, but it was a kind of inchoate yearning not necessarily identifiable as wholly sexual. From “Do Right Woman” to “Dr. Feelgood” to “Respect” to the title track, on the other hand, I Never Loved a Man the Way I Love You is an album largely about female sexual desire, a subject previously owned by the blues women of the early part of the century. It wasn’t just reclaiming a style with which she’d previously praised the Lord that made Aretha essential; it was using that style and marrying it to the blues in order to portray her needs as a real woman that positioned her as inheritor to the mantle of Bessie Smith and Billie Holiday and turned her into a superstar. Diana Ross and the Supremes had been churning out hits on the pop charts for several years. But no female singer had yet emerged as a bona fide recording artist, directing the action in the studio, producing cohesive album-length works, until Aretha showed the world that forty-one minutes (eleven tracks) of church-influenced soul music could be considered a thematically consistent and lasting work of passion and craftsmanship. Even figures like Holiday and Ella Fitzgerald, though rightly revered for their musicianship, were largely viewed as “chick singers.” Not so Aretha, circa 1967. But getting that passion—that soul—on wax didn’t happen without a few hitches along the way.


two

Three White Men

1966

Jerry Wexler wanted to sell the company. The forty-nine-year-old producer had been with Atlantic Records for thirteen years, ever since the label founder, the youngish Turk Ahmet Ertegun, had poached him from a job hawking second-rate tunes for a music publisher, capitulating to the industry neophyte’s brash demand for a partnership stake in the company. For more than a dozen years Wex had worked obsessively, demandingly, some might say pugnaciously, as record exec, A&R man and producer, enjoying to the fullest a job that indulged his longstanding passion for black music. It also had provided him with enough show-business anecdotes (a priceless perk for the incorrigible raconteur) to last a lifetime: being forced to stack desks in Atlantic’s first, tiny office in order to clear space for a makeshift “studio”; making pilgrimages to black sections of sharply segregated New Orleans where white faces were seldom glimpsed (and almost never fondly) to track down a singer he and Ertegun had caught wind of; sweating in his suit as a district attorney questioned him in connection with the payola scandal that rocked the record industry in the early sixties; plying a little-known Wilson Pickett with Jack Daniels in an effort to get him to write some original songs—and getting “In the Midnight Hour” for his trouble.

But by 1966, Wexler was convinced that Atlantic had reached an impasse. It was a company known first and foremost for its rhythm-and-blues artists, and Wex suspected that soul music was headed for an inevitable decline. Ahmet Ertegun himself was cultivating an interest in white British rock music, and his brother, Nesuhi, also a majority holder in the company, was primarily a jazz fanatic; were these genres in which Atlantic could dependably be counted on to excel? Tastes, both inside and outside the company, were shifting away from Wexler’s bread and butter. The time to get out was now.

In many ways it made sense that Wexler was eager to cash in. Jerry had grown up in Washington Heights a tough Jewish kid of the Tin Pan Alley–loving, stickball-playing variety. To say that Jerry—the son of an immigrant window-washer and a housewife—had no firsthand knowledge of wealth is an understatement. The closest he had gotten to the high life was when he helped his father on his window-washing route and found himself staring through the glass into opulent apartments from a scaffold on the outside of the building. Despite the support and attentions of a devoted mother with an unshakable faith in her son’s future greatness, Wexler’s prospects had always looked dim. “I was a cosmic fuck-up,” the man recalls of his early days, in a characteristically blunt yet metaphysical turn of phrase. As a teenager and into his twenties, he took on a variety of odd jobs (liquor store clerk, Catskills waiter) and even tried his hand at writing (at mother Elsa’s prompting). But, he says, “The truth is I wasn’t much of a worker or much of a writer.”

That all changed when Jerry’s professional life began to follow his personal passion: jazz. Wex’s indoctrination into the world of jazz dates back to his childhood and teen years, a large swath of which was spent in a Washington Heights pool hall with a radio perpetually tuned to the latest swing hits. Was there a single male hipster in 1930s New York City who wasn’t addicted to the riotous appearances around town of Fletcher Henderson, whose shows invariably afforded the opportunity to dance to the hottest new numbers and flirt with the cutest girls? When there was no gig to attend, Jerry and his buddies were ensconced at the Commodore Music Shop, owned by legendary record salesman and label owner Milt Gabler, where Wex radiated in the glow cast by another store regular, Columbia Records producer John Hammond (“I wouldn’t dare approach him. It was like approaching Muhammad Ali.”), and where he first conceived the farfetched notion that making jazz records might be something he, too, could do. “We were all fans of antiquarian jazz—Louis Armstrong, Jelly Roll Morton, Bessie Smith,” Wexler remembers. “And we banded together and did something nobody does anymore: we sat around and listened to records—communally.” The other thing they did communally was develop a fondness for that inevitable jazz-world accoutrement: “grass.”

When Jerry wasn’t toking up and listening to records, he was avidly devouring literature, a habit that, along with his mother’s conviction that he was destined to produce the Great American Novel, crystallized a desire to write. After a stint in the army, Jerry urgently needed a steady-paying gig, and he set about turning his authorial fantasies into a practicable vocation. Before long, a friend got him a freelance gig writing promotional copy for BMI, ASCAP’s main rival in the music-publishing business. This led to a fulltime job at Billboard, then, as now, the industry bible, and it was there that Wexler made what’s still his most noteworthy contribution to musical letters, the coining of the term “rhythm and blues,” which he devised as an alternative to “race” records, a designation that even in the forties had unsavory social implications.

Wexler quickly took to churning out, on tight deadlines, vivid prose that benefited from his flair for colorful characterization and that reflected his infatuation with both high culture (he read Balzac, Turgenev, and Plato contentedly and eventually built a significant collection of surrealist paintings) and low (surrealism was even more surreal if you were a prodigious pot-smoker). In his writing, he might use the word “Jew-boy” in one sentence and “exiguous” in the next. Jerry is now eighty-seven, but his verbal panache remains intact: When I visited him at his home on Long Island to discuss I Never Loved a Man, he apologized for being a bit tired, but the day before he had endured a painful visit to the dentist: “Dental surgery is a real motherfucker.” I requested a follow-up interview the next day, and he said, fancily, that it wouldn’t be a problem: “You impinge on me most pleasantly.”

When we met, Jerry and his wife, the author Jean Arnold, were in the midst of selling their East Hampton home, which they customarily used during the summer months.
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