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KA. BROWNE | ONE NIGHT WiTH B.B.

I howled at the Moon last nioht
| did,

It was clear, crisp and cool it was almost 2 oclock in the
morning. The Moon was brioht as brioht can be, and so full and
enormous it was virtually impossible to ionore her!

I first wrote those words on January 12, 1998.

I was in my old hunting grounds, standing on the corner of West Third Street and Sixth Avenue
-- in the very heart of Greenwich Village. I'd just come out of the Blue Note, perhaps the oldest
and most legendary of New York City's jazz clubs.

The night and the city seemed electrified and alive!

It was probably just me. I was fresh from experiencing almost two hours of pure awesomeness:
B.B. King live and in a small stage. He was so close I could almost touch him; but that's getting

ahead of the story.

I never thought I'd be able to see B.B. playing live. Understand that by “live” my dream was a
small club. I could easily see him in any local arena. Some artists should be seen in a small setting.

My dream was B.B. in a tiny, dark room.

Yet, there I was with Mom and some other 100 or so avid fans -- packed in like sardines but

happy as clams! It was a very friendly atmosphere, which isn't something you see every day in

New York.

The Blue Note is a very small room. It is dark and looks like a tiny cave. Not my favorite jazz
club because I found it a little claustrophobic, but under the circumstances it felt cozy. I have a

feeling it had more to do with the company than the room itself.

But then, at $65 a pop you'd think you could get a half-way civilized crowd, right? (Oh well,
there's my Noo Yawk cynicism back!) No matter, that night as T howled at the Moon I loved
the city and all of humanity.

As for the howling, I'd not forgotten where I was standing. There was a relatively loud crowd of
youngsters ready to get rowdy at a moment's notice just feet away. Two cars over and across the

street, two policemen sat in their squad car watching the action (and me howling at the Moon).

I felt invincible and put out my evening bag, letting it hang from my little finger at arm's length.
Then I said, "Go ahead, mug me. I dare you. Here's my purse, full of money. Lalala."



KA. BROWNE | ONE NIGHT WiTH B.B.

Mom started laughing. It was pretty funny. I actually didn't say any of it loud enough for the
hooligans to hear. I did it mostly for Mom's benefit, strictly for our Big City morbid

entertainment,

The howling and my taunting the punks were not the highlight of our night. I think there were

four distinctly great moments for me that evening.

The first great moment came when The Man entered the room, and I realized, "Wow, I'm in

the same room with B.B. King and Lucille! This is so cool.”

It was a very small room with the tables set almost on top of each other, and his jacket swept

across the side of our table as he passed by. Awesome brush with fame: literally and figuratively.

The tickets had come courtesy of a friend who'd won them on a radio contest. We were on the
guest list and this made it all very sweet indeed -- because at the time there was absolutely no

way I could afford it; not on a temp’s salary.

Every song B.B. played and sang was an event in itself. The moment he joined us in the room,
the excitement was explosive. We all settled into a groove after he mounted the stage and calmed

us down a bit. The man certainly knows how to handle a crowd.

At one point, he was sitting along side his bass player and playing a very soulful melody of

backwoods blues. It was halfway through the set and this was the second moment of greatness.

This woman walked up on stage, crouched next to B.B. and started speaking to him. She was

what our friend George used to refer to as a “hot mess.”

She was pushing a lived-in 50 (and I mean hard living), and wearing a wholly inappropriate red
dress which unfortunately accentuated some of her many past sins, too much makeup, too much

jewelry, and a blood alcohol level that could kill a Shetland pony.
Mr. King played with his eyes closed, picking at Lucille straight from the soul. It took several

minutes until he opened one eye, and took a quick look at the cougar for about 15 seconds. He

closed the eye again, and continued to play.

There was a bit of confusion. If she was a guest vocalist only the first few tables under the stage
could hear her. Then it became clear she was just slurring how excited she was to meet him and

other drunken lewdness she should have kept to herself.

The bass player finally looked up at B.B., assessed he was not bothered at all and still on beat.
So he continued playing, but looking at the bleached blonde lunatic with certain apprehension.

Finally, one of the drummers grabbed his sticks on one hand, left his set and helped the woman
off the stage, shaking his head in disgust. He had a tight grip on her arm and she was unable to

react except to drag her feet where directed.

She was then escorted away by the manager, who was absolutely mortified.

She reached the bar and did her Rocky Balboa impression, “-BEE-BEEEEEEE, Ilove you, B.B.!”
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We all just knew she was seconds away from being thrown out and banned for life. Because this

is New York, we collectively rolled our eyes and went back to what we were doing.
Meanwhile, Lucille was still moaning, twanging slowly and sexily. As if nothing had happened...

In my mind, I was in some old, dingy joint shuffling my feet on the wood floor of a small swamp
shack. The small intrusion did little to kill the illusion King's music created and I closed my own

eyes and joined B.B. in his realm of sound.

What can I say about B.B. and Lucille? The man is a true entertainer. He made sure he mixed

it up enough to keep us all happy.

He threw in new material from the duets CD. He did a few ballads; some funky stuff; a couple
of traditional songs; a few oldies; a song from Blues Brothers 2000; and ended the show with
"The Thrill is Gone." It was quite a show!

In fact, the third moment was when the band started playing "The Thrill is Gone.” There's a bit

of history to the song for me.
When he began "The Thrill is Gone" I scanned the room for my friend Barry.

The first few bars took me back to one of our legendary late evenings. Barry used to tend bar at
a trendy after hours joint in the Village. It was the night of the NCAA men's basketball

championship game in 1991. Most of the patrons and a few of the employees bet good money
on UNLV.,

For weeks, I'd been telling everyone who'd listen that Duke could take them.
“What do you know? You're a gitl,” they'd said and dismiss me.

I spent a better part of that historic evening ragging on the poor bastards, because I could get
away with it. Barry and I were the only two Duke fans at the bar, and he took out the shoebox
where he kept all the tapes and CDs. He started going through it frantically.

I looked on fascinated. Finally, he took out another box and handed it to me.
"Here, this will go a lot faster if you help me look.”
I grabbed the box and started digging.

I was very impressed by the white boy's music collection; there was an eclectic but priceless

variety that included blues, jazz, funk, salsa, soul and classic rock.
"What are we looking for?" I finally asked.

"You'll know when you see it,” he said.

Nice and cryptic.

So, I continued to go through the box marveling at almost every turn. After several minutes of

this routine, Barry grabbed a cassette, jumped up and screamed, "Got it!"
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He rewound the tape and it started to play. Now all action stopped at the bar, and a dozen men

were breathlessly awaiting . . . something.

Soon, sound came from the speakers: Lucille wailed and B.B. proclaimed, "The thrill is gone.

The thrill is gone, baby!”

I almost fell off my barstool; the losers groaned but a couple of the more twisted joined us in the

moment and laughed. It was a little cruel but amusing. Cruelty stings less with the blues.

Inevitably, every time I hear “The Thrill is Gone," I think of Barry. And now, one memory is

very much a part of the other and it makes me smile.

The senses of sight and sound were exalted. To some extent so was the sense of touch; I could
feel the table shake a little, the vibrations of the base and the horn section making even the air

dance around us; the two drums setting off electrical surges deep within.
He touched me in a variety of ways.
These senses were not the only ones heightened by the experience.

Around us people ordered food. I could distinctly smell fried calamari with a sweet and tangy
tomato sauce, baked clams with garlic and oregano and cheesy breadcrumbs, and a gentleman
two seats down from me ordered lamb chops in a fragrant mustard/lemon sauce and the

rosemary left a trail that begged for attention.

The aroma lingered and filled the room and amalgamated to form another dimension of

musicality.

I found B.B. finely aged—not so much like a wine, more like a fine whiskey. Both earthy and

divine: naughty and nice in one complex flow of loveliness.

Seventy-one years weren't quite as much as the half century he'd spent in life as a musician. That

lifestyle takes a toll.

He looked almost frail. Not quite fragile. Of course, that meant nothing regarding his ability to

entertain and charm.

"Just because I'm seated doesn't mean I'm tired," he told us when they brought
him a chair. “I'm just old.” He picked at Lucille and just made the most delightful
sound, like a young girl giggling. It was infectious and we all cracked up.

He could still sing, maintain eye contact with his audience, completely captivate us, and play a
mean guitar. This was all the more intense when you were sitting three feet from him and

looking into those soulful, sad eyes that have seen so darn much.

The fourth moment came as he was about to clear the room and T had my personal few seconds
with B.B. It was unreal. When I'd fantasized about seeing him play in a small room I never

envisioned also sharing a deeply personal moment.
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After the show, his entourage ran a little interference with the crowd, memories of the drunken
chick still fresh in their minds.

I remained seated. I couldn't have gone anywhere even if I wanted to. His body guard was three

times my size.
Sit and chill. That was my plan.
As he approached my table on his way out, I mouthed, "Thank you."

B.B. paused and smiled at me, bent down to meet my gaze and said, "Thank you, darling.” He

patted me on the shoulder and proceeded to meet and greet his other fans.
Awesome, graceful and sweet! I believe that is the very moment the howl was conceived.
g y

This feeling of bliss combined with the brisk air when we left the Blue Note. It was quite

electrifying. So much so that, had you been there with us, you may have felt compelled to howl
at the Moon. I did.

It has been well over a decade and the memory is still fresh in my mind. If T hear a bar of “The
Thrill is Gone” it immediately reminds me of Barry, then of the night at the Blue Note, and the
moment B.B. touched me and called me darling. The whole night plays out like a little movie in

my head.

I have seen some of the best guitarists in the world play in a variety of venues, in several counttries,

but nothing will ever compare. One night with B.B. is not something you easily forget.

Ain’t that many men could make me howl. Dang, that'd be a great blues song title, wouldn’t it?




