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Springfield, VA – If I were playing a word association game tonight, and someone yelled “CVS,” my immediate response would be “Johnnie.”   CVS is the ubiquitous pharmacy by that name (currently the largest pharmacy chain in the U.S.), and Johnnie would be Johnnie Johnson, my latest BFF (Best Friend Forever, for those of you who are still stuck in the 20th century).

By the way, do you have any idea what “CVS” stands for?  I had no idea, but Ralph Bing and his cousin, Tony Google, just informed me far more than I needed to know.  This chain had humble beginnings in Lowell, Massachusetts in 1963 as the Consumer Value Store, and now has more drugstores than Walgreens under the curren name CVS Pharmacy.  The parent company, CVS Health, is now the 7th largest U.S. corporation with nearly 10,000 locations.  
But let me explain who Johnnie is and why I associate him with CVS.   Nearly every day for the past year, Johnnie has been playing his horn, a trumpet, while sitting on a chair outside our local CVS store.  His location is under cover from precipitation, but otherwise he is totally exposed to the elements.  During cold weather he is bundled up and plays with gloves.  If a passerby wants to give Johnnie money, he will, of course, take it, but his collection box is covered up…he tells me that he plays more for love than money.   And I believe him.
In the past few months I have talked to Johnnie frequently about his life and how he ended up with this “gig.”  We talked at length one cold windy evening; he was having some wings for dinner while we sat on the outdoor patio of a pizza joint two doors east of the CVS.   I was freezing in the wind, as Johnnie exclaimed, “I love this weather!”
Johnnie was born in Georgia in 1951.  As an African-American in the south, his early years were not easy.  He had relatives in Syracuse, New York and while visiting there as a teen his first job was “cleaning up behind a bull” that was featured in a local circus.  It is unclear if this job drove him out of Syracuse, but he ended up in New York City.  His father located him and brought him home to finish high school in Georgia.  His cousin, “who had the hots for my sister,” got him a job at the Planet Earth Super Supper Club in Callahan, Florida where Johnnie started to play trumpet with his cousin.  Here he watched several big name artists, such as James Brown and The Temptations, perform.
 But Johnnie had seem the lights of New York and was soon back in the Big Apple hustling whatever he could do, including work in the Brooklyn Navy Yard.  After saving up sufficient money to attend Wilberforce University in Ohio (the oldest private African-American in the U.S.), Johnnie was robbed of everything by his uncle who then framed him for another robbery.  
After the judge told him “get out of here,” Johnnie landed homeless on the streets in Harlem. He did whatever he needed to do to survive.  For a period of time he worked for local heroin dealers carrying $50 baggies. One afternoon two policemen pinned him against a wall with their cruiser; in the ensuing skirmish Johnnie put the bag he was carrying into the policeman’s pocket.  Finding nothing on him, he was not taken in, but now fearing that the dealers would be coming after him, he ran from 118th Street to 49th Street where he pleaded at an Air Force recruiting station to be allowed to immediately enlist and be sent out of New York.
Thus began Johnnie’s stint in the Air Force as an aircraft mechanic at a base in Texas.  Following his discharge, Johnnie lived for several years in Cincinnati at the Alms Hotel as a guest of “a homosexual guy who never bothered me.”  After working in local manufacturing there (e.g., Ford and Proctor Gamble), he came to northern Virginia where an older brother now lived.  He started working for $3.75/hr doing housing construction.  Ultimately he began full-time doing the final repairs before closing.  These housing conglomerates (e.g., Pulte) were rapidly putting up homes in the suburban areas around Washington;  apparently quality was not a priority.  While doing this, Johnnie quickly saw the shady side of the business with some vultures consistently taking advantage of new owners.  One of his bosses even ran an off-track-betting facility out of an office that was supposed to be doing work on new homes.

During this time Johnnie began to take trumpet lessons at a local community college.  Overall he had seven years of study and began playing gigs with small bands while working during the day.  Almost in passing Johnnie told me that he “had had a wife” with whom he lived “12-14 years.”  She was white, and according to Johnnie, married him because “I was black.”  He also added that she hated her father, who, again according to Johnnie, was “difficult.”    Johnnie said that he managed to get along pretty well with his father-in-law who “took care of me.”  When I asked about children, he told me that he has a daughter and two sons, but “they’re both in the slammer.”  As we continued to talk, I learned that they had become involved in drugs.  It was unclear about the current state of his relationship with his daughter…or his wife.   He added in passing that “the VA takes care of me.”
Johnnie’s music is spontaneous and delightful.  When I occasionally ask him to play Fly Me to the Moon, he smiles, opens up one of his books with music and lyrics and gives me a good version. Often he will stop playing and we sing together.  Most people seem to avoid eye contact with Johnnie as they walk past, perhaps somehow worried that even a smile may somehow draw them into his world.   You could do a lot worse.  I count him as a friend – regardless of my inability to verify any of his stories.  With that music, who cares?
I thought you might like to know.
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