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        A NOTE TO READERS

      

      

      I first saw Fred Hickman the way millions of Americans did: on television. Growing up a Yankees fan in New York’s Hudson Valley, I watched him on the YES Network and eventually ESPN. I had never imagined we would work together years later—certainly not at a local TV station in Baton Rouge, Louisiana—until it happened in 2017. We became newsroom colleagues, bagel-noshing brethren, mutual petsitters, and friends.

      In early 2022, shortly after his liver cancer diagnosis, Fred asked me to help him write an autobiography. He saw a book as the perfect way to honor those who had uplifted him over the years. We zigzagged between chapters, topics, word-pictures, and plenty of laughs. To me, it was the privilege of a lifetime.

      In what turned out to be his final weeks, Fred made his wishes explicit: We would write as many chapters as we could with whatever time was left. He still wanted his words published for the world to hold, read, and enjoy, even if he were no longer alive to sign a copy.

      Fred died on November 9, 2022. After thought and reflection, members of the Hickman family encouraged me to keep his dream of publication alive. They volunteered background and insight that helped me finalize the existing manuscript. Their loving support is forever a gift.

      This story may have required teamwork, but it will always be Fred’s. The published anecdotes and dialogue were to the best of his memory. The opinions were his own. The voice was his.

      And through all the changes to journalism, media, and the world at large since his death, his voice remains a compass.

      

      Harrison Golden
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            STRAIGHT, NO CHASER

          

        

      

    

    
      My favorite doctors, like my favorite journalists, are the ones who tell it straight. Even if hearing the truth feels like getting slapped in the face with a wet towel.

      “It’s liver cancer, Fred.”

      At least I finally had an answer. For some time, I had wondered why I kept feeling drained, passing out, and waking up in hospitals unable to remember what year it was. I’d wondered why the injections doctors were giving me kept wearing off so quickly. Now I knew.

      Maybe the diagnosis should have made me cry right away—or at least gotten me choked up or pale—but it didn’t. Instead, I found myself looking past the doctor’s desk. The reflection of the glass pane behind him reminded me of a studio camera lens. Beside me and holding my hand was Sheila, my wife and forever coanchor.

      I rattled off more questions.

      “What are my chances?”

      “Will the treatment knock me out?”

      “How can we beat it? How did previous patients beat it?”

      He told me about two tumors. One looked isolated enough that surgeons could at least get much of it. The other would hopefully go away through Y90 radioembolization, which involves going into my thigh and injecting radioactive glass microspheres. The idea, at least to a layman like me, was that the balls would make the cancer blow itself up. I would be out the whole time for each procedure.

      “If that doesn’t work,” Doc said, “we’ll have to get you on the transplant list.”

      “Is it anything like the NBA Draft?” I asked one of the nurses. It was my poor three-point shot at humor.

      She laughed, which was nice of her. “You’re a survivor from the moment you’re diagnosed,” she told me. “Don’t forget that.”

      But just in case, I needed to get documents ready. Financial files. Passwords and account information. Last wills and testaments. Funeral instructions. Damn, all this is morbid.

      The more I looked at all the death-related papers to leave behind, the more I admired how pages can breathe life. Inspiring me were personal writings from fighters I’m lucky to have known over the years. Not only had Turner Sports’ Ernie Johnson and Craig Sager written touching books on their cancer battles, but ESPN’s Robin Roberts and Stuart Scott had done the same. Mitch Albom, a valiant competitor from my Detroit sports stint, had authored Tuesdays with Morrie, about his late professor’s grace through Lou Gehrig’s disease. And I can’t forget my daughter, Gabrielle, whose poetry gives me joy.

      Yet when it came to chronicling my own life, I resisted. I doubted I could offer readers any new sage advice. Unlike other people’s diagnoses, mine didn’t shower me with wisdom. I didn’t suddenly wish I had spent more time fishing. I didn’t acquire any secrets to world peace. I left Doc’s office feeling no more self-aware than when I had entered—and hardly as wise as the three Magi who had witnessed the birth of Jesus. What could I type that wasn’t already available elsewhere?

      Which brings me to another reason I didn’t want to write this autobiography: One of the first things my parents taught me was to not have a rearview mirror. The past, after all, is the past. I hated the idea of looking back for even a minute let alone months or years. Besides, I had stared down enough blinking computer cursors in my day. However moving others’ self-portraits were, I figured one by me would cause a crash.

      Then again, I hadn’t told my kids the diagnosis yet.

      

      If I know anything about sports, it’s that telling your son and daughter you have cancer isn’t one. Practice doesn’t make perfect, not this time. So instead of over-rehearsing words in front of a mirror until they meant nothing, I gave Mack and Gabby the raw truth they deserved about the news they didn’t.

      “I have cancer.”

      Once those words left my mouth, they hit me. I recalled how my kids had lost their mother at too young an age. I pictured them in church clothes as the grownups they now are. I imagined them someday in the future, crying without my shoulder. I couldn’t help but cry myself, even if that someday wasn’t today.

      I owed it to them to show my full self. If that meant acquiring even a small rearview mirror—so I could leave them a more open account of my past—so be it. The people closest to me needed a chance to read how much they have mattered.

      “I’m not down for the count yet,” I told them. “I’ll give this every fiber I’ve got.”

      We hugged and kissed. We whispered, as always, “I love you to the moon and back.”

      I looked out my window, spotted the moon, and took notes.
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        School picture day, circa 1965.
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            AIR FRED

          

        

      

    

    
      My nine-year-old self couldn’t fool anyone on Christmas morning 1965. I was wearing the toy I had just unwrapped as part of a neighborhood-wide secret Santa exchange. The toy was a Sixfinger, which was supposed to hook onto my index finger and blend in to resemble a sixth digit. It was a cool idea. But given the fake finger’s Caucasian tones and my Blackness, the jig was up right away.

      I asked my parents who would’ve gotten me this. “Whichever house it was,” I told them, “I bet they knew it wouldn’t look right on me!”

      My father knelt down. “You don’t know that,” he told me as I sat on the floor. “I can’t force you to play with it, but I do want you to talk about your neighbors with respect.”

      Both of my parents mentioned respect often because, in Springfield, Illinois, their families saw the ills that had come without it. In 1838, their ancestors witnessed a militia chase hundreds of indigenous people from Indiana through Springfield, part of what became known as the Potawatomi Trail of Death. In 1865, my great-great-grandfather mourned the assassination of a man whose hair he used to cut, a former Springfield lawyer named Abraham Lincoln. For three days in 1908, my grandparents hid as a mob of five thousand White people set Black-owned houses on fire, lynched men in the street, and destroyed Black-owned businesses. On October 17, 1956, I was named Fredrick Douglas Hickman after abolitionist Frederick Douglass, with a deliberate spelling that freed me to chart my own course. And with all the strife on The Huntley-Brinkley Report each night in the mid-1960s, Mom and Dad said I was lucky that my white house on Brown Street stood in a mostly peaceful integrated place.

      Dad grabbed a brown marker and colored my Sixfinger to match my skin better. I tried to like his adjustment. Really. But now it just looked worse. The ink was drying in streaks. The shade was still too light. I told him thanks but no thanks.

      He made it up to me days later. Still on my holiday break from school, I jumped at his offer to take me to work. He was the best janitor that Capital Airport had ever seen, and I could see what made him so passionate about the job. Once he finished his rounds, we spent an hour looking out the windows. We watched the tip of the air traffic control tower blink with the stars. We didn’t say a word and didn’t need to. The clear night said it all.

      I fell in love with the air.

      
      What drew me to radio was the feeling that the sky could talk. So I took my allowance savings to Radio Shack and ran home with a make-your-own-radio kit. It included a wire that I was supposed to attach to a pipe, essentially turning my house into an antenna. I didn’t know the exact science, only that my bedroom window gave me the best reception. And unlike the Sixfinger, this toy didn’t have a skin color.

      For hours at a time, from under the covers, I’d hear the world. During baseball season, WGN would air Chicago Cubs games with announcers Vince Lloyd and Lou Boudreau. Sometimes I felt like spying on the rival St. Louis Cardinals, and Harry Caray and Jack Buck would give me the scoop on KMOX. On cloudless nights, my humble setup caught glimmers of faraway powerhouses: WLW Cincinnati, WHO Des Moines, WSM Nashville, WWL New Orleans, even WBZ Boston and KOA Denver. Long before cable TV or the internet, the AM dial was my superhighway, complete with accents and street names I had never before heard.

      I was twelve when I learned that broadcasting could pay the bills. As a member of Springfield’s Junior Achievement chapter, I toured the inside of a local radio station for the first time. The action gripped me. A board operator pressed buttons like they were keys on a piano. An announcer stormed down the hall waving copy. The needles inside the VU meters swayed. Clocks ticked everywhere. I wanted more.

      Finally, the moment of truth. The tour’s last stop was the live studio. The host gave everyone in my group a chance to say their names into the microphone. About a half-dozen kids took their turns, then I took mine.

      “I’m Fred Hickman.”

      Of course. Leave it to me to experience puberty during my first on-air appearance. I sounded nothing like myself. This voice was weird. Deeper.

      The station’s program director flung open the studio door. “Who was that?” he asked.

      All the other kids pointed at me. Usually they only did that whenever I broke a window playing stickball. I figured I was in trouble again for some reason.

      The program director placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “Wanna play records?”

      
      Between part-time work at the radio station and budding athletic stardom, teenage “Air Fred” was taking flight. I had the nickname before someone named Michael became “Air Jordan.” (Yeah, I nicknamed myself. Sue me.)

      I began freshman year at Springfield Southeast High determined to play basketball, but there was a catch. Because every underclassman wanted to join the junior varsity hoops squad—and almost no one wanted to play for the lousy football team—the school made football a prerequisite for basketball. The move was meant to filter out the candidate pool and boost Southeast’s gridiron cred. I didn’t like it, but if wearing a hopefully good helmet got me closer to Spartans basketball, rules were rules.

      On the late afternoon of my football tryout, the coach shouted at me right away. “Hickman! On your back!”

      I had to do what’s called a hamburger drill. Just hearing the coach say “hamburger drill,” especially at 4:30 p.m., made me hungry.

      “Hey, this is no time to eat!” he yelled. “The tackler will have a ten-yard run at you! When you hear my whistle, you’d better turn over, get on your feet, and stop him!”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied. “Who’s my tackler?”

      The coach didn’t say an answer. He only snapped his fingers to summon my executioner.

      From the sidelines strutted Herb McMath. If that name sounds familiar, it’s because he later played defensive tackle for the 1976 Super Bowl Champion Oakland Raiders. At this point, he was a senior on Southeast’s varsity team. Lucky me.

      Coach gave his order. “McMath! Go!”

      From my view on the twenty-yard line, as I maintained a casket-ready position, the six-foot-four-inch beast charging at me seemed twelve feet fall. That’s all I remember.

      Next thing I knew, my helmet was cracked. I struggled to catch my breath. In my mouth were dirt and grass, which tasted nothing like a hamburger. Had I eaten before that tackle, we would’ve had an even bigger mess on the field.

      I quit football then and there. This was way above my pay grade—which, for this high school freshman, was zero. I had no problem cheering in the stands, even making funny faces into the local TV sports reporter’s camera, but playing this sport just wasn’t for me.

      A year later came my next chance at hardwood fame. This time, aspiring basketball players who didn’t want to play football could run cross-country instead, so I tried out for that. But a half-mile into the required two-mile run around
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