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Dedication

To my hometown of Tuskegee, Alabama, for teaching me what it means to serve a higher purpose.

To the Commodores, because without the Commodores, there would be no Lionel Richie.

And to my fans, for letting me and my songs be a part of your lives for all of these years.




1

Tuskegee

WHEN I CLOSE MY EYES and think back to the long-ago past, I surprise myself by landing on a super-vivid early memory. I’m in preschool, and believe it or not, I’m paying attention to all the details of playing in a sandbox.

I’m looking at all my soon-to-be friends—who are truly destined to be my friends for the rest of my life.

Everything is serene, safe, and fun, but then it shifts and I’m not as secure. The vibe is not terrible because I don’t know to be afraid that any minute my mother, like other mothers, will depart, leaving me to suffer from my life’s first bout of separation anxiety.

Yet I survived. Soon enough my vibe shifted as I bonded with the other kids.

A pattern emerged. The sandbox became my new cocoon. It was my first foray into creativity. And it was soothing as hell to be able to play, even to be crazy and mess around. Nothing ever felt that fun to me until I wound up in a recording studio and never wanted to leave. The sandbox was where I first caught a glimpse of the Other Side—a place in my imagination where I could go to escape.

Most of my early years are much less vivid. They are more like sense memories, the stuff of daily life—the sights and sounds and smells that transport me instantly to Tuskegee, Alabama, my forever home.

Simple impressions arise—the weight of the air, how thick and wet it was, year-round. Extreme humidity was a given in that subtropical climate of Macon County, over in the eastern-central part of the state—forty miles east of Montgomery, and about 150 miles north of the Gulf of Mexico. As a kid, I thought that Alabama, one of the most humid states in the country, had originated the phrase “Lawd, have mercy, it’s hot!” I am telling you, skinny as I was, it’s a wonder how much sweat could pour from me.

The lesson was to roll with it and accept that life had a rhythm. The changes of the seasons always stood out—how just when you couldn’t take one more steamy day of summer, not one more flying roach, not one more mosquito bite, finally everything would tumble into the cool of autumn. Then, in no time the leaves would turn into all the yellows, browns, and oranges, and drift to the ground. Soon the winter clouds would hover, and the winds would bite until most of the trees were left naked to stand guard, shivering, across the landscape.

I remember cold walks through the woods with friends, frost on the ground, and discovering that if you didn’t cut some trails for later, the rains of spring would come, and by June you could get lost in the overgrowth.

Summertime in Tuskegee. That’s Memory Central. Nothing puts me there faster than the smell of newly cut grass. In a flash, I’m a kid again, outside with Dad, who is standing with authority, all six foot three of him, surveying the terrain we are soon to conquer. In other words, we are about to cut the grass and trim the hedges. I can tell you what the mower looked like, how it worked, and about the oily smell of gas it burned that hung in the air for hours. Then there’s the unmistakable smell of car wax that, no matter where I am, has me back in my youth, again outdoors with my father—always determined, as he was, to instill a few life skills in me.

I can hear his voice and feel the weight of his hand on my shoulder. “You hear me, Skeet?” Dad would ask, emphasizing my nickname—which he had made up when I was very small. It was just his silly, playful scat song that went from Skeebo and Skeeboo to Skeeter until Skeet stuck.

My father used every opportunity to send me the message—Pay attention!

I got the double whammy: I’m a Gemini—born June 20, 1949. If you know anything about astrology, you know that with the twins of the zodiac, there’s never a dull moment … because—yes, ha—we have no attention span. (No problem for me because I had a couple of people inside of me to talk to.)

Dad had his work cut out for him.

My father’s voice provided the dominant chord in the soundtrack of my childhood and teen years. Every single morning, without fail, like the crowing of the rooster at the break of dawn, Dad would begin his day with the same song.

“Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling …” he sang in a booming tenor, letting his voice echo from the bathroom throughout the house. He sang the song from beginning to end and then over again as he shaved, as if loud vocalizing was the only way to get a good clean shave.

Why that song, I never knew. Dad’s favorite artist was Count Basie, bandleader and piano player, the King of Swing. My parents listened to Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, Harry Belafonte, Johnny Mathis, and the unforgettable Nat King Cole.

Mom and Dad loved Sammy Davis Jr., Dean Martin, and especially Frank Sinatra. What made those guys, the Rat Pack, so great was clear to me even as a kid: They had style. They were the coolest of the cool.

There’s not a square inch I’ve forgotten of the gray house with the white trim where I grew up—right across from the home of the president of Tuskegee Institute, close to the college’s main gates. I can still smell the honeysuckle that grew in a vine along the backyard fence. In a snap I can summon the fragrance of fresh mint that was planted back there too. Mom often sent me out to pick some for her, and before long she’d have the leaves brewed into a pitcher of iced mint tea.

The kitchen, my mother’s domain, commanded some of the greatest smells ever. Start with homemade peach cobbler or blackberry pie, fresh out of the oven, cooling on the windowsill. Then add to that the mix of aromas from what is still my favorite meal: chicken (however you can make it—roasted, smothered, or fried—Mom had it down), a batch of corn bread, a pot of greens, and a casserole of candied yams. And don’t let me leave out the macaroni and cheese.

My mother, Alberta Foster Richie, was about the best cook I’ve ever known. She made a smothered steak for special occasions that would drive you to distraction. Any night of the week—and we had dinner at 5:30 p.m. every evening—Mom would prepare and present meals, each different from the night before, that were wonders to behold. She was so meticulous that if anything was slightly wrong, it was a crisis.

Eventually, I’d have to laugh and say, “Mom, I don’t think we’re suffering.”

We were not affluent by any stretch—my father was an insurance man for many years and my mother a seventh and eighth grade English teacher, later a principal. That’s workin’ folks, middle class, but there was enough to put food on the table.

To my mother, upholding standards, according to the rules of etiquette, was everything. Those social graces, to her, were indicative of your stature, your character. Dad disagreed, making it plain—at least to me—that there was more to life than some bourgeois ways. He’d call that trying to keep up with “hifalutin, educated Negroes.” In other words—if you wanted some real talk, Dad, who came from across the tracks, was the one you’d go to.

In spite of their differences, Mom and Dad were the perfect yin and yang of parents. My mother taught me to be polite, even with the curse of my shyness, whenever I was in unfamiliar settings. And my father, who was street, taught me how to walk into those settings in the first place.

Dad would say, “Son, I’m gonna tell you about the real world and how to survive in it.” Mom and Grandma Foster portrayed the world as it should be (but was nowhere near), or rather, the way they wanted me and Deborah to see it. After Grandpa Foster passed away when I was six, I was the only other male in the house. Dad saw me as the sole recruit for his philosophies.

Lyonel Richie Sr. was outnumbered from the day I was born. First off, he’d just returned from serving in World War II, and shortly afterward began married life by moving in with his wife and her mother, in the Foster family home in Tuskegee. Then, in no time, along came me and, two years later, Deborah.

That was a lot of responsibility right away, all under the glare of his mother-in-law, Adelaide Foster. The pressure! Yikes.

My grandmother was among our town’s “who’s who” and was highly regarded.

Adelaide, a child prodigy at the piano, had received her degree in music from Fisk University in Nashville, where she was raised. Her plan had been to pursue a career as a concert pianist. Her daring to dream that high, in 1910, was amazing to me—how she chose a calling far above the grade then offered to young women of color.

Once in Tuskegee, Adelaide joined with other members of the music department who traveled, performed, or attended concerts at other prestigious Black colleges. It was a refined Chitlin’ Circuit, so to speak. She went on to play with the Tuskegee Choir under the direction of William L. Dawson, the renowned composer and arranger whose composition the Negro Folk Symphony merged Spirituals with classical orchestral music.

Before long, Grandma began teaching music at the Institute and became the organist at St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, and this was all while raising three daughters.

From their earliest days in Tuskegee, my grandparents were like family to Booker T. Washington—who, in 1881, was first hired to guide Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute into the fully fledged university it became. In fact, the gray house with the white trim where I grew up had been the faculty house for the Institute and was originally owned by Dr. Washington, before his heirs deeded it to my grandparents.

Grandma and Grandpa were also longtime friends with Tuskegee’s other leading light, George Washington Carver, one of the most influential Black scientists of the twentieth century. Ingrained in my DNA was the history of Dr. Carver and his contributions to science, agriculture, and the environment. He had left his mark on everything from peanuts and sweet potatoes to medicine, philosophy, and Civil Rights.

My grandmother used to speak about Booker and George like they were coming for dinner that night.

Grandpa, from what I recall, was not a talkative man. He had once prospered in the retail grocery business but lost most of it in the 1929 crash. Grandma didn’t talk much about the hardship of those years. Let’s be clear—Adelaide avoided any topic that hinted at unpleasantness.

We eventually learned that Adelaide Brown was born in 1893, in Nashville, and was an only child, raised by our great-grandmother, Volenderver—a free spirit who was Black and came from money on her paternal side, and was Cherokee on the side of her mother. If you ever saw a photo of Volenderver—glamorous to the hilt—you would have concluded that the word slavery was nowhere in her vocabulary.

My big question for the longest time was Who was Adelaide’s daddy? Decades passed before we would find answers to the mystery, thanks to some genealogy sleuths who led me to the discovery that Grandma couldn’t or wouldn’t tell us.

Make a note on this one, we’ll come back to it.
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MY PARENTS HELD class every evening at the dinner table. The main topic was current events. One half of the conversation was about us kids, which began with the usual, “And how was your day?” The other half of the discussion consisted of the adults exchanging the latest gossip in Tuskegee, far more interesting than anything my sister and I could volunteer.

If they asked about school, the answer from me would be, “Terrible.” I couldn’t report, “I’m having trouble reading out loud in front of the class because I am dyslexic” (nobody had explained that). So, as fast as possible, I’d turn it around and ask, “Dad, what did you do today?”

Whatever he said usually involved someone who had been difficult on the job and he always began—“Lemme tell you about that sonuvabitch …”

“Lyonel, Lyonel!” Mom and Grandma, appalled, would interrupt.

Deborah and I, a captive audience, got used to the nightly banter. Not being old enough to know many details of Dad’s story, I could still tell the brother had to put a campaign together to get anything through Congress—i.e., the womenfolk in the household. I felt for him, the clear underdog, and I admired him for how he survived nightly and negotiated his way through—especially because he also ran into another problem … the superstar academics on that campus.

And this was how it was in Tuskegee, the Garden of Eden of my origin story. In a Black middle-class town of leaders and achievers, you had to be outstanding. We were a town of Black success stories: educators, professionals, tradespeople, small business owners, PhDs, doctors, lawyers, engineers, pilots, veterinarians, inventors, and orators. Egos like you’ve never witnessed before.

For Dad, it had to be difficult to find his own footing.

Lyonel Brockman Richie, who later on became an army systems analyst in the private sector, did not have a PhD. He was an insurance man, not exactly the highest on the hill of hometown dignitaries. Again, in the Bubble, your degree, not your income, defined the altitude of your status.

Imagine having your legitimacy measured in a town full of superior-ass smart people with no money, who, because of their academic titles, carried themselves like the richest folks of the land.

At the dinner table, Dad usually began almost every commentary by saying, “Back in the War …” when he was a World War II Army officer—first lieutenant no less. Nothing happened in real time. Everything was “over there” and “during the War.”

As kids, we didn’t understand the tragedy of what had happened to Dad and to the more than 1.2 million African Americans who served and sacrificed in uniform during World War II.

Years passed before I’d read of the valor of the all-Black Ninety-Second Division, in which my father had been an officer. We didn’t even know much about the Tuskegee Airmen—trained in a program at our own airfield. They were dubbed the Red Tail Angels because of the red vertical markings on the planes and their incredible performance protecting the bombers they escorted. They rarely lost a plane.

Whenever I saw Tuskegee Airmen walking across campus, I looked up to them, of course, but it was no big deal. I didn’t know that they were heroes. That’s not how the news portrayed them. Every Sunday we’d watch Walter Cronkite on his TV show Twentieth Century, and we’d see pictures of World War II veterans—all of them white. They never showed us a Black soldier running up off the beach at Omaha or in any of the coverage of D-Day.

Imagine, if you’d served with honor, how it would feel to be treated as a nobody after you came home from the War.

Think how it felt for my dad and his fellow Black officers after returning in the wake of the victorious defeat of Nazi Germany when they were refused the right to be a full-class citizen. Black soldiers in uniform were attacked by violent white mobs. Many Black GIs who served in the War were denied GI Bill benefits.

You can’t vote, you can’t get tuition, you can’t get a loan from a bank? You think—Wait, I just fought for America. The answer you hear back is, In Jim Crow’s America, you’re nobody. If you think you’re somebody, be warned. In some places you could be hung … in your uniform.

The only way that Lyonel Brockman Richie Sr. survived the degradation was with the superpower of his scathing wit. With a poker face, he pushed his sarcasm and sometimes silliness right up to the edge, to where you thought, Oh, no, he won’t pull it off! But he knew how to take the mickey out of a disaster, how to seize the moment and find the irony, and make you laugh so hard you’d forget that he was being absolutely murderous.

Once, at a funeral for his friend Larry—with everybody in the church crying their eyes out—I’ll never forget holding my breath, after the pastor said, “We’d like to hear some parting words from Brother Richie.” This was after a moving eulogy and words of praise for Larry as “a fine member of our community,” and now my father, standing in the pulpit, was expected to wrap-up the service. Others chimed in, “C’mon now, Rich, tell us …”

Dad nodded thoughtfully, took a beat, and said, “Well, I don’t know about you all, but Larry owed me some money.”

Everyone in the church fell out, because that was the real Larry. And then Dad told the most inappropriate stories of Larry being the character that he was. Soon everyone was doubled over in laughter. A healing.

My father didn’t shy away from the pain. He mixed the tragic with the absurd and made his life joyous.

One time, at the barbershop, we had just arrived, father and son, only to hear a man in one of the chairs being all pitiful ’cause his woman ran out on him. My dad had never met this man before, but somebody had to ask, “Lyonel, what do you think?” And to my embarrassment Dad looked at the poor guy and said, “Well, I don’t know why she was with your ugly ass in the first place.”

The whole barbershop exploded with laughter, including that same brokenhearted man.

Lyonel’s irreverence wasn’t always appreciated. Grandma Foster, so proper and sophisticated, would bristle whenever Dad, so loud and wrong, said something inappropriate. My mother, pristine as she was, would do her best to restore calm and order but, clearly, Lyonel Sr. was out of control and never gonna change.

How my parents ended up together baffled me for years. Alberta Foster, born in Nashville, Tennessee, raised in Tuskegee from the time she was young, was a prize, as they say, an intellect, a teacher no less, and beautiful—having been crowned Miss Tuskegee. We knew Alberta had enjoyed her share of suitors. But at some point, while she was starting her teaching career—in Anderson, South Carolina—she met Dad. And that was that.

Finally, one day, I blurted out, “Mom, why? What was it about Dad that you liked?”

Without hesitation, she answered, “He made me laugh.”

I never had to ask again.

The harder question to answer, knowing the traumas he had lived through, was why he was funny.

When you study history, you find a similar question being asked by slave owners when they heard laughter coming from the slave houses at night. After long tortured days in the fields, laughter may have been the only reprieve you could control. The slave owners didn’t get it. They were just as confused by the music. What kind of people endure the whip and the chain, and then gather to laugh and clap their hands, play makeshift instruments, and sing songs? The question that drove the enslavers crazy was, What do they have to be happy about?

Dad didn’t talk about how he felt that his mother, our grandmother Frances, worked for years as a domestic to support her four children. Dad didn’t talk about being a widower when he met Mom—after his first wife died from influenza on Christmas Day 1938, only months after they had married. He suffered from depression in later years but never had therapy. He drank and smoked to take the edge off—self-medication, if you will.

Maybe irony pulled him out of the jaws of despair.

Dad told me numerous times, “You can lose everything but your sense of humor.” He could see that I didn’t really get it. That’s when he warned me, “If you lose your sense of humor, they got you.”

[image: ]
“LIONEL,” MY MOTHER began one afternoon, in the elegant way she said my name, and, smiling, told me, “We have arranged for you to have a tutor.”

I’d been going to elementary school for a few years and the ballad of my poor progress had begun to be sung far and wide. Mom was now opting for a fresh approach—and I was to pay attention. “Make me proud, son.”

“I will!” was my promise, because I was a natural-born people pleaser, but I felt miserable waiting for the tutor, a student from Tuskegee Institute. I pictured one of those future PhDs in a tweed jacket with a pipe. What could he manage to teach me?

Wrong question. What could she teach me?

The minute she walked in the front door, I was smitten. She was kind, beautiful, and patient. After thirty minutes of reviewing for the next day’s test at school, my tutor reassured me, “You just need to calm down, so your emotions do not get the best of you.”

I nodded, unable to lift my eyes to hers, not wanting to break the spell.

Had I fallen inappropriately in love … in the second grade? All I wanted was to deliver on her concern and her tenderness. And, sure enough, I did improve—slightly. Now I had to face a harsh reality that I was doomed to be a secret hopeless romantic.

Maybe these were the seeds for becoming a songwriter one day—from the turmoil of being precocious as hell in my romantic fantasy but a total late bloomer in reality. Falling in love felt like a literal fall—a loss of control, a pounding of my heart whenever the one (whoever she was) walked by. The girls never knew. I couldn’t tell them!

All I could do was swallow the feelings—blissful and painful. Who knew that one day I’d find an outlet? You didn’t have to have a PhD to write if you stayed with how you felt—I love you, I want you, I need you, I miss you forever, you hurt me when you left me, and so on. I had the paints and the brushes. All that was missing was the canvas.

Again, for the record, I had no inkling in the second grade that I would have a calling in music. My immediate goal was less lofty—just to survive my terror of a little sister.

[image: ]
“LIONEL JUNIOR IS in charge,” was the last thing Mom said, looking right at me and at five-year-old Deborah, just before leaving with my dad and grandma for a church function one Sunday afternoon.

To my parents my little sis was an angel. To me she was a hellion, determined to get on my last nerve. She could break my things, pinch me, and try to trip me all she wanted, but I could not retaliate. The law was clear: No hitting girls. Never, ever.

This day I turn the TV on and it’s a Western. Deborah changes it to a science show.

“Boring!” I say. She thinks so too. She then tries to test my limits—with a kick, a push, and taking my snack. After an hour and a half, I decide to avoid her killing me by running outside to blow off steam.

There’s a baseball bat that I pick up in case she follows me. Not to hit her, but to swing as a warning.

Deborah appears outside and starts walking toward me. I swing, telling her, “Stay away!”

She ignores me. She’s just walking, not running, like she knows better. Right before I realize she ain’t stopping, she walks into the bat!

Bonk!!

You know that cry where you start off with your mouth open and the sound comes later? Deborah does that. Then I look to see a knot on her head and the real crying starts.

It gets worse. Just as she hits the bat, or the bat hits her, who do you think returns home?

Mr. and Mrs. Richie!

They jump out of the car and come running, I drop the bat, and Deborah goes over the top with a scream.

Now, I’m here to tell you, ladies and gentlemen, I was framed! The Universe showed me grace that day, because there was no blood and, other than a bump, Deborah was fine. I don’t remember my punishment. Most likely I fell out in the grass with amnesia.

Mom and Dad chose not to leave me in charge again anytime soon. Deborah gloated, refusing to admit that it was her fault. She had scored a win in our contest as to who would be seen as the more loving one and who was more of a troublemaker. My rep from then on was, Well, Skeet’s just uncontrollable.

Our sibling rivalry kept things lively. We were similar, both hyper kids who were not traditional academic learners. Deborah was also creative, which would later take her into fashion design.

Within a few years I realized that any competition between the two of us ended at the door to our school. Which was proven one day when Deborah found out that a bully in my fifth-grade class was picking on me—meaning she needed to handle the situation.

No joke. My eight-year-old sister had some Jedi moves. She walked onto the playground during recess and beat the hell out of that bully!

I got mocked for having my kid sis come to my defense. I didn’t mind. We have had each other’s backs 100 percent ever since.
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“FEEL LIKE GOIN’ for a ride?” my dad asked me one weekend morning, in early summer 1957, just before my eighth birthday. He proceeded to tell me he was going to make the forty-minute drive over to Montgomery to run an errand.

Thrilled, all I could do was say, “Yesssss!” and hustle out to the car.

Now, up until this point, I could count on one hand how many times I’d ever left the Bubble. There was a whole unknown world that lay outside our city limits.

Occasionally we traveled as a family to Nashville and to Detroit, where we’d visit relatives. On these longer trips, I didn’t realize that there were only certain places where a Black family could safely stop.

Most of us who grew up in Tuskegee took for granted how charmed our lives were and how uniquely self-sufficient we were in our little hub.

This was possible, in part, because of segregation. We were also not immune to its ills, as I now know. Yet for a long time, our parents shielded us from the fear of being a target—a tiny, educated, Black enclave, smack-dab in the middle of the rural Jim Crow South.

If word got around that the Klan planned to drive through town on a given night, the adults quietly conferred. No one said anything to me and Deborah. All we knew was that they put us to bed early.

Generally, we didn’t go out much after dark. Those were just the rules for young people in our controlled environment. Although Black folks outnumbered whites four to one in Tuskegee, there was a clear dividing line between the Black neighborhood around the campus and the area near downtown where white people lived, worked, and went to school and church.

The unspoken rule among adults was that you could be killed for being at the wrong place at the wrong time. Nobody spelled it out, but kids were raised to stay on the straight and narrow. Wherever we went, we could expect to be checked—by our own elders or our friends’ elders.

The whole village was on your ass.

These were survival lessons in how to stay safe and alert—that is, to be attuned to real danger. We would all eventually hear about what happened in Mississippi in 1955 to Emmett Till, a well-mannered fourteen-year-old boy visiting from Chicago who was brutally lynched. His crime was allegedly being too familiar with a store owner, a young white woman. Some said he was “thinking under her dress.”

Around this time, I first heard about Rosa Parks, originally from Tuskegee, who refused to give up her seat on the bus to a white passenger, and about the Montgomery bus boycott. We started to hear about Martin Luther King Jr., a young Baptist minister, one of the leaders who helped organize local activists, spurring the lawsuit that went all the way to the Supreme Court—which later declared that bus segregation violated the constitution.

The Civil Rights Movement—its epicenter in Alabama—was on the march. This wasn’t being taught. History was happening in real time.

Most of this was still above my grade level on the day Dad and I set off for the general store in Montgomery to purchase some household goods. A simple errand. Just me and Dad, getting out of the Bubble and going to the Big City, me up in front on the passenger side, looking out the window, my head on a swivel.

Finally, we arrived at the store and parked curbside. Dad kept his hand on my shoulder, guiding me toward the entrance. It took all of ten minutes to find the items we needed and pay for them. Then we headed out the door.

In one arm, my father had the bag of goods we’d just bought, leaving his other hand free to take my hand. On the way back to our car, I spotted a public drinking fountain. Thirsty and hot, I did what any eight-year-old would do—let go of Dad’s hand and ran right up to the fountain. There was a box that I could step up onto to be able to reach my mouth to the water, but I wasn’t tall enough to see above it—where there was a sign that read: WHITES ONLY.

My focus was only on getting up to where I could get a big drink of water.

As soon as I finished gulping from the fountain, I heard men’s voices—white guys talking down to my dad—and I heard the word nigger for the first time in my life directed toward someone I knew. They all said it over and over to Dad. When I turned around, I could see the men’s faces looked red and real angry, but almost glad—like they had an excuse to be loud and threatening. Nothing told me that I was the culprit.

They were saying words to the effect of, “Get your nigger boy away from the fountain. Can’t you read?” And they kept it up, egging each other on, closing in on Dad.

My father didn’t respond, but came over to me in a hurry, and the men continued, talking louder and saying bad things. I kept thinking, Dad? Do you hear what they’re saying? Dad?

Naive to the danger we were in, I had a comforting thought. Yeah, I told myself, they don’t know Lyonel Richie Sr., cause he’s gonna open up a can of you-know-what and kick some ass! Instead, Dad leaned in and said in a low but direct voice, “Get in the car, son.”

He didn’t say a word on the drive home. Like nuth’n happened. The subject was closed. I was crushed. My hero of a father had fallen from grace. The shock haunted me. The question How come my dad let those men put him down? ate at me. I couldn’t let it go.

Nearly five years passed before I referenced the incident. And then I did—at the dinner table. The subject of desegregation of the schools had come up and my dad didn’t want to say too much. “That’s a cop-out,” I said, and then added, “You don’t want to be an Uncle Tom, Dad.” Without thinking, I mentioned that day in Montgomery at the drinking fountain.

I will never forget how fast he came back. “Let me tell you something, boy,” Dad said. “I had two choices that day—whether to be your father or be a man. I chose to be your father because I wanted to be here to see you grow up.”

That was all he said, and I let it go—even though, more and more, I had questions. In Tuskegee, Black leaders organized a boycott of white businesses after state lawmakers redrew our voting district. To intimidate us, Alabama’s attorney general ordered raids on the offices of the organizers. Later, when there was an effort to integrate the high school downtown, Governor George Wallace sent in the Alabama National Guard.

Not long after that, when Black community leaders attempted to integrate the Episcopal church downtown, I heard from friends that there were armed men in uniform, probably state troopers, lined up outside the church—guarding the entrance.

What did it mean? Our all-Black Episcopal church on campus never needed guarding but the white Episcopal church apparently looked like it was about to be attacked.

At dinner that night, I asked my parents one of the most important questions of my youth: “Mom, Dad … whose side is God on?”

My mother asked me to clarify.

I explained, “The Episcopal church downtown has an army. And the Episcopal church uptown doesn’t. So, God has an army downtown.”

Nobody attempted an explanation.

I thought about the God I knew from attending St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church almost every Sunday. He and I were cool. From the first time I sensed that there was an order in the Universe, a loving Supreme Being, I was all in.

My point was that Black and white churches had the same God, so why would one church have an army and the others not? Why couldn’t we go to any Episcopal church? The God I believed in, as far as I knew, wouldn’t be on a side. Was I now supposed to think there was a Black God for us and a white God for everybody who was not Black? I didn’t want that to be the case.

So, from then on, I stuck with my version of how I thought the world should be.
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Escape Artist

AT AGE TWELVE, AFTER YEARS of hearing, “Who’s going with you?” every time I left the house, I accepted one of life’s great truths: Yes, hallelujah, there is strength in numbers.

Bottom line, I needed a posse.

Being part of a troop was a concept I embraced in the Cub Scouts. By the time I earned all my badges as a Boy Scout, I concluded that without some kind of backup, I would not survive my fatal flaw. And what was that? I discovered it from reciting the Boy Scout Law, while pledging to be all these things: trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent. Most of those traits fit me to a degree, with one exception—I was not brave.

The proof came just before high school when I heard, “You only need one last badge to make Eagle Scout.” All I had to do was spend the night alone in the woods.

By myself. Not even a flashlight.

I told the Scout leader, “I know you want me to get Eagle Scout, but you gotta find something else besides a night in the woods. That ain’t gonna happen.”

“Oh, c’mon now, Richie, this is it. One last merit badge.”

All I would say was—“I ain’t doin’ it.” So much for convincing my friends and family that I could stick with a goal.

There are certain things in life that will reveal your character up front. Scouting taught me that I was not a rugged individualist. If there was a risk, I needed somebody close by in case some shit was about to go down. Without apology, I’d always be that brother.

By junior high school, luckily, I had my first real posse. If I was nervous about something—you know, checking out a cave, say—I could tell one of my guys, “Do me a favor, you try it first and then let me see how you come out.”

I just didn’t have the ego needed to even pretend I was brave. But—let me confess—I was also an instigator, a daredevil in my imagination, while goading others to come with me and test the waters on my behalf.

For instance, one hot summer day in between sixth and seventh grades, circa 1961, my friends Harold Boone, Howard Kenney, and Shorty Miller came by, and as soon as we left the house, I quietly announced, “We gotta go to Deadman’s Peak today.”

The three of them nodded. We trekked off on foot to this massive, deep gully, off the beaten path, where the two sides were connected by a big fallen tree. At our age, when you looked down into the gully, it resembled the Grand Canyon. And our dangerous mission—attempted by me only after everyone else did it—was to bravely walk across the fallen tree and live.

Of course, as we got older, we realized it wasn’t that deep, but back then, nothing got our blood pumping more than making it across. We lived and breathed coming up with these exciting adventures to nowhere.

In the company of my friends, walking along with time to kill, I remember the freedom and joy of looking into the future and imagining what lay ahead, far down the tracks beyond our view.

We talked like eleven-and twelve-year-olds do, as if we could choose to never grow up and be boring. “Aw, you know,” one of the guys said, “we can’t be in Tuskegee, Alabama, forever.” Somebody else suggested that we should start a club, so that no matter where our lives took us, we’d stay connected.

And that’s how the Home-Boy Association was born.

We were a band of brothers who had so much in common we were practically the same person. We were right in between the misfits on one side and the popular posse on the other. We were not the jocks or the nerds. We were just a bunch of high-energy goofballs who couldn’t articulate our futures, but we believed we had something that could maybe set us apart one day.

We made everything the most exciting shit you ever heard in your life, even if we did nothing but go up to Deadman’s Peak to hold meetings or ride our bikes to each other’s houses. We made each other laugh to the point of passing out.

Harold L. Boone (alias “Cookie Man”) became our duly assigned, self-proclaimed president for life because, conveniently, his dad ran the print department at Tuskegee Institute and gave us access to the printing press. Harold surprised us with certificates of membership he designed that looked like fancy diplomas. Mine is framed and hangs, to this day, in my home library.

Like Harold, who became Major Boone in the air force and a well-respected community and business leader in Alabama, all the Home-Boys went on to great success, including fellow founding member Tom “Fungus” Joyner (or the more dignified nickname “Blue”) who would go on to be the first Black DJ inducted into the Radio Hall of Fame—after becoming known as the Fly Jock because all in a day he was on in the morning on KKDA-FM in Dallas and then flew to Chicago to host the drive time show on WGCI-FM.

We had a couple smart Home-Boys. John “Sonnyboy” Hines was our true brain, and today he is a biomedical nuclear engineer and served as the chief technology officer for NASA. He was so smart, hanging out with him made us feel smart too. Kenneth “Shorty” Miller became renowned as a community leader in San Francisco, and William Smith (a.k.a. “Smitty”) rose to be a highly successful corporate manager. The only one of us who refused to have a nickname was Milton Carver Davis—which was how he always introduced himself, with emphasis on “Carver” (his grandmother named him after George Washington Carver, who else?). He’d drag it out like an aristocratic Southerner—Cahhhhhvahhhhh. Milton said a nickname would be bad for his image when he became a high-ranking officer or a famous lawyer. In fact, he did become a major in the air force and from there went on to be the first Black assistant attorney general of the state of Alabama.

The Home-Boy Association still holds meetings to this day—otherwise known as birthday celebrations via Zoom. If I’m performing in somebody’s current city, everyone in the Home-Boy Association flies in for the show. And if someone else hits a milestone, I’m there if I can make it.

Thanks to my posse, as I came out of my shell, somewhat, I found out that I apparently could make people laugh.

You know that saying “They aren’t laughing at me but they’re laughing with me”? Yeah, they were laughing at me alright—which meant I could laugh at myself too, a secret for neutralizing the room whenever I was feeling less than brave.

Richard Pryor had a bit about going to a state prison to shoot a movie. He said he realized that if you go to jail you’ve got to be one of three things. You’ve got to be the baddest guy in the world, the craziest guy, or failing those two options, the funniest. And that’s what I landed on, in trying to figure out my angle—being funny was a coping mechanism for being uncomfortable.

Plus, I wasn’t a half-bad mimic.

In my imaginary world—that place I inhabited more and more by junior high—I’d invent lines to dazzle cute girls with my humor. In real life, my crushes were more excruciating than ever. I couldn’t speak to a girl without hyperventilating. My dead giveaway was that I could not stop sweating.

Starting in elementary school, I’d been a member of the Jack and Jill organization of Tuskegee—part of a national fraternity/sorority for college-bound Black kids to mingle.

The whole organization seemed a little hifalutin, like Dad would say. Then again, the lure of Jack and Jill was getting to meet girls from out of town. When I was nine or ten, I had fallen in love with Cynthia Diane Wesley, a member of Jack and Jill from Birmingham, who would come often to Tuskegee with her family. Cynthia had a grace and a smile that were breathtaking.

In the weeks leading up to functions, I counted the days, rehearsing what funny thing to say, or better yet, working up the courage to raise a topic to show I could be deep too. But in the presence of Cynthia—who was so smart, loved to read, played in the band, and was good in math—I froze every time.

The hope of improving my odds with the opposite sex made me try to improve as a student. Mostly in vain.

Being dyslexic doesn’t mean you are illiterate. Think of Leonardo da Vinci, George Washington, and Albert Einstein, not to mention Mozart, Beethoven, and John Lennon.

Granted, I was no Albert Einstein. My best hope was to listen closely and memorize, because I was an auditory learner and could retain what I heard.

As for reading, if I took my time, zeroing in on each letter, I could get it. The problem was that my eyes didn’t track the words in their intended order—resulting in a word jumble. If the book had a story, I could slowly read to myself and come away with the gist. But reading was exhausting.

Whenever I was asked a question or had to read aloud in class, it was a horror show. A faucet of sweat would pour down my whole body. I learned in time that this wasn’t so unusual. Louis Armstrong, a classic sweater, would be drenched in perspiration just getting out of the car. That’s why he carried a handkerchief everywhere—a signature of sophistication.

Why couldn’t I do that too? That self-critical voice taunted, You ain’t no Louis Armstrong, one of the greatest trumpet players who ever lived, and one of the most influential Jazz musicians in history.

True. But who was to say that someone like me couldn’t grow up to be a famous musician or a comedian or a public speaker? In a small but important act of rebellion, my answer to that question was No one.
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“STOP THAT BANGING,” was a familiar refrain from my grandmother, Adelaide Foster, who would always pop up whenever I thought the house was empty and I’d found a stolen moment to sit down at her piano to try to plunk out a melody.

It was no secret that I loved music. The secret was that in the imaginary workshop in my brain, I wasn’t just making up songs, I was singing my ass off. In front of cheering audiences! In my mixed-up state of ADD/ADHD, I could hear made-up music. At the piano, I’d play minor and major chords, close my eyes, and imagine myself singing like the last Sam Cooke out of Tuskegee. If I was absolutely sure that nobody could hear me, I’d actually sing “You Send Me” by Sam Cooke and sound something like him. My voice wasn’t terrible.

There were countless musical influences coming at me in my teens—from showmen like Jackie Wilson, James Brown, and Little Richard, to Marvin Gaye and Smokey Robinson and all the Motown artists. When it’s make-believe, you’re free to try on other voices. Why not Elvis? Or, later on, why not one of the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Jimi Hendrix, or Elton John?

Much later, when I began to try my hand at songwriting, the shocker was that thanks to my mother, junior high English teacher, I already knew song structure. Mom had drilled into me what a topic sentence was—your thesis. Same as the song’s hook. Your composition had to have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Or, in songwriting, you’ve got verses, a bridge, and a chorus.

None of this was wasted. Somehow, after learning the basics of how to write an essay, I knew how to adapt them later on. As Dad would remind me, You can’t break the rules if you don’t know the rules. By my early twenties, all of this clicked, and as a lyricist, I could change up the phrasing to where it pleased my ear, and it became poetry. It started with banging and imagining.

Nobody in the household knew how far out in the boondocks my escapism ran. Finally, my parents suggested, “If you are serious about music, the best place to start is with piano lessons.”

At first, I was sent to Carnegie Hall—the Tuskegee Institute’s music department building, built by the Carnegies, who were among the school’s leading benefactors. My teacher, Mrs. Weeks, taught me piano fundamentals. We did finger exercises, and I learned to play scales. Everything went smoothly until it was time to learn to read music.

The issue was that I had the same problem tracking notes on the page as I did written words. If I followed a few notes in a phrase, da-dah, da-dah … I’d rush to the end and start to hear a new melody. Or two or three.

Spotlight on the classical concert pianist in the family, Adelaide Foster—who saw that I was eager to learn and agreed to give me lessons. Grandma had a plan to get me past my impatience.

After a few lessons to review the basics, I recall the day when she opened a well-worn book of music to a very simple, short piano piece. It was still hieroglyphics to me. Grandma smiled with reassurance and played it for me, demonstrating as she played the piano with one hand while pointing out the notes on the page with the other.

“You see?”

I nodded vigorously.

Then she played with both hands, showing me how it all came together. Grandma finished and said, “Now you play it.”

After composing myself on the piano bench, as she had, and placing my hands on the keys, as she had, I played the same short passage, as she had. Grandma was impressed. “Correct,” she said, pleased with my effort. She must not have noticed that when she played for me, my eyes were glued to her hands, not to the page of music.

My assignment was to practice. Then, at the next lesson, I demonstrated my ease with the short piece. Progress! Grandma then selected another simple piece. She played it for me and I paid very close attention. “Now it’s your turn.”

After a stumble or two, I played it well. I was catching on.

We had a few more lessons. Instead of listening to me “banging” on the piano—her bedroom was right next to the living room—she could hear me playing the piece I’d learned. The household breathed a sigh of relief.

At about our fourth lesson, Grandma, looking proud, opened the book to a longer piece. Well, two pages long. She played it for me first. We went over it together, and she corrected me here and there. Then she announced, “Now, I’m going to leave, and you practice it, and then when I return, we’ll see what you learned.”

Grandma returned before dinner to check my progress. With poise and confidence, I placed my hands on the keys and played the piece from start to finish without a mistake.

Smiling, I turned to her and waited for her praise. To my surprise, she folded her arms and said, “I am not going to go further, because you’re not reading the music.” Adelaide M. Foster had spoken.

“Why on earth would you say I am not reading the music, Grandma?”

“Because you played it from beginning to end and you didn’t turn the page.”

My chest deflated. It was true—I’d forgotten to turn the damn page.

That was the end of my formal music education. Grandma was somewhat startled that I’d managed to memorize so easily. Frankly, I was surprised myself. Ironically, though I didn’t learn to read music, memorization became key to my playing by ear. This didn’t bode well for a future songwriter—but we’ll get to that later.

In the meantime, I continued to play the bluesy “Skeet” chords on the piano every painful day of my teenage angst, making up scenarios of me romancing the world. Nobody came into the room to say, “Oh, my, that’s great.” Instead, the family just ignored me, except for Grandma who would hear me at night and call out, “Okay, Lionel, that’s enough of that noise.”

Maybe, I decided, the piano wasn’t for me anyway. What I really wanted to play was the saxophone. A lot of my friends who were taking music lessons were starting off with the trumpet. That seemed cool and I was a huge Miles Davis fan, but my lips were too big to get the sound right, and it was frickin’ painful. So I asked for saxophone lessons.

My parents conferred. The concern was, Skeet tends to lose interest and a saxophone is expensive. They proposed I work my way up to the sax, starting with the clarinet.

They tried to make the clarinet sound like a great choice. “Look at Benny Goodman!” That was their generation.

My inner monologue buzzed, Ain’t nothin’ sexy about a clarinet. My friends were now moving on from the trumpet to the drums, and I was going to walk in with the clarinet—not what I was hearing in any hot horn sections. But I gave it a shot. Though I made no progress in reading music, as an upside, I did learn to play the clarinet by ear.

Like Mom said, maybe I was working myself up to the saxophone.
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FATHER VERNON A. JONES, the minister at St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church—where I was an altar boy—was one of the most inspirational public speakers I have ever witnessed. Through his words, his demeanor, and his warmth, he made even the most timid parishioner feel courageous.

Remember, I was not brave. Worse, I was the disastrously shy altar boy who couldn’t walk down the center aisle for fear that all the two-hundred-some congregants in the small chapel would stare at me. Early in my acolyte training—while in grade school—I would help before the service with lighting the incense and the candles. Afterward, I stood off to the side unnoticed, where I could hear the Sunday sermon.

I loved how Father Jones could cite chapter and verse of Scripture but make it relevant, like somebody had said it to him that day. Wow, I’d think, how amazing it would feel to touch and uplift people’s lives with my words. A new career path opened up—public speaking!

Sure, I wasn’t the obvious choice for that job. Still, I had cultivated my sense of humor, and in the right setting, a slight gift of gab—even if I was often self-conscious and afraid of my own shadow.

However, I could study Father Jones, how his delivery connected to people. His storytelling structure was the same as an English composition, like Mom showed me, and had the same elements of a song, as I’d later learn. A sermon has a topic (a hook), and three arguments (verses) for the main message, and a chorus—the refrain you wanted everyone to remember.

Father Jones had the most inventive approach to religious instruction. In answer to the question How do you get a group of ten-to fifteen-year-olds to want to show up and learn?, his stroke of genius was Ping-Pong.

He not only put a Ping-Pong table in the undercroft of the church where we met before our Saturday rehearsals, but Father Jones was also one of the greatest Ping-Pong players ever. We all showed up early to improve our skills. In between games, Father Jones taught us the fundamentals of how to be an acolyte, citing Biblical passages and parables here and there. For a hyperactive Gemini who couldn’t stay focused long, this was revolutionary. We exhausted ourselves playing to the point that all we could do afterward was go upstairs to practice as altar boys.

Ping-Pong turned out to be a game I could win on occasion. Hallelujah. Yes, I was too short for basketball, too small for football, too slow to run track, and too scared of getting hit by the baseball in the outfield, and wrestling meant I’d have to smell someone’s armpit. But I was quick enough for Ping-Pong, and I could survive it without getting my ass killed with a projectile.

Bam!

With that boost in confidence, the fourteen-year-old escape artist tiptoed into reality when I asked Father Jones to assess my potential as a public speaker.

“You know, Lionel, I believe you have leadership abilities.”

I do?

“Yes.” He felt I was being called to a mission.

Called?

A light switch in the dark of my low self-esteem flipped on. Maybe the way I could uplift others was with some humor as I spread the message of the Gospel—the message of love.

Father Jones told me, “I would encourage you to join the EYC.” Otherwise known as the Episcopal Young Churchmen, the group offered a setting for studying the Bible and talking about how we could relate the lessons to our own lives. Later I even ran for president of EYC. And won! As president, I was handed the opportunity to make my public speaking debut with remarks in front of the church on Easter. Wait. Nobody told me I’d have to talk in front of the church! Before walking up to the pulpit, I came close to collapsing from my first real bout of stage fright. My heartbeat was so loud it sounded like it was coming from the back of the pews. Three church ladies said to me, in unison, “You can do it!” Somehow, I survived.

Rough start and all, I actually had the makings of a life plan—to be of service by becoming ordained as a priest in the Episcopal faith. That meant graduating high school, and after two or three years of college, going on to study at a seminary. For several years to come, the passion to have a ministry of my own one day was never far from my heart.

Certainly, my desire to serve was inspired by the Civil Rights Movement, a dominant chord in these years. And in Tuskegee, again, we were expected to attain a life of consequence. At a pivotal moment in history, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was leading a mission for equality with the power of his words.

Whenever I’m asked, “Tell me the soundtrack of your youth,” I start the list by recalling the music of the voice of Dr. King. I grew up during his rise to prominence, watching him on television, in interviews, and as time went on, hearing his speeches.

Dr. King was extremely eloquent but he used simple language. If you were Black, you could relate. If you were poor and white, if you were an immigrant or a Native American, you could relate. If you were Jewish, or Muslim, or an atheist, you could relate.

And when Dr. King decided to use a big word, it wasn’t that people were screaming because they already knew what it meant. No, it was because of the pride they felt in him and how he walked everyone into that big word, so that they could use it too.

The moment that grabbed not just me but the whole country, of course, was the August 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in front of a crowd of 250,000. The music of that dream was a soundtrack for the world. I was in awe of the spectacle and, most of all, in awe that a change was gonna come.
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“HAVE YOU MET the new boarder?” my sister asked me, right before the beginning of my ninth-grade year.

The Foster/Richie household had turned our basement into a student apartment and had begun to take in Tuskegee Institute students who couldn’t afford the dorms. Everybody so far was easygoing, but they mostly kept to themselves. This new boarder, Ed Menifee, from Opelika, Alabama—near Auburn—was different. He fit in like a family member, like a big brother to me and Deborah. He was gregarious with a smile that lit up the room.

Whenever I asked him how he was doing, he’d always say, “This is the best day of my life.” Every day.

Once I laughed and said, “Aw, man, you said that yesterday.”

Ed made a powerful point: Every day should be better than the day before.

Eighteen years old, Ed was a business management major and an ardent activist. He traveled regularly, taking part in marches and rallies. Ed explained that economic equality—opportunities to create and run businesses, to be successful—was crucial to ending inequality in America.

I was sold. So much so, I later chose economics and business as my majors in college.

Ed always reported details the news didn’t cover—who the speakers were, how many people showed up, what kind of threats and dangers they faced. It was all very real. He reminded me of that guy who comes along and right before Christmas says, “Okay, listen, let me tell you about Santa Claus.”

Ed became my Civil Rights instructor, educating me about everything that was happening in our own backyard—starting a mile and a half out of Tuskegee, which is called rural Alabama.

Thirty-eight miles from our city was our capital of Montgomery, where Governor George Wallace promised in his 1963 inaugural address, “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.”

In May 1963, two hours north, in Birmingham—the most racist, segregated city in America—what was known as the Children’s Crusade took place when more than a thousand students marched to protest segregation. Many were arrested and put in makeshift jails.

On Walter Cronkite we watched the high-pressure hoses turned on the students, knocking them down. We saw police dogs going after kids, and a city of angry white folks shaking their fists, demanding a stop to the marchers. But they didn’t stop. We witnessed the courage of young people breathing new life into the movement.

Ed gave me his eye-witness accounts of these historic events. Because I was too young to travel to the marches on my own, he became my connection to what the stakes really were. Whenever he had time, I’d go down to the basement and sit there with him, soaking up knowledge of the real world that my parents were protecting us from. Ed told me about efforts to register Black voters being organized by SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) and CORE (Congress of Racial Equality)—and about new voices entering the movement. I welcomed and bathed in the knowledge. Ignorance wasn’t an option, Ed said, because it took away your power.

Oppressed people often don’t know our own histories. Oppressors prefer it that way. Today, in the twenty-first century, I find it shameful there are efforts to ban the teaching of Black history. You can’t separate out Black history from American history. You’re denying the whole story. If you refuse to tell the terrible parts, you miss out on the glorious passages too—which belong to all of us.

Ed Menifee believed that the struggle for freedom was not something you could sit out on the sidelines. Everyone had a role to play, even if you were an escape artist like me, dreaming about the right thing to say to Cynthia Diane Wesley who lived in Birmingham, and you were hoping to see her the next time there was a Jack and Jill function.

That opportunity never came, sadly. For many years I thought that was because my family moved away during my last two years of high school. The image of passing trains on opposite tracks occurred to me, but after a while I stopped wondering what had become of her.

Then, one day in 1977, I was out of college, on the road most of the time, and I caught a piece on the news that solved the mystery. A long-overdue murder conviction had come down for one of the four men, members of the KKK, who were responsible for the bomb that had exploded in Birmingham at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, killing four girls and injuring twenty or more people, many of them young. The church basement was a well-known Civil Rights meeting place, but that Sunday in September 1963 it was set up with tables for the young people to finish their morning prayers. The bomb was cheap, made of nineteen sticks of dynamite, and had been left in the stairwell with a timer, set to detonate when everyone would be filing in.

When I first heard about the bombing, shock and horror had hung over everything. I heard that one of the girls was eleven and the three others were fourteen—my age that September.

Over a decade later, the news reported on the man who had been convicted (two of the others would later be as well, while the fourth man died before being charged). The footage showed pictures that included the names of the four murdered girls.

There was a picture, filling the screen of the TV, of Cynthia Diane Wesley. Her face was exactly as I remembered her. She looked directly at me from out of the past, and I sat frozen, for I don’t know how long, shaken to my core.

I couldn’t make any sense of it. Not then. Not now.

The church bombing marked a turning point for everyone in the Civil Rights Movement. For me it came as the end of innocence, the bursting of the once all-protective Bubble.

By the end of tenth grade, just as things started to quiet down, Dad announced that the Richie family was moving. Brutal! My small consolation was that my uncle Bertram had offered to give me his gently used saxophone—if I could figure out a way to get to New York to pick it up.
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Saxophone Holder

IF I WERE TO DO a movie of my high school years in Joliet, Illinois, the opening would be:


I’m lying on the ground, looking up at the sky, but my view is blocked by the grinning face of a big kid with a gold tooth and a black cashmere coat. The breath has been knocked out of me and now I’m trying to inhale and get back on my feet.

Besides the ringing in my ears, the only thing I can make out is him saying, “Stay DOWN, until I walk away. If you stand up, I’m gonna knock you down again. Is that CLEAR?”

And with the half breath of air I have left in my body, I manage to squeeze out a very weak, “Uh-huh.”



In my memory, I just stayed down there for the rest of the afternoon, too afraid to get up. (Okay, it was only fifteen minutes, though I did look around before I got up. I ain’t stupid.) The point is, at sixteen I gave in to the belief that if I tried to take on a bully, I was going to die. They didn’t box in Joliet. You either got shot or stabbed.

This was a bad-ass brother from Joliet with an attitude, just looking for a glasses-wearing country boy dumb enough to use the word “Hi” as a way of saying hello.

“And where are your glasses?” my dad asked after I got home with my
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