
		
			Praise for the man who is
Resilient by Nature

			“During all the years we played together, I was so impressed with Reggie’s work ethic and dedication to being the best at whatever he did. He was all out. I’m also not surprised that he has fought challenges after football with everything he has. You hate to see him go through it, but if anyone can endure the type of obstacles and adversity he’s faced, he’s the one.”

			—Anthony Muñoz, Cincinnati Bengals Hall of Fame tackle

			“Reggie Williams epitomizes the Renaissance man. Intellectual. Athletically gifted. Passionate. Competitive. He raised the bar for everyone around him on the field and in the classroom. He made Dartmouth a better place, which is why we have a leadership award named in his honor. He is the best that we present and develop. It is no wonder that he’s had impact in every endeavor he’s taken over the course of his life.”

			—Buddy Teevens, Dartmouth head football coach and former teammate

			“I have a huge amount of respect for Reggie. He never gives up. His ethics, honesty, and penchant for doing the right thing always impressed me. I never worried about him telling me what he thought. Kind of like my wife. I trust him.”

			—Lee Cockerell, executive vice president (retired), Walt Disney World Resort

			“Reggie has been a trailblazer his whole life. Just an amazing leader. He would have been an out-of-the-box choice for the NFL, but with his business skills and savvy, I saw him as the ideal person to become the first African-American commissioner in professional sports.”

			—Richard Lapchick, founder of the Center for the Study of Sport in Society

			“Reggie was always more than just a ‘football player,’ evident by his serving on the Cincinnati City Council during his NFL career. He was true to who he was: the antithesis of every stereotype about a jock. Then again, how many NFL players are there from Dartmouth?”  

			—Andrea Kremer, Emmy Award-winning sports reporter

			“He is one of the most astute and courageous sports personalities ever. His story is worth reading because it provides an architecture for success by persistence, hard work, and study. At different points in his life he faced discouragement, yet never let anything stand in his way. He has revealed to us all a certain genius.”

			—Tyrone Yates, Hamilton County (Ohio) Municipal Court Judge

			“There are not many people who will positively impact your life just by knowing them as Reggie does. One thing I love about him: he’s not someone who climbed over people to advance. He brought people along with him.”

			—David Neal, executive vice president, Fox Sports
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FOREWORD

			We go through lifetimes, and we all live different lives. Sometimes we live for a long time, sometimes we have a shorter time on this earth. My dad, Harrison Wilson III, died a little early, in my opinion. He was fifty-five when he passed away in June of 2010. But the reality is that my dad’s legacy is forever. And it is forever within me.

			Another part of my dad’s legacy, part of who he was as a man, flows through Reggie Williams.

			That’s why I’m compelled to share a bit of the history between these two great men that resonates with me as Reggie reveals the depths of his own remarkable story.

			Reggie and “Harry B.,” as they called my dad, were football teammates at Dartmouth College—where my dad was a wide receiver and also played baseball. They were really close—the best of friends. Reggie was a big inspiration to my dad. But it went both ways. My dad gained a lot of knowledge from Reggie and vice versa. They shared a lot of wisdom and a lot of moments together. It remained that way through the years, long after their college days. That always stood out to me.

			My dad never took character lightly. He loved people based on their character, not because of their status or accomplishments. That’s why he had so much love for Reggie. I remember my dad talking about him all the time when I was younger and on into my teenage years. Obviously, Reggie was a talented football player and successful in business and other endeavors off the field, but what really sticks out from my dad’s descriptions is that he is a person full of life, who cares deeply for others.

			What a coincidence that I was born in Cincinnati—where my dad was a lawyer for Procter & Gamble and my mom, Tammy, finished nursing school at Xavier University. It also happens to be the place where Reggie became the greatest linebacker in Bengals history. He and my dad were able to reconnect and strengthen their bond in the years that their careers overlapped in Cincinnati.

			Of course, I don’t remember anything about their years together in Cincinnati; I was just over a year old when our family relocated to Richmond, Virginia. But my Uncle Ben has a bunch of stories off the top of his head. And as Uncle Ben once put it to a reporter, “Cincinnati is special, for connections long before Russell was born.”

			I’ll take that.

			It was also special that Reggie came to visit me a few months after my dad passed when I was playing in the Champs Sports Bowl in Orlando. It turned out that was my final game for North Carolina State before transferring to Wisconsin. We beat West Virginia, and what a game it was. I remember Reggie telling me, “Moving like your dad out there!”

			I’ve heard that often from people who really knew my dad. Coming from Reggie, it meant a lot.

			I can also relate to the physical challenges that Reggie has encountered in recent years—including the fight to save his leg from amputation—because of my dad. He went through those same challenges, the same tough moments. It’s difficult for anyone, but particularly so when you’re an athlete who’s used your legs as part of your livelihood and what you’ve worked for your whole life. The moment that you learn you might lose your leg is a heavy moment. That was really tough on my dad, personally. Knowing that was a heavy weight on him in his life, I totally recognize how it has been a trial for Reggie too.

			Reggie knows. The bond between my dad and him is forever. I’m grateful for that bond. I have a few people in my life with whom I have that kind of relationship. It helps that I’ve seen it firsthand. I’m grateful to Reggie and my dad for showing me what that kind of special friendship looks like between two talented, hard-working, high-character men.

			I’m happy for Reggie in achieving another goal in telling his story, which surely captures his human spirit. Yet, much deeper than my sentiments, his old pal Harry B. would be so proud.

			 

			—Russell Wilson

			Quarterback, Seattle Seahawks

			 

			





INTRODUCTION

			Roll with Reggie Williams to catch a drift of the bustling activity at the restaurants and shops near Main Street in tony downtown Sarasota, Florida, and it’s like being with the mayor.

			The man has some presence. It seems that just about everyone knows him.

			A restaurant manager embraces the imposing former football player with a hug and, after a few minutes of chatter, informs him that his drinks—including his favorite bourbon, Booker’s—are on her. A bouncer outside breaks down the details of a recent issue with patrons, keeping Reggie informed of what sometimes happens when the place converts to a club. A waitress, after stowing his crutches, wants an update on the condition of his right leg, which pretty much has a life of its own. Some people want to talk football. Or baseball. Or basketball. Or even hockey. Any sport. Some just shoot the breeze about their day-to-day issues. Or they talk current domestic events. The gregarious man engages with friends and strangers alike.

			Williams, a divorced father of three adult sons, moved to this cultural mecca adjacent to Sarasota Bay in 2017, primarily because it felt right. He loves the water, the weather, the views from his bayside penthouse apartment, the vibe of the surrounding arts district, and the proximity to Orlando—close enough (a two-hour drive away) but not too close to his sons that he would be a burden.

			It feels like home.

			When he ambles into Bookstore One on the corner of Main and Palm, he is showered by a flood of love. It figures. This is one of Williams’s favorite stops. That he is walking, albeit gingerly, is significant enough, given all that he’s been through in recent years to save his ravaged right leg.

			There were multiple threats of amputation, including one as recently as January 2019, four knee replacements, and twenty-seven surgeries. The toll of this has left the area of his right knee disfigured, scarred, and puffed up unevenly to the size of a melon, with no range of motion. Inside is a concrete spacer, while specially designed shoes equalize the right leg that is three inches shorter than the left.

			The bookstore is also special because it was where, in early 2019, Williams was the featured attraction for one of the monthly community conversations it hosts. Williams built his session around the theme: what I’d put in my book.

			The result has come to fruition to reveal layers of a rich, remarkable life—and that Williams can sure tell a story about his journey. He was once a star athlete revered for his relentless conditioning and Adonis physique. Now, he’s an aging grandfather, challenging his battered body to keep up with a wise, youthful spirit that allows him to still compete—for the quality of his day-to-day subsistence, his legacy, his sanity.

			“This is an inspirational way to recognize the life that I’ve lived,” Williams reflects. “What I am going through has come with a lot of great memories. It’s kind of like karma too. Because I used to go to the library as a kid and always wondered, ‘What section will my book be in?’”

			Well, with his wide range of experiences, Williams’s story isn’t confined to one genre. Naturally, there’s the backdrop of sports. He played fourteen years in the National Football League as a linebacker with the Cincinnati Bengals, including starting assignments in two Super Bowls. He is an Ivy League legend, the greatest player in Dartmouth’s history, and an inductee into the College Football Hall of Fame. But it’s also about politics. When he was a member of the Cincinnati City Council, he was the only active professional athlete to have served in such a significant governmental position.

			It is about business too, given his role as an executive at Walt Disney World Resort in building the nation’s preeminent youth sports facility—the ESPN Wide World of Sports Complex. This, after a stint as general manager of the anchor franchise of the World League of American Football. And after that, a stint with the NFL that resulted in the development of the first NFL Youth Education Town, in Compton, California—an outreach initiative attached to Super Bowl XXVII in the months following the Rodney King riots.

			It is a tome that details too, one medical issue after another, most of which flow from injuries sustained in football, and Williams’s means of coping—physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually—while battling assorted levels of red tape.

			Essentially, though, Williams’s story is that of a human being with tremendous gifts and, like all of us, flaws too, whose existence is woven together by a powerful thread of resilience.

			“He is one strong man,” Reggie’s mother, Julia, said during the spring of 2019 as she sat in the den of the house in Flint, Michigan, where he grew up with his two brothers. “He comes from a lot of strong men. But he is in pain a lot. I’m coming from the mother’s side. You hate to see your child suffering.”

			Julia believes the litany of health challenges has changed her middle son, although it also revealed much about his character as he remained determined to prevent amputation.

			“He saved it for so long and worked with that knee,” she said. “It’s like it’s his life right now. I know what he wants to do. I also know that some people think he should’ve given up on the knee and had the leg taken off. If they take it off now, they would have to go all the way up. That’s frightening. He talked to his kids about it. They wanted him to go with the artificial leg. We all know that he could adjust if he did that.”

			Yet Williams, whose self-identity over many years has been built on the willpower of turning negatives into positives, will tell you that he wants a happy ending to his story. After enduring so many challenges to get to this point, he can’t quit now.

			“Reggie’s always been fearless,” declared his uncle Moses Williams, whose wife, Sadie, is the youngest sister of Reggie’s late father, Eli. “He refuses to put the burden on anybody else. When we’ve talked about it, we use the Jim Valvano thing: Never give up. He says, ‘I’m not giving up on this leg.’”

			Reflecting on life certainly adds context to Williams’s purpose.

			Flashing back also uncovers at least one experience from his NFL career that remains stuck in his craw. Williams was the greatest linebacker in Bengals history, but he was never selected to a single Pro Bowl, let alone named to any All-Pro teams. He’s also not crazy about failing to win a Super Bowl, but the Pro Bowl snub fuels a different type of disdain in his voice.

			Let’s go back to 1981. That was arguably Williams’s best season—which ended with a trip to Super Bowl XVI in Pontiac, Michigan, roughly thirty miles from his hometown—and was surely one in which he deserved a slot on the AFC (American Football Conference) Pro Bowl squad. He started all sixteen regular-season games and the playoff contests that season, and had career highs with eleven sacks and four interceptions while forcing four fumbles and logging three fumble recoveries.

			The AFC’s right outside linebacker for the Pro Bowl that season was Robert Brazile, who had lesser stats than Williams. And the squad included two left outside linebackers, Ted Hendricks and Bob Swenson. Meanwhile, the National Football Conference team included the rookie right outside linebacker who was all the rave that year, Lawrence Taylor (nine and a half sacks, one interception, one fumble recovery).

			Williams doesn’t discount Taylor’s status as the greatest defensive player in NFL history—L. T. was the first linebacker to top Williams’s eleven sacks from 1981—but it’s fair for him to wonder why his production wasn’t valued as highly in 1981, using a similar measuring stick.

			“In that one year, the 1981 season, the demarcation between the best new thing that’s happening in the NFL from linebackers and someone who’s been here doing it for five years,” Williams says, “was that one person in one market wasn’t All-Pro and the other one, in the New York market, was not only Rookie of the Year but also All-Pro.”

			Still, Williams found a way to transform that negative into a positive. The snub inspired him to put more focus and energy into his community service efforts. There’s no doubt that he became an essential All-Pro as a humanitarian, which resulted in the type of recognition that he never received for exploits on the field. He didn’t pursue his community efforts, typically directed toward helping kids, to be honored. But that happened nonetheless.

			Williams was, in 1985, the recipient of the Byron “Whizzer” White Award, the highest community service accolade of the NFL Players Association. He was the NFL’s Walter Payton Man of the Year award in 1986, presented, ironically, at the Pro Bowl. In 1987, he was one of eight athletes named by Sports Illustrated as Sportsmen and Sportswomen of the Year, honored for their community service.

			“When I came to the Bengals,” said Joe Kelly, the former linebacker selected in the first round of the 1986 NFL Draft, “everything that I hoped I could be, he was already that.” 

			Kelly now owns and operates five youth homes in the Cincinnati area that house children, many with abuse and/or mental health issues, who are wards of the state. Williams is on his board of directors.

			Their bond extends to Kelly’s rookie season, when he reported several weeks late to training camp after finally resolving a contract stalemate with the team. It was after Kelly’s first practice when Williams, knowing the rookie didn’t know a soul after a couple days in town, pulled up in the parking lot with his wife, Marianna, and his infant sons, Julien and Jarren, in the car with him.

			“Hey, what are you doing the rest of the day?” Williams asked.

			“Nothing,” Kelly replied.

			“Get in the car,” Williams instructed.

			The rookie was taken for a family outing at Kings Island amusement park.

			“From that time on, he was like my mentor,” Kelly said.

			There is no shortage of testimonials from some of Williams’s friends and/or teammates linked to various stages of his life, describing various traits:

			
					Ricky “Stick” Taylor, a childhood friend in Flint and teammate at Flint Southwestern: “He was an overachiever. A great workout guy. And there was no quit in him.”

					Rocky Whittaker, a former Dartmouth safety who was two years ahead of Williams: “Commanded mad respect. He showed up my senior year with his knee damn-near broke and refused to relinquish the opportunity to start at middle linebacker. And for a young guy not to waver in terms of taking a leadership role, he just did it. The void was there and we needed it.”

					Ken Riley, the former Bengals cornerback: “His tolerance for pain was amazing.”

					Anthony Muñoz, former Bengals tackle and Hall of Famer: “Unique. His commitment and work ethic was special. He’d come back from a city council meeting, and he was ready to go.”

					Grayland Crisp, an Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity brother at Dartmouth: “When we were pledging, he took a stand for me when it looked like I was about to be kicked off line. When he stood forward, everyone else followed suit. He made it clear that we were all in it together. That’s one reason why I’m indebted to him for life.”

			

			Williams realizes that inspiration goes both ways. Like with the phone call he received from former Bengals coach Marvin Lewis in 2013, on the day when the Cincinnati Enquirer published what turned out to be an award-winning account of Williams’s challenges with his leg by Paul Daugherty. In the article, Williams—who was a pallbearer at the funeral of the legendary Paul Brown, founder of the franchise and father of team president Mike—expressed his frustration at the lack of support from the Bengals. He also mentioned that despite achievements ranking as the best for any linebacker in Bengals history, Williams didn’t notice a single acknowledgment that he had ever played for the team during a visit to Paul Brown Stadium.

			“Marvin was the first to call me that morning, and he said, ‘We have not forgotten you,’” Williams recalled.

			Then Lewis took it a step further, telling Williams, “If we win a Super Bowl, you’re going to get my ring.”

			The gesture came at the right time, as Williams was in the throes of extensive rehab.

			“That inspired me so much then,” he said, “to dig deeper to overcome that stage of chronic pain, to rehab myself to where I could get off crutches.”

			Williams won’t be forgotten. Instead, he’ll always be remembered for his fortitude.

			 

			—Jarrett Bell

			Lake Ridge, Virginia

			 

			





CHAPTER 1

			NIGHTMARE

			I was asleep, in the throes of the most realistic dream I’ve ever had.

			I was in hell.

			In my belief system, this nightmare was true to life. It happened. I was in hell for the mission of stealing my friend, Lenny Nichols, away from Satan. As I lay in a hospital bed in New York in April 2008 while trying to save my ravaged right leg, my essential existence was enveloped by every bit of the imagery of purgatory I have visualized and sensed otherwise: the smell; the sulfur; the pain; the agony; the flames; the depths of despair.

			A single purpose drove me: I just had to get Lenny, this pure soul, out of a place that he did not belong. In my vision, I went in, grabbed Lenny, and proceeded to push him out. As I’m climbing out of hell, the last thing left was my right leg. That’s when I awoke, and the leg was on fire. And you couldn’t tell me that it wasn’t literally on fire. Of all the trials this sixty-something-year-old body has endured—twenty-five knee operations, open-heart surgery, a stroke, agonizing biopsies to treat a bone infection, and an assortment of injuries during fourteen NFL seasons as a full-contact linebacker for the Cincinnati Bengals—it was the worst pain I’ve ever experienced.

			As I hit the nurse’s call button, the pain still wasn’t as dramatic as the image of where I just was. I was in hell—with all the smells and the cascade of images. But the leg was still on fire. The doctor came in and took the Toradol—it’s the strongest stuff they’ve got—and injected it right into my jugular. He said, “This is the best we can do for you. It should work for the pain.”

			It did nothing. Finally, a crew of about five or six—there were two doctors and maybe four nurses—came to witness my pain, agony, and writhing because it felt like my leg was literally on fire.

			They were starting to discuss cutting off my leg when they gave me another Toradol shot in my jugular after twenty minutes—ten minutes earlier than the suggested timing between doses. It was that desperate. A shot to the jugular is the quickest way to get the medication into your bloodstream. But they did it twice, and neither worked. “Sorry, man, we’re going to have to leave it for thirty minutes now.”

			I had to live with that excruciating pain and also with the fact that it was not a pain that mankind could eliminate. It was an evil pain. I was in the clutches of Satan. Earlier in my life, I’d helped exorcise demons from a couple of people. I’m an enemy of evil. This was me paying the cost: “How dare you!” For me, keeping my leg—threatened by amputation on multiple occasions—means keeping my sanity. And it’s also part of my belief system that, by virtue of keeping my leg, I really did save the soul of my best friend, Lenny Nichols.

			Oh, Lenny. Let me take you back further. Long before my resilience became such a major force in battling health issues and before significant careers in pro football and the corporate world, Lenny and I arrived at Dartmouth as members of the freshman class of 1972. We quickly formed a bond. Lenny was an All-State linebacker from Elmsford, New York. I was the kid from Flint, Michigan, with a chip on my shoulder after getting dissed by University of Michigan head coach Bo Schembechler. Lenny was the number-one middle linebacker on the freshman team, and I was the fullback trying to become the next Jim Brown. I tried going both ways during the early stages of that first camp. I took repetitions at linebacker in the drills, then got in line as the third- or fourth-string running back. Naturally, the only one who could tackle me when I was at running back was Lenny. A few days into that first training camp, the head coach of the varsity team, Jake Crouthamel, came to our practice and moved me from running back to middle linebacker and moved my friend Lenny to offensive guard. 

			Like that, he essentially took away Lenny’s dream of going to the NFL. Because Lenny had the credentials. When you’re All-State in high school, you think you’ll go to college and knock it out of the park. Now, he’s suddenly at a different position. And he’s a much smaller player at offensive guard. He had to gain weight and change his body to survive in the middle of the offensive line. But the coach convinced him that was where our need was. We needed offensive linemen. Lenny put on the weight and started for two years on the varsity squad at offensive guard. But instead of Lenny becoming an enemy, an adversary, or harboring any resentment toward me for that—the switch that fueled my rise to All-America status and ultimately to the NFL—he took the complete opposite tack and became a true friend. My best friend.

			He coached me up on everything he knew from playing middle linebacker. I had played outside linebacker at Flint Southwestern, but at the next level, I became a dominant force with Lenny’s help. We also pledged Alpha Phi Alpha together and became fraternity brothers. He was the guy who was right in front of me in our pledge line. I was the caboose, the last, biggest Alpha in the line, and Lenny was right in front of me. Ken Mickens was right in front of him. When I went to Mexico City during my sophomore year for the Language Study Abroad program, Lenny and I went together. When I went to the University of Southern California-San Diego the next year for psychology, Lenny went out there for sociology. After I graduated early from Dartmouth—in three and a half years, right after my senior fall football season—I stayed with Lenny at his home. His parents are like parents to me. The plan was to stay at his place then move to the YMCA in White Plains once I got a job to coincide with training in the months before the NFL Draft. The only job I got was as the assistant wrestling coach and hall monitor…at Lenny’s old high school. Then I moved into the YMCA, and that’s where I stayed until the draft. We were that close.

			But it wasn’t just Lenny and me. Grayland Crisp was with us every step of the way. The three of us were always together during the Dartmouth years—even after Gray left the football team. Gray was always very religious and ultimately became an educator. He also had a big enough influence on Lenny that when Lenny graduated from Dartmouth, he went to seminary school and became a preacher. Lenny wound up leading a church in Akron, Ohio.

			By the early ’90s, Lenny—whom I’d never even seen with a girl the whole time we were together at Dartmouth—now had a wife and two young children, a boy and a girl. And I guess what happened was, he found out that she was going to leave him and their two kids, and he went into the garage, started the car, and committed suicide.

			That devastated me.

			Why didn’t he call me? If he had troubles, why didn’t my best friend call me?

			It was several weeks before I even found out about Lenny’s death. At the time, in 1996, I was in the midst of a professional whirlwind, knee-deep into building the business at Disney that became the Wide World of Sports Complex. Although I was still in touch with him, it wasn’t like we were in constant touch. But I figured if anything big was happening, we would talk.

			I didn’t go to Lenny’s funeral because…I just didn’t know what happened. I guess it was kind of hush-hush in the beginning because of the circumstances. His sister didn’t even call to tell me. When I found out from one of our frat brothers, probably Fairfax Hackley III, I couldn’t fathom the idea that Lenny had committed suicide. I said, “No, he didn’t.” It took several weeks, maybe even months, before I started accepting the inevitability that my best friend had passed away. So I called Gray.

			I was like, “Gray, where were you?” And Gray was like, “Where were you?” That was rather accusatory, I know. But I felt a little bit of guilt because Lenny’s life changed when Jake Crouthamel changed his position. His life and maybe his whole social persona would have been different if he would have been one of the first black middle linebackers in Dartmouth College history. I wondered whether the professional football career I enjoyed was one he resented a little bit, and maybe that’s why he didn’t call me when he was struggling. I was starting to feel some real guilt.

			The last time I saw Lenny, I visited him in his home in Akron. It was at some point in the early ’90s, when I was in Canton, Ohio, for an enshrinement ceremony or some other event at the Pro Football Hall of Fame. That’s when I met his wife and kids. We had a good visit. I had no reason to suspect that anything was going wrong in his life.

			I don’t remember exactly when it was that I talked to him for the last time. The dream was so strong, it blocks out almost every memory except for the times we had at Dartmouth. I do recall, though, that it was an easy conversation, like they always were with Lenny. We talked about the Dartmouth years, and I know we talked about “the Smittys”—Ron and Don Smith—who pledged us into the fraternity. If only I’d known that would be the last time we talked.

			Even now, I feel guilty of taking my best friend for granted. You get so busy, and you think your best friend is always going to be there. That I didn’t stay in better touch with him is one of the biggest regrets of my life.

			I certainly don’t take him for granted now.

			But in that period after learning of Lenny’s death, I really blamed Gray because Gray’s the one who influenced Lenny to go to the seminary. The assumption was that if you commit suicide and you’re a preacher, you’re going to hell. That’s where Gray and I had a problem. We bumped heads. And suddenly, we were not buddies anymore.

			Gray and I are good now, but the relationship was strained for several years.

			Thankfully, Gray and I had patched up our differences by time I returned to Dartmouth for the fortieth anniversary reunion of our Class of ’76. At a memorial service for classmates we had lost, I was enlisted to lead a reading, a call-and-response kind of reading of some verses from Psalms. That was supposed to be it. But when I went up onstage, I told our class president that I was going to say something about Lenny Nichols, my best friend. He didn’t have a problem with it. Gray didn’t go to the reunion, but I had talked to Gray the night before and told him I was going to do it. We prayed together, and he gave me some direction. That singular moment was very important.

			Here’s another thing about that day: The Friends of Dartmouth Football Golf Tournament was taking place. There’s a big luncheon, and all of us are at the golf course. That’s the last time I saw my former coach, Jake Crouthamel. Jack DeGange, the sports information director, was there too. I’m not able to play golf, so after the luncheon, everyone was going to their respective tees to play and I’m getting ready to leave because I’m going to speak at Rollins Chapel in a few hours. As I’m walking up this very, very steep hill, my shoes were breaking up. All of a sudden, half of one shoe just tore off! The glue just gave way. And when the shoe failed, it hurt my knee to the point that I could barely walk. I made it up the hill to my car, drove to the Hanover Inn, and barely hobbled into the front lobby. I went to the desk and asked for help. They got the day custodian to come up; he was initially going to physically help me to my room. When he saw what the problem was, he took my shoe, went to the hardware store, and identified the right kind of glue—which ended up being a compound they had to mix together—to fix my shoe. He came back to the hotel and glued my sole back together. I went up to my room to see if the pain would stop long enough for me to go over to Rollins Chapel. I’m about to go to the chapel to speak to God, and I am facing unique, painful adversity on my knee. The only good fortune I had was that I had a vape pen with me containing medical marijuana that had the capacity to blunt the pain.

			When I got to Rollins Chapel, my knee was better but still not good. The shoe was back on, but the glue hadn’t set yet. All I wanted it to do was just hold together long enough for me to speak into this mic on this altar about saving the soul of my best friend, Lenny Nichols. That’s why the scales of pain—when I’m asked, “What mitigates your pain?”—a trial like this moment mitigates my pain. It’s pain that I’m willing to go through. Any person, I think, would be willing to go through a future lifetime of pain if they believe they are saving the soul of their best friend.

			In Rollins Chapel, I’m in front of God. This is a place on campus where Lenny and I had been before. I have pictures of me in Rollins Chapel with Lenny. But at that point, it was the setting for me to tell my classmates about the dream I’d had in the hospital. And I told them I was telling this story before God about strength and conviction over evil. I told them that I believed Lenny was in heaven. I spoke until the rafters shook. Because I was speaking to God, thanking Him for the salvation of Lenny.

			There was no better gift that I could give to the class. I appreciated the rousing ovation that came after I finished speaking, but I know it wasn’t for me. It was for Lenny.

			David Shribman, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and former classmate, was in the chapel that day. He called it “an unforgettable eulogy.”

			“Len was well known to us all, but he had a special relationship with, and effect on, Reggie, a man of considerable accomplishment and yet of deep sentimentality,” wrote Shribman, who authored Dartmouth Undying,” which commemorated the school’s first 250 years. “It was the latter that shined through with astonishing power as Reggie’s delivery both boomed and whispered, all in the service of his friend and as a haunting reminder of the fragility of life.”

			As much as I appreciate the memories of Lenny, it would have been so much more devastating had I lost both of my main running buddies from Dartmouth. The reconciliation with Gray had to happen. That it came at a time of need feels a lot like destiny.

			It came during the same month as the nightmare episode when I’d saved Lenny. Gray lives in Richmond, which I passed through while driving from my home in Orlando to New York for surgery. I drove because I wanted to have my car with me—just in case they cut my leg off and I had to retrofit the car to be able to drive with just my hands. The travel time alone is something like seventeen hours, and in this case the trip stretched out over a couple of days. Thankfully, I had some help: Pamela Landwirth.

			Pamela is a very religious woman who runs Give Kids The World Village, one of my favorite charities. It was founded by her husband, Henri. After he passed, Pamela, who was previously the HR director at Walt Disney World, took it over to continue his vision. It’s where kids with terminal illnesses can go as they pursue last wishes. If their wish is to see Mickey Mouse or to go to the Magic Kingdom, Give Kids The World fulfills those dreams. Kids come from all over the world. And I’ve seen kids who were given only weeks or months to live recover because they were so happy. It has saved lives. That’s the spirit that Pamela carries.

			In my situation, she decided to help me with the drive. With a knee operation pending, I really couldn’t drive the whole way. She drove with me up to Washington, D.C., but then she had to fly back. I wound up driving the remainder of the trip alone, ending up at Dr. Tom Price’s house in New Rochelle, just north of Manhattan.

			Yet what happened along the way was significant in its own right. I called Gray and asked if he would meet me for breakfast as I was driving through Richmond. He agreed to meet me at a Cracker Barrel on the outskirts of Richmond.

			It was a wonderful reconciliation. We renewed our brotherhood. Later that summer, it went even deeper. As I was primed to be inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame in South Bend, Indiana, Gray came through with a major assist.

			Talk about friends being there when you need them. At that time, with the enshrinement looming, I was in full recovery mode after enduring five surgeries in six weeks. My leg was in a full cast. I was carrying around a vacuum to pull dead blood out of my knee. I had a concrete spacer inserted in the leg, so I couldn’t bend my knee. And I had a PICC line. I was hanging antibiotics by gravity.

			Well, Gray drove up to New York, picked me up, and drove me to South Bend. For the whole ceremony—the whole weekend. Then he drove me back to New York before heading home to Richmond. It was something so special for me, to have my brother there, the two of us reconciling.

			That’s the essence of true friendship—being able to count on someone when it matters most. Yet Gray and I were not alone on that journey.

			Lenny was there too. Just like old times.

			
			Boom Box: Why the Legendary Ernie Barnes Was a Friend and Inspiration

			If you know the cover of Marvin Gaye’s classic 1976 album I Want You, then you also know a slice of Ernie Barnes. The image was among Barnes’s most famous works
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