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PROLOGUE



It’s hard for me to watch the famous minute-long clip on YouTube, the one of me standing on the street corner with my little cardboard sign. The world might hear a homeless man with a golden voice saying, “When you’re listening to nothing but the best of oldies, you’re listening to Magic 98.9,” but I see a version of myself I don’t like: crazy hair sticking out in all directions, unshaven, brown rotten teeth, dirty camouflage jacket. I see the desperate eyes of a hustler out of hustles, an addict at the end of two decades of bad decisions with nothing left to do but smile and perform for a guy who rolls down his window and says those famous nine words: “I’m going to make you work for your dollar.”

I’m embarrassed. I really am. Because that video is no lie. That was my life. Back in the day, I used to be somebody—a husband, a father, a successful radio personality. Then, on August 20, 1988, I smoked crack cocaine, and over a period of two months it took hold of me until I was smoking cat litter off my filthy floors because I thought it might be crack, and selling my son’s baby clothes for drugs. I lost everything: my job, my home, my children, my morals, my self-respect; and for almost twenty years, right up until the morning I appeared on the Today show in January 2011, I was a homeless addict.

This is not a pretty book, because homelessness and addiction are not a pretty life. The things I’ve done and the places I’ve been might send shivers down your spine. I laid up in grimy crack houses. I robbed my prostitute girlfriend’s clients in seedy motels. I carried my clothes in a plastic bag and went weeks without a shower. I conned my poor momma. I stole from my only friends. I slept for three days in a nest of spiders at the bottom of a concrete staircase, comatose on crack, and walked around with holes in my shoes so bad the snow came in and peeled the flesh off the bottom of my feet. I kept a mental list of every store I’d stolen from and which clerk was working at the time, because over a period of decades, in an endless desperate hustle for drug money, I burned the retail sector of Columbus, Ohio, to the ground. And I smoked crack cocaine with every last cent.

I ate my grandson’s baby food, even though I knew my daughter couldn’t afford more. I smoked the money my mother sent me to attend my father’s funeral, then had the nerve to call long-distance on the day they put him in the ground and ask for more. I lived in condemned buildings, abandoned restaurants, and once, for several months, under a tent I made out of children’s raincoats. I crapped in buckets. I ate pizza off the ground. I cursed men and used women and once, God help me, broke my girlfriend Kathy’s arm in three places with one unfortunate slap.

You’re not going to like me for some of this book. I’m going to tell you that now. There will be times when you want to turn away. Everybody else did. My momma. My children. My ex-wife. The social workers, the do-gooders, the drug counselors. Heck, I even turned away from my own life. I fell into a hopeless state of mind and soul, because I was an addict and my life had shrunk to the point that it was nothing but crack—and who would want to look at that?

Only Kathy, a fellow addict, stayed with me.

Only Kathy… and God. He was always talking to me, always trying to send me down the right path. I thought the voice was in my head, and I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to acknowledge Him, because I knew I was doing wrong and I didn’t think I had the strength to do right. Finally, when I reached the end of my chain, I listened. Not half listened, telling myself, “It’s okay to do what you’re doing, Ted, you’re still a Christian,” but really listened. Really acknowledged God in my heart.

And what did He do? He put me on the street corner to panhandle. For twenty years of homelessness, I had shaken my head at people who stood on corners. In my distorted worldview, stealing was better. Prostitution was better. Anything was better, anything, than standing on the street, in full view of everyone, and begging for a dime.

So that’s where God sent me: to the street corner for one hour, every day, rain or shine. He sent me not for the money. He sent me not to be discovered by Today—that happened months later by accident—but to humble me. And believe me, I was humbled. I was humbled when people rolled down their window to yell “Get a job, n*gger,” or threw soda cans at my head, or when my own grown children drove by and looked the other way so they wouldn’t have to acknowledge their daddy, the bum.

So, yes, I cringe when I see that YouTube video, because I see a man as low as any man can ever go. But I smile, too, because I see a man who’s trying. I see a man who’s turned it over to his Higher Power, who’s walking (slowly, slowly) in the way of the Lord, who’s facing his demons in the only way he knows how. I was in pain. I was embarrassed. But that pain and embarrassment was the reawakening of things I thought I’d killed off long before: Self-respect. Hope. And love. Especially love.

More than anything, though, I’m grateful. I’m grateful to Doral Chenoweth, the videographer from The Columbus Dispatch who took that video; and I’m grateful to the forty million people (and counting) who viewed it, because that video changed my life. On January 4, 2011, the day I became a YouTube sensation, I didn’t know what YouTube was. I didn’t know what the Internet was, because I’d been homeless since 1993, long before most people went online. Not only had I never touched a computer, I didn’t know MTV had more than one channel. I didn’t know hip-hop and Rush Limbaugh had taken over the radio. I’d never even heard of Fox News, Mos Def, or Conan O’Brien. Like many homeless people, I had a pay-as-you-go cell phone, which I periodically bought minutes for, but otherwise, twenty years of technology and culture had passed me by.

Twenty years of life had passed me by.

So when my friend Mark called and told me, “They been talking about you on the radio,” I was shocked. “Everybody’s looking for you,” Mark said. “Everybody wants to hear that golden voice.”

“You joking me?”

“Nah, it’s true.”

Man, I got excited. I used to be the number one morning-drive DJ in Columbus, Ohio, and when I heard radio I thought someone wanted to give me a job. Radio was my identity—it was even my name on the street—but I hadn’t been on the radio since 1996. A radio job meant a hot meal, clean water, a place to live, a shower, a toothbrush, an indoor toilet, but more than that it meant the end of humiliation, the end of degradation, and the return of a decent life.

So I called my friend Al Battle, the only person I knew with a car.

“They’re talking about me on the radio, Al. They’re telling me to come to WNCI tomorrow morning. Can you drive me?”

I spent that night on a stranger’s couch. Didn’t take a shower because I didn’t want to impose. When Al picked me up on my begging corner, Interstate 71 and Hudson, I was huddled in the same camouflage coat I’d worn every day that winter.

“There must be someone famous down here,” Al said when we pulled into the station parking lot and saw the camera crews and television trucks.

We walked into the studio, and bam, I was mobbed. “You okay, Ted? You need anything? You mind if we call you Ted?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, you better comb your hair, Ted. You’ll be on the Dave & Jimmy show in five minutes, and there’s a live television feed to the Today Show in New York.”

“What?”

“You’re world famous, man, didn’t you know? Everybody wants to hear from the homeless man with the golden voice.”

Next thing I knew, I was on the air. I don’t know what I said, but people liked it, I guess, because halfway through the show the Cleveland Cavaliers offered me a PR announcer job. Then a voice-over agent from California said he could make me a million dollars. A million dollars! That was too much. The day before, I’d been a panhandler. Half an hour before, I’d been an anonymous homeless guy walking into a local radio station, praying for $200 voice-over work.

Now I was… famous? All those television trucks outside were… for me?

The live feed to Today didn’t work. So they came up with a new plan. They were flying me to New York City right now, so I could appear in the studio the next morning.

I didn’t have an ID. I hadn’t had an official identity, apart from a prison record, for more than a decade. Today had to take me to the courthouse for registration, then a homeless shelter for proof of residency, then the DMV—where we were allowed to cut to the front of the line… at the DMV!—for a driver’s license, because that was the only way they’d let me on an airplane.

But the next morning, there I was, from the outhouse to the penthouse, saying those famous words to millions nationwide with my golden voice: “From NBC News, this is Today with Matt Lauer and Meredith Viera, live from Studio 1A in Rockefeller Plaza.”

Then I sat down beside Matt Lauer (who, I admitted a few days later on Late Night with Jimmy Fallon, had “brought out the woman in me”) for a ten-minute interview. I had a haircut, a clean shave, and a new green sweater, but I was still wearing my camouflage jacket. I was still Ted Williams, the man from the street.

And the most important thing I told the world, after the confessions and tears, was this: “I was ready to mark 2010 as another year wasted, until I realized that in 2010 I found a new spirituality.”

I know some people doubt me. I know some people hate my sudden fame and all it says about the media today. They say I didn’t earn it. They say I didn’t work, that I am the laborer who arrived at the last minute of the day. They say I’m going to relapse. They said, even then, I wouldn’t last a week.

But I’ve made it so far. I’m taking it one day at a time, and I’m making it so far. I’m getting out of bed in the morning (a bed!) and drinking coffee, like a regular Joe. And my spirituality is the reason. You see, I wasn’t plucked from the streets in the depth of my addiction and depression. I wasn’t dragged off the corner at rock bottom. I was found at a moment of hope, when my heart was open and my spirit was trying to be free.

That’s the story I’m going to tell in this book. Not the fame, but the journey: the bad, the worse, the truly ugly, and eventually the not so bad, the getting better, and finally… on the very last page, the good. Not the fame, but the good.

Momma, forgive me for the story I’m about to tell. Patty, forgive me for the heartache and betrayal. Children, forgive me for the awful things my grandchildren will hear and the awful things I’ve done to you. I’ve made mistakes. I’ve squandered your love. I’ve hurt you all, and I know it will hurt you again to hear this litany of sins.

But I’ve got a second chance, and I’ve got to come clean. I’ve got to be honest about what happened and what I’ve done. My recovery demands it, and my faith demands it, too.

There are thousands of people like me. There are millions in pain, in need, with a poverty of the mind and soul. I’m not just talking about the homeless, although I care about them most of all. I’m talking about anyone who knows they are doing wrong, from the lying businessman to the cheating spouse. I want to reach out a hand and tell them: There is hope. There is redemption. There is a way.

I want to give back to the people who recognized me and said “Way to go, Ted!” The people who smiled and shook my hand, when a few weeks before I was so dirty people changed lanes in their cars to avoid being near me, and said “God bless you, Ted. God bless you.” I want to give an honest account for the people who yell, even today, when I walk down the street, “We’re proud of you, Ted. We’re proud of you. We’re rooting for you!”

Most important, I want to help the people who are hurting, who have lost their jobs, or their homes, or their families or children, or even their hope. I want to tell this story, not for myself but for the woman who hugged me in the Columbus airport and cried on my shoulder.

“My daughter’s a dopehead, Ted,” she said. “My daughter’s lost, and I’ve been praying so long and so hard. Why hasn’t God answered my prayers?”

“Don’t stop,” I told her through my own tears. “Don’t stop, Momma. Don’t stop. My momma prayed for me since 1989, so don’t stop. Don’t lose your faith. If God can save me, He can save anybody.”


Table of Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Epilogue

Acknowledgments



CHAPTER 1



I had a happy childhood, or at least as happy as anyone else. If you’re looking for an explanation for what happened later, don’t look there. My momma loved me from the moment she saw me in the newborn room at St. Mary’s Hospital. She taught me manners and morals. Every Sunday, I woke up early with her to attend eight A.M. Sunday school at Berean Baptist Church, followed most weeks by the adult service soon after. Berean Baptist was one of those big old-school cathedrals, like in The Blues Brothers, with a dancing choir and light streaming in the stained glass windows and James Brown in the pulpit. I’d watch in amazement as the congregation whooped and hollered, and the minister threw up his hands and exhorted the believers, in an unforgettable voice, to praise the Lord. Momma took me to Berean Baptist every Wednesday for Cub Scout meetings, too, even though me and my friend Lowell were the only two boys from our huge housing development who participated. She placed a firm hand—in support, but also in discipline—on everything I did. She was a black working-class housewife in the late 1950s, already past forty years old, and I was her miracle child. But it was those Sunday-morning spectacles, as much as her steady example, that stayed with me.

Most kids in the great African-American melting pot of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, where we lived in the Kingsborough housing project, never left the neighborhood. My momma was different; she wanted me to experience the world. She took me to Rockefeller Center and the Statue of Liberty. She dressed me in nice shorts and high socks, imitating the Kennedy kids, who were all the rage in white America at the time. She took me to museums. We ate at Jack Dempsey’s—and the smiling photo of us in a plush booth doesn’t quite capture the fact that I ate steak as she ate the cheapest salad. But it does capture the big smiles of a skinny boy in pressed clothes and a well-dressed, dignified woman.

That was Miss Julia Williams. Dignified. Always dignified. She carried herself with a pride that some of our neighbors, and thus their children, found aloof. I admit she could be a little cold, because that’s how dignified people behaved, but she always warmed to me because I made her laugh. I gave her a companion and a purpose, a reason to be proud. It was never spend, spend, spend when we were out on the town because we didn’t have much money, but she always treated me like a little man, let me talk and joke and drink soda pop, then hugged me to her and told me “I love you, Teddy,” on the subway ride home.

It was different when my dad was with us. He worked hard, often on evening and weekend shifts, so he usually wasn’t around for our trips. We went to Rockaway Beach with Daddy once every summer, and Coney Island with him twice a year, where he always insisted I eat Nathan’s hot dogs. He was like that: very rule-bound. “When people come to Coney Island,” he said, “they eat Nathan’s hot dogs, so that’s what we’re gonna eat.”

Well, I hated Nathan’s hot dogs. So when my father wasn’t looking, my mother would slip me a dollar and tell me to run and get my favorite.

“Where’d you get those frog legs, boy?”

“Oh, Al,” my momma would say. “Teddy must have saved his money.”

Momma didn’t stand up to my father much. Whether it was his drinking or his discipline, it was usually just “Now, Al, that’s enough,” like it was only too much butter on the beans. Our neighbor Miss Brown was usually the one who stepped between my daddy and me, but Momma was the one who was there for me to fall asleep against, full and happy, when the clanging subway car carried us back from Coney Island to Bed-Stuy.

There were kids in the neighborhood who didn’t like that, especially after we started traveling. My father was a baggage handler at Eastern Airlines, so we could fly first class to California for eleven dollars round trip. We went to Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Miami Beach. The other kids never rode the subway, much less went to Bermuda (Momma’s favorite, because everyone dressed up for dinner), and they resented my momma’s attention. And my nice clothes. And my light skin.

“Your momma’s stuck up,” they’d say. “She thinks she’s whiter than the rest of us.”

Maybe Momma was haughty. I’m not saying she wasn’t, because she knew how to look down her nose. She believed in the betterment of the race, but Booker T.–style, not Malcolm X. Most of her friends were “high-yellow” homemakers like herself. I know that’s a slavery term for light-skinned blacks, but it was still in vogue in the “Black Is Beautiful” days of the 1960s, when the tone of your black skin defined you, and the darker the better. Even during the civil rights movement, when police were beating black men right on our street, Momma wore blonde wigs under her Jackie Kennedy hats and dressed up every day because she cared how she looked. Those kids in the hood thought she was high society, because they’d never seen real high society, and that’s how Momma carried herself. They didn’t know Julia Williams came from a sharecropping farm in rural Ohio, that her momma died when she was six months old, and that her father made her drop out of school in seventh grade. “You know how to read and write, that’s all you need to be a housekeeper,” her father told her. He didn’t mean a paid housekeeper. He meant a maid for himself and his new wife.

Her aunt in Columbus, Ohio, rescued her. Took her out of that house and put her back in school. “You’re not too smart, Julia,” her aunt told my momma, “but you’re clean and you’re honest, and that will take you far.”

My mother took those words to heart. Cleanliness. Honesty. That was her calling in life. She was light skinned, and she learned right then she could elevate herself beyond her humble upbringing with dignity alone. She learned to walk with her head up, to iron her clothes, and to keep her white gloves clean. Just out of high school she got a job as an elevator operator at Lazarus, the nicest department store in Columbus. That was the tip-top for a black girl in those days; they hired only the classiest high-yellow Negroes for that job. I’m tempted to say the most Uncle Tom, since those girls were chosen to appeal to white customers, but I know that’s a bitterness in me. My momma raised herself from shackles by straightening her spine, and who am I to question that strength?

She met my father on a visit to Harlem. She was at an aunt’s house, sitting on a pillow in the window looking at the people out strolling, when she said, “I know that man, Auntie. He’s from Columbus.”

The next time he walked by, because that’s what black folks did in Harlem in the 1930s, they strolled up and down the avenues, she went down and introduced herself. Within a few weeks Al Williams was taking her to the Savoy and the Apollo. They got married and moved into a five-dollar-a-week hall room, which was nothing but a bed, a chest, and a shared bathroom at the end of the hall. My father followed the Yankees and my momma followed the fashions, because she loved the way those Harlem women dressed. She never forgot those women, even after they moved to Bedford-Stuyvesant in the 1940s to be closer to my father’s job in a paint factory, because for her that was the life black people could aspire to. She settled into a two-bedroom apartment in the new city-owned housing development, with its identical towers set among green lawns and fresh young trees. She decked the place out in inexpensive, stylish furniture, found some like-minded friends, and waited fifteen years for the baby to come. But the baby never came.

By the late 1950s, she was that woman. You know the one. The polite older lady who looks after the neighborhood kids. The quiet conscience of the floor, nice but not afraid to speak her mind. The person everyone secretly thinks, before they take that shortcut in life, “I shouldn’t do that, now—Ms. Williams won’t approve.” And then they resent her for it. She was the woman every child in the second building of the fourth walk of the Kingsborough Houses called by her first name, Ms. Julia; and many thought of as their second mother, especially the Brown kids, who lived next door.

“I’d give you my kids if I could,” Mrs. Brown, her best friend, sometimes told my mother. “They’re at your apartment more than mine anyway.”

And then one day, instead of making a joke, she said, “I can’t give you my kids, Julia, but I know a woman who’s getting ready to have a baby, and she don’t want it.”

That was the neighborhood. The white world wasn’t going to help, so you had to take care of your own. If there was a young single mother with three kids already and a baby she’d been drinking water and eating apples to try to kill off inside her, and a woman who wanted kids more than anything but never could have them, well, there was every reason to put them together.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Julia,” Al Williams told her. “Ain’t nobody gonna give you a baby just because you don’t have one.”

A few weeks later, when someone hollered up to her window, “It’s a boy, Ms. Julia. He’s at the hospital, and if you don’t come get him, the momma’s going to leave him there.” My momma hesitated only at the word boy. She’d always wanted a girl. But she showed up an hour later with new baby clothes, and that’s how I became Ted Fred Williams, the one and only child of Julia and Al Williams of Brooklyn, New York.

I can’t fault my momma for anything, really, except never telling me where I came from. She didn’t hide that I was adopted, but whenever I asked her about my birth mother, she’d say, “You got a momma who loves you now, what you want to know about that woman for?”

I never even knew my birth mother’s name. I never met her, even though she lived only a few blocks away. I heard my momma say once, “She couldn’t be bothered,” and I’ve never forgotten those words. My real mother couldn’t be bothered to raise her own child. She couldn’t be bothered to visit, not once. She just handed me to Julia Williams, said “God bless you,” and disappeared from my life. When she saw us coming down the street, our neighbor Mrs. Brown told me later, my real mother turned the other way before my new momma noticed her. Everybody in the neighborhood saw it but Momma, because she was too busy looking at me.

When I found out my birth mother had other kids she was raising, I was crushed. “Not one of them has ever come looking for me, Momma,” I said, crying.

“Oh, child,” Momma said, giving me a big hug. “Maybe they’re too young. Maybe they don’t know about you. God gave you to me, Teddy. You should be happy with what we have.”

But I couldn’t be happy, not with that hole in my heart, even though God had given me the best momma in Bed-Stuy. I kept asking about my real mother, the other woman, the one who had given me away. I asked until it hurt me to ask anymore, until my adoptive momma felt sorry for me. I could see it in her eyes when she held me, when she shook her head and said, “I don’t know, Teddy. I don’t know why she didn’t want you.”

It didn’t help that I was strange-looking, that in an all-black neighborhood—I knew of only four white families in the Kingsborough Houses—I didn’t quite look like everyone else. The other kids would say, “We don’t know what you is. One day you’re playing with us, the next day it’s the Port-o Ricans—we don’t know what you is.”

“Now, Teddy,” my momma said, “they don’t even know how to talk, so don’t pay no attention to them.”

I heard it all the time from everyone. One time a grown woman came up to me on the street, I must have been five or six, and asked, “What are you, boy?”

I turned to her and said, dead serious, “I am a full American.”

My momma laughed about that for years; told that story a hundred times. But I wasn’t laughing. And Momma shouldn’t have been either. After all, the first caseworker that came to our apartment said, “You can’t adopt this baby, Ms. Williams. You’re black, and this baby’s white.” Momma had to go to a special doctor in Manhattan to have me declared mixed race, because that’s how serious color was in those days. My whole life turned on the question of race—and hers did, too.

My father, though, knew all along what I was, or what I should claim to be. “Don’t have nothing to do with the black man, son,” Al Williams told me. “The black man is low. He has nothing to offer. Don’t ever tell nobody your race. Just let them assume. If anybody asks, you tell them white.”

I can’t blame him for that. Not really. Al Williams came from the most color-struck family I’ve ever known. My mother’s family was a rainbow, all mixed, but on my father’s side, they had separate reunions for the light-skinned and the dark. I had uncles and cousins who went to their grave thinking they were less than, just because of the color of their skin. My father was a dark-skinned black man, about ten shades darker than his almost identical brother, and he hated that biological mistake all his life. He processed his hair like Cab Calloway so he could comb it straight with an Ace comb—always an Ace comb. He tried to pass for Samoan or Hawaiian, anything but the rural American Negro he was.

He worked like a dog, too, to make up for his birth. I don’t think he missed a day of work, not in thirty years at Eastern Airlines, and I doubt he ever arrived late. He never missed a chance to show his bosses he was twice as responsible and twice as tireless as any white man tossing luggage into their shiny new planes. But he never got anywhere. He got plaques to put on the wall—so many months of perfect attendance, so many years of honorable service—and free travel vouchers, but he never got promoted. He was always just a bag man. No matter how “yessir” my daddy was to his bosses, he knew in his heart, at the end of the day, they were calling him “n*gger” behind his back, and that ate the man up inside.

He didn’t want that for me. He wanted me to have equal opportunities—by saying I was white—and that wasn’t popular in Bed-Stuy in the 1960s. Black Is Beautiful, that was the rallying cry. And the blacker the better. On the day Martin Luther King Jr. was shot, a boy at school turned to me and said, “You better run home, Ted. You better not look back, because the man who killed Martin Luther King don’t look like me. He looks like you.” My parents laughed when I told them, but I was terrified. In elementary school, they asked us to draw a picture of what we wanted to be when we grew up. I drew a black man. Not a black fireman. Not a black policeman. Just a black man. With an earring.

Not that I wasn’t popular. I got picked on for my skin color, and my giant glasses, and also my mouth, which never stopped flapping, but I was always surrounded by other kids. It was an obsession for me, to be around friends. I’ve always been a giver, a guy who gathers people together. Even when I was on my knees in the crack house, I was a giver, and a crack house is the most selfish place on earth. When I was a kid, I threw my toys out my window to the neighbor boys, because I knew they didn’t have any. I bought everyone candy, because I was the only one with change in my pocket. I befriended Otis, the kid who smelled bad and always wore the same clothes because his momma sat all day in a bar. Otis would have dinner at our apartment a couple times a week. I took a boy in the building on the subway one day, because he’d never been out of the neighborhood. I was nine; he was five. We didn’t get back until after dark. My daddy put welts on my hide for that one, but that boy wanted to see the world.

My parents tried. My momma took me to Berean Baptist, my father wore my rear end out. But it never helped. I was a pleaser. I kept hanging out on the corner with the wrong kids, at least according to my parents. I kept lingering down the block after my father whistled me home. I was supposed to be home every day at five o’clock sharp for dinner. The other kids knew that, and when they heard my daddy’s whistle they’d beg me to go home, just go home, because they knew the consequences. But I didn’t care; I’d come home late. My daddy would whip me, and Momma would say, “I can’t help it, Teddy. Those are Daddy’s rules. You know how he is.”

My momma wanted to send me to private school. She thought it might straighten me out. My father objected. “I didn’t go to private school, you didn’t go to private school, and we turned out fine.”

“The world’s different now, Al.”

She was a teacher’s aide in the public school, so she saw it every day: the fights over skin color and glasses, kids getting beat up because their momma bought them a new jacket from a store, not a hand-me-down.

Daddy wouldn’t pay for it—Al Williams put $150 on the table for my momma every Friday, and that was all he was willing to give—so my momma took a higher-paying job as a school cafeteria worker to pay for my private education. Can you imagine Julia Williams, the classiest high-yellow woman on the block, slopping food in a cafeteria line in her perfectly pressed uniform, just to send her wayward boy to religious school?

And it never even crossed my mind to thank her.

Even in religious school, away from so-called bad influences, I was the class clown. The teachers would send notes home: Good work when we can get it, but he won’t sit still. He talks all the time. I can’t get him to focus. My father wore me out over those notes, but I couldn’t help it. If I met you, I had to talk to you. Shake your hand. Make you laugh. Give you a hug if you were feeling down. I loved Narcotics Anonymous meetings for that reason, because there was so much hugging. In rehab, they said my outgoing nature was a defense mechanism, that I was hiding my feelings behind my personality, and I’m sure that’s true. But that doesn’t mean it’s not me. For better or worse, I was the kid who yelled funny comments in class and made up goofy lyrics to popular songs. I was the kid on the corner trying the latest dance move while the other kids clapped along.

Then, when I was ten, my father became a Jehovah’s Witness. It was a strain on my parents’ marriage, because Momma would never give up Berean Baptist, but for me it was an opportunity. My father was a sports nut, especially baseball. That’s why he named me after Ted Williams, a man who the year I was born played for the last all-white team in major league baseball. My father dreamed of having a baseball player for a son, but I had no aptitude for sports, and we lost that link early on.

There was no reason, though, why I couldn’t be a Witness. So I ditched Berean Baptist and tagged along to service with my father. Afterward we’d distribute The Watchtower, the Jehovah’s Witness publication, in the neighborhood. Several nights a week, my father quizzed me on scripture, and I studied the Bible religiously to make sure I was ready. It wasn’t long before I was speaking in front of the congregation, giving five-minute talks on assigned themes, a common practice in that church. I was twelve years old, but my voice was already deep, and I could deliver it as smooth as water. The Jehovah’s Witness–style was slow and calm, the exact opposite of Berean Baptist, and nobody delivered the message better than me. My daddy and I were so well known in that church, everybody called me “Little Al.” Daddy started taking me along when he umpired high school baseball games, and everyone there called me Little Al, too.

Then, at thirteen, I was caught smoking a cigarette. The trouble wasn’t so much the smoking, it was the fact that I was leaning against the Jehovah’s Witness temple building when I did it. But, man, was it trouble. If I had been baptized in their faith, which I wasn’t, the Witnesses would have kicked me out. As it was, they put me on probation and wouldn’t allow me to speak in church. They even cancelled the talk I was to give that very afternoon, on the theme “Are you maintaining your vow to God?”

My father was livid. He said I discredited him with his friends. He said I was an embarrassment to the family. He said all kinds of things I’ll never forget, and when we got home that day he said the one thing he said to me more often than any other during my childhood: “Put your glasses aside, boy. Put your glasses aside.”

That meant he was about to whip me, and whip me good. I still don’t know what he thought would happen if he whipped me with my glasses on, but I remember that day, because I never again walked by my father’s side. I don’t remember the whipping, but even now, forty years later, I remember every word of the five-minute talk on loyalty to God I’d been planning to give.
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