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Praise for Mark Rivera and Sideman

“Mark Rivera has been playing saxophone with Billy Joel for more than forty years, and he somehow found time to squeeze in gigs with Ringo Starr, Simon & Garfunkel, Peter Gabriel, Hall & Oates, Foreigner, and too many others to mention. His addictive new book Sideman tells his entire incredible life story. It’s a must-read for any serious music fan.”

—Andy Greene, Senior Writer, Rolling Stone

“You can see why so many of rock’s greatest musicians have come to rely on Mark Rivera. As his new book demonstrates time and again, the man is smart and extraordinarily empathetic, and can tell a fantastic story. An insider’s look from the musician’s musician, Sideman is a delight.”

—Nathaniel Philbrick, National Book Award–winning author of In the Heart of the Sea

“Brooklyn, 1960’s. When you grow-up there like Mark and I did, you learn there’s no shortcut to hard work. You learn, you grind, you practice, you hustle. That’s how you become Mark Rivera: his insane talent is a given; what makes him special is the JOY he brings—whether it’s creating in the studio or rocking Madison Square Garden, artists know they’re in good hands. They trust him, they love him, and the audience feels it, too. That’s the secret sauce you’ll find in this book: the other side of the Sideman.”

—Ken Dashow, Host of Q104.3 Afternoon Drive and Sunday Morning Breakfast with The Beatles, iHeartMedia, New York, NY

“There isn’t an instrument Mark Rivera can’t play and he’s traveled the world with rock ’n’ roll’s giants. (He even remembers what the hell happened on most of those tours!) But alongside all that talent and hustle is Mark’s greatest gift: his humanity. He sounds like one of us because he is one of us. If you’re ready to be inspired by the real people shaping the music we all love, read this book cover to cover.”

—Scott Shannon, Radio Disk Jockey, New York, NY, and Host of the nationally syndicated Scott Shannon Presents America’s Greatest Hits

“They don’t make them anymore like they made Mark Rivera. He’s a human jukebox—the music just comes straight away. It’s equal parts innate talent and a lifetime’s dedication to craft. The only thing left for him to do—because he’s done everything and played with everyone—is share that experience on the page, especially with the future generations. He’s that important.”

—Steve Cohen, Lighting and Production Design for Billy Joel, Elton John, Daryl Hall and John Oates

“I’ve been working with Mark for decades. That guy you see dancing around with that smile and saxophone—it’s not bullshit. He’s got more energy than God. Offstage, he’s as real as they come. Mark will hang with you and talk with you and bring you back up to that good place. You’re gonna love these pages because when Mark gives you something, it’s always the genuine article.”

—Brian Ruggles, Front of House Sound for Simon and Garfunkel, Billy Joel, and Foreigner




SIDEMAN




SIDEMAN

In Pursuit of the Next Gig

MARK RIVERA

with MIKE PONCY

[image: ]

Matt Holt Books

An Imprint of BenBella Books, Inc.

Dallas, TX




The events, locations, and conversations in this book, while true, are re-created from the author’s memory. However, the essence of the story, and the feelings and emotions evoked, are intended to be accurate representations.

Sideman copyright © 2023 by Mark Rivera

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

[image: ]

Matt Holt is an imprint of BenBella Books, Inc.

10440 N. Central Expressway

Suite 800

Dallas, TX 75231

benbellabooks.com

Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com

BenBella and Matt Holt are federally registered trademarks.

First E-Book Edition: 2023

Library of Congress Control Number: 2022031855

ISBN 9781637742990 (hardcover)

ISBN 9781637743003 (electronic)

Copyediting by James Fraleigh

Proofreading by Lisa Story and Denise Pangia

Text design and composition by PerfecType, Nashville, TN

Cover design by Brigid Pearson

Cover photo © MediaPunch Inc / Alamy Stock Photo


Special discounts for bulk sales are available. Please contact bulkorders@benbellabooks.com.






To Yogi Horton, Carlos Vega, T-Bone Wolk, Doug Stegmeyer, and Bob Birch. Most especially, to Bobby Mayo.

We played together, laughed together, stuck together…

Though you are gone, I carry your songs in my heart always.
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FOREWORD

by Ringo Starr

Sideman. I love the title because Mark, of course, is much more than that.

The book lands on February 7th, the same day the Beatles landed at Idlewild airport (not yet JFK) for our upcoming performances on the Ed Sullivan Show and the whole world went mad.

People sometimes think I got out of bed one day and—poof—I was in the Beatles. But that’s not true. Before I met the lads, I was playing every damn wedding, club, and bar in Liverpool, not knowing where it was all going to go. And yeah, it went crazy for me when I met up with three of the most incredible musician-writers—brothers—in the world.

But what if all that hadn’t happened? Would I still be lugging out the kit, night after night, doing what I love and putting bread on the table? Who knows, but that’s what Mark has done. Even without the “big break,” there he is, making music with the rest of us for the last half century.

That’s quite a trick. How does he pull it off?

For the All Starr Band, I always like to have an instrumentalist—piano, guitar, congas, horns. A sideman to give a bigger picture to the sound. Anyway, I got lucky when Mark joined the band. I remember we were coming together to rehearse before going out on tour. All these headliners and then Mark, the new sideman. But in the first rehearsal, it was apparent that he not only knew every note to our songs, but he also probably knew every note to every rock song ever written. Lyrics, too. So, the sideman quickly became our musical director.

Now, I’ve put members of the band in charge before and it can get a bit tense—the piano player telling the guitar player what to do all the time can seriously ruin the vibe. But Mark is beautiful. Everyone loves him. He gets us all together and on the same page, and no one gets pissed. That’s his gift.

Since that first rehearsal, Mark and I have become good friends. He’s the kind of guy you can call anytime and know he’ll be there for you. And he knows that feeling that we can’t explain to anyone who doesn’t play music for an audience. Some nights it’s spiritual. That’s the reason I do it. It’s the reason Mark does it. He’s not like, “Oh, it’s a job.” I’ve played with those musicians, too. Not Mark Rivera. You can never doubt Mark as a musician or as a person. His spirit is high, and I suspect it’s a big reason why he’s played with pretty much everyone.

But it can’t have come easy. Fifty years is a long time to be doing the sideman’s hustle, pulling a rabbit out of a hat every time the mortgage is due or the taxman shows up. And let’s face it, rock ’n’ roll isn’t always good for your health.

So how does he do it? It’s a good question and well worth the spotlight.
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PART ONE
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A kid from the old neighborhood: performing “Italian Restaurant” with one of the greatest songwriters and performers to ever grace the stage, the amazing Billy Joel. Madison Square Garden, 2022. (Credit: Myrna Suárez)
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UP IN THE AIR


March 2020. Delta flight 2261. Homebound from Mexico City after a Billy Joel show.

I look out the airplane window, surveying what’s beneath. A chance to get above it all. A chance to reflect. Where to begin? Looking back isn’t exactly the musician’s most in-tune skill:

You did good or you fucked up. Who cares? That was four measures ago. All that matters is what’s happening now. And if you can’t get hip to that, you may as well be, I don’t know—at MIT doing quantum physics or some other contemplative bullshit. Because this rhythm section is cooking, so either get with it or get off the stage.

Our craft is about staying in the present, moving forward with the music.

The flight attendant comes by with a drink. Double Ketel on the rocks, a splash of cranberry, and a lemon wedge. I say thank you. I smile. I take the time. I’m being responsive. There’s a rhythm here; my job is to get hip to it.

Can’t do that unless I’m keeping up with the music.

But then the flight attendant is gone, our micro jam session concluded. What now? I take a sip. It’s true, musicians will drink to forget. But sometimes, we drink to remember—to come out of the present and, for me, be grateful. Because I’ve had a hell of a ride. If someone had told me when I started in this business that I’d be jumping around on stages for more than half a century, I’d have said they were fucking crazy. There are just too many hazards to even contemplate a long run like that. Burnout, suicide, overdoses, irrelevance …

Back in 1986, between stints with Foreigner and Billy Joel, I took a gig touring with Yoko Ono. One day after rehearsal, she brought the band up to her apartment at the Dakota. The same place she and John Lennon had lived together, the same place where John was shot and killed coming out of his limousine and entering the building. And I remember going into the apartment and seeing John’s glasses on the windowsill. They were the same pair he’d been wearing the night he was murdered. One of the lenses was still caked in his blood. Yoko kept them there, she said, because it was all that she had left of him.

A decade earlier, I’d played with John at what would be his final live appearance, and now, seeing the glasses in an apartment where this man had a family and all of those things that make a life, a feeling of impermanence washed over me. John was the reason a whole generation of musicians, myself included, became rock ’n’ rollers, and here was absolute proof that none of us, not even the rock immortals themselves, could predict how long we’d be around to celebrate that thing we all loved: music. And the fact that I’ve been blessed to make music with so many of the greats like John, night after night, year after year, is something to be thankful for. It’s also something worth sharing.

I’m looking out the window again, feeling better about the prospect. I’ve had victories to savor, failures to mull. And it wasn’t always plane rides with drinks made nice and neat. It wasn’t always sold-out shows in Mexico City or Japan or Rome or wherever. Those are easy places to go—and there were some good times. But there were also a lot of rides on the B-train—gigs in shitty neighborhoods in shitty clubs with shitty drummers.

After all, none of us just appeared on the big stage. We each came from somewhere.



■ Brooklyn, New York, 1975

I borrowed the monkey suit and tie. The collar of obedience. My cousin, Vinny, pulled up in his 1970 Dodge Dart and honked the horn. Forty-First Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenue. The house where I grew up.

I came out the front door, shouting goodbye to my parents, and shuffled down the brick stoop with my gear and a little suitcase. The monkey suit was on a coat hanger. Vinny popped the trunk and I plopped in all my stuff: saxophone, amp, gig bag, the suitcase, and an electric bass.

Shit. If the collar of obedience wasn’t enough of a reminder that I didn’t want to do the gig, the bass was. We were headed to the Catskills, two hours upstate, to play Latin cocktail music for some rich folks. That was the drag—not the bass itself—but knowing that I was in for endless hours of playing nothing but bum, bum, bum, bum … all the while stuffed into some suit. Not exactly rock ’n’ roll.

I unzipped the suitcase. Inside, wedged between the socks and underwear, were a couple of joints. I took out the first, closed the trunk, and hopped into the car.

I remember thinking that I needed to get as high as possible both because it was two hours to the Jewish Alps and because I was a mess. That’s the way it was when you were twenty-two years old and you wanted to be a rock star—you’re moving along, life feels good for a spell, like you’ve got it under control, and then the ground drops out from under you. Over and over again, baseless optimism followed by the inevitable fall back to earth: You chose a musician’s path, and you will therefore spend most of your time just trying to get on your feet and figuring out what the hell you’re doing.

So, what was I doing? I’d been in more bands than I had hairs on my head: Home Brew, Our Gang, General Meek, Essence … and those were only the ones we’d bothered to name. I was always picking up other gigs: Hey Mark, I got this thing out in Queens. Bring your guitar … Hey Mark, you sing great! Wanna come out to the East Village tonight? … Hey Mark, grab your sax and let’s head up to the Upper East Side and sit in with those cats … I was all over the city, five, six, seven nights a week. I was hustling. Or at least telling myself I was. Because the hustle is about real bread, and I wasn’t making any.

Vinny steered us out of the city, and I tried to stay upbeat. It had been a while since we’d hung out and I didn’t want to be a drip to my big cousin, who was more of an older brother to me. We grew up two blocks apart and my mother was always leery of him because we’d usually get into some kind of trouble. Mostly because I was always wanting to impress Vinny. He’d say, “You know, you should be a stuntman,” and he’d have me rolling down the stairs or falling off a garage roof.

Then he’d say, “Yeah, that was good, you should do it again.”

And I’d be like, “Okay, Vinny.”

But our real bond was always music. Listening to it, playing out—neither of us could get enough, and we’d been in and out of bands together throughout junior high and high school.

So here I was again, tagging along with Vinny to his weekend gig. He knew I needed the dough. Their bass player had just quit, and Vinny talked the band leader into giving me the spot—My cousin can play anything you fuckin’ got on any fuckin’ instrument you want.

Vinny was always talking me up like that.

It was at a place called the Raleigh Hotel up in the Catskills. The deal was two hundred dollars for two shows, Friday and Saturday night. Vinny said we’d be driving back to Brooklyn right after the second show, when I anticipated we’d be stoned out of our minds. (Not like I could afford it. But, like I said, you needed the grass to make it through the doldrums.)

The windows were rolled down and the sticky summer air was finally moving. “You can play these bass parts, right?” Vinny asked. I told him it was no problem. He kept talking, warning me that the band leader was kind of an asshole and not to let him get under my skin, and about the set list and the chord changes. I was nodding, only half-listening because the pot was doing its thing and the trees were going by, lush and green. I wasn’t worried about the chord changes. I simply didn’t want to do the gig or meet the stupid band leader or deal with any of this shit. I was twenty-two years old, back living with my parents, making no money, and the idea of the rock ’n’ roll dream was getting further and further away. The only thing getting closer was the rotten gig, and I really wanted Vinny to just stop yapping and keep driving, past the hotel so we could get up into the mountains and, I don’t know, become Buddhist monks or something.

How did it get this way? Ever since I was a kid, I’d dreamed of becoming a rock star, not some guy schlepping upstate to play cocktail gigs. What the hell happened to the dream?
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COUNTING STEPS


Brewster, New York, 2020

We got back from Mexico City, and then they canceled Billy’s next show at Madison Square Garden. There’s a virus. It was on the news starting a few months ago. It’s been coming, like a wave, and now everyone has to stay put for a bit. But I’m not good at staying put—I’ve been gigging since I was thirteen.

So, I’m home–the same house my wife, Sandra, and I bought back in 1984 when I was between gigs (Billy’s An Innocent Man and Foreigner’s Agent Provocateur tours)—and I’m sitting in my favorite room in the house. Windows all around. Another perch to gaze and reflect. I’m thinking about how important music is to me. Ever since I was a kid, music just resonated with something inside. Because you can’t teach someone to sing in tune and you can’t teach someone to dance in time. You either have good pitch or good rhythm, or you don’t. It speaks to you innately and turns that something on.

Miles Davis said that if you play one note right, everything else just makes sense. He was referring to tone, the quality of the sound: its pitch, its shape. What were those initial tones for me? When did music start making sense?

I gaze out the windows. The light is dim beneath the gray sky. We can’t play music right now. But there are buds on the trees, and a whole world is ready to emerge.



■ Brooklyn, 1959–1961

When I was six or seven years old, I used to blink my eyes a lot. My mother would freak out. “He needs to be tested,” she’d tell my father.

But my father was a very patient man. “Angie, don’t worry about it, it’ll pass,” he’d say. And he was right.

But I had a lot of quirks.

Like, when I walked around the house or the neighborhood with my pals, I would purposely drag my left big toe along the ground. Just a little bit. So instead of the even:

left, right, left, right, left, right …

it was:

DRAG, step, DRAG, step, DRAG, step …

For some reason, I felt that my left foot wasn’t getting as much attention as my right foot, and I was off kilter, like a gymnast about to fall off the balance beam. So, I would compensate, consciously dragging that toe along the ground to keep me steady—to keep me on the balance beam. Of course, every month or so, my left sneaker would have a huge hole in it, and I’d need a new pair. That would drive my mother crazy.

I couldn’t help it—I was compelled to always be making things even. Like if I scratched my left ear, at some point, even if it was like two minutes later, I needed to balance the ledger and scratch my right ear.

Also, I was obsessed with numbers, particularly the number 5. I would tap, say, the kitchen counter, with my right hand five times. But that wasn’t enough because I could also tap it with each of my five digits five times:

[thumb] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 … [index] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 …

[middle] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5… [ring] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 … [pinky] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

And of course, if I did it with my right hand, I had to follow with my left:

[left thumb] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 … [left index] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 … [left middle] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 … [left ring] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 … [left pinky] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

I’d tap my face, my neck, my shoulder, the doorknobs, the door jamb, the floor, the stereo, the cabinet … whatever. Tedious to some but soothing to me. Why? I have no idea except to say it felt good, like it was providing a consistency to my day. It was comforting to know there was something to fill up each moment and keep me from drifting. I guess it made me feel grounded. Like the more I touched things, the more I understood they were there and so was I.

But what if I stopped doing any of these things? Would that somehow unbalance my little kid universe and send things flying into outer space? I hoped not. So, I didn’t dare give any of them up. I had faith in these quirks, and I practiced them religiously. And the ritual that I practiced with the utmost dedication was counting steps as I went up and down stairways.

For example, there were five steps that led up to our house from the street where my friends and I played stoopball:

1, 2, 3, 4, 5 …

And then there was a sixth step that would go into the hallway:

6 …

Our house was multi-family and my grandparents lived in the two-bedroom upstairs just above us. My grandmother was cooking all the time and the entryway would always smell like good food. So, if I came in from my stoopball and smelled cookies, I would then run up those stairs and the count would continue:

7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20 …

Or if she and my grandfather were making tomato sauce in the basement, I would go down instead of up and it would now be a subtraction problem:

5, 4, 3, 2, 1, 0, –1, –2, –3, –4, –5 …

The combinations were endless because, like any kid, I never stayed in the same place for very long. Why would I? I loved my house, my family, my friends, my neighborhood. Plenty of steps! So, I was up and down all the time, keeping my counts and whatever new permutations I’d formulated as I went about my day.

And counting stairs was a habit my mother endorsed. The blinking was gone, and it was obvious that her son, while a little different, was a happy, social, and full-of-energy kid.

He also seemed to be good at numbers and math.

■ ■ ■

When I was probably about eight, my father had a Spanish guitar he would just kind of strum. He didn’t know what he was doing but I loved the sound. We’d be in the living room, and he would smile, and I would put my finger on the fretboard, and I’d know that if I wanted the sound to get higher, I would go this way; lower, go that way. I was simply reacting.

[image: ]

The front steps leading to the family apartments in Brooklyn, circa 1960. (Credit: Rivera Family Collection)

There’s something that happens when you make an instrument work. It begins with that very first note you learn to play. It touches something in you. I don’t know how, why, or what, but you’re inspired by it. So, you keep going.

You start being musical.

I remember I would watch The Three Stooges, and they had a couple of songs that I’d sing perfectly. And my Uncle Vinny—another Vinny—said, “You know, he’s got really good pitch. I’ll give him a couple lessons on the saxophone.”

So, my uncle taught me, and I’d be watching the way his fingers worked. It was a variation on my “fives” ritual, only the sequences were more interesting and meaningful: when done in a particular order, they produced a particular melody line. Once my uncle showed me how the combinations went, suddenly one of my compulsions was now producing these tones, which filled my ears and my whole body.

So Mom and Dad bought me a saxophone, which Uncle Vinny sourced when it probably fell off the back of a truck. And within a few months I was better than my uncle, so my parents sent me to Professor Cavolo once every week for three dollars. My father would come with me, and I made sure to practice because I was terrified that I would let my father down for $3, which was a lot of money back then. But I had trouble reading the notes. They just kind of ran all over the page—a big, jumbled mess. So, I’d listen to what Professor Cavolo would play and I’d go home, and I’d remember how the phrasing went and practice.

Then I’d pick up my dad’s guitar and play the notes there. It was like counting steps:

Dots and spaces, 5, 7, 9, 11—all the spaces on the fretboard.

I had my own patterns on both instruments and, using these patterns, I would play the piece of music correctly.

Only when Professor Cavolo would point to a particular line on the music sheet would I totally fuck it up because, again, the notes on the page were a giant mess. But the professor kept me on board. He knew I had an ear and a system to memorize what I heard. And three bucks a week was three bucks a week.

So I played and played. I enjoyed it so much, I just did it. I mean, the hardest thing to do on the saxophone is get a good sound, and you play long tones during lessons and practice. It’s boring as shit. But that’s what makes it happen. And within a few months, I had these calluses on my fingers that meant I could play for hours. I didn’t feel it. Through all the spurts and flubs, the instrument was speaking to me, making sense of things.

And I wanted it to say more.
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SHINING OVER BROOKLYN


Brewster, New York, 2020

Sandra and I are quarantined because we both caught the virus. We’d cut down our movements, acted responsibly, but it still happened. Sandra went over to help a woman at her house, and the woman called a few days later and said, “I don’t feel well.”

Sandra had worn a mask, but within seventy-two hours, we both had fevers.

But now we’re on the backside of it and Sandra has returned to staying busy. Winter is over, she says, and it’s time to plant a garden. So we spent the weekend outside, working in the dirt.

My wife amazes me. Born and raised just outside of Zurich, she is the ultimate Swiss Miss. If you’re on time, you’re late. This is how things are. I’d come home from the road, being away four, six weeks sometimes, and I’d say, “Let’s keep the kids home from school tomorrow,” and Sandra would say, “No.” And I’d say, “Well, how about we—”

“No,” she’d interrupt, “if you change the rules to fit your situation, then they’re not really rules. And if you don’t adhere to that, then it winds up being like, ‘Oh, whatever the hell happens, happens.’”

So, we’re quarantined at the house, and we have more than we need. I turn on the water, and there’s water. I open the refrigerator and there’s food. These are all things where you have to say, “By God’s grace I still have plenty.” So, as we planted our garden together—tilling soil, sowing seeds, watering them in—I tried to let that feeling of gratitude wash over me. Because I, too, sprouted from a simple place under the sun. I, too, am the sum of every good, bad, and indifferent action, relationship, conversation, whatever …

Everything that’s ever happened in my life, I am the end product of it.



■ Over Brooklyn, Saturday morning, circa 1965

Beneath, spread out as far as the eye can see, are the apartments and houses of thousands of multigenerational families, each waking to a new day in their quest to make it in a New World. Out of some of these homes, scattered around, middle-school-aged children begin to appear, like ants out of a great mound’s many tunnels. Clutched in their hands are instruments of some kind—a horn, a drum, a violin. Music has been speaking to them and, rain or shine, they answer the call.

■ ■ ■

I was one of those kids. My father would load me and my saxophone into the car and drive the twenty minutes to Empire Boulevard and New York Avenue for Brooklyn Borough-Wide Band practice. It was offered to a select group of middle school musicians who showed talent and dedication to their instrument. And every Saturday, for two hours, my father would sit in the rehearsal hall, a content smile on his face, and listen to a stage full of thirteen-and fourteen-year-olds make noise. He would never miss it.

My father worked as a teletype operator for RCA Communications. He typed amazingly well. I don’t know how he learned to type like that. It was before fax machines and before RCA became automated. What he would type went into pneumatic tubes that shot the communiqué this way and that for overseas transmission. Years later, when they finally automated, he ran RCA’s computers.

He worked three different shifts. There was four to midnight: he’d get home around 12:30, sleep through the night, wake up, and spend the afternoons with us. Then there was 6 AM to 2 PM, his favorite shift because he’d leave the house at 5:30 AM, go to work at 6, and come home by 2:30. So, even if I was at school, I’d be coming home in time for us to have the whole day together. And then there was midnight to 8 AM, the graveyard shift. He’d get home about 8:30 AM, sleep a few hours, and start the day again. No matter what the shift, he never complained. Sometimes the guy worked double shifts, and I never knew anybody happier to do it for his family than my father.

And he provided. We didn’t have a lot, but we never thought we didn’t have enough. I remember my parents used to get me these jeans—I was skinny as a rail, they’d get me like a size 22 or 24 waist, and they’d get the length like really, really long. So, being a kid, I’d skin my knees, and my mother would put a patch on the knee, and six months later, the patch would be up by my thigh. I hadn’t outgrown the waist, but I was taller, and you’d see all of these patches crawling up my thigh instead of over the knee I’d scraped.

My father’s childhood hadn’t been fortunate. He came to the Harlem projects straight from Puerto Rico when he was twelve. He spoke no English and was told by his father he needed to get a job to help support the family. Somehow, he’d made it all work—he learned the language, excelled in the local public schools, and put food on the table. He didn’t talk about it much, and it wasn’t until I was older that I really understood the perseverance of this man, but you just got the sense that Dad was always a happy camper. A contented soul whose glass was always halfway full. And that gratitude was infectious. I can remember as a kid coming into the house and seeing my parents dancing or holding hands. They were very much in love, and Mom, who would stutter whenever she got nervous, always looked so relaxed and content when my father was nearby. She, like the rest of us, loved to be around him.
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Dad and me in 1984, celebrating Foreigner’s album 4 and my success with the band. A hard worker and the consummate family man, Dad immigrated to America as a kid without knowing a lick of English or a dime in his pocket. (Credit: Rivera Family Collection)

There’s an expression he had—come sin vergüenza, which means “eat without shame.” In other words, if you’re eating a peach, take the bite and let the juice run down your chin—don’t let your pleasure embarrass you. My father believed a person should always live like that: dance like no one is looking, sing like no one is listening. Just enjoy it and be totally absorbed in the moment.

And my father adored music. Jazz. Classical. Latin. We had this great stereo system (like my saxophone, it fell off the truck and Uncle Vinny was there to scoop it up), and my father would record his favorite weekly program on WRVR, Riverside Radio. It was jazz with a DJ named Ed Beach who would do an hour-long set of a particular artist—A Night with Charlie Parker, A Night with Lester Young, A Night with Dizzy Gillespie, A Night with Coleman Hawkins—and my father would run the tape very slowly so it would last for the whole program. Then during the week, he’d sit down and listen to the music, and you could see him get totally absorbed in the sound.

It wasn’t just jazz programs; it was the Latin music, too, and my father would dance around the living room and be unabashedly swept away
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