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Author’s Note

In the book you’re about to read, you’ll notice that references to my father, Clarence Avant, are in the present tense. Sadly, on Sunday, August 13, 2023, just as this book was going to press, my wonderful dad passed away. He was ninety-two.

We are devastated to have lost him. He was a titan, one of the greatest of Americans, a man who made a difference to so many lives . . . and he was also my dad, a mischievous, profane, loving, brilliant father. I can see him even now, sitting in the yard of my California home, listening to Ellington, or Sinatra, or my seventies playlist, and cursing at the size of the ravens in our garden. . . . But it seems appropriate that references to my father in this book remain in the present tense. Clarence lives; my mother, Jacqueline, lives; their lives were so extraordinary that to even conceive of them as in the past makes a mockery of time, let alone grammar. So, in the present tense he remains: Clarence Alexander Avant, 1931–2023. And boy, did he make something of the dash between those dates.




Dedication

For my parents

* * *
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Introduction

I was home alone on the evening of Tuesday, November 30, 2021. Well after midnight—I’d been asleep for hours by this point—something told me to look at my phone. When I did, I saw something you never want to see in the middle of the night: about a million missed calls from my brother, Alex, and the same from my husband, Ted, who was close by at a work retreat. With my heart racing, before I could even work out what was going on, my husband’s name appeared on the screen again. I quickly answered his call and before I was able to say hello, he said something to me that would change my life forever.

“Love, you’ve got to get up, get dressed, and get to Cedars—your mom’s been shot.”

Surrounded by the darkness of night, I froze. “This is a dream,” I thought. “This isn’t happening. I just have to wake up. Wake up, Nicole. It’s a nightmare. Wake up.”

There are some words that make no sense and will never make any sense. Never, never, never.

“What the hell are you talking about?” I said. “Where was she? Was she out with my father? Wait, what time is it?”

Yet even as I asked, I realized quickly that there was no time for questions. I needed to go to my mother.

* * *

My mother, Jacqueline, was the person in our family who held the pieces together when things were about to fall apart. She never stood on the sidelines. Like the queen of a kingdom, in moments of crisis her instinct was to act. For my entire life I saw her deliberately move through the world with grit, grace, and gratitude.

In that moment after I received the call, I left myself. Maybe I became my mother or maybe I became more deeply myself. I am not sure, but what I do know is that my mother needed a woman like her right then. I had no idea how shattered our lives would be, but I knew that as my mother’s daughter, I had to hold the pieces together. There was no time to wonder, to parse meaning. I learned from both my parents that when there was a challenge, sitting still until a solution wandered by wasn’t good enough.

Nothing good ever happens by sitting on a damn couch.

So I brushed my teeth, got dressed. I went downstairs, put some food out for the dogs, and got in the car . . . calmly. Not shaking. I could feel my mother everywhere; she was guiding me, as she’d always done. I was tremendously grateful for her. I felt her grit filling me. I prayed for grace.

I found myself driving west on Sixth Street toward Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. All the lights were green. When the last light before I had to turn into the hospital started to flicker, I took this as a sign that my mom was trying to connect with me.

“Mom,” I said out loud, “I’m on my way to the hospital. I have no real idea what happened, except that you’re eighty-one years old and you’ve been shot. I don’t know by whom, or where, or why, but I’m on my way. And everything is going to be okay, regardless of what happens. Mom, if you can hear me, I don’t know what God’s plan is, but don’t feel that you have to come back and take care of Alex or Dad, because I’ll do that. Mom, you’ve lived a great life. I’ve got it from here.”

She didn’t need to be next to me to hear me.

I knew she received my message. I had no idea what state she was in, but I wanted to offer my strong, elegant mother the relief she deserved.

I felt the urge to compose myself, not because I was okay. I was not okay. I collected myself because I was raised to believe that love is an action word. Love is not only something we are. Love is something we do. Love, the act of love, like the series of green lights, was moving me forward, telling me to keep going.

When I arrived at the hospital, the first person I saw was my father. I looked down and noticed that his left sock was stained with blood. I was later told that the slippers he was wearing were brought to him by a neighbor who’d seen my father, in shock, without shoes, being questioned by the police on the street in front of his home.

Of all I witnessed and went through that night, the gesture of those slippers stays in my memory. We must never underestimate the impact of a simple act of care.

The next person I saw was my brother, Alex, frantically pacing around the room and on the phone, his girlfriend, Airess, at his side.

Soon, Ted arrived and the police told us what they knew about the night.

An intruder had broken into my parents’ home at around 2:25 a.m. and while attempting to rob their home, had shot my mother in the back with an assault rifle.

My blood boiled. My heart felt as if it would leap through my chest. My deep sadness and fear were instantly covered with a blanket of anger.

Someone hurt my mother?

I couldn’t comprehend it. How could anyone hurt my mother? A woman who lived with such respect for life. She wouldn’t harm an insect. Believe me, I grew up witnessing my mother releasing various insects from inside her home back outdoors to where they belong.

Someone hurt my mother?

Hot, painful tears streamed down my face.

And then I looked up and saw my father, the man who’d spent his entire life living in the warmth of my mother’s light. A light that was fading fast.

I felt myself coming apart, but I couldn’t, for the sake of my family. At least not in this moment.

I took a deep breath. And I held the pieces.

When the surgeon appeared, I saw the look on his face and knew. We all knew.

My father always says, “You come with a number, and you end with a number.”

Those are my mother’s numbers, and this book is the dash in between:

Jacqueline Avant, March 6, 1940–December 1, 2021.

* * *

The trauma of my mother’s death is not the story of her life. Her ending was tragic, yes, but her life was beautiful. One of her great superpowers was her ability to acknowledge hardship without staying in it for too long. She never let anyone rob her of her faith in God and all the blessings bestowed upon her and our family.

I didn’t realize how deeply her way of being was ingrained in me until she was taken from me. Even on my hardest days (of which I have had countless), I saw and felt my blessings. In the midst of my emotional devastation, I have found small moments of relief—the sun on my face, the flowers emerging in my garden at my home after the long winter, standing over the stove with my father making our morning eggs, my husband’s humor, long and rewarding conversations with our children, afternoons on the couch with our dogs.

I am so thankful to my mother for teaching me to love what there is to love and hold on to what there is to hold on to, no matter what.

* * *

If you only glance at my mom’s life, it could appear to be all glitz and glamour. She was always fashionable and perfectly put together—you would never see Jacqueline Avant in the world with even one hair out of place.

But if you take a deeper look at my mother—past the Chanel suit, the lipstick, the jaw-dropping jewelry—you’ll find she was kind of a nerd. That is actually one of my favorite things about her.

She was born in Jamaica, Queens, New York, in 1940. She was a writer, an editor, and a voracious reader. Her first job was in New York City as a hospital technician and phlebotomist.

Maya Angelou said, “Each of us has that right, that possibility, to invent ourselves daily. If a person does not invent herself, she will be invented. So, to be bodacious enough to invent ourselves is wise.” My mother was brave enough to invent and reinvent herself throughout her life.

She met my father in the early 1960s while auditioning for the Ebony Fashion Fair, a traveling benefit that consisted of the most beautiful Black women in America modeling clothing from the best designers in the world. Once they moved to California, she became the most stylish woman and philanthropist in Beverly Hills. I was born in 1968; Alex, my brother, arrived in 1971.

Even with that sheen of glamour, our family was and is Black with a capital B. A Black couple with a baby on the way moving into Beverly Hills in the midst of housing discrimination and redlining was hard to imagine back then. Los Angeles may have been overflowing with movie stars, athletes, hippies, artists, celebrities, and progressive industry leaders, but it was no less segregated than parts of the American South.

When we moved in, we had the Slotkin family on one side and the Maltz family on the other. On our very first day, Mrs. Slotkin said to my mom, “They weren’t very welcoming to us, either, but I would like to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

Florence Slotkin showed my mom the ropes and became one of her best friends. She introduced my mom to the best parks to take me to in my stroller, restaurants in the neighborhood, grocery stores, dry cleaners, you name it.

I often feel that my mom’s life really began in Los Angeles. Her roots were in New York, but her fruits came to bear in California. It is where she started her family and found her people. History and community were everything to my mother. Besides her faith, that is what she valued most.

Grief comes in waves, and in the moments when I feel like I am underwater, I find solace in this thought: my mother loved and was loved in return.

In this book I share how my mother’s life experiences became my life lessons. I share the unexpected pathways and light-bulb moments I have found as I moved through my grief. I share stories of those who loved me through the most traumatic time of my life, and tales from the tribe of my parents’ closest friends who raised and inspired me to be the woman I am today.

This book is a collection of memories, reflections, and thoughts that fueled me to keep going, and keep giving.




One

Think You’ll Be Happy

—Your sweet potato pie is waiting for you. [image: image]

—Hi mom. Sorry I missed you earlier. Dad said you were resting. I was just telling Ted that I think our time expired on the pie. [image: image] I’ll see how I feel about it tomorrow. Have a good evening. [image: image]

—OK. Think you’ll be happy.

Texts between my mom and me, November 30, 2021

My mom was a homemaker, but I don’t mean that she was passive. She turned our home into an ecosystem where anyone—from an artist to a politician to a business leader—could feel warmth, soul, and connection.

My dad, Clarence, is funny and smart and can move around the world, but he’s not a particularly social person and never used to take good care of himself. My mom was his lifeline—she kept him social and active.

My mother had this ability to make everyone rise to the occasion and show up as their best selves. If you wanted to be in the Avant home, you had to have a high vibration—she didn’t care if you were famous or not, you were not coming into her home with negativity.

I didn’t always welcome her close attention. I often felt that my mom hovered over me. Some people do so to protect those they love from life. For her, it was about guiding me to serve and know my power in any situation. She urged me to be unafraid in uncomfortable situations so that later in life I’d know how to thrive and survive instead of whine and complain. (But believe me, most of my life I was saying under my breath, “Land, woman, land! The hovering can stop!”)

Today, I realize she “hovered” to remain close to me; she wanted me to be strong and clear and ready to hold the baton on the day it would be passed to me.

But what are you supposed to do when the baton lands in your hands on the heels of shock and tragedy?

* * *

Neither my mother nor I knew that her last text to me would be the words “Think you’ll be happy,” but it is fitting that she left me with a mantra for resiliency.

My mother chose to live a victorious life. My mother believed that service was the most thorough way to share her blessings, rather than hoard them (she would say, “Blessings don’t belong to us—they are only loaned”).

She found joy in surrounding herself with beauty, too, cultivating an astonishing collection of Japanese lacquers, as well as works by prominent African American artists.

She chose to be happy regardless of the circumstances around her. That’s who she was. It was all a choice. She knew that choosing to be happy begins with believing you will be happy. She always believed that things would get better. Mom understood that she was on display because of her position in life. She always made sure to have her “face on,” and a smile. Her attitude was “If I’ve been blessed to play the role of Jacquie Avant in this lifetime then damn it, I’m going to show up as the most glorious version of myself that I can possibly be.”






Blessings don’t belong to us—they are only loaned.






My mom knew how to be warm and open without taking shit from people—including her own kids and husband!

My father, the legendary Clarence Avant, is the man behind so many brilliant music industry careers—Bill Withers, Lalo Schifrin, Jimmy Smith, Dinah Washington, Freda Payne, Don Cornelius, Andre Harrell, Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis, L.A. Reid and Babyface. A man who pulled himself out of Jim Crow–era poverty and racism until he became a kingmaker in the entertainment business and used that power to move into sports, influencing the careers of Muhammad Ali, Jim Brown, Jackie Robinson, and Hank Aaron. Dad was able to say, without a hint of irony, “I don’t have problems, I have friends.”

He also had Jacquie.

One of my favorite stories about her was the night that Bill Withers and my father were butting heads before Bill’s show at Carnegie Hall in New York City. These moments of friction were typical of those between artist and record executive, but on this particular night my father decided to be more annoyed than usual and announced he wasn’t going to attend the concert at all. My mother let him huff and puff like a child, and then very calmly she said, “You are getting dressed and you are going to the show and you are going to fix things with Bill.”

That night, from the stage, Bill looked out at the audience and said, “Is Clarence Avant in the house?”

My mother looked at my father and said, “See, how would you have felt if you hadn’t been here? Like a fool, that’s how!”

My mother wanted to help my father leave his anger and frustration so he could embrace joy and his duty to the work at hand. This is a lesson that my father would not always remember, but it’s one that I have never forgotten. And it has saved me many times from wallowing for too long.

And it wasn’t just Clarence she schooled.

My mother saved every award, trophy, flag, and commendation I ever received. One year, when I was around eight years old, I realized that I was not, after all, going to come in first, second, or third in my tennis camp class. I’d had dreams of being Evonne Goolagong, but I played more like Evonne Move-Along. I ran home one night and complained to my mother about it.

“There’s only one thing to do,” she said.

With that, she went out to the carport, moved her silver Cadillac Seville out onto the street, handed me a tennis racket and a ball, and said, “You’re going to hit that ball against the carport wall over and over until you get better.”

On the final day of tennis camp, sure enough I didn’t come even close to the medals . . . until finally they announced, “Most Improved Player: Nicole Avant.”

I couldn’t believe my ears; I didn’t even know such an award existed. To her final days, my mother always claimed that the two moments she was most proud of me in her entire life were the day I signed the papers at the State Department to become a United States ambassador, and the afternoon in 1977 when I got the “Most Improved” award in tennis.

* * *

I carry two things with me that were left to me by each of my grandmothers after they passed—their Bibles.

My dad’s mom was very open about her faith, though it still manages to cause some confusion at home. I always thought she was a Baptist; my dad says she was a Methodist. The great thing is, it doesn’t matter. She set the tone for our entire family, and whatever creed she did or did not follow, what mattered was that she taught me to have a personal relationship with Jesus and to be led by his example. She would say to me, “You should just talk to him like he’s your friend. Don’t ask; just talk.” To her, the whole reason for religion was to gain character, to be more like God (that is, good). If you’re in it for anything else, then you’re in it for the wrong reasons. So if your religion tells you to hurt people, or to blow up buildings, or to attack an abortion center, or to deny the rights of women or gay people or whoever doesn’t look or sound like you, then here’s a question: “Would God do this?” And if the answer is no, then the message isn’t from him, and you shouldn’t do that task in his name. In fact, you shouldn’t do it, period.

I thank God that my grandmother taught me so early about the magic of the Divine. For her, it was always about character, good character. She would also say, “You have to be the blessing.” So whether you were born into riches or poverty, into a joyful family or a broken one—you, me, all of us: we’re called to be a blessing to those around us.

I don’t take for granted anything I have achieved in my life as a Black American woman. And I recognize my unique upbringing. I am lucky and I am blessed. I was taught to honor our past and pay forward our fruits. My parents may have raised me in the bubble of Beverly Hills, but they made sure that bubble was not the lens through which I saw the world.

They made sure I always understood that after hundreds of years of erasure, abuse, and belittlement, even the most high-achieving Black people in all areas of life—business, sports, industry, the arts, science, you name it—have to work twice as hard for recognition.

The zip code of my birth was 90210, but my true background lay in North Carolina and Virginia, the birthplace of my parents and of our families of origin, and places where a strange fruit too often grew. I am a product of four centuries of bonds. My people endured literal bondage.

That is why I take my freedom so seriously. I want to do real work, effect real change. I want to do what I do driven by a faith in God and an emphasis on love, and by seeing people, and sharing stories, and getting involved—whether that is telling the stories of Black figures like my father, or the 6888, the first and only majority-Black, all-female World War II battalion. My parents taught me that faith and freedom are about moving toward the light and bringing everyone you possibly can into the light at all times. It is not work that is done in the darkness of the shadows.

My people prayed; damn, they prayed hard. That’s why I pray hard now. They shouted their field hollers until they turned those hollers into jubilees, and on into the blues, and from the blues into R&B. But it all started from the seed of prayer.

That’s why Bill Withers’s song “Grandma’s Hands” has always been one of my favorites—“Grandma’s hands used to ache sometimes and swell. . . . Put yourself in Jesus’ hands.” He knew his history began on Sunday mornings. It began with God. That’s why I keep my grandmothers’ Bibles close.

A few days after I lost my mother, I sent my dear friend Amy to my childhood home and asked that she bring me my mother’s Bible.

* * *

The first prayer my mother made me memorize was Philippians 1:11: “May you always be doing those good, kind things that show you are a child of God, for this will bring much praise and glory to the Lord” (The Living Bible).

This prayer became my starting point as I created a roadmap for grief. My friend Penny says, “Grief is the receipt from the universe showing that you loved someone or something and loved them very deeply.”

I often think about what my mother would have done if what happened to us had happened to someone in her life. I sincerely believe she would have grabbed us all by the lapels, set us upright, and told us to create love out of hate, peace out of violence, just as my friends did for me. And she would have insisted we turn to God, too, to reflect and share his unending love and give him glory.

As for me, well, I’ve decided to make the pain count—and count for something good. It’s not just my mother’s example inspiring me: I am here on the shoulders of so many before me. Those great men and women who lived in terror every day, and for hundreds of years, and fought and prayed and believed enough for me to be writing this and speaking to you as a free person.

I’d face my grief by doing, by doubling down on faith, love, and my family.

My friend Jennifer reminded me that no one could possibly know what I was feeling or going through, and accordingly they had no right to tell me how to grieve or “start living again.” “Go to this therapist.” “Go to this doctor.” “Go to this healer.” “Call this support group.” So often someone would dish out advice. And each time, Jennifer would very sternly remind me that I was on a path of my own—a path that no one would ever be able to comprehend because it was mine and mine alone. It wasn’t my responsibility to explain my new life or my feelings to anyone. The grace Jennifer showed me in her words gave me the strength and the permission to bow out gracefully when necessary and without explanation.

Some people have asked if I am okay. I think I hate this question more than any other, because everyone already knows the answer: “No, I’m not okay—someone just killed my mother.” I had a lot of people needing and wanting my attention constantly, and it made me feel as if I were failing them in some way. I’d think, “Could you maybe realize that I’m in the middle of an investigation? Maybe I’m taking care of a ninety-one-year-old? Maybe I’m trying to figure out what to write on my mother’s tombstone?”

This has been the worst part of this process—when people have made my loss about their grief, their trauma, their sadness. So many people have wanted to know the details of that night and expected me to explain how such a horrific thing could happen to my family. “Why not my family?” is how I’d respond in my head. “Who are we that this couldn’t happen to us?” One of life’s most heartbreaking truths is that bad things happen to good people all the time. I was so uncomfortable being asked to answer questions as if I was a news anchor reporting a story rather than a daughter grieving the loss of her mother.

Hope is an aggressively positive frame of mind, and I choose to be anchored in it. I’ve decided to expect something good every day, just as my mom found hope and goodness everywhere she looked (because she looked!). My faith is holding my head above these troubled waters, too—the joy of the Lord is my strength, and without joy, you can’t actualize strength. Joy makes us stronger.
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If you don’t know the answer to life’s most difficult questions, why always pick the worst possible option? Or as the great sage, my husband, Ted Sarandos, once put it to me, “Sometimes you just don’t get to know the answer, Nicole. Your job is to trust and have faith in the Lord—that’s all you can really do.”

When he said that to me about my mom, I snapped. “How dare you tell me I don’t get to know why, Ted? Someone has to explain this to me.”

In some ways, that’s the worst part of it: you know that there’s no explanation coming.

So, with all the things I don’t know—and they are legion—I’m choosing to follow the lead of goodness, of God, of Jesus—the first social activist. Of Buddha, Allah, Krishna. Of JFK, RFK, Malcolm X, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Medgar Evers, Frederick Douglass. Of Ida B. Wells, Shirley Chisholm, Ruby Bridges, James Baldwin. Of Booker T. Washington. Of Mother Teresa.

Of Jacqueline Avant.

In the face of terrible things, my mother would have said, “Think you’ll be happy,” just as she did to me in her last text. So I think I will be happy; I want readers also to be happy, to keep going, to find gratitude, and hold on to blessings.

* * *

I’ve realized a lot of things since my mother died. For a start, quitting is not an option. Doesn’t matter how rough the seas are, you can’t just jump ship. There are too many people I still love on the boat. Sadness comes in waves, but as the Buddha says, misery and suffering are often a choice.

I’ve seen the worst our world has to offer, and it happened to the best our world has to offer.

I’ve learned that forgiveness is an act of casting the burdens—burdens of humiliation, shame, blame, anger, disappointment, and hatred—back to the Divine. I don’t condone what happened; that’s not what forgiveness is. Instead, I’m working to give up the negative energy surrounding it. I do not want to be poisoned by it. There is a person in the world who took life from my mother, but that kind of energy won’t take my life too.

I don’t want to carry the sadness and anger I have toward the man who did this to my mother, so I’m casting my burdens upon God and choosing a different way: I’m worshiping God amid the worst storm imaginable.




Jacqueline Avant

“Grace is one of those things you can’t predict. It doesn’t just come, it shows up and blesses you. . . . That is how you always felt if you were in Jacquie Avant’s presence. She showed up and you were blessed.”

—OPRAH WINFREY

“She was the matriarch of our community. While I was not born and raised in LA, when I say ‘our community,’ I mean amongst Black people. But all other communities looked at her as a shining, living example of elegance. . . . With her, you realized you were talking to somebody deep. It wasn’t a raindrop in a cup—it was more like standing next to the ocean.”

—PHARRELL WILLIAMS

“Jacquie was the sweetest person you could ever meet. She had a beautiful soul, kind heart, and always had a kind word for everybody. She was quiet, yet powerful, and very smart.”

—MAGIC JOHNSON

“Jacquie Avant was a wonderful woman, a great partner to Clarence and mother to Alex and Nicole, an active citizen, and a dear friend to Hillary and me for thirty years. She inspired admiration, respect, and affection in everyone who knew her. We are heartbroken. She will be deeply missed.”

—BILL CLINTON

“I don’t say this lightly, but a light has gone out in Los Angeles.”

—FRED ROSEN, FORMER CEO OF TICKETMASTER

“I’m devastated and heartbroken by the loss of Jacquie Avant. She was an endlessly kind and generous soul who always sought out new ways to give back and lift others up.”

—AL GORE

“My heart breaks for Clarence and Nicole and all the Avant family. This world can be so cruel and cold!! I have no idea what kind of subhuman could shoot an eighty-one-year-old woman, and in her own home. But you can rest assured that every available resource will be used to find whoever is responsible for this awful nightmare. This is tremendously sad.”

—TYLER PERRY




Two

Mom

Your mom was one of the most special and beautiful people (inside and out). [She] raised all of us.

On October 30, 2021, just about one month before we lost my mother, Lionel Richie was slated to induct my father into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. (When we were kids and hits would play on the radio, we’d never mention the artist—it was always the record label honchos: “That’s Jerry’s song,” we’d say, or “That’s Irving’s song.” “That’s Geffen’s song.” “That’s Berry’s song.” “That’s Clive’s song.” “That’s Dad’s song.” But please note: Lionel Richie was the one who always got full credit!)

Dad was to receive the Ahmet Ertegun Award, named after the famed Turkish American songwriter, entrepreneur, and cofounder of Atlantic Records. The award is given to “non-performing industry professionals who, through their dedicated belief and support of artists and their music, have had a major influence on the creative development and growth of rock & roll and music that has impacted youth culture.” This was a very significant moment in my father’s life: after all he’d done to champion the artistic lives of so many, now the musical establishment was finally and formally recognizing his contribution.

But then something else very significant happened. My mom made it clear to me that she wasn’t going to attend the event. This was so unlike her that I was puzzled. She said that she didn’t want to travel to Cleveland, where the Hall of Fame is, and it was COVID time . . . but looking back, I think something really important was happening in her heart.

“I’m tired,” she told me, “and I haven’t had a weekend to myself in over fifty years. You can deal with your father for two days. Good luck!”

That sat fine with me. I not only understood it but deeply respected it. But now, in retrospect, I wonder, Did she know she didn’t have long and wanted a weekend to prepare her soul? She and my father believed deeply in intuition, in the mind telling you things, leading you places. I’ll never know; but nothing could ever surprise me about my mother and what she knew of life.

* * *

On Tuesday, March 3, 2020—just a few days before the world went to hell in a handbasket thanks to COVID-19—I attended a memorial service for Joe Smith, a man I deeply loved. If you’re a fan of Van Morrison, James Taylor, Neil Young, Joni Mitchell, Fleetwood Mac, Randy Newman, the Grateful Dead, America, the Eagles, Frank Sinatra, Paul McCartney, Brian Wilson, Linda Ronstadt, Garth Brooks, Maurice White, Neil Diamond, Alice Cooper, Bonnie Raitt, or even Liberace, chances are you would have loved him, too.

Joe was a record executive at Warner Brothers and a true hero in the music business, but to many others, and to me and my family, he was even more. Joe and his
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