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To my dad—to the one who taught me how to be a man. How to be a father. How to have vision and dream big. The one who taught me to not just see it but to work hard to make it happen. The one who taught me to be kind to people.


I love you, Dad. Thank you.
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Foreword



For thirty-five years now I’ve been hosting a show on TNT called Inside the NBA, sharing the screen with Charles Barkley, Shaquille O’Neal, and Kenny Smith. A centerpiece of our coverage every season is the NBA’s All-Star Weekend, and for a couple of decades now, one of the events of that weekend is something I’ve been honored to emcee. It’s called the Legends Brunch, where some of the game’s brightest stars are saluted. Others, who have passed in the previous year, are likewise remembered in what is always a sobering, heartfelt few minutes.


That’s how I first met PJ Morton.


New Orleans was hosting All-Star Weekend in 2017. The producer of the Legends Brunch, George DeFotis, and I were going over the run of show a couple of hours beforehand. When we got to the “In Memoriam” portion of the rundown, he said, “PJ Morton will be singing as we show images of those we’ve lost in the past year.” I’ll be honest here. I didn’t know who PJ was, but George said, “He plays keyboards for Maroon 5.” Now, look, I know who Maroon 5 is. In fact, I had taken my daughter Carmen to one of their concerts outside Atlanta. (Every now and then I have the capability of being a cool dad, and going to a Maroon 5 show, at least in my estimation, qualified.) I just didn’t know the band members.


But after what I heard that day in New Orleans when PJ took the stage, I knew I would never forget him. I introduced the segment and glanced to my right, where a spotlight in the darkened ballroom shone on PJ at his keyboard. As massive video screens displayed photos and archive footage of former NBA players, he delivered an absolutely heartrending yet uplifting version of Donnie Hathaway’s “A Song for You.” It was perfect, from first note to last. A thousand or so NBA fans sat in reverential silence, rivetted. I took the stage after that performance, speechless—which is never a good thing to be when you’re expected to introduce the next segment. I managed to do that, and then rushed backstage, hoping to catch PJ before he left, just to let him know how powerful his performance had been. We had a chance to speak for a few minutes and take a quick photo.


A few months later, we arranged for PJ and his band to come to the TNT studios on a game night, where he rocked the joint with “Sticking to My Guns,” and the following December, as part of our Christmas show on TNT, he returned to provide some holiday flavor. Again he delivered in a way that was simply good for your soul. The man has a gift.


I got hooked on his solo efforts—especially the album Gumbo, which became a fixture on my playlists. Fast-forward a couple of years, and there came an occasion in Atlanta that will remain incredibly special for me and my wife. We had just lost one of our children, Michael. We had adopted him from Romania in the early nineties. Born with muscular dystrophy, he far outlived expectations—a remarkable thirty-three years. It was only a few months after Michael died in October 2021 that PJ and his outstanding right-hand man, Wade Jordan, reached out, as they often did, to alert me to the fact that PJ would be playing in Atlanta. My wife, Cheryl, and I made our way to City Winery on a Sunday night and spent some time pre-show talking to PJ. I had told Cheryl all about him… how she needed to meet him… how he was cool and humble and talented—all those things her husband had yet to master. And we shared with PJ Michael’s story, about the grief that was still so fresh and how a night out like this would give us a much-needed break.


The show was magical.


As I said, the man has a gift.


And then it happened.


As he introduced the song “Everything’s Gonna Be Alright,” he looked toward our table and spoke to us. He said he understood what was going on in our lives and hoped that we would take comfort in the fact that in time everything was gonna be all right. We will never forget that act of kindness, that display of empathy. I’ll never forget the total stranger at our table who reached out and took Cheryl’s hand in hers. I tear up now just writing this, almost as much as I did when listening that night and singing along with everyone else.


Over the last few years, it has given me such joy to remain in contact with PJ, to send congratulatory texts his way for his solo accomplishments—the string of multiple Grammy awards. Here’s a man—the son of a preacher—who humbly accepts the platitudes and shares the Gospel in an effortless and gracious way. He’s never forgotten his roots and has always had this air of gratitude about him. It’s refreshing to experience. It has been an honor to call him a friend. Saturday Night, Sunday Morning tells the story of what happens at the intersection of talent, determination, and Divine intervention. I know you’ll find wisdom in the pages that follow.


Because, as I’ve said, the man has a gift.


Ernie Johnson Jr.,


host of Inside the NBA,


author of Unscripted: The Unpredictable Moments That Make Life Extraordinary













Prologue



“Just play something, Paul.”


It was 1996, and I was fifteen years old. I was in the front room of my parents’ house on Wright Road in New Orleans East, seated at our baby grand piano. Sitting next to me on the bench, close enough that I could smell his aftershave, was Mr. Alphonse, my piano teacher. He was an older Black man with gray hair, a gray mustache, and glasses—a sweet man and a kind, patient teacher.


My mom, Dr. Debra Brown Morton, loved classical piano and wanted all her children to learn to play the traditional way. My dad, Bishop Paul S. Morton Sr., had a different perspective. He was from a musical family and had spent his whole life in and around music, and everyone he knew who played piano had learned to play by ear. But he was busy, so he let my mom do things her way. That meant piano lessons.


My sister Jasmine, who’s four years older than me, went first, taking lessons with a teacher named Mr. Burns. When I turned ten years old, it was my turn. I had been teaching myself to play by ear by playing the songs I heard on TV and the radio, but Mr. Burns wanted me to play scales. I thought that was a waste of time, because the scales were so much more basic than what I was already playing. But I was an obedient, respectful child, so I did my best.


When you start off in piano lessons, you read numbers instead of notes, and at first I really tried to learn the patterns by the numbers. Still, I ended up playing the pieces by ear because learning them that way was so much easier and faster. But Mr. Burns wasn’t fooled. He would snap, “Paul, you’re not reading the music. You’re playing extra stuff that’s not even there.” I couldn’t help it! I didn’t want to learn the traditional way. A few more weeks and my mom decided that maybe I wasn’t ready for piano lessons yet.


Now, five years later, I was trying again with Mr. Alphonse. My playing was a lot more advanced by this time, because I had been playing on my own a lot. When I was twelve, I started a band, Christians Combined, to play at my father’s church, and three years of gigs and rehearsals had really helped me develop my technique and ear. But for my mom’s sake, I still tried to learn the old-fashioned way.


I had four or five lessons with Mr. Alphonse. He would sit right next to me and have me play a pattern, watching my fingers move up and down the keys. Then he would say, “Do it again.” I would repeat the pattern, and he would say, “Do it again.”


Then came that day when he asked me to just play something. I looked at him, confused. Gently, he said, “Just play whatever you want to play.” So I played something that I made up on the spot. I don’t even remember what it was, just a series of chords and notes.


When I had finished playing, Mr. Alphonse was smiling. Then he said the words that would set the course of my life: “Paul, what you have is something I can’t teach people. I don’t know if you really need lessons. You’ve got the gift.” For a long time, I had known I could do things at the piano that other people couldn’t. I could hear a song once and just play it, naturally, without thinking about it. But no one outside my family had ever told me that I had a gift. It wasn’t a long conversation, but that was the moment I decided to quit piano lessons and put all my energy into playing my way.


I never did learn to read music. I used to think, Man, if I could read and have this natural ear, I could be dangerous. But you know who can’t read music? Stevie Wonder and Paul McCartney. You know who couldn’t read music? Prince and Michael Jackson. I think I’ve done all right.
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Ventura Park, Portland, Oregon, July 9, 2023.


It was a warm, dry summer afternoon, and my band and I were having a fantastic time entertaining a joyful crowd at the second annual East Portland Summer Arts Festival, with the theme “Celebrating Black Excellence.” The summer-brown grass of the park was covered with thousands of people on blankets and in folding chairs, kids on the swings, all here to see me, a preacher’s kid.


I was surrounded by a group of friends—family, really—who had been playing and singing with me on the road for years, sometimes decades. Pressed up against the stage barriers was a line of people—white, Black, Hispanic, men, women—who had been on their feet dancing for the entire show, singing along, lost in the music. Behind them, curving in a semicircle throughout the park, thousands more were dancing, clapping, and singing along with my music. My music. I was the headliner, the reason all these people were there.


The band and I would close out the festival with my Grammy-winning version of “How Deep Is Your Love,” spend time playing spades, relaxing, eating, clowning, and enjoying each other like we always did, then I would fly home for a few days to film a segment for BET. A few weeks later, I would fly out to Las Vegas to hook up with the guys from Maroon 5 and resume our residency at the Park MGM.
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Those two episodes are the bookends of my life, and sometimes, it’s still hard to believe how much has changed for me, and just as hard to believe how little has changed. On the one hand, I’m composing for Disney and for Hollywood, touring Africa, and writing a memoir. On the other, I’m still a preacher’s kid steeped in gospel traditions and living in New Orleans, only now I live there with my wife and three children, one of whom is in college.


Somewhere in the middle, I’m still doing what I’ve done since I was a boy of fourteen, fascinated by Stevie Wonder and wanting to make my dad proud: playing the piano the way Mr. Alphonse gave me permission to play it, making the music I love with the people I love, and doing it on my own terms. I’ve come full circle, cracked the code, and figured out how to be independent in a world of compromise.


In between Mr. Alphonse at the piano and that warm, appreciative crowd in the Pacific Northwest, a great deal happened to shape the person I’ve become, more than I could ever put in this book. But looking back, I’ve noticed a pattern that’s pretty revealing. I’m a natural people pleaser, but every time in my life that I’ve set aside my vision of what makes me happy and fulfilled in order to do what I thought someone else wanted, it’s been the wrong decision.


That’s how I ended up feeling misunderstood and alone as a young man, trying to convince myself to follow the path of a gospel musician. I started down that road because I thought it was what my dad wanted. I even came within inches of launching a can’t-miss gospel group before backtracking in a panic. Ironically, all my dad ever wanted was for me to be myself.


That’s how I wound up—after years of making independent records I loved, touring with friends, and playing for rooms of fans who sang along with every lyric—sitting in a series of humiliating, demoralizing meetings with record executives who told me they loved everything about my music except for what they wanted to change, which was everything. It’s how I burned out so badly on the music business that I told my worried wife, Kortni, “I’m done,” put my tail between my legs, and moved back to New Orleans, ready to turn my back on my music career and run a sneaker store.


Every time I failed to listen to my authentic artist’s voice and trust my instincts, I ended up compromising, chasing things that didn’t matter—commercial hits, popular acclaim, awards—and wondering why I was miserable.


On the other hand, whenever I’ve disregarded outside influences, followed my instincts, and trusted my vision, incredible things have come my way without my even trying. Because I had faith in my vision, I got a call one day to audition for Maroon 5 and became part of not only one of the biggest bands in the world, but a group of guys I love like brothers.


Because I listened to the instincts that told me to make the music that lit me up and not care what anyone else thought of it, I started writing more than love songs and ended up with my album Gumbo, which led to a groundbreaking live record, a shocking Grammy win (the first of five, if you can believe it), and the resurrection of a career I thought was over. In 2022, the Walt Disney Company reached out to me because of my music and my New Orleans roots and offered me one of my dream jobs: writing the theme song for a new theme park ride! I’m the first Black artist to write a song for an attraction at Walt Disney World and Disneyland, which is an incredible honor.


Because I followed my heart, I took my closest friends on an African adventure that not only produced thrilling live performances and a new album but opened my eyes to a continent and a people that felt like coming home.


And by stubbornly doing things my own independent way and building a catalog of respected albums and songs, I became a hero and a mentor to a whole new generation of young, up-and-coming musicians.


Even that day at the piano with my teacher was a contest of wills. Would I do what I knew was right for me, or would I conform to what other people thought was right for me? I’ll never know if that advice from Mr. Alphonse tipped the balance toward independence, but I suspect that it did.


Whatever the reason, following my heart and trusting my voice as an artist has always been the surest way to success for me. And I think there’s a lesson in that. See, artists aren’t meant to compromise; that’s not why we’re here. Artists challenge authority, ask hard questions, and bring comfort and hope in dark times. We can’t do that if we’re more concerned about ticket sales and charting hits than telling our truth.


I lost myself in the lie for a while, and when I found my way out again, I saw the truth. The only way to happiness and lasting success is to listen to your own voice, trust yourself, and never compromise on your vision. To be fair, when you go into the world that way, people will misunderstand you. They’ll insist, for your own good, that you have to change everything or you’ll get nowhere. Even if you stick to your guns and have some success, doors will be slammed in your face because you don’t fit the model.


Eventually, if you push back long enough, you’ll be burned out. Ironically, if you enjoy commercial success and start to think it’s the most important thing in life, you’ll burn out, too. Because it’s not. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that success is a road that, if you walk it right, brings you back to what you love most. For me, that’s those lifelong friends I was playing music with in Portland. It’s my Kortni and my kids (did I mention one of them is in college?). It’s the city where I was born and that I’ve only recently come to see with fresh eyes.


I walked that road, and I didn’t even know I was on it. The trouble with that is that you never know when you’re close to a breakthrough. It could be around the next corner. It was for me, and if you want to walk with me for a while, I’ll show you.


PJ Morton


New Orleans, Louisiana


March 2024
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Warm-Up















Chapter One



First Began


You can’t appreciate my story unless you understand the things that influenced me the most. The first one was, of course, my family.


My dad was born and raised in Windsor, Ontario, Canada, across the Ambassador Bridge from Detroit, and was the youngest of four sons (along with five daughters) born to Clarence Leslie Morton Sr. and his wife, Matilda Elizabeth Morton. I never met my grandfather, who everyone knew as “CL,” because he died when my dad was twelve, but he was a legend in the Christian community. He founded the Canadian and International Churches of God in Christ (COGIC, an important part of the Pentecostal tradition) in Windsor and Detroit and led churches in two countries: Mount Zion Full Gospel Church in Windsor, and Mt. Zion Tabernacle on Woodward Avenue in Detroit. At that time, in the 1950s, leading two congregations at the same time was cutting-edge.


My dad’s childhood was all about church. He wasn’t allowed to play sports as a kid, and the only music any of the kids could listen to was church music. My grandfather’s churches were a big deal, and so was his radio ministry. He would lead these famous Sunday night services that were carried on the radio in both countries. He would come on the air and preach sermons like “Where Is the Sacrifice?” with all the fire and praise you can imagine. It was like the Hour of Power, and everybody on both sides of the border would tune in to hear this eloquent man talk about the Lord and the Word.


My grandfather died in 1962. His oldest son, my uncle Clarence Jr., who was only twenty, became one of the youngest bishops in the country and took over the ministry at Mount Zion Church in Windsor. He also took over the responsibility of raising my dad and training him in the family business, teaching him how to preach and write his first message. My dad really looked up to Uncle Clarence, who died in 2020 and was probably one of the first people in Detroit to pass away from COVID-19.


Early on, my family was heavily involved in music. My uncle Jimmy, the second oldest son, played keys and played for the Baptist minister CL Franklin, Aretha Franklin’s father, at Franklin’s New Bethel Baptist Church in Detroit. I’ve heard that Uncle Jimmy even played on some Motown records.


Meanwhile, my dad was becoming well known for his choir directing. He and some of his siblings even formed a vocal group, The Mortons. They were all very musical, and they became close with many of the big musical families of the time, including the Clark Sisters, the top-selling female gospel group in history, whose mother, Dr. Mattie Moss Clark, was the International Minister of Music for the Church of God in Christ. They also got to know the Winans family, one of the leading families in gospel music, because their grandfather had been close to my grandfather. Our families have stayed close through all these years, so gospel music has been a part of my heritage since long before I was born.


In 1972, my dad was preaching at a revival in Cleveland when he was robbed of everything he owned. Right after that, he heard God’s voice telling him to move to New Orleans. Once, he told me that it had to be God’s voice, because he didn’t know anybody in New Orleans and had no reason to go there. He was just twenty-two, but he did what God asked and moved, arriving in the city with no family and knowing no one. But he just happened to move into a place right down the street from what was then called Greater St. Stephen Missionary Baptist Church.


My mother’s grandmother was one of the founders of Greater St. Stephen, and when my dad went there, he met my mom, who was just a young girl at the time. He became the youth pastor, and when Reverend Percy Simpson, pastor of Greater St. Stephen, died in a car accident in 1974, my father became senior pastor.


Two years later, my dad proposed to my mother, although she likes to say that he proposed twice, while he insists quite sincerely that the first proposal was just a test, because he wasn’t really ready to get married. “I have to always be sure,” he said in a documentary about his church produced by Tyler Perry, a longtime family friend. “You don’t make a move and be turned down.”


Finally, he proposed for real, my mom accepted, and they got married and began building and growing the church according to their shared vision.
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I think I inherited my dad’s work ethic, because when I was younger, he worked hard. He was always an in-demand speaker, so when he wasn’t at home in New Orleans growing the church, he was on the road, preaching at churches and revivals around the country. That meant he was away from home about one hundred days a year. But when he was home, we were always together.


Even though he was away a lot, I never felt that my dad neglected us. I’ve seen fathers who come home from work every night, ignore their kids, and just sit in front of the TV or surf the Internet. They’re there, but they’re not there, you know? That was never my dad. Even though he didn’t have anyone to teach him because his father died so young, he knew what it meant to be a good father. When he was home, he always gave us his complete attention, and was intentional about making sure we spent time together—especially that we ate dinner together. While we would be just fine doing our own things in different parts of the house, he knew it was important for us to share space and have conversation, whether we were eating or playing a game, or he was reading to us.


While my dad is serious and intense, my mom is his perfect opposite number. She’s got style, flair, and imagination. She’s the first person who made me care about fashion. I remember walking into her room when I was a kid and the TV would be tuned to the E! Entertainment Network, and Mom would be watching fashion-related programming. If she hadn’t married my father and become a preacher’s wife, I think she would’ve gone to fashion school in New York and lived a whole different life. Since she didn’t do that, she put her love of style into the way she dressed. Even now, as an older lady, my mom is very fly. My younger friends will see my mom, who’s in her seventies, and say, “Yo, your mom can dress!”


She’s a New Orleans girl who was born in the Magnolia Projects, but she absorbed a lot of culture from the people around her. Somehow, she always knew there was more for her than New Orleans. For example, classical music isn’t exactly a thing in Black culture, but she loves it, and she would have it playing when she picked us up from school. I don’t know anybody who listens to classical on the radio, but my mom does.


She’s also a dreamer. She was always full of ideas when I was a kid. My dad was the visionary, but she was the one saying, “Why don’t we maybe try this?” She had a way of adding flavor and a beautiful edge to my father’s ideas. Our house reflected her sense of style. It was a good-size five-bedroom house, and she always decorated it beautifully with vivid patterns and colors. She was also into architecture. When we would go on vacations in places like Florida, she would take me to Miami to see the art deco buildings, including the home of Gianni Versace, the fashion designer.


My mom stayed at home with us until my younger sister started kindergarten. Taking care of kids is a full-time job, but all of a sudden hers were gone, so she got a job as a travel agent. She wasn’t going to sit around and be bored, so she did something about it. That’s what my mom is like.
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My older sister, Jasmine (whom I call Jay), is four years older than me. She’s a great big sister and a classic firstborn child, which means she’s a total Goody Two-shoes. She was the perfect little kid who did everything her parents said. It was a challenge for me to keep up that same kind of facade, but that’s really who Jay is. She’s a perfectionist who believes in following the rules.


When we were kids, she was also the perfect companion. I looked up to her and felt lucky that she let me into her world. We would go on these bike rides that felt to me like we had traveled for thirty miles, but when I looked around, we had gone only a few blocks. We’d find empty lots or creek beds, gather sticks and rocks like they were pirate treasures, and then trade them with one another until it started to get dark and we had to pedal home.


Jasmine was always super talented. She’s a great singer, and when I was a kid, she played classical piano, too. We went to her recitals, and I remember thinking, Man, my sister’s really dope. I thought she could teach me one day. But once I started playing, she gave it up, because she was only playing to please our parents. One pianist in the family was enough to satisfy everybody. She would watch me play without looking at any music and ask, “How do you do this? How did you know how to play that? Who told you how to play that?”


I’d say, “I don’t know. I just know how to play it,” which was true.


Then there’s my younger sister, Christiann. If I’m being honest, I don’t think she was planned. She’s six years younger than me, and ten years younger than Jasmine, so I think my parents were done. Then… surprise! But she was literally my baby, because I took care of her. My mom and dad wrote a lullaby that I would sing to her when we were playing: Christiann Xani, so sweet to me, Christiann Xani, sweet as can be. We became tight in a different way than I was with Jasmine.


I left for college when Christy was only twelve, so I missed out on a lot of her life. For a few years, she was more like an only child, living with my mom and dad in the big house they bought after I left for Morehouse. But we’re super close now. She and her kids are over at my house all the time, and I’m as tight with my nephews and my nieces as she and I could have been if we’d been closer in age.
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My dad has a big extended family, but most of them lived in other cities so we’d usually only see them at Christmas. Those Christmases were noisy, big, and festive. My aunts and uncles (my father’s siblings) would travel down to New Orleans from Detroit, where most of them lived, and everybody would gather at our house for a huge Christmas party.


Back then, we had church services on Christmas morning, so my dad always woke us up at 6:00 a.m. and filmed us with a camcorder. I remember waking up groggy and seeing him with the camera in my face. Thanks, Dad. I was sleepy, but I was more excited about my gifts. I got to open one gift before church, and then I opened the rest after church. We’d have Christmas service and then come back to the house to open gifts and start watching impatiently out the windows for cars we knew would come up Wright Road.


My sisters and I couldn’t wait for all our cousins, aunts, and uncles to arrive. Christmas was always an epic event, and the turnout at my parents’ house was always huge. There would be my uncle Jimmy, plus Jason, Jim, and Kim, his kids. There’d be my aunt Nancy and her sons Billy, Bobby, and Darnell (who all lived with us at one time or another). There was my aunt Gwen, who was my dad’s executive assistant for many years and worked for the church, and my dad’s sister, my aunt Jackie.


My cousins are close to me in age, so when they were here, it was like a vacation. Whatever toys I had, whatever new things I got for Christmas, we were playing on them. I always had a video game system: Nintendo, then Genesis and PlayStation. Then I got into music, so we played keyboard. My cousins and I were inseparable. Jason would tell me about the cool things happening in Atlanta, and Darnell would tell me what was happening in Detroit. I would cry every time they left, because they were like my brothers.


Aunt Nancy was the one always encouraging me to play music. There are videos of her shouting, “Whoo, go ahead!” when I was so little, I could barely play two keys on the piano at the same time. Darnell and Kim were singers, too. Darnell was kind of a prodigy, and Kim eventually sang for Mary J. Blige as a background singer. Then there were my uncle Clarence’s kids, CL and Natalie, who eventually moved down to New Orleans. Natalie was married for a short time to Joey Britton, an organ player who ended up becoming my mentor. That was the gist of our big family.


Music has always been a big part of Christmas for us, so when everybody finally arrived at our house, it was time to start singing Christmas carols. We’d make them super gospel, super soulful, and we do the same thing today. One year, Joey Britton was there, and so was my cousin DeeDee, who married my best friend’s brother, a member of the gospel group Men of Standard. They made our music even better. But no matter what songs we sang on Christmas, we always had to end with “Silent Night.” My dad is a creature of habit, and late in the evening, he’d shush everybody and say, “All right, come on, family, let’s do ‘Silent Night.’” We would harmonize together and end the night on “… sleep in heavenly peace.”


One year, we decided to sing “The Twelve Days of Christmas,” but the best part of that song was that our family friend Kim, who can’t sing at all, sang her part at the top of her lungs. She was horrible, and when we laughed at her, she laughed right back. Each time we went through the song, a different person would sing a long, drawn-out “Five golden rings…!” and each time it got longer and more dramatic. At the end, we all gave each other a standing ovation.


Meanwhile, my grandmother and my mom were cooking in the background: turkey, ham, dressing, macaroni, yams, and we always had gumbo. The smell of the roasting turkey and the yams made my mouth water. My grandmother worked as a chef at Commander’s Palace, a famous creole restaurant, so she knew her way around a kitchen. Those were good times, the best times.


Those Christmas gatherings were the one time my dad would relax and let his hair down. He was comfortable and surrounded by the people who knew him before he was the bishop. He could just be himself.
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I grew up in New Orleans East, which was a newish suburb back in 1981 when I was born. I lived in the same house on Wright Road from the time I was one year old until I went off to Atlanta to attend Morehouse College in 1999. I don’t remember the house we lived in for the first year of my life, other than a vague memory of my dad setting me on top of the refrigerator as part of a game we would play. (I’m probably going to get him in trouble writing this, because I don’t think my mom ever knew about that.)


New Orleans East was a sprawling neighborhood wedged between Lake Pontchartrain to the north and Lake Borgne to the southeast, with the Bayou Sauvage Urban National Wildlife Refuge due east. We lived in a big house with a piano in the front room, and I started banging on that piano when I was about eight years old. Back then, most boys my age turned on the television as soon as they got home from school to watch cartoons or the ABC Afterschool Special, but not me. I would drop my bag and head straight for that piano to try and play the songs my father and the band had performed in church on Sunday.


Growing up in New Orleans, I also got to enjoy things I would never have seen if I’d been born in any other city. One of my favorite memories from those years was going to church on “Super Sundays.” Those were the Sundays after Mardi Gras season started, when there would be “second line” parades that would block off the streets.


If you don’t know New Orleans, I need to explain. You probably know about carnival, also called Mardi Gras. But you might not know about the Mardi Gras Indians. They were (and still are) one of the famous Mardi Gras “krewes,” but they’re lesser known and made up mostly of Black revelers from New Orleans’s inner city. The Indians are organized into more than thirty “tribes,” and they dress up for Mardi Gras in colorful clothes based on Native American ceremonial dress. Often, it was the Mardi Gras Indians who would organize and walk in our Super Sunday second lines.


The second line has been called “a jazz funeral without a body.” It’s a long street celebration with two groups of people, or “lines.” The first line includes a grand marshal and a brass band: trombone, trumpet, and clarinet players, all playing jazz or New Orleans R&B. The second line is made up of the people celebrating. If you see a second line, you’ll see hundreds of folks walking in fancy outfits, strutting and dancing to the music, carrying parasols, and waving handkerchiefs at the people watching. There’s nothing else like it.


Our church was uptown, in New Orleans Central City, in the heart of where Super Sunday happens. During Mardi Gras, when we went to leave Sunday service, we had to wait until the second line passed, because the parades filled the streets and we couldn’t drive away. But I loved watching the second lines. Everybody from old folks to kids would be marching and high-stepping in their fly gear. The parades were so long that sometimes we’d have to wait for half an hour before we could leave. We didn’t care. Second lines were (and are) a huge part of what makes New Orleans New Orleans.


Second lines have always been full of colorful characters. New Orleans has always been a city of street characters, maybe because we’re not really one thing. The city is a mix of Cajun, Cuban, African, French—like its own gumbo. People come to New Orleans because they can be whoever they want to be. I remember hearing about Ruthie the Duck Girl, who was famous for wandering the French Quarter with a little flock of ducks following her, while locals would buy her drinks. Another character I heard about was known as “Chicken Man,” who portrayed himself as a voodoo practitioner and would shock tourists by eating fire, sticking needles into his throat, and even biting the heads off live chickens.


These days, we’ve got Terrylyn Dorsey, otherwise known as Second Line Shorty. She’s become a main character in second lines because she dances with such enthusiasm. People go to the parades just to watch Second Line Shorty do her thing. I’ve had her in some of my videos. There’s also a young man named Ja’Ron Cosey, who’s been killing it in second lines recently. He’s the son of the late Jerome Cosey, a beloved local bounce rapper also known as 5th Ward Weebie, an artist I loved and collaborated with on my record Bounce & Soul. There’s also a guy who goes by Itchy on Instagram who makes amazing videos of second lines and captures all the up-and-coming characters. You’re nobody on the second line scene until Itchy films you.


Anyway, those second lines were so normal that I didn’t even realize they were something special until I got older and moved away.


One of my other favorite early New Orleans memories is of going to the French Quarter on weekends. We’d go to Jackson Square, where all the tourists go, and hang out hoping to see the street performers who would do acrobatics for tips. We’d sit on the steps by Café Du Monde—I wasn’t driving yet so I couldn’t go to that many places, mainly the mall or the Quarter—and watch them do crazy backflips or stand on each other’s shoulders. Then I’d go into Café Du Monde and get a warm beignet and a chocolate milk.


That was growing up in New Orleans, in a nutshell. For me, as a young boy, it was a place of family warmth, music, good friends, and unforgettable characters. It’s just home.
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