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Advance Praise for Raising Cole



“[Marc Pittman] is a new, powerful Southern voice whose compelling style of telling his great story about human relationships is unlike any you’ve ever read before. With each sentence, each paragraph, the reader discovers a world quite different from the frenetic, pell-mell lives of millions of today’s families.

“Here’s a father who early on determines that his two sons will not be reared the way his father treated him, treatment that would have broken the spirit and the will to achieve of most men. He painfully discovers a way back to living a worthwhile life as he witnesses the birth of first one son, then the other.

“Then tragedy strikes him and his family, and brings about disastrous human reactions. We see the author wrestling the bears in his life and struggling in the quagmire of ‘Why me, God?’ I found tears filling my eyes over how the Almighty came to intervene and led him and family members to a greater understanding than ever before. One of these days, I’ll be making a journey to the memorial he erected along the highway where the crushing death of one of his sons occurred….

“As a writer with published novels to my own credit, I can only bring roses to the altar of the new understanding I gained in reading this great work. It’s a five-star read and should be in each reader’s library for the ‘must reread again section.’… The story gradually clutches at the soul to the point where it cannot be laid aside. It must be read to the last word.”

—Lloyd Lenard

author, Miracle on the 13th Hole
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This book is dedicated

To the memory of my son, Cole Pittman

To Judy Pittman, world’s greatest mother

To Payton Cole Pittman, truly a gift from God

To Chase Pittman, who has been my lifeline

Marc Pittman

To Barbara, Makala and Ben, who remind me every moment how fortunate I am

Mark Wangrin






FOREWORD

NOTHING IN LIFE IS AS difficult as burying a child. Marc Pittman has written a powerful and moving love story about his son Cole, who tragically died in an automobile accident at the tender age of twenty-one. Cole was an outstanding football player at the University of Texas. It was my privilege to have Cole and his family come into my life, never to leave.

This book traces Marc’s tough upbringing and his transition into a compassionate, loving father through the gifts of his two sons. Although born of Cole’s death, this book is not about death, but life—and the gift of life presented to each of us every day. This book touched me just as Cole Pittman touched all those who came into contact with him.

Darrell Royal

Former Football Coach, University of Texas






INTRODUCTION

THE HARDEST DAY OF MY life was the day I had to tell Marc Pittman we had lost his son, Cole.

It’s not supposed to happen that way. As parents, we believe that our children will outlive us, and that is the way it should be. As coaches, we have always tried to run our football program on the premise that you can turn a crisis into a positive, and this was the biggest crisis of all.

But in that moment, we gained strength from those who were touched the most—Marc and Judy Pittman. We had lost a player and a friend; they had lost a son. I didn’t understand it, and I still don’t. I guess we are not supposed to understand everything in this life.

If, then, we are to take something tragic and turn it into something that serves a greater good, how can we do that? The answer the Pittmans gave us is that you do it with faith, friends and family.

As I sat at Cole’s funeral, I remember the minister saying, “How many Saturdays do you have left?”

I started counting. Let’s see, I thought. I’m about fifty years old, and….

And then he stopped me.

“No, you don’t know,” he said. “Last Saturday may have been the last of your life.”

Since Cole’s death, I have reached out more to my kids and to other people. I have said “I love you” and have tried to listen and hug more. Cole died in a truck wreck on his way back to Austin. Since that day, we ask our players to check in with our coaches when they leave and when they arrive. Too many times in our business, our priority becomes winning. Cole’s death reminds us that there are more important things than a football game. We have been privileged to have had both Cole and his younger brother, Chase, in our football program.

This book is the story of a father’s love for his sons, his unique way of parenting and how it worked for him. The Pittmans gave a special definition to faith and love. Through the tough times and the good times, the way they went about showing that love has taught us and helped us all.

Mack Brown

Head Football Coach, University of Texas






PART ONE
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My son could always tell his daddy anything. No matter what the subject, no matter what the tone or the gravity, Cole Pittman could tell me. He could share his dreams without conceit and unburden his failings without fear.

Cole and I were tighter than most boys and their daddies; we were bonded, really, more than twins in the womb. “Me and my dad—I figure there is no other father and son in the United States closer than me and my dad,” Cole once told a television reporter before catching himself. “You know, nobody in the world.”

Growing up a son in my house in northwestern Louisiana meant participating in a common practice called Dead Man’s Talk. Sprung out of the necessity of men-will-be-men frankness at a deer-hunting lease in nearby Minden, Louisiana, years ago, it was the ultimate in unvarnished no-tell confession. My friends and I would hunt all day and then gather in the small, simple huts at night to lay bare our souls and consciences, with no bag limit on the truth. We told of practical jokes we had played or how one of us had won a chili cook-off using dog food. We talked about whatever we wanted, or needed, to say. There was only one catch: What we saw, what we heard—the names, dates, places and times—stayed there.

When my oldest son was seven and my youngest boy, Chase, was three, I figured I could use this concept for child-rearing because it fit my one unwavering desire of parenthood: to be the kind of daddy I always wanted to have.

Under the rules, Cole and Chase could tell me anything and everything. I could have all the reaction of a dead man. What they told me could spark no spasms of anger, no lectures of right and wrong. There could be no reprisals. I could only listen and learn.

We shared most everything. Some of it made a father’s heart swell with pride; some made it drop through his stomach. I heard some things I didn’t want to hear, and every bit of what I needed to hear. Just as importantly, I told them things I’d never told anybody, the kind of things my father would never have shared with me.

I had loved my daddy, but he would never tell me what my boys were telling me, never even think it. Our relationship was fabricated out of my simple desire to get a small nod, or that vague look of satisfaction that I saw in my father’s eyes even if nobody else did. Edward Pittman was a barrel-chested, five-foot-ten, 220-pound powerhouse who worked seven days a week as a farmer and millwright, didn’t drink, smoked a pipe and remains to this day the only man ever to knock me unconscious, which he did twice. We were as poor as the dusty early nineteenth-century military supply road that ran by our farm. We raised what we ate, and my fifteen brothers and sisters and I slept three to a bed in a small white frame house with a tin roof.

When my dad needed something of me, his youngest son, I didn’t hesitate. At my daddy’s bidding I dug wells by hand in the hard red clay, worked my end of a crosscut saw all day with no relief and tore down wasps’ nests with my bare hands. I got stung so many times that I learned to hold a wasp in my hands and laugh as it stabbed me.

Sometimes I got that nod.

I wanted my boys to get much more.

And so my sons and I had Dead Man’s Talk about the grave and the trivial. We whispered as we cradled rifles high in a deer stand, or joked as we tooled around in the pickup truck or ate shrimp and spaghetti at Cole’s favorite Italian restaurant. We shared our triumphs and embarrassments while lifting weights in a steamy gym or in the cool night air of the deck behind our Shreveport town home. As Cole grew from a peewee soccer star to a college football lineman at the University of Texas, we talked more often and covered more territory. I wanted nothing left unsaid. Nothing.

Once one of Cole’s high school coaches, rankled that I may have had a too-perfect view of my son, pointedly suggested there were things I didn’t know about his involvement in another boy’s misdeeds.

“Oh, you talking about how he had dared the boy to shoplift?” I said.

The coach’s eyes widened.

“You don’t understand,” I told him. “Cole tells me everything.”

There now came a time for Cole to help me understand something I couldn’t begin to grasp, to help me find the words to explain what I couldn’t possibly fathom. On this night I laid down next to my son, pen and pad at the ready. It was my turn to unburden. In a few hours a man who only a few years earlier had gotten the sweats just at the thought of being called upon to pray in a small Bible study would be addressing several thousand people hanging on his every word. I never needed my son’s help more.

Though I had brought along a pillow and blanket, I had no intention of sleeping. We talked through the night, through the cloud-shrouded dawn, through the rainy early morning. At 10 A.M. I finally left, to wash up, to take a deep breath, and to put on a white shirt, dark jacket and khaki slacks.

An hour later I returned, to find Cole just where I had left him. And after the music stopped, when the minister nodded at me that it was my turn to speak, I stepped up to the blue-silver casket, leaned over, kissed my boy and whispered, “Son, what should I say?”





ONE Embracing the Pain


IT’S BEEN MORE THAN THREE years since I buried my oldest son in the red Louisiana dirt near Minden. Try as I might, I still can’t recall much of what I said to the family, friends and mourners at First Assemblies of God sanctuary that gloomy Wednesday in February 2001.

What I can tell you is that Cole spoke to me that day. Cole spoke through me that day. He still does. In a way, he’s speaking to you through this book. Cole and I still talk all the time, no matter where I’m at or what I’m doing. Sometimes I’m crouched in the mud at Fellowship Cemetery, my cheek leaning on his headstone. Sometimes I’m pacing the shoulder on Highway 79 just north of Franklin, Texas, tracing the last few hundred feet where the tires of his pickup truck flattened the grass as they drifted off the road. Sometimes I’m polishing the large oak cross I erected at the crash site, the one with the plaque that reads, “In life he touched the world, in death he rocked it.” Sometimes I’m just laying awake in the dark.

I’m fifty years old. I am a millwright and a construction worker. My entire life I have been a man who worked with his hands fixing things. If a house needed a new roof I shingled it. If a room needed to be enlarged I knocked out a wall and added on. If a support beam was sagging I shored it up. Again and again I fixed what was broken and changed what I couldn’t fix, from cracked panes of glass to the way I approached and lived my life. That’s what I was good at. That’s what I did.

On the morning of February 26, 2001, God gave me something I couldn’t fix or change. My son, a junior defensive tackle at the University of Texas, fell asleep behind the wheel of his 1997 red Chevrolet pickup truck while returning for the first day of spring football practice. Sometime around 7:30 A.M., his truck veered off Highway 79, hit a guardrail, flipped and landed upside-down in a brush-covered creek bed. I pray he died instantly.

People are always asking me how I’m doing, how I’m handling the grief of losing my boy. The truth is that we do not pay much attention to our soul. Neither do we pay much attention to our fingers, our hands or our eyes until they are bruised or battered. Then that part of our physical being becomes important. When you bury your son, your soul is bruised. God is the only source of comfort to ease that pain, which is why I embrace the pain, because God shows up and helps me through it.

I’ve buried my father, my mother, cousins and a niece. I watched my sister die from a two-year struggle with breast cancer. I found my nephew in a field, dead of a shotgun wound to the head. Add up all that pain, multiply it by a billion, and it wouldn’t scratch the surface of losing Cole Pittman.

The people who ask mean well, I know. It’s not always what you say to comfort someone; it’s just the fact you’re saying something. They try to understand, but they can’t, just as I can’t understand what it’s like for any other father who has lost his son. Every relationship is different, every loss unique. I can only tell you how I tried to handle it.

How we handle pain determines whom we become. For me there was only one approach: Meet the pain head on. Don’t duck it. Embrace it. Drown in it. Let it smother you until you can smother it. Coping with death, to me, is all about remembering love. I don’t worry about the pain. I’ll worry if I ever stop feeling the pain.

I was blessed to have a son like Cole, and I’m doubly blessed that even in death Cole can continue to touch people. After he died I received hundreds of letters, phone calls and e-mails, most of them from people I didn’t know. Somehow, some way, they had heard of our story. President George W. Bush sent a note. The chancellor of the University of Texas’s fiercest rival, Texas A&M, sent his condolences. Notre Dame sent a card signed by the entire football team.

Many of the responses came from people from all walks of life who had heard our story from friends or read newspaper articles about Cole. They weren’t football fans, had no ties to the University of Texas and had only one common bond. They, too, wanted to build better relationships with their loved ones. A woman doctor in Houston, a single parent, wrote that she pasted the Prayer of Jabez on her refrigerator after reading a newspaper story that talked of its importance in our relationship. A woman who was in the San Diego airport the morning after Cole’s last game in the Holiday Bowl had seen a young man—Cole—playing with some little kids while his teammates slept. A preacher in Kansas City sent me a basket of breads and jellies along with a note that said for months after I visited his church he still received requests for copies of the tape of my remarks there.

People always tell me one other thing, after they ask how I’m doing. They tell me what a special bond I had with Cole, how it’s touched them and made them work harder to have the same relationship with their children. They tell me I was lucky. Maybe I was, but I worked at it too.

Those people want me to tell them how we grew so close. They want to know how I could convince my boys to tell me everything; how our love would be so without compromise that they would think nothing of kissing me on the mouth in front of eighty-three thousand people or holding hands in our truck as we drove around town.

We did Dead Man’s Talk because I didn’t want the emptiness and silence I had with my father. When my boys buried me I didn’t want them to feel that anything was left unsaid. I wanted a relationship with honesty and trust. With work, we were able to build that. Anybody, if willing to work at it, can do it too, and not just with sons but with daughters and brothers and sisters and parents and anybody else they want to pull closer.

We fought what we called Love Wars, where a spoken “I love you” was answered with a salvo of “I love you more” and escalated from there. We were always trying to outdo each other in showing our love, not only by words but also by actions and sacrifices. It’s an approach that can work in any human relationship, bringing peace and satisfaction I can’t even begin to describe. I never wanted to win the war, but I sure couldn’t stand to lose it.

We listened. Many a time my sons recalled a lesson I had taught them long before, when I didn’t think they were paying attention. I learned how important it was to mean what you say and say what you mean, and how relationships are built like houses. No building, no matter how well constructed, will stand without a solid, well-laid foundation. Honesty was our concrete; openness and trust our rebar. Relationships don’t just happen. They’re built.

The foundation of my relationship with my father was made of fear and respect. Neither love nor affection ever figured in the mixture. That’s like trying to mix a good load of concrete without sand or gravel. My father never told me that he loved me, never showed me any affection except the occasional pat on the head. God, how I wished I would have heard him say it just once.

Often I hear people talk about how they don’t grow close to their kids because they never had a father to learn from. You don’t need a father to teach you. All you need is a heart, a resolve and one simple guideline: Be the father you always wanted to have.

I am blessed in that I have another son, Chase, and we have become as close or closer than Cole and I were. Ten months after Cole’s death, Chase followed his brother to the University of Texas. He lockers one cubicle away from where his brother did, plays the same position Cole did as a freshman and drives the same road that took Cole to his death every time he makes a trip home. Chase hugs the pain in the same eyes-wide, chin-up, chugging-life-at-110-miles-per-hour embrace that I do.

Forgetting the pain would mean forgetting my son. Cole Pittman lives as long as he’s not forgotten. I want as many people as possible to remember him for as long they live. Call me selfish. I want him to live forever.







TWO Learning to Lose


IWAS BORN ON JULY 30, 1952, to Edward Pittman and his wife Clotile. There wasn’t any fanfare, with ten children preceding me and five more to follow, but when the thirteenth child—one of my twelve sisters—was born a few years later, friends and neighbors came calling. Having a thirteenth child was a big event in those parts. Figuring we’d sent enough money their way on the previous dozen, neither the doctor nor the hospital would charge a fee. That’s a pretty big deal when you’re too poor to be having kids anyway.

When I was four we moved to an old white frame house, hard by an old road that General Andrew Jackson had blazed as a supply route during the War of 1812. I heard that the road led all the way to Arkansas, but for me it didn’t much matter, seeing as how we were poor and going to stay poor, right there in Dubberly, Louisiana.

The house was an old shotgun shack, raised high enough off the ground for a small child to run under it. At one time the house had a dog run, which is a breezeway that separates the living quarters from the sleeping quarters, one that’s open at both ends so a dog could run through it. It was the nicest home I’d ever seen. It actually had paint on the exterior, canvas wallpaper with a pretty floral print and a bathtub. It had beautiful redbud bushes around the sides and hedges around the front porch. There was a huge oak tree out back.

We raised our own vegetables and had a few cows we milked, but that was the extent of our luxuries. I remember my dad once saying after blessing the food, “We are blessed here. We have a thousand things to eat, but they are all peas.” When we ran out of peas we ate dried beans. My dad was old-school. He didn’t allow a loaf of bread or any bought bread inside the house, so my mom cooked seventy-three biscuits every morning for breakfast.

I learned to elbow at the dinner table to get my share of biscuits. I also learned to work without complaint and to hide my pain. I learned too that I didn’t fit in, not at school, and not with my brothers and sisters. They must have sensed my problems with self-esteem because most of them jumped on and never let up. One of my brothers, about three years older than me, would join his friends in calling me “queer” and “weirdo” and would help them beat me up, giving me what we called “the corner treatment.” They’d drag me into a corner, where the bigger kids, mostly juniors and seniors, would turn their class rings around and use them as brass knuckles while the younger kids formed a wall to shield what was happening from the teachers. I’m not so sure the teachers purposely didn’t look away anyway.

I was being taught not to like myself, too. Unlike my school-work, at that I was a quick study. In eighth grade I was only five-foot-six, and I had a teacher who kept telling me I’d never be as tall as my older brother, who was six-five. She kept telling me I’d never be this, never be that, just bombarding me with negatives. To this day I wonder how many teachers out there don’t realize the damage they can do to kids by constantly feeding them negatives.

My social life, if you could call it that, was grim. I didn’t have a date in high school, unless you count some ride-the-bus-courting—a little smooching on the school bus after I’d become a success as a basketball player my senior year. Even if I’d had a date, I had no way to get there. Mother never let me borrow the car, not even to take it a mile or two down the road. We’re not talking about a Rolls Royce, either, just a ’59 Chevy Biscayne in which you could see the highway by looking not only through the windshield and the back window, but also through the floor-board, at least when it wasn’t choked with exhaust smoke.

Now, when I look back, I’m amazed at how I reacted. The worse my family treated me, the higher I put them above me. I was on a mission to be accepted by my family, to get some kind of approval, but the harder I tried, the deeper the wedge between us grew.

One day my older brother Bill threw a book across the table and it slid into a window, breaking it. My dad came in, saw the window and asked Bill who broke it. Bill just looked at him. Daddy turned to me and asked the same question. Now I didn’t want to be a tattletale, but then again I was afraid to lie to my daddy. “Bill did,” I finally said.

Bill got a whipping in front of everybody. It was a good one, too. Daddy could be ruthless when he whipped us, and he didn’t spare anything on Bill. It didn’t take long before everyone was staring at me with loathing for being a tattletale. I couldn’t take it. I grabbed my daddy’s arm and yelled, “I did it! I did it!”

Daddy raised his arm. I got the whipping—and a look from my brothers and sisters that meant I deserved it. I never told any of them who broke the window. Bill, as was his way, never did either.

When I was fifteen I took a job at Public Liquidators in Shreveport, hitchhiking the forty-five miles there and back. When I couldn’t land a ride, I’d sleep in the back alley in the furniture truck or, when I felt a little more resourceful, I’d undo the fire doors and sneak into the furniture store, where I’d crash on a real bed. At the end of the summer I took most of the money I saved and bought a motorcycle from a guy who had wrecked it when he slid into a post trying to avoid a train.

I eventually wrecked it myself, and this time there was no way to put it back together. I survived, but that was no great surprise to my mother. She considered me unkillable.

My mom was a five-foot, seven-inch French Cajun woman, and she could match my dad for work ethic and toughness. When she milked the cows, the force was so strong that the foam spilled over the top before the bucket was even half full. I had heard that when she went into labor with me, she was shelling peas in the kitchen. She put them on the stove, left the kitchen to give birth to me, then came back and took them off the stove.

For some reason, as I was growing up, I never was one of my mother’s favorite people. She made it clear to me that she never thought I’d amount to anything. In fact, for a long time I think she saw me as just another mouth to feed. It was that way with her and her mom, too. My grandmother always used to bad-mouth my mother to her sisters, but it was my mother who took care of her as she was dying of cancer. Grandma’s eye had swollen to where it had burst and the house smelled of death, but my mother kept trying.

On her deathbed Grandma called for her. “This is Clotile,” one of my aunts said to ease her fears, but Grandma said, “No. Clotile, the one who loved me, who took care of me. I want Clotile.” All the pain she had ever given my mother was vindicated right then.

Like me, my mother was devoted to my daddy, holding on to his memory long after his death. The night before she died I told her, “It’s okay to go be with Daddy. We’ll be okay.”

Mom and I made our peace late in life, and when she died I was chosen as the family spokesperson. My family was adamant that I keep the eulogy short, so I did, trying to please them. Later on, I was ashamed. My mother of forty-four years, who raised sixteen children and many times went silently hungry while I ate the last biscuit, surely deserved much more than three minutes. I don’t think anybody else could have done what she did as well as she did it. We all should have spoken, for as long as we felt was right.







THREE Man Was Born to Die
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