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For my father






A Note from the Author

I’m moments into writing my memoir, and I’m already stuck. My problem is not writer’s block, but how to write a book about a word I don’t want to put down on paper. I’m talking about the n-word. The word that symbolizes generations of racist violence and Black protest against it.

This book wasn’t even meant to be a memoir. As a history professor, I set out to write a scholarly treatise on the n-word. But the further I got into my research, the more I realized how deeply entangled this word was in my own life, especially in my complicated relationship with my father, Richard Pryor. He was one of the first Black comedians to unapologetically use the n-word onstage and a key player in any conversation about the word in the twentieth century. Somehow in all my academic work, I’d missed that my obsession with the n-word had everything to do with him.

As soon as I made the connection, I knew I couldn’t write about the word without writing about us. I pored over old photographs, scrapbooks, and journal entries and had long conversations with family and friends about what it meant to grow up as his daughter. I examined my personal history like a living archive, each encounter with the n-word a pin on a map that connected my life to his.

The result is a hybrid memoir and historical exploration of the n-word that moves between timelines: One story follows my coming of age as the mixed-race daughter of a comedic legend, from the first time I saw him onstage to the day he died. The other story tracks my adult reckoning with the n-word, from my father’s funeral to the day I stepped onto a stage of my own. Interspersed throughout are historical interludes that reveal the powerful and unexpected ways the n-word has influenced the past, the present, and us all. Quotations from my dad’s standup are at the top of each of these interludes, highlighting the connections I kept finding between the history, his comedy, and our relationship.

As the storylines weave together, the n-word emerges as an intellectual and emotional conduit between my father and me. He used the word to expose the inner workings of racism through laughter. I unearthed historical records to prove how deeply the n-word is embedded in American life. The word became our shared legacy and unlocked the love I had buried for years.

In the end, I decided not to spell out the n-word. When quoting someone who says the actual word, I’ll use three asterisks to replace the three middle letters. Otherwise, I’ll use the phrase “the n-word.” How I reached this compromise is part of my story.






We ah gah-thered here today. On this sorrowful occasion. To say goodbye to the dearly departed. He was dearly and he has departed…. In other words, the n***er dead.

Richard Pryor,

… Is It Something I Said?, 1975








Prologue

December 17, 2005

Sitting in a chapel at Forest Lawn, I heard my dad’s voice ring out like a song.

Ain’t. This. Some. Shit.

Playful. Joking. Full of life. Which was funny, because this was his funeral.



Even before I slipped into my father’s service five minutes late, I was sick to my stomach from dashed hopes and indigestion. For the last week, I’d spent hours sitting shiva at my sister Rain’s house, stuffing my face with fried food and cornbread. I’d barely slept, my corkscrew curls were misbehaving—limp and frizzy at the same time—and an untreated sinus infection had me wiping my nose on my shirtsleeve like I did when I was a little girl.

I had hoped the funeral would be my chance to grieve and say a proper goodbye to my father. But from the moment I walked into the Church of the Hills, I couldn’t feel him at all. The chapel was cold and sterile and monstrously hollow. Plain white pews, plain white walls, plain pine casket, plain glass windows. If Ikea did funerals, this would be it.

Where were all the Black people? The wailing women? The cries of “Lord” and “amen”? If it weren’t for some familiar faces—my six siblings, a few of our mothers, a couple of well-known actors and comedians—I would have sworn I was in the wrong place.

The only sign that this was his funeral (and the only splash of color in the space) was a simple, blown-up photograph of him against a red backdrop from the 1970s. He looked healthy and full of life. A young man with round cheeks, a mustache, and a neat afro, making a silly face. But the picture was a staged promotional shot, as canned as a laugh track, and it had none of the wild kinetic energy of the flawed, fascinating, brilliant, earnest man he was in real life.

The funeral got even stranger when a miscast white woman stepped onto the podium to officiate. “Celebrant Kimberly” was a short, cheerful woman with long, red curls who kicked off the service with a cringy attempt at Black humor. “We ah gah-thered here today,” she said, in my dad’s booming preacher voice, “to say goodbye to the dearly departed.”

She was quoting a bit from his stand-up called “eulogy.” A few people shifted in their seats.

“Richard Pryor,” she continued, snapping his name like a belt, “was a funny…”

My stomach dropped. Was this white woman about to call him a “funny n***er”? Even though the n-word was his comedic trademark and in the title of two of his most celebrated albums, I’d been uncomfortable with the word my whole life. The thought of hearing it at my father’s funeral, especially from Celebrant Kimberly, made every muscle in my body tense.

“… motherfucker,” she said with a dramatic wink, punctuating the word with a crisp “er.” She didn’t say the n-word, but it felt as jarring as if she had.

I scanned the chapel for signs of like-minded outrage that this ceremony was a travesty of a mockery of a sham. Instead, everyone seemed appropriately lost in their grief. My daughter, Lilli, only seven at the time, squeezed my hand and leaned her head on my shoulder. My sister Rain was impenetrable in her sadness. With her perfectly coiffed ballet bun, fitted black dress, and Jackie O. sunglasses, she looked gorgeous and heartbroken. But tears refused to fall from my eyes.

Just as the impulse to stand up and walk out nearly overtook me, I heard my dad’s throaty chuckle.

This shit is funny.

I looked around to make sure the voice was in my head, and almost laughed out loud. It felt like he was letting me know this whole event was a joke, the one about a dead Black comedian who accidentally ends up in white heaven (or maybe Black hell) and finds himself headlining a New Age, non-denominational funeral. Ba-dum-bum.

My breathing slowed and my shoulders started to relax. Even the smallest flicker of connection with my father loosened the confusion and shame at the heart of our relationship. My eyes filled with tears. At thirty-eight years old, I’d been searching for that connection my whole life. I had no idea I would eventually find it in the word that defined his career and would eventually define my own.



After the service, I dragged my exhausted husband, Jerry, and our two kids to my mom’s, who’d finagled an invitation to the funeral. I was her only child and wanted to be with her to mourn the man she’d lived with in the 1960s and loved her whole life.

And to gossip.

“Quite frankly, Elizabeth,” my mom said as soon as she opened the front door, “that funeral had no soul.”

Together, we eased our heartache by reaching for the low-hanging fruit.

“Imagine,” she said with her hands on her hips. “A white woman calling Richard Pryor a motherfucker at his own funeral.” Even my white, Jewish mother knew that was totally out of line.



I was lying on my mom’s bed, hoarding a plate of potato latkes, when she burst into the bedroom and tossed something heavy near my feet.

“Elizabeth,” she said breathlessly as she struggled for air with ex-smoker’s lungs, “this will explain everything.”

She crossed her arms and waited.

At the foot of the bed, I saw a beat-up, brown leather briefcase I recognized because my mom had kept it in the bottom of the closet in every place we’d ever lived.

“Open it,” she said.

Wiping my greasy fingers on my sweats, I unzipped the bag to see what treasure it held, but all I found were old brittle papers, receipts, matchbooks, dry-cleaning bills, a book of Canadian postage stamps, a yellow Kodak envelope with photographs of my mother, a Chase Manhattan bankbook, a hardly used 1967 At-a-Glance datebook, and a MAD magazine paperback that looked like it had never been read.

I raised an eyebrow.

“It was your father’s,” my mom said.

That got my attention. Maybe there was something inside that would reveal a few of his secrets. Or at least give me a hint about how he really felt about me. I dug a little deeper.

Turns out, the briefcase was a time capsule of the comings and goings of Richard Pryor from 1965 until April 1967, the month and year I was born. There were two different versions of his headshots, one with my dad’s goofy smile and another with him dressed as a conservative-looking young man in a tie and jacket. There was also a Western Union telegram from a fan congratulating my parents on my impending birth; an invoice from The Apollo Theater; business cards with notes scribbled on the back from Budd Friedman’s Improvisation Comedy Club on West Forty-fourth Street; a script for A Time for Laughter: A Look at Negro Humor in America, a television special produced by Harry Belafonte; memos from his theatrical agent; a love letter from a woman who was not my mother; and two three-subject, wide-ruled, spiral notebooks.

I pulled out the notebooks. One looked brand new and had only a few scribbles on the cover in my dad’s telltale curve-and-loop handwriting. The cover of the other one was cracked and softened with use, shiny with a patina like aged, full-grain leather. He’d written all over it with phone numbers, a drawing of a stick figure, and thoughts, perhaps, of what he wanted to be called—Dick, Richie, Richard. There was also a phone number and a name on the top right of the notebook in my mom’s lean, right-leaning cursive. But in case I doubted the notebook was my father’s, he’d written his full name on the cover twice. More like a fifth grader gearing up for the first day of school than a comedian in his mid-twenties on the brink of stardom, living with my mom in New York City. “Richard Pryor,” he wrote on the lines at the bottom. “Richard Pryor is…” he wrote again on the top.

I flipped open the well-used notebook to the middle. Each of his letters stood upright in black felt ink, surprisingly neat penmanship for a man who left school in the eighth grade. Page after page, all I saw was a collection of doodles, nonsensical couplets, and a series of set lists, hundreds of them.

One read:


	Bowling pin

	Weight Lifter

	Skin Diver

	Heart talking to Brain

	Blood cells

	Opera Singer’s Laugh

	Real Movies

	War Movies

	Sub captain

	Can’t understand drill master

	Sambo

	
Home Life

	People in NYC



Another:


	School Play

	The Gang

	My Family

	Super N***er

	In God we trust

	Breast

	Drill Master

	Army Life

	Skin Diver

	Maids and Hotels

	Cabs and Subways

	Play Boys

	Weight Lifter

	Blowing your Cool



One joke in particular leapt out at me. Super N***er. Slowly, I traced my finger over the n-word. Was it the first time he ever used the word onstage? In 1966, he was only twenty-five years old, and with a sleight of hand, he made a superhero out of a slur. Did he even suspect that in just a few years he would transform American culture with the word?

I put everything back in the briefcase as messily as I found it and zipped it up. The bag had none of the answers I wanted. It felt less like a memento than a stark reminder of how challenging and unpredictable my relationship with my father had always been: He struggled to show up as a parent, and I never felt funny enough, or creative enough, or Black enough to be his daughter.

“It’s really special,” I said to my mom, even though I didn’t believe it was.

“Really, Liz,” she said seriously, “this will mean the world to you one day.”

That night, I tucked the briefcase away in a closet just like she always had, but as I lay in bed, the words from my father’s notebook kept spinning in my head. Seeing the n-word written out in his handwriting touched me in an unexpected way. He’d been using the word onstage for as long as I’d been alive, and it was the same word I kept coming face to face with in my research as a Ph.D. student in nineteenth-century U.S. history. The Black people I studied were constantly called the n-word to dehumanize and humiliate them, no matter who they were or where they lived. A hundred years later, my dad took that same word, embraced it, tamed it like a lion in the ring, and invoked it to empower the very people it was meant to hurt.

And yet the word still had so much power. Even the possibility that Celebrant Kimberly was going to call my dad the n-word was so outrageous I couldn’t stop replaying the moment in my mind.

For hours, I tossed and turned in bed, obsessing over the funeral and trying to make sense of everything. All I had ever wanted was to be close to my father. It took me another fifteen years to realize his notebooks and his beat-up leather briefcase held the key to our connection, and it all revolved around a single, complicated word.






One Blazing Saddles


2010

“Get ready to get pissed off,” I warned forty undergraduates as I launched into a lecture on the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act.

It had been five years since my father’s funeral, and I was just hitting my stride as a history professor at Smith College, a liberal arts school in western Massachusetts. The students in my Civil War class leaned in and got quiet as I described how slave catchers and federal marshals hunted free Black people in the North, rounded them up, and forced them back into slavery.

Charlotte, a white student with long, wispy brown hair who sat in the front row, raised her hand. I liked her a lot. She was always ready for class and asked tough questions that generated meaningful conversations. We’d grown friendly since the semester started. About once a week after class, she walked me back to my office and told me private things about her life, about a student group she organized, and why being a college student sometimes felt hard.

“So, basically,” Charlotte asked, “the fugitive slave law incentivized judges to find a Black person guilty of escaping slavery?”

“Yup,” I said. “Judges got paid five bucks if they found someone not guilty and ten for guilty.”

Five other hands shot up.

As the students sorted out painful truths about American history, I wrapped up the lecture with a presentation about anti-Chinese prejudice in California even among Black people.

Charlotte raised her hand so high she practically lifted herself out of her desk chair.

Beaming at her, I pointed and said, “Whatcha thinking?”

“Have you seen Blazing Saddles?” she asked.

My jaw dropped. Blazing Saddles was a satirical comedy my father wrote with Mel Brooks in the seventies about a Black sheriff who saves the white folks in an old West town.

Why was Charlotte bringing up my dad?

Until that moment, I was convinced my students had no idea who Richard Pryor was or that I was his daughter. I still felt raw and exposed when people asked overly familiar questions—“Did you know him?” “How often did you see him?” “Were you close?”—unwittingly cutting to the heart of my own insecurities about our relationship.

Now that sense of privacy crumbled. Charlotte, I felt certain, was about to put me on the spot by telling the whole class Richard Pryor was my father.

My warmth for her vanished in a snap.

“Yes,” I answered curtly. “I have seen Blazing Saddles,” instinctively claiming my authority as his daughter. The truth is, though, I hadn’t. I was too young when the movie came out, and as I got older, not knowing my father as a public figure made me feel closer to him as a private man.

Desperate to change the subject, I made a big gesture, turned my back to the class, and clicked over to my final slide.

But Charlotte was just too eager, too engaged to contain herself. She raised her hand again, and the words came flying out of her mouth before I even had a chance to call on her.

“ ‘We’ll take the ch*nks and the n***ers,’ ” she blurted, “ ‘but we don’t want the Irish.’ ”

She didn’t say the phrase “the n-word.” She said the actual word out loud.

Time stopped. The room started to spin.

All at once, multiple thoughts fired through my brain. A white student said the n-word in my classroom. She wasn’t calling anyone a name. She was simply trying to connect to my lecture by repeating a funny line from Blazing Saddles. She was also quoting a joke that I had no doubt was written by my father. Somehow that made the situation even more disorienting.

I froze, and the energy in the classroom completely shifted.

Usually, my students paid attention. They listened carefully and nodded their heads. But when Charlotte said the n-word, their eyes darted to the floor or the clock, anywhere else in the room, but not to me.

The only person looking at me was Lori, a Black student about ten years older than her peers. Her big brown eyes looked pained. As the seconds ticked by, each of the four other Black students in the class turned to me too. Were they angry? Frustrated? Disappointed? Looking for answers? A surge of responsibility, like panic, rushed through my body in great swells.

I needed to do something, and do it quickly.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, holding up my hands, willing Charlotte to be quiet.

“No,” she said, smiling and trying to reassure me. “It’s a joke. From Blazing Saddles.” Then she repeated it. “ ‘We’ll take the ch*nks and the n***ers, but we don’t want the Irish!’ ”

And her Black professor did nothing to stop it.

The clock struck three. The period ended. For the first time since I started teaching, not a single student waited while I packed up my laptop to ask me a question after class.



In a daze, I walked back to my office, trying to process what happened.

How could a group of six letters so easily throw me off my game?

As a Black professor of African American history, this was exactly the kind of racially charged moment I thought I should know how to handle. But instead of guiding the students and taking charge, I just stood there.

Growing up with my white Jewish mother and going to mostly white schools, I never felt comfortable saying the n-word. It dried up on my tongue like dirt, even though it was a mainstay of my father’s comedy.

But in academia, there was an expectation to say the word for the sake of historical accuracy. Known as the “mention exception,” teachers and legal scholars made a free speech argument that quoting the word from movies, literature, or history was necessary. Some even consider it disrespectful to Black authors like James Baldwin or Zora Neale Hurston not to quote their words verbatim.

The way Charlotte said the n-word was a textbook example of the mention exception, but her intention didn’t matter. As soon as the word left her mouth, it sent a chill through the classroom and exposed something in me I’d been grappling with my entire life.

I sat down on a bench to catch my breath.

The n-word had a real-world impact. No matter how or why or in what context anyone said it, a single mention could open old wounds. Historical wounds like the brutality of slavery, the terror of lynching, the overt oppression of Jim Crow segregation, but also uniquely personal ones.

As I headed home, images populated my brain like the reboot of a computer, including memories of my father I hadn’t thought about for decades. The n-word swirled around so many of the most awful, confusing, but also tender moments of my childhood.

It was so deeply entangled in every aspect of my life, and there was so much I didn’t understand.

If I wanted to get to the bottom of what happened in my classroom and try to fix it, I had to go back to the beginning. Where did the word even come from? How had I missed the influence it had on my life? And why did it all seem connected to Richard Pryor?






Interlude One


You all know how Black humor started. It started in the slave ships. Cat was on his way over here, rowing. Dude say, “What you laughing about?” He say, “Yesterday, I was a king.”

Richard Pryor,

Bicentennial N***er,

1976



In 1619, Portuguese mercenaries kidnapped three hundred and fifty people from the coast of Angola, forced them onto the slave ship San Juan Bautista, and set sail for the Americas. In the Gulf of Mexico, English pirates captured a few dozen who survived the terrifying journey and put them up for sale in Jamestown, Virginia. The governor of the colony bought the African captives for a few days’ supply of food and beer. They were the first Africans sold in British North America, one hundred and fifty years before the colonies became the United States.

Those “20 & odd” men and women were called “n*gars.” During the colonial period, the n-word was often spelled with a single “g” instead of two and an “a” instead of an “e.”

In Captain John Smith’s history of the colonies published in 1624, he wrote, “… a dutch man of warre… sold us twenty N*gars.” Individuals who likely hailed from the royal West African capital of Kabasa, including kings and queens, were reduced to a Latin word meaning “black” that marked them by the color of their skin.

When the governor who originally bought the men and women died in 1627, he left his heirs “goods debts chattles servants n*gars cattle or any other thynge.” From the beginning, the word was used to position Black people as workers, as property, and as things to pass down.

The n-word wasn’t yet a slur. But in just a few decades, it would become interchangeable with the word “slave,” an idea that branded racial inequality into the heart of American culture.






Two “This Is Your Daddy”


1974

I met my father for the first time when I was six years old.

My mom rapped on a hotel room door, and I gripped my right thumb with my left hand so I wouldn’t be tempted to stick it in my mouth. A handsome man in his thirties answered, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist. Small coils of black hair sprouted from his chest. The hair on his head looked the same, only thicker. I wanted to touch it to see if his curls felt anything like mine. Glancing inside his room, I saw newspapers strewn across a queen-size bed and caught the familiar tang of coffee and cigarettes. Turning my attention back to the man, I was surprised by the twinkle in his deep, brown eyes, as if he and I shared a joke. My heart soared, but I felt bashful too. Looking only at him, I grabbed my mom’s hand and hid myself inside her jacket.

She put her arm around me and held me tight. “Elizabeth,” my mom said. “This is your daddy.”

The man gave me a shy smile, and then pulled my mom and me into the room and closed the door.

“Hey, Lizzy,” he said.

I looked straight up because he towered over me. “Hi,” I said, stunned that this man was my father.

“Wow,” he said to my mom, “she looks just like me.” I closed my mouth and tucked in my lips, trying to hide a smile.

“I know,” she said, and put her hand on her hip.

He stepped back and admired my mom from head to toe.

“Macky,” he said, “you look good.”

Hearing him use my mom’s nickname gave me a little thrill. Her name was Maxine. Everyone outside of the family called her Max, but she let special people—my nana, my aunts, my uncle—call her Mac. I turned to see if she was happy too. She was.

“Richard,” she said, and pecked him on the lips before she turned her head and touched her chin to her shoulder. A slight blush broke out on her cheeks, a shade darker than the pink rouge on her pale skin. She looked like Audrey Hepburn, with her straight, brown hair; rounded, oversized, tortoise-shell frames pushed up on her head; and blue jeans fitted to her thin body. To finish the look, a white-and-red fox fur coat hit right at her shapely hips.

Was she still in love with him? She never said it out loud. But she was always in love with the idea of him loving me.

My parents met in New York City in their early twenties, at a nightclub called Cafe Wha? in Greenwich Village. It was 1965, a time of great social and racial upheaval in the United States, when it was still illegal for a Black person to marry a white one in sixteen southern states. My dad was from Peoria, Illinois, a northern city that was segregated enough to make it feel like the South. My mom, Maxine Silverman, had just moved from Boston to New York City, a hotbed of the burgeoning counterculture movement. A rebel at heart, she didn’t care that dating a Black man shocked her working-class Jewish parents. She was his first serious white girlfriend. My dad understood the risks involved and chased after her anyway.


Max so sweet and Max so true…

I will love you when the bigots come to take me away.

I’ll love you when all is lost, save your love. I love you. I love you.



They were both ambitious and beautiful, gangly and vulnerable. On their first real date, he charmed her by singing “Moody’s Mood for Love” as he said goodbye. A few weeks later, they moved in together.

Back then, my father was making a name for himself in the downtown nightclubs and appearing on network variety shows. While he was inspired by traditional comedians like Sid Caesar and Jonathan Winters, his material always explored the absurdity of racism in America.


My mother’s Puerto Rican, and my father’s Negro, and we lived in a real big Jewish tenement building in an Italian neighborhood. Every time I’d go outside, the kids’d say, “Get him! He’s all of ’em!”



Granted, his mother wasn’t Puerto Rican and he didn’t grow up in a tenement, but he understood the nuance of American racism and called attention to it with humor. He even made fun of Black people. “I’m Negro,” he wrote privately. “I’m probably one of the few people left that will admit it.” At the time, he still called himself “Negro,” while young activists like Stokely Carmichael and Huey P. Newton preferred what was then the more provocative term, “Black.”

By 1967, my parents had moved to Los Angeles so my father could be closer to Hollywood, and he found himself caught between his ambition to be a star like Bill Cosby and his growing affinity for the burgeoning Black Power movement. He gravitated toward raunchier and more political Black comics like Dick Gregory and Redd Foxx, who confronted racism head-on in their acts. As the sixties came to a close, his ideas about what it meant to be a Black entertainer began to shift. He stopped straightening his hair and wearing conservative suits and started using the n-word onstage.

At the time, saying the word, especially in front of white audiences, was unheard of. Almost twenty years before hip-hop artists made the n-word a staple of their music, my father invented a Black superhero called “Super N***er.”

As his onstage persona changed, so did his relationship with my mother. Their once playful dynamic became volatile and even physically violent. She’d yell and accuse him of cheating (which he was), and he’d drift away. On the night I was born in 1967, things had gotten so bad between them that he was hundreds of miles away, partying in Tijuana, and ended up in a Mexican jail on a marijuana charge. She went into labor alone in Los Angeles and drove herself to the hospital. A few weeks later, as hippies flocked to cities like San Francisco and New York to celebrate the Summer of Love, my parents broke up. My mom believed she had no choice but to leave her swanky life in Beverly Hills and move back to Boston to live with her parents.

Newly single and more driven than ever, my father fully immersed himself in radical Black politics. In the early seventies, he headed north to Berkeley, California, the heart of the Black Power movement. He made Marvin Gaye’s political anthem “What’s Going On” his personal soundtrack and hung out with members of the Black Panther Party. As he became more attuned to Black culture, his material became more authentic, and his career really started to take off.

On February 1, 1974, almost seven years after my parents broke up, my dad flew my mom and me from Boston to Newark, New Jersey, to watch him perform. Before the trip, I only knew him as a mythical creature who materialized once in a while on television, like a Black Loch Ness monster. Whenever he appeared on popular shows like “The Partridge Family,” “The Merv Griffin Show,” or “Soul Train,” my mom would shout across the house in her thick Boston accent, “Elizabeeeeeth! Your father!” That was my cue to sprint across the living room as fast as I could to catch him before he vanished from the screen. The fast-talking characters he played, the funky clothes he wore, and the hip way he talked drew me in like nothing I’d ever seen on TV before. He made me feel connected to something and someone outside my tiny living room.

At school, I bragged at show-and-tell that my father was a Hollywood star because he was in a movie with Diana Ross called Lady Sings the Blues. The truth was a lot less glamorous. I had a photograph of him holding me over his shoulder when I was two weeks old, but didn’t remember seeing him in the flesh until that day in his Newark hotel room.

From the moment I saw him, I struggled to believe he was real until he reached out and led me deeper into the cramped room. He stretched out his arms to take me in.

“Give me some sugar, baby,” he said. For a moment, he seemed unsure.

I had never heard anyone use the phrase, “give me some sugar,” but I understood exactly what he meant. As I reached up to kiss him, he met me halfway, touching my mouth with his moist lower lip. Part of me wanted to wipe away the wetness with the back of my hand, but the thought of hurting his feelings was out of the question. Besides, a sloppy kiss was worth it if I got to spend time with him.

A playful smile broke out on his face, his confidence back. “Boooooston Blackie,” he said, stretching out the nickname like a Baptist preacher. It felt like he was inviting me into a private world. “Take off your coat,” he said with a wink. “Stay awhile.”

My mom stepped in and yanked gently on the pompom of my pink knitted cap, pulling it from my head. My dad hugged me again and invited me into the bathroom to watch him shave. Standing at the doorway, I stared at him in the mirror because I’d never seen a man shave before. Was the warm feeling in my chest what everyone felt when they got to spend time with their father?

Later that night, my mom shushed me as we stood together backstage. I squirmed and wriggled in the wings while we watched him perform. His show was bursting with energy, titillating and naughty. Dressed in a windowpane-plaid suit and shiny brown shoes, he transformed from my young, sparkly father into an old wino who stumbled upon a vampire.


Say, n***er. You with the cape!

What your name, boy? Dracula? What kind a name is that for a n***er?



“N***er,” he said, over and over like a magical incantation. It was the first time I’d ever heard the word. The audience roared. I didn’t know exactly what the word meant, but every time he said it, a jolt of electricity shot through me. The word seemed to shock and mesmerize everyone in the theater. Even at six, and without the words to express it, I knew he was doing something daring and new.

When the wino finished telling off Dracula, he turned his back to the audience and pretended to unzip his pants and pee. I wanted to peek around the velvet curtains and tell everyone this guy belonged to me. Dizzy from the lights and the stage, I had a hard time keeping my Buster Browns firmly planted on the floor.

At the time, I didn’t know how my mother worked behind the scenes to make that trip happen. Years later, in the bottom drawer of her hope chest, I found a copy of a letter she wrote to my dad a few months before we flew to Newark. The letter, filled with anguish, pleaded with him to do right by his daughter. My mom confessed how difficult it was for her to understand how he’d ignored me for the first six years of my life. “How is it possible for me to love a child so much,” she wrote, “while her father feels nothing?” Appealing to his evolving sense of his own Blackness, she challenged him: If you really want to make a difference for the race, show up for your Black kid.

She was hyper-aware of his intellectual and creative shifts and followed his career like a spider eyeing a fly. On her bookshelf, she prominently displayed his first studio album, Richard Pryor, from 1968. I stared at that album for hours. My dad was on the cover staring back at me, wearing nothing but a loincloth and a huge ring in his nose, holding a bow and arrow. The album was bordered in yellow with a leafy design like my cousin’s National Geographic magazines. As the years went on, my mom saved every mention of my father in envelopes and boxes, and tucked them away so I could have them when I was old enough to make sense of his career.

One night in early 1973, she went to see Wattstax, a documentary film about a Black music festival honoring the anniversary of the 1965 Watts uprisings in Los Angeles. Jesse Jackson was the MC, Isaac Hayes performed, and more than a hundred thousand mostly Black concertgoers filled the arena in funky seventies fashion. My father’s comedy was interspersed throughout the documentary. He used the n-word in almost every single joke, and called out cops for abusing their power.


Every time you pick up a paper, n***er accidentally shot in the ass. How do you accidentally shoot a n***er six times in the chest?



It was his coming-out party as the voice of a Black generation.

In her letter to my father, my mom reminded him there was a little girl in Boston who needed him as much as the movement did. “I saw Wattstax,” she wrote, “and if you are going to do things for your Black brothers by way of identity, well… charity begins at home.”

Soon after she mailed the letter, he sent for us to come to Newark, and we got to spend the night together at the Holiday Inn.

The morning after his show, we said our goodbyes in front of the Eastern Airlines ticketing counter at Newark Airport. I stared at him, hoping to memorize everything about him: the big mole on his chin, the pockmarks on his face, his bushy mustache, his felt fedora, and his long leather coat. My mom snapped a few dozen black and white photographs during our overnight stay, clicking away like the paparazzi with her prized 35 mm Canon. Later, she labeled the back of each blurry print—“Elizabeth & daddy 1974 Holiday Inn Newark,” “Richard w/ Kool & The Gang & Gladys Knight Feb 1974,” “Dressing room,” and “Onstage.” For years, I looked at those pictures every night before bed.

As we headed to the gate, my dad walked up to my mother to say a final goodbye.

“Mac,” he said, kissing the top of her head, “you did good.”

“I know,” she said, letting slip a rare toothy smile. Then she paused, weighing whether or not to say anything more. “She’s got so much love in her heart for you. Don’t fuck it up.”

“I won’t,” he said.

“I mean it,” she said.

“I know.” And he kissed her head again.

Then my mom took two more photographs of me and my dad, “Newark airport Feb 1974” and “The Last Goodbye Feb 1974 Newark Airport.” In one, he gives me a sideways hug and leans on my head, goofily. In the other, he is in the background with his back to the camera, and I am facing my mom. My eyes are puffy with tears. I couldn’t stop crying. I’d fallen madly in love and was sure I would never see him again.






Three “Don’t Let Nobody Ever Call You That”


1974

“Richard, she can’t stop looking at you,” my mom said, with a big silly grin.

After only three months, my father was back in my life. And it was all because of the n-word.

“Can’t stop looking at her either,” he said.

My face heated up with delight. I pressed my cold fingertips against my hot cheeks.

Leaning back against the red leather booth, he seemed at ease in my favorite Boston restaurant. He opened a fortune cookie with one hand, his long fingers prying it apart. I savored his smell, a blend of sweet, citrusy cologne and the richness of tobacco smoke, and studied him like he was one of the seven wonders of the world, especially the crinkles under his eyes when he smiled.

The restaurant was bustling, but I saw only him, a girl in a fairytale blinded by her knight.

My mom broke the spell.

“Tell your father what happened at school.”

Startled, I looked helplessly at my mother, her billowing cigarette smoke stinging my eyes. Failing to notice my distress, she demanded a full confession.



It all started on my seventh birthday when my mom told me to rush home after school for a surprise. Skipping all the way, I tried to guess what kind of present she’d gotten me. I knew it wasn’t a usual treat—my nana’s apple squares or pizza from Papa Gino’s—because nothing like that made my mom so bouncy. As I turned the corner onto my block, the possibilities kept my mind so busy that I almost missed the Cadillac limousine parked against the flow of traffic in front of our house. The long white car was a stark contrast to the boxy, brown and blue Oldsmobile and Chevrolet sedans that lined Houston Avenue, a tidy working-class street just south of Boston.

Before I could inspect the car or its driver, my mother opened the storm door, flapping her hand to urge me along. “Hurry!” she said. “Come on!”

As I stepped inside, I saw him, a round-faced man peering over my mom’s shoulder who looked a lot like my father, but I wasn’t entirely sure. He had the same mustache, but a fuller afro. Dressed up in a white, three-piece suit with a brown silk handkerchief in his breast pocket, he looked too polished and too cool for our simple, shag-carpeted house. In the time since we’d first met, he’d recorded his third comedy album and had a new swagger.

“Look who’s here!” my mom squealed. I was too shy to embrace him, too embarrassed to be wrong about recognizing my own father. Closing the distance between us, I walked to him, fawn-like on unsure legs. Something in his eyes reminded me of mine, but not until he crouched down and tapped my nose with his too-wet bottom lip was I certain it was him.

“Boston Blackie,” he whispered, sounding just as shy as I felt. He held out a gift in his hands, an offering. First, he gave me a huge stuffed dog, then a real gumball machine stuffed with jelly beans that worked with nickels, and finally, my first-ever doll with dark-brown skin. I’d never seen anything like it before.

Popping a jelly bean in my mouth, I noticed how extensively my mom and nana had prepared for his visit. The house smelled good, filled with the scent of all my nana’s specialties, what my mom called Jewish food—sweet and savory stuffed cabbage, raspberry jam and lemon rind from Nana’s famous jelly roll, mandel bread with red and green maraschino cherries, and the burnt smell of an almost-empty coffeepot still on the machine.

It didn’t take long after opening gifts for my mom to put me on display like a contestant from the Miss America pageant.

“Elizabeth, read something for your father.”

“Elizabeth, do your Mae West impression.”

“Elizabeth, sing him that Stevie Wonder song.” And I did.

“Can you teach me the words?” he asked.

“A boy is born in hard time Mississippi,” I recited all the lyrics as slowly as I could. He repeated them back to me word for word.

“That’s a good song,” he said, and he meant it. He used it on his fourth album, 1975’s… Is It Something I Said? Reading from what he called the “Book of Wonder,” he preached the lyrics as if they were the holy gospel.

The next night we went out to dinner at my favorite restaurant. My parents chatted awkwardly about the weather and the next stop on his tour, and laughed when they weren’t saying anything at all. Suddenly, my father seemed very interested to find out what happened at school. I’d tried to resist the pull of my thumb all night, but my resolve instantly evaporated. I snuck my thumb between my lips, hooked my pointer finger over my nose, and held the rest of my fingers tightly over my mouth like a shield.

My dad tilted his head and looked at me for a minute. Then, angling his long, elegant fingers under the tips of my smaller ones, he moved my hand away from my face, tapping the palm of my hand to coax my thumb from my mouth.

“What happened?” he asked. I hoped to avoid the question, but I could not resist him.

“Two boys called me n***er at school.”



I was dangling upside down on the monkey bars when Louis and Robert came up to me. Louis was Black; Robert was white. They’d teased me all of first grade. As the slight chill of spring smacked my face, I reminded myself that I hated Louis because he ate spaghetti with his mouth open, and I hated Robert because he was a follower. Whipping my head back and forth, I made myself dizzy wishing the boys away. But they did not go away.

“You’re a n***er,” Louis said. Just like that.

From the first day of kindergarten, Louis wanted to be my friend. He seemed to understand we had something in common. Maybe he noticed how I struggled with the kids at our mostly white school. They said I was adopted, that it was impossible for my white mom to be my real mother. I cried and told them it wasn’t true. I was afraid that if I became friends with Louis, I’d no longer be able to ignore the gnawing feeling that my light-brown skin meant I was different from my mom, the rest of my family, and most of the other kids at school.

“Did you hear me?” Louis said. “You’re a n***er.”

He let me know no matter what my mother looked like, he and I were the same.

Tears started falling before I remembered to hold them back. How could the word be so magical when my dad used it onstage, and hurt so much when Louis said it at school?

The boys laughed as I tried to hide my tears and confusion.

I ran to my teachers to tell them what happened. The two young white women with long, straight hair hugged me and cooed and wiped my eyes. I waited for them to say something comforting like they always did when kids teased me—“You’re not a baby,” “You’re not stupid,” “You’re not ugly,”—but the assurance, “You’re not a n***er” never came.

Later, when I told my mom what happened, she didn’t tell me I wasn’t that word either. She was confident about all kinds of subjects—cross-stitching, taxi-licensing, chic outfits, Hollywood gossip, and who in the family made the best chopped liver. But when she sat me down on her lap and struggled for words, it was clear the situation was too complicated even for her. Before that day, kids called me a baby because I was a thumb-sucker and cried a lot. I hated it, but I figured it would stop when I grew up.

The n-word felt like it could last a lifetime.



When I finished telling my story, I struggled to look at my father, convinced he wouldn’t see me the same way anymore. Slowly, I lifted up my head and couldn’t believe he was looking back at me with as much love and affection as he had the whole night.

“Don’t let nobody ever call you that,” he said.

His voice was quiet, like a secret.

Since it first happened, I’d been waiting for someone to tell me what Louis said wasn’t okay. My heart was wide open. With a single sentence, my father earned all the trust I had to give in the world.

He grabbed my hands, and told me something else.

“You are Black.”

I am Black. I am Black. I am Black.

The meaning of his words was just out of reach, like when I had a mole removed and the doctor used ether to put me to sleep and for days afterward my thoughts were like fireflies I could not catch or hold on to. My father was telling me something vital, I knew, if only I could keep the essence of what it was from flitting away.

My mom sat back and smoked her cigarette, watching us like we were acting out a scene in a riveting TV show.

Did she know I was Black?

I thought I was just a Jewish girl, like my mom and my nana and my cousins, who loved lighting candles for Hanukkah and eating brisket at the Passover seder. As the news that I was Black sunk in, my mind buzzed. My dad and I were both Black, he said, a fact that tied us to each other and to other Black people too. I thought back to a day not too long before when a carload of brown-skinned teenagers called out to me as I walked to school. “Hey, Little Brother!” they shouted as they drove by, mistaking me for a boy, but not mistaking my Blackness.

Tenderly, my dad continued to talk to me without ever repeating what the boys said. “That word,” he said. “It’s a fighting word. Whenever anyone says it, you better knock them right out.”

The warm feelings of just a moment before oozed out and left me ice cold.



The irony was, while my father was telling me I shouldn’t let anybody call me that, he was also making the same word his creative calling card. Just before he visited me in Boston, he recorded his 1974 album That N***er’s Crazy, a groundbreaking celebration of the very specific Black experience he knew from his childhood. It would go on to be the biggest-grossing comedy album of the year and cement his cultural influence forever.

His characters lived through all kinds of oppression—slavery, lynching, poverty, police violence, drug addiction—but came out the other side wiser and stronger for the trauma. Black people, my dad said, were resilient and powerful.


N***ers never get burnt up in buildings. They know how to get out of a motherfucking situation.



In the restaurant, my dad looked at me with the passionate conviction of a man who was confident in his Blackness and wanted nothing more than to pass it on. Turns out, my mom wanted that too. When the boys at school called me the n-word, she knew she was out of her league and also knew my dad was coming to Boston to promote That N***er’s Crazy. So she reached out, convinced that only a Black father could help a little Jewish girl from Boston understand the word. Gently, he told me I was Black, but not an n-word. He also said not to let anyone ever call me that. I had no idea how to stop that from happening, but I was willing to try because more than anything, I wanted him to be proud I was his daughter.
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