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Irv:

This book is dedicated to an old-fashioned teacher who cared about a poor, lost boy. I was in the fifth grade when my mother passed away and, my teacher, Miss Ruth Ewing, took me from a state of depression to a positive outlook on life. She is the one person who influenced my life more than any other, and this book is written in her memory.

Clifton:

To my three heartbeats: Delores, Ashley, and Alex And to my three role models: George Brown, Maurita Brown, and Georgia Richardson


AUTHOR’S NOTE



I HAVE indeed lived a storied life. In the seventy-eight years that I have been on this planet, I have seen a lot. Unfortunately, the more you see the more difficult it is to remember it all.

In the time I spent with Clifton Brown, we discussed my life for hours. While many of those stories appear in the text you will soon read, there were often times where I could not remember a specific detail or event. Thankfully, Clifton was able to speak with those who were on this journey that is life with me, and helped fill in the blanks. I appreciate them all for taking the time to speak with him and for sharing memories of our time together.

The goal of this book was to share my journey, and I hope you are able to appreciate it as much as I have.

God is good, and enjoy me Bearing the Cross for you all.

Irv Cross

May 2017


FOREWORD BY GIL BRANDT



MY fondest memory of Irv Cross is flying on an airplane with him from Philadelphia (PA) to Columbus (OH) back in the early seventies. That was the rockiest plane ride I’ve ever had. And that’s saying something. I’ve been on thousands of flights in my life, working for twenty-nine years as the Dallas Cowboys vice president of player personnel, followed by the work I’m doing today for the NFL and NFL.com.

However, this plane trip was particularly brutal. I thought we were going to crash. We would drop 50 feet without warning, and we were getting jostled around like we were tennis balls.

Obviously we didn’t crash because then I wouldn’t be telling this story. The entire plane ride, Irv never lost his cool. That was my first time witnessing how cool Irv really is under pressure. His calmness during that ride was amazing. I mean, if a flight like that doesn’t shake you up, you can handle just about anything.

Another person on that flight was Ray Kroc, the man who made a fortune as CEO of McDonald’s. When the plane landed, everybody was relieved to be alive. After that type of experience, you naturally bond with the people who went through it with you. Kroc, Irv, and I started talking, and Kroc was really impressed with Irv. Kroc spoke with Irv about the need to see more diversity ownership at his McDonald’s restaurants. He basically told Irv that if he wanted a McDonald’s franchise, it was as good as his, that he’d have one waiting.

That’s the kind of impact Irv has on people. They gravitate to him. The best way to describe Irv is as a gem: a jewel of a guy. When you see him, you don’t have to be extremely perceptive to know you’re dealing with someone special.

The first time I met Irv was when he played at Northwestern. I was scouting for the Cowboys’ first ever draft class of 1961. I talked to the coach at Northwestern, Ara Parseghian, and he spoke about Irv in glowing terms. After meeting Irv I was equally impressed. Parseghian was a no-nonsense coach who gave you the real deal with players. The way he talked about Irv, I knew he was a solid guy.

I had solid information on Irv before the 1961 draft, and we probably should have taken him. We didn’t. That’s something he hasn’t let me forget. Our first draft pick ever was Bob Lilly, who turned out to be a Hall of Fame defensive tackle—at least I don’t have to apologize to Irv for taking Bob!

Even so, Irv turned out to be a very good NFL player. Not a great player, but very good. I don’t know if I would call him a shutdown corner by today’s NFL standards, but he was one of the top cornerbacks in the league during his career. He was an all-around football player, just like he was an all-around person. He played special teams, he did everything, and he was tough.

When the Cowboys played the Eagles, we knew Irv was a guy you couldn’t fool. He was too smart for that. The better I got to know Irv, the more I was impressed with him. The same was true of our coach, Tom Landry, and our general manager Tex Schramm.

We were so taken with Irv that after his NFL career ended, the Cowboys offered him a front office job. Not as general manager, but a front office job, with the anticipation that he would become a general manager one day.

There’s no doubt in my mind Irv would have become the NFL’s first black general manager if he had taken that job we offered him with the Cowboys in 1971. Our organization had stability. We had a track record of success. And Irv could have made a smooth transition from our front office to running the show with somebody else. Everyone he dealt with around the league would have been impressed with him. There’s no doubt somebody would have tried to hire him away from us. He had everything—the NFL connections, the experience of being a player, scouting experience, a knack for finances, ability to handle the media, and knowledge of the game. It was easy for me to picture Irv running a draft, making a trade, or negotiating contracts. Tex felt the same way.

Unfortunately for us, Irv turned down our offer with the Cowboys and opted for a career with CBS. That turned out pretty good for him! When he landed on the NFL Today show with Brent Musberger and Phyllis George, I wasn’t surprised. Irv is the kind of guy you want in the spotlight. He knew the game, and television had become a huge part of NFL business.

Irv had a great run on the NFL Today and he didn’t have to worry about wins and losses! The guy is good at anything he does. He’s going to do everything in a first class, professional way. When that show was on, it became habit-forming to watch. If you loved football and watched games on Sunday, it was the perfect way to start your day.

Much of Irv’s life has been connected to the NFL, just like mine. I’ve met plenty of people during my six decades working in the NFL, and I still haven’t met anyone nicer than Irv. More than that, he’s a loyal friend. Whenever you see Irv, it’s like running into your brother.

Irv never had anything handed to him. He earned it. I know some things about how he grew up. I know that he was one of fifteen children. I know his family wasn’t exactly swimming in money.

Obviously I don’t know everything about Irv, because we didn’t grow up together and Irv rarely talks about things that aren’t positive. But there’s much more to Irv than that great smile of his. He cares about people and has empathy for them—probably because of how he grew up. Irv has been through obstacles, but considers himself fortunate, and he’s one of those people who makes you feel good just being around him.

I’ve known Irv for almost sixty years, and he has always been a good person, one of my favorite people. Think about that. Ask anybody who knows Irv, and they’ll tell you the same thing.

He’s too modest to say the things I’m saying about him, but Irv has lived an extraordinary life. If he ever needed something, I’d do it for him, no questions asked. So when he asked me to write the foreword for this book, I couldn’t say no.

We didn’t draft Irv. I couldn’t convince him to work for the Cowboys. But having Irv Cross as a friend is a blessing. This book is important to Irv, so I’m glad to help. Irv has lived an extraordinary life but, more importantly, he’s an extraordinary person. I’m just glad he’s my friend. In his life, and in his career, Irv Cross has done it the right way.
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BEING LIKE JACKIE ROBINSON



HOW did it feel being the first African American full-time sports analyst on national television? It felt like everybody was watching.

The NFL Today, which launched in 1975, became the country’s most popular pregame football show, and I was proud to be part of it. People on the West Coast woke up watching us. People on the East Coast rushed home from church to see us.

A lot of people were pulling for me when I got the NFL Today job. I also knew that some people were hoping I would stub my toe and wash out.

Either way, I didn’t care. I was thrilled and I was ready. By the time I joined the groundbreaking NFL Today show in 1975, I had already been working at CBS for several years as an analyst and reporter. I knew that a national NFL pregame show would be a major step up in my career, but I was prepared. I was determined to make my parents proud, just like the great Jackie Robinson told me to do when I was a teenager.

I can’t start this book without mentioning Robinson, one of my idols, whose life was a major inspiration to me. When Robinson broke the color barrier in major league baseball in 1947, I was just seven years old. I was too young to comprehend the significance of what Robinson was doing. That was long before I would even start to believe that I could play in the NFL one day.

However, Robinson’s arrival into the major leagues was a game-changer that inspired a generation of black people. It certainly inspired my family. We used to crowd around the radio and listen to Dodgers games when Robinson played. Jackie was a hero, and of course I became a huge fan.

My participation in sports brought me face-to-face with Jackie Robinson years later, when I was still a teenager. I met Jackie at a baseball banquet when I was fifteen years old. By this time, playing in the NFL still seemed like a pipe dream, but I wanted to attend college. I was one of fifteen kids in my family, and nobody in my family had ever gone to college. I was a good student, and I was also gaining a reputation in Indiana as a pretty good athlete.

The banquet was in Chicago, which isn’t too far from Hammond. I was one of the kids who had made the regional baseball All-Star team. So I caught a ride up to Chicago with a half-dozen other guys. I was sitting on the dais, and when I looked down to my right not too far away, there he was. Jackie Robinson in the flesh! As my future NFL Today colleague Brent Musberger might say, “I was looking live at Jackie Robinson!”

I was in seventh heaven; one of those moments when it felt like you were in a movie or dreaming. I remember like it was yesterday. Jackie had that white hair. He had that great smile. It was really him. And my heart was pounding!

I’ve come to realize how important it was for Jackie to do what he did that night—talking to young people, inspiring dreams. Jackie could have been doing something else that night. But in addition to being courageous, Jackie was generous. He gave of his time. He cared about others. Jackie wasn’t just interested in accolades, in making things better for himself. He wanted to uplift those who hadn’t come as far.

That’s why Jackie Robinson remains a hero to me. I believe in the idea of giving back, of using your blessings to help others. That’s what Jackie was about until the day he died.

“A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives,” is a Jackie Robinson quote.

 It’s one thing to be a great player. It’s another to be a great person. Jackie was both.

Jackie knew all the kids he spoke to that night in Chicago were not destined to play major league baseball. In fact, it was more likely that none of us would become professional ballplayers. But he was willing to talk with us, a group of young, energetic, and impressionable kids who were thrilled to be in the same room with him. He was the most famous person I had ever met up to that point. Heck, he was the only famous person I had ever met. I didn’t have a crystal ball to see my future, when I would be interviewing athletes in their living rooms, covering Super Bowls, or playing in NFL games myself on Sunday afternoons. Who would have imagined all that back then? Certainly not me.

Jackie gave a pretty good speech, at least I remember it that way. He had probably done hundreds of them just like it. But what he said after his speech ended really moved me. He came over and shook hands with all the kids that were there. When he shook hands with me, he looked at me and said, “Son, whatever you do in life, make your parents proud.”

I never forgot what a deep impression Jackie Robinson’s words had on me. Maybe it’s because the great Jackie Robinson was saying it. Maybe it was because my mother died when I was ten years old, and I had missed her ever since. Either way, it definitely stuck with me.

But the idea of making my parents proud resonated with me. I knew my family wasn’t the same as many families. I had friends who had both parents living at home. My mom had died. Most of my friends didn’t have fourteen brothers and sisters. I did. As I got older, taking care of my younger brothers and sisters became part of my routine, just like my older brothers and sisters had done for me.

It was already clear to me early on that I needed a plan for what I wanted to do in life. That didn’t frighten me or intimidate me. In fact, I already had a plan. I was going to be the first person from my family to go to college, and to graduate. Maybe I would be a coach, or a teacher, but I was going to make something of myself, and do it the honest way.

That meant I had to be disciplined. That meant I couldn’t give up when the odds were stacked against me. That meant I couldn’t let my goals be defined by stereotypes that others may have believed.

You know the old saying among many black people. You had to be better and hungrier to get what came easier for someone else. I believed that. Coming from where I came from, I lived that every day.

When I was doing the NFL Today, the spirit of Jackie Robinson was always with me. I was going to work harder than anybody else. I was going to know more about pro football than anybody. If things didn’t work out, it wouldn’t be because I wasn’t prepared.

As it turned out, things worked out pretty well for me. In my opinion, the NFL Today is still the standard by which NFL pregame shows are measured. On the air, we had a chemistry that just clicked. We were all so different, yet it worked. We had Brent Musburger, the smooth, polished television guy who could set everyone up. We had Phyllis George, a former Miss America, beautiful and smart, who attracted an entirely different audience, including women. We had Jimmy “The Greek” Snyder, a character, a gambler, who made us even more edgy. For two years while Phyllis was gone we had Jayne Kennedy, a pioneer in her own right, a wonderful person and a beautiful black woman who, in my opinion, should have been treated better than she was.

And then we had me, a former NFL player who knew the game inside out, and who had TV experience, and who was determined not to fail. As an African American, I was getting an opportunity that was unique for that time, and my presence helped bring a more diverse audience.

As you know, things on The NFL Today weren’t always perfect. There were battles between Jimmy and Brent. There was tension between Phyllis and Jimmy. And of course, there was the famous meltdown by The Greek, when he rambled offensively about black athletes while he was being interviewed at a restaurant. That mistake cost Jimmy everything—his job, his reputation, his life.

Decades later, I can look back at the good times and bad times in my life with few regrets. On camera, I always gave it my best effort, just like when I played in the NFL. I can watch tapes of those shows and still be proud. I wasn’t a showman or a clown. I did my job. I was me. I bore the cross.

I don’t refer to myself as a pioneer in television, but others have. A ton of ex-athletes, black athletes, are working for networks these days. But in 1975, when the NFL Today was launched, the sports TV landscape looked much different, much whiter. I never focused on that, but I was keenly aware that if I failed, it might be a long time before another black person got a similar opportunity.

Every time I see James Brown or Greg Gumbel or Tom Jackson on national television, I take pride, knowing that in some way, large or small, I helped create an avenue for them. Many people helped me. God was always with me. For that, I am forever grateful.

Since I left television, I’ve spent many Sundays at church, so I’m hardly an expert on all the current network pregame shows. I’m at a different stage in my life. I’m writing this memoir at seventy-seven years old, and I know my time on this earth is growing short. I have great memories. I’ve had a great life. But I’ve also lost many great friends, and I realize that nothing lasts forever, including this body of mine that feels the pain of playing nine years in the NFL.

That’s part of the reason I decided to do this book. I thought about it for years, but always had something taking up my time. I was never one to sit still and reflect on the ups and downs in my life. I also have never craved attention, nor did I enjoy talking about myself.

For me, the quiet moments in my life are often an opportunity for prayer. I want to get closer to God, to find my purpose, to figure out how he wants me to use the rest of my life. Somehow, when I thought about those things, the idea of telling my story and sharing it with others wouldn’t go away. Maybe some good would come of it. Maybe I was wasting an opportunity by keeping my story to myself.

Finally, I realized I shouldn’t wait any longer if I was going to do a book. I’ve run into former NFL players who are my age, or younger, who were world beaters when they played. Now they’re in wheelchairs, their bodies broken. Or their minds are broken, unable to remember precise moments, or even to recognize their loved ones.

I believe God has a purpose and plan for all of us. I think often about my purpose, and what God wants me to do. What can I do to live the life God has placed me on this earth to live? All my life, I’ve wanted to be of service, to make a difference. It comes from my Christian faith.

Maybe this book is part of that purpose. Maybe it will inspire some people to find their purpose. Jackie Robinson inspired me by sharing a message with me that I never forgot.

When people recognize me today, they often say, “Hey Irv, where have you been?”

Now I can simply respond, “Read my book.”

Here it is. I hope you enjoy it. And if it brings you closer to finding God’s plan for you, well, that’s even better.
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MOM, DAD, AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE



MY father used to beat my mother.

Obviously, that’s a part of my childhood I don’t discuss openly with people when I meet them, or even after I’ve known them for many years. The pain of that is still there, more than sixty years after it occurred. It was violent and it was scary.

I was brought to tears when I tapped into those memories for this book. I loved my mother. I loved my father. I love my entire family, all of my brothers and sisters.

That only makes the memories I have of my mom’s suffering harder to take. And obviously, I wish she had lived much longer than she did.

Before I speak about the abuse, let me talk more about how I grew up.

We had plenty of love and caring in our household, despite my dad’s issues with alcohol. As I mentioned, there were fifteen kids in my family. That’s a lot of mouths to feed and we were poor. I’m the middle kid, No. 8. There were seven kids above me and seven kids younger than me—eight boys and seven girls.

It’s fascinating how we all had different personalities. I was probably most similar to my younger brother Ray. He’ll tell you he’s a better athlete than me, and he’s right. That love for sports was a constant bond between us.

Meanwhile my older brother Jimmy and I were almost opposites. I wouldn’t call Jimmy a hell-raiser, but if there was some action going on somewhere, he was close to the scene. He started smoking at a very early age. If Jimmy saw a cigarette butt in an ashtray, he’d take it out and smoke it.

Jimmy started doing this when he was like ten years old. He died of a lung condition several years ago, and before he passed, he had to wear an oxygen mask.

Jimmy had a little bit of my father in him. He would get drunk on weekends, raise a little hell.

He’d get in a barfight or two. If you had a difference of opinion with Jimmy, he’d stand in front of you until he proved he was right. Saying he was wrong wasn’t one of Jimmy’s strengths. If you disagreed with Jimmy, you might get punched in the nose. But he served in the military as well, and made a life for himself.

I was really the first one in my family to participate in sports because of my friend Herbie Ruffin, whose father loved Jackie Robinson. With that many people in the house, responsibilities had to be delegated among all of us, particularly the older children. My older brothers and sisters didn’t have hours of free time to play outside, to enjoy their childhood the way kids from smaller families could.

Mom and Dad just couldn’t do it all by themselves, especially since Mom was often pregnant with the next child. So the older brothers and sisters helped take care of the younger brothers and sisters.

The girls slept in the front bedroom upstairs, and the boys slept in the middle room downstairs. There were usually five of us to a bed, as we only had a couple. Three of us slept at the top of the bed, two of us slept at the bottom.

I think I had a brand new pair of shoes once in my childhood. Everything else was a hand-me-down from older brothers and sisters. We had chores as soon as you were old enough to handle some.

I had to get up early in the morning to take care of the coal stove. I usually got up at five o’clock. I had to start the fire and have the house warm before everybody woke up. We had coal delivered to the house, dropped on the sidewalk, and I took it to the basement. Years later when I was grown, I went back to visit the house I grew up in. The house seemed so much smaller than it did when I was a kid. It has since been torn down, and the last time I was there it was nothing but an open lot.

I honestly don’t have many vivid memories of being hungry. Somehow, my Dad and the older siblings were resourceful enough to get us all enough to eat. Usually we had plenty of food. My father walked back and forth to work. He’d pass a chicken house and a butcher shop along the way. The butcher was owned by this Polish guy, and my father would sometimes come home with fresh cuts of meats that he purchased from the butcher.

We’d usually have Cream of Wheat or oatmeal or cereal for breakfast. I never felt like I missed a lot of meals. I do remember some days at school, when we had milk and cookies during a break, that I’d be real happy. I guess those must have been days when I felt like I really didn’t get enough to eat.

My dad was a hunter and he also liked to fish. To him, this was more than just recreation.

Those skills helped provide for us. All of my older brothers hunted and fished with my father. I was the oddball. I didn’t go, because I didn’t believe in killing anything. I felt that way as a child and it still hasn’t changed. I’ve never gone hunting and I’ve only been fishing a couple of times. The only part I regret is that by not going hunting or fishing, I missed out on spending more time with my father.

After one of father’s successful hunting excursions, a wide variety of cuisine would make its way to the Cross dinner table. You can imagine that wasting food wasn’t an option at the Cross household. You ate everything on your plate, and you were grateful you had a plate. Because we couldn’t be picky about what we ate, we’d eat odd things, at least odd to me, like squirrel, rabbit, racoon. I didn’t especially like racoon, but I ate it because I had to. My mom would fix it up and she was a good cook, but I just never took a liking to some of those exotic dishes. If I didn’t like something, I’d put a small portion on my plate. We had two tables where we ate. The older kids sat at one table, and the younger kids ate at a table in the kitchen. My father sat with the older kids, and one of my older sisters would sit with the young kids, making sure they ate and behaved. My father was a terrific guitar player—learned by ear. I remember sitting around with my family, my father playing guitar, and a couple of my sisters had great singing voices.

The concept of sharing was instilled in me early. There was no such thing as my room, my food, my toy. Everything was “ours.” There’s no way I could ever eat something, or have something, without thinking about my brothers and sisters, and what they might need.

If I had two pieces of anything to eat, one piece went to a brother or sister. If I had a Twinkie, I would bring it home and share it. Our clothes were handed down. We supported one another.

I’ve never understood people who obviously had more than they needed, but weren’t willing to give. I’ve always thought giving should be part of a person’s makeup, the ability to share willingly with others.

One of my first jobs was setting pins at a bowling alley a couple of nights a week. I made $5.75 for the week I think. There was a White Castle restaurant right across the street from the bowling alley. For 75 cents, you’d get maybe a dozen White Castle hamburgers.

I’d come home from work after payday, put $5 on the table for my father, and I’d take a sack of hamburgers up with me and give them to my brothers and sisters. That’s what life was like for us, and it has carried over into adulthood for me. I’ve never been driven by material things, I guess because I did without them growing up. Having six or seven overcoats never made sense to me. When I have extra things, I know it’s time to start giving stuff away.

Now for the difficult part—talking about the domestic violence. While we were all taking care of each other, my father spent many long hours at work. He usually got up around 5:30 and walked to work. Rain, snow, it didn’t matter. He just went. There was work all over the place in Hammond, Indiana, and that’s how my father, and my family, ended up there. There were a million jobs in Hammond, East Chicago, Gary, and Chicago. Steel mills and oil refineries were close by. If you were a carpenter or electrician, if you had that kind of skill set and worked there all your life, you could end up with a decent income and a nice pension plan, and at the very least you could raise your family. At that time, you were looking at steady work for forty or fifty years. My father worked in a scrap iron company where he would burn parts. It was a tough job. You worked outside, even if it was 25 degrees below zero.

Most of the black people in Hammond lived on our side of town, but our immediate neighborhood was integrated. My next-door neighbor was Polish and his father owned a bakery. A lot of people in my neighborhood were from Eastern Europe. Everybody in Hammond knew my father. Our family was one of the first African American families in town.

My father never had any trouble with the law, except when he drank. Dad did a good job providing for his family, but he had this drinking problem. In the bar he used to go to, there was this poolroom. The guys would shoot pool, and they would gamble. Then he’d come home and that’s when the trouble would start.

I hated what happened on Fridays. That’s when my father got paid. That’s when my father drank. Old Grandad whiskey, that was his drink. It was like clockwork. He’d cash his paycheck, give my mother most of the money, but he’d take a few bucks, then head to the tavern and get drunk. He’d come back and beat Mom up. You knew every Friday night that something was going to happen—something bad.

This was where my dislike for alcohol started. I saw how drinking changed my father’s personality into something ugly. I saw how he couldn’t control his actions when under the influence of alcohol. I saw things I never wanted to see, things no child should have to see.

My father certainly wasn’t alone in his behavior. Alcohol has taken the same stranglehold over millions of people. It has shattered families and ruined lives. At some point during my adolescence I decided I would never be a drinker, and I have kept that vow throughout my life.

As a hunter, my father had a shotgun, and sometimes he’d fill that thing up with bullets, go out on the back porch, and fire that shotgun. I was afraid he was going to shoot somebody by accident—drunk, stumbling, and shooting a gun. The police came by a few times and made him stop. Once, they even took him to jail, let him dry out, and brought him back home.

My father’s behavior when drunk was such an odd thing, because with the kids, he was never abusive. He treated my mother so badly but he was good with all the kids. However, my father had an old school mentality about life. The father was supposed to set the law. When he said “No,” that was it. He felt the father was the head of the family, and his word was the last word. You don’t challenge him. When we talked to him, we addressed him as “Yes sir, no sir.”

Maybe my mother challenged him sometimes, I don’t know. But I still remember those nights when he hit my mother with horror. I wasn’t even ten years old, and I felt helpless. There was a big easy chair in the living room. When my father would beat her, I would hide behind that chair and sulk when she was beaten. A couple of times, some of my brothers tried to jump on my father’s back in an attempt to intervene. But he was much stronger than us.

When I was ten years old, my mother died during childbirth.

I didn’t know what was going on at first. I came out of our bedroom the next morning and went downstairs, and my mother wasn’t in my parents’ room. But the baby was there.

I said, “Where’s Little Ma?” That’s what we called my mother. My grandmother was “Big Ma.”

My mother was gone, having passed away during the night. I’ve always thought that the way my father beat my mother may have had something to do with her death. She had varicose veins and problems with that, but I think the physical abuse that she took accelerated her health problems. She had a baby every year, and maybe with the beatings and the babies, it was simply too much for her to take.

Whatever the case, she was gone. Losing her like that left a mark that still hurts to this day.

However, something else happened the day my mother died. That same day, my father stopped drinking—cold turkey, and forever.

My father didn’t take a drop of liquor the rest of his life. He lived to be eighty-six years old, and for about the last forty-five years, he was completely sober. I never asked him why he stopped drinking, and he never told me why. Was it guilt? Was it grief? Was it fear that if he didn’t stop drinking, he would lose his family after already losing his wife? I’ll never know, but after my mother died, my father and alcohol parted ways.

Meanwhile we were all left with the pain of my mother’s death. Losing your mother at any age can be traumatic, but especially when you are a young child. I’m sure it has affected me, with the way I’ve dealt with certain things in my life. Fortunately, I studied some psychology when I got to Northwestern, and I’ve learned about human nature and how we respond to certain things.

I really missed my mother, but I wasn’t close to her the way some kids are close to their mother. I was close from the standpoint that she fed me, took care of me, and loved me. But in my family, before you knew it, another kid was coming along. That cuddling, that one-on-one warmth you have with a mother, where you can feel her heartbeat, her caress? I didn’t have a lot of that. She couldn’t hold me for that long, because there would be another child to take care of. You wind up not being handled that much. In some ways, you’re on your own.

I’ve always been a bit of a loner, and I think that’s one reason why. I often felt alone growing up, even in a house with that many people. When I was young, I wasn’t an easy person to get to know. I’d go hours without speaking. There were so many people in my house, I was shy, and I’d end up just listening, not saying a word. In a crowded room, I was never the center of attention. It’s kind of ironic that someone who doesn’t like attention ended up being on national television, being a broadcaster for a living.

In my television career, it helped that I was a good listener. It made people feel comfortable that I let them talk, and during interviews it helped them to open up more than they ordinarily would have.

One of my most memorable NFL Today interviews was one I did with Dexter Manley, the former Redskins defensive end who reached the NFL without being able to read. For years, Dexter fooled people, bringing the newspaper into the locker room when he couldn’t even tell you what it said. Even his wife didn’t know he couldn’t read.

At first Dexter didn’t want me to interview him about his inability to read. He was embarrassed and didn’t want to relive some of the pain. Dexter had a learning disability and kids made fun of him throughout his childhood, called him dumb and demeaned him in various ways because he didn’t do well in school. But as Dexter and I got to know each other we developed a relationship. He finally opened up and talked about it. After the interview, I received letters from viewers, saying how much they were moved by his experience. Meanwhile, Dexter took classes that improved his reading ability from the second grade level to the tenth grade. For the first time in his life he could actually understand what was in the newspaper that he once used as a prop to hide his secret.
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