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FOREWORD


As a kid growing up in West Texas, I loved playing baseball, and was blessed to even play it professionally in the minor leagues. But my real calling was in medicine, which allowed me to make a difference in people’s lives. It also allowed me to meet Mike Singletary.


I was blessed with a long and successful medical career that allowed me to become a professor and founding chairman of the Department of Neurological Surgery at Northwestern University’s Feinberg School of Medicine in Chicago.


In 2010, society was grappling with disturbing headlines that stated some former NFL players were being diagnosed during autopsy with chronic traumatic encephalopathy. The NFL was under great pressure to report what was going on. Commissioner Goodell recruited Dr. Richard Ellenbogen and me to cochair the new NFL Head, Neck, and Spine Committee. As a committee, we were tasked with designing a strategy for the on-field diagnosis of concussion and subsequent return-to-play guidelines. In addition, we had access to emerging technologies for helmets and other protective equipment. Alongside the NFL Competition Committee, we developed rules that expanded the definition of a defenseless player. In addition, by advancing the restraining line on kickoffs, we reduced concussions on kickoffs by 40 percent. This was important and interesting work, and we learned a lot from it, but it is fair to say that one of the most impactful aspects of that part of my life was the relationship I formed with Mike Singletary.


Mike contacted me after my return to Dallas and the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center as chair of neurosurgery. As a Hall of Fame middle linebacker and one who had played with ferocity, he knew what it meant to make a hard tackle. He had cracked twelve helmets in college and numerous others with the Chicago Bears, yet he had never sustained a concussion. That was remarkable to me. As a baseball and basketball player, I had experienced at least six concussions. The answer to that dichotomy became obvious. Mike’s technique of tackling with his head up so he could see what he was hitting and then driving his shoulder through the opponent’s belly button was not only incredibly effective but also highly protective. Because of his small size and the advice he received from a coach early in high school, Mike worked to develop incredible strength and musculature in his neck. But as powerful as his neck is, the most impressive part of Mike is his heart.


He initially reached out to me because of his concern for many former NFL players, some of whom had suffered tragic consequences from their playing careers. He told me about one conversation he’d had with former defensive lineman Lyle Alzado, who approached Mike during a Pro Bowl event and said that, at age forty-two, he was considering trying to go back to professional football. Six months later, he was dead. Mike internalized many of those stories and the lives they affected in a deep way. He and his son John came to my office to record a conversation about concussions and what was happening with former athletes. Too many of Mike’s friends were not doing well. Mike told me how he would convene a meeting each year at the Hall of Fame event in Canton, Ohio. Too many times, he told me, legends of the game and his idols would come up to him to ask a question. They would ask the same question again and again and then struggle to find their way back to their seats. “We have to find the answer to this,” he told me.


How could a small, frail child growing up in an underprivileged neighborhood with ten siblings and a violent father become the Mike Singletary we all know? His story of painful experiences was channeled into a life that surpassed any idea of what should have been possible. Through my role with the NFL and Mike’s desire to help others, Mike and I traveled the country together and spoke to many diverse audiences regarding ways to prevent these injuries and protect athletes from childhood to adulthood. You have no idea how many times we were asked, “Should I let my son play football?” or “Should I let my daughter play lacrosse?” Throughout that process, we developed a friendship and then, one night, I suffered a fall related to atrial fibrillation and a medication I was on, resulting in two emergency spinal operations and extensive rehabilitation. Throughout my time in the hospital, we restricted my visitors to the neurosurgery residents, my family, Merry Quinson, Scott Clamp, and Mike Singletary. Mike would come to see me at night. I was trying to learn to walk again, and I was very weak in my left leg. Mike would coach me about envisioning the movements that I needed to make and then trusting my leg as I shifted my weight into it. “Envision the play,” he told me, “then trust it and execute it.”


In some ways, this is how Mike saved himself. When he was twelve years old, his mother, who prayed for him every day, told him that she recognized greatness within him and issued him a challenge. His response was to write an eight-point strategic plan for his life. The plan included getting a college scholarship, graduating, being an all-American, being drafted into the NFL, and ultimately playing in a Super Bowl. He did all that and much more. After my rehabilitation, we were meeting in my study, and I remember him saying, “Trust yourself; you have another chapter left.” He was correct, and because I know firsthand, I can tell you that if you follow the advice he lays out in this monograph, your story will be better than you can imagine. Understanding Mike’s incredible journey will empower you to overcome severe adversity, achieve the unimaginable, and, perhaps, save your own life. Mike has impacted me emotionally and spiritually. I know his story will do the same for you. Good luck, and God bless.


Hunt Batjer, MD




 


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Sometimes, someone will ask me about my childhood. I’m not going to lie—my younger days growing up in the rough-and-tumble Sunnyside community in South Houston were often difficult.


But as broken as Sunnyside was in those days, it wasn’t the most broken neighborhood in Houston. Many of our neighbors owned their own homes. Some of the residents of Sunnyside prided themselves on keeping their houses painted and their yards cleaned and manicured. Most of our mothers and fathers, including my own, worked like dogs to make ends meet.


Still, when I think about my childhood, a certain sadness sometimes comes over me. Those were some hard times, to be sure. But if I’m being honest, some good memories manage to sneak through once in a while too. It wasn’t all bad.


THE FAMILY BUSINESS, HARD WORK, AND INA’S DINER


My father owned a construction business that specialized in building decks and pouring driveways and patios. The truth is that he would take on almost any job he could in order to make a few bucks. He was a flawed man, perhaps more flawed than most, but no one would ever say that my father didn’t work hard.


Most of the folks in our neighborhood couldn’t afford an outside contractor to build their decks or remodel their houses. If they needed something like that done, they did it themselves. As a result, the majority of my dad’s jobs were in the more affluent areas of Houston.


So, every day Dad would load up his tools in the bed of his old pickup truck and head out to work on the other side of town.


I wish I could tell you the make and model of that truck, but I can’t. In fact, I’m not sure it would actually be classified as one specific make or model at all. Back in the day, we used to call old worn-out cars clunkers. This truck was far below clunker status.


He didn’t pay much for it, just a few bucks. The engine was shot, as well as the transmission. It was missing doors, and the bed was rotted through. Truthfully, it should have stayed in the junkyard.


My father not only worked hard, but he was resourceful too. Someone towed the truck for my father and parked it in our backyard. My dad then began to scour the junkyards for parts that he could scavenge to make the truck more useful. He paid no attention to whether the parts were from a Ford, a Dodge, or a Chevy—he usually found a way to make them work.


I wish I had a photo of that old jalopy of a truck. It was a hideous thing to behold. I do recall that Dad tinkered with it almost every day to keep it running. It was a work in progress—always a work in progress.


His personal vehicle, however, the one the family rode around in, was a Cadillac convertible that he had completely restored from the ground up. Dad repaired or replaced all the broken or worn-out parts and sanded and painted it himself. By the time he rolled that old Cadillac out on the streets of Sunnyside, it looked like a brand-new car. The Singletary family, all of us, would squeeze our hot bodies into the plush seats of that old Caddy and motor up and down the streets like we were all somebody.


But the truck? Now that was another matter. But Dad didn’t care, and neither did we, because it served its purpose—it was just transportation, a tool to get a job done.


While many kids my age saw Saturday mornings and the summer break from school as a time to relax, I enjoyed no such luxury. My dad’s business was a family business, so my brothers and I were expected to do our part.


It must have been a sight to behold when the Singletary boys, their cousins Ricky and Clintel, and my dad’s brother, Uncle John, left Sunnyside and drove through Bellaire or one of the other “nicer” communities on our way to a job. With my older brothers and cousins lodged in between the tools and wheelbarrows and cement mixers in the bed of the truck, my dad behind the wheel, and my Uncle John on the passenger side of the cab, we were quite the spectacle.


And there I was, little Mike, right between my dad and Uncle John, with the manual transmission shifter sticking up between my knees. Every time Dad needed to shift gears, I had to move my leg to one side or the other to allow Dad enough room to do so.


We worked hard in those days. If you don’t know much about the climate of Houston, Texas, the best way I can describe the summers there is to tell you that it’s not that much different from being in a sauna. The heat is oppressive. It hovers like a blanket over South Texas and combines with an equally oppressive humidity. It is relentless! And it sucks the air from a person’s lungs. From one day to the next, and on into the nights, summers in Houston never let up. They seem intent on beating a working man down to the ground.


As soon as the old truck rumbled to a stop and we began our labor, this blanket of heat wrapped a little tighter around our bodies, and our skin began to try to cool our core with sweat. I’m grateful now that God made people with a built-in cooling system, but when we were laboring in the hot air of Houston, the sweat was like a magnet for grit and sand. By the end of the day, when we loaded back up in Dad’s old truck, we were one sweaty, dirty, smelly throng of men.


However, one good thing about quitting time is that we were all ready for a good meal and some cool air, and my brothers knew just where to go.


I wouldn’t call my brothers sneaky, but they were crafty. Normally, when my father was working, he was in his element. Working and making a living made him happy. But every now and then, we noticed, for whatever reason, that he was in a foul mood. When that happened, we learned to keep our thoughts to ourselves. We did not dare to ask him for anything.


But at the end of most workdays, he was happy, almost jovial. My older brothers knew how to read my father. But, even on the good days, they were still afraid to ask him if we could stop at Ina’s Diner on the way home. So, they recruited me, the youngest of the Singletary brothers, to formally present the request to our father.


Sneaky? I prefer to think of them as wise. They knew that since I was the baby of the family, I had a special relationship with our father. If I asked, they knew they stood a better chance of Dad saying yes.


Dad always knew that they had put me up to it, and he would usually grin slyly and respond with something like, “So, your brothers want to stop at Ina’s, do they? Well, tell them to pack up the tools, and let’s get on our way.”


To be honest, I don’t think it was a hard sell with Dad. Besides the great food at Ina’s, there was the air-conditioning. I’ll never forget that blast of cold air that hit me as soon as I walked through the door. Almost every building in Houston is air-conditioned now, but in the 1960s, it was a rare thing. We certainly didn’t have it in our home.


Ina’s was more than a place that served great food and afforded our sweaty bodies a few moments of cool comfort, however. It was also a place of community where many of the other patrons knew us. As soon as we shuffled our tired feet through the door, someone would yell out, “Well, here come the Singletary boys.” Then the good-natured banter would begin.


My dad was a Pentecostal pastor, and they would start right in on him. “Hey, Rev. You and your boys don’t eat all the food. Save some for us other working people.” They would all have a good laugh, and my brothers would head for the jukebox and play Otis Redding, Sam Cooke, Marvin Gaye, or Stevie Wonder.


It was a little slice of heaven.


People liked to watch the Singletary boys eat. My brothers could really throw it down. As soon as the food hit the table, it disappeared. We hungrily gulped down Ina’s tasty home cooking, sipped her ice-cold tea, and continued to joke among ourselves and the other patrons. We caught up on community news. I listened as the adult men talked about the state of our city and country.


Ina’s was a successful Black-owned business that served as a meeting place for other Black business owners. People who cut trees, replaced roofs, laid brick, or poured concrete like our family did would gather at diners like Ina’s.


These entrepreneurs met to compare notes and share tips about where the next big construction projects were going to be built. More than once, I heard one of these men tell the others, “There’s a new subdivision going in at such and such a place. I sure could use some help.”


Even though there were plenty of successful Black men and women in Houston back in the day, there was always an undercurrent of racial injustice in the air. I sometimes wondered, Why are we limited to hard labor? Why can’t we be doctors and lawyers and own businesses that also cater to Whites?


Our time at Ina’s was a small window where we could momentarily forget all of that.


The blessing of Ina’s Diner to me is that the moments we spent there kindled a spark of desire in me. It was times like those, when the troubles of my life seemed to take a breather for a moment, that I asked myself, Why can’t I live like this all the time? Why are Ina’s Diner and the barber shop the only places where I can be myself and have a good time? Why is church the only place I can dress up and go wearing my best clothes?


THE MOOD OF SUNNYSIDE


While there were good times in Sunnyside back when I was a young boy, if you were to ask me to summarize the overall mood of my childhood neighborhood in one word, I would say that it was hopelessness.


I suppose that anyone looking at our community from the outside could make a judgment that we were lazy, that we didn’t want to hope. That’s an easy thing to say unless you were legally forced to live in segregated neighborhoods such as Sunnyside.


Our community was platted in the early 1900s by the city fathers for the specific purpose of creating a Black community that was geographically separated from other communities. It was annexed into Houston a couple of years before I was born, but even though we paid taxes, we received no city services—no sewer, water, or drainage.


Yes, most people in Sunnyside had given up hope, but they had not given up hope because they were bad or lazy people. Hundreds of years before any of us were born, a lie was spoken about people like us: “You don’t matter. At least, you don’t matter as much as other people do.”


This lie came from outside of Sunnyside—there’s no denying that. But as bad as the lie coming in from the outside was, it was the way the lie was believed and repeated inside the community that did the most damage.


I don’t think anyone I knew actually believed that they were less valuable than anyone else, but they did believe that the people who held power would never give them a fair shot at a better life. They felt trapped. As a result, many African Americans learned to see themselves as victims.


And that is the worst thing of all—a feeling of powerlessness. Victimhood breeds a hatred for initiative. It kills dreams and visions. It robs grown men of their dignity and reduces them to boys, or worse.


This was the thought, the idea that hung over Sunnyside and defined everything. In a sense, I get it. Black people in America were enslaved as mere property for longer than we have been emancipated. And by the 1950s, when I was born, many Black people still felt enslaved by the system.


I was born fewer than a hundred years after the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified, finally releasing the stronghold that slave owners had over their “property.” By the time I came on the scene, the iron chains were gone. African American people who could trace their family roots to slavery were technically free. But everywhere we looked, there were signs (some literal, some unspoken and unwritten) that told us, “Yeah, about that freedom thing—not so fast.”


Though the iron chains that bound the feet and wrists of African Americans were gone, many of us were still bound by the trauma of slavery, partly because the story was handed down from one generation to the next like it was a part of our DNA. Sadly, everything around us reinforced that trauma—the signs, the laws, the looks of disdain we felt from non-Black people.


This story still haunts us today. Many Black people work hard to remove the reminders of slavery by tearing down historical statues, and some Black athletes kneel at the playing of the national anthem in protest of our country’s racist past.


Yet, the nagging trauma remains. In fact, the more we focus on these external symbols that represent the wrong that was done to us, the worse off we are. And the worse we think we are, the angrier we become. In many segments of Black communities, this anger is seething, boiling over into fits of rage.


The problem is, however, that we often don’t really know who it is we are supposed to be angry with. Is it the police? The government? White people? Other Black people? The church? Our teachers? Our fathers? Ourselves?


We’re just angry. And after all the outward expressions of anger, after we have torn down statues and dismantled institutions such as education, the church, and the government, we’re still mad. And even if we were to be convinced that the pathway to real freedom runs through our forgiveness of those who’ve made life miserable for us, we don’t really know who we’re supposed to forgive because we don’t know who we’re actually angry at.


This is a vicious cycle. It is a special kind of slavery, an emotional and spiritual chain that, instead of restraining our movement by binding our feet and wrists, is wrapped tightly around our hearts and minds. These invisible chains restrain our upward movement toward greatness and excellence. We are still enslaved until we can figure out a way to release the anger in our hearts and the fear in our minds that drives our emotional dysfunction.


BROKEN PROMISES


A major part of this story is that, because of so many unkept promises by the government, some are still waiting for “the man” to come in and deliver us, to bring us our “stuff.”


I’ll admit that people in government have made too many unkept promises over the years to count. However, someone once said that the definition of insanity is when we keep on doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results. So, what do you call it when, after all these years have passed and after all of the broken promises, we are still waiting for the government to make things right for us?


What I say next may seem insensitive and cruel at first. But in reality, it is the kindest, most liberating thing I can say to anyone who still holds out hope that someone is coming to help us—it ain’t gonna happen! There’s no such thing as free stuff. At this point in the game, the only person who can liberate the person who feels enslaved is the person who feels enslaved.


HOW DO WE GET OUT OF THE MUD BOG OF DESPAIR?


Someone may ask, “So, how do we do that?”


That’s a very good question. All I can do is tell my story of how I became liberated in my mind from the trap of victimhood. When I grew weary of being a casualty of my circumstances, I didn’t look to the left or the right for another man to set me free. Instead, I looked upward to the only one who can actually free us—I sought out the God of creation.


The reason I went to him and him alone was that I was convinced he was the only one who could release me from the self-pity that was holding me back. I heard the message of God that promised me that I was capable of great things, and I wanted him to guide me from that point forward.


I am telling my story from the perspective of a Black man raised in an oppressive culture. But my assessment of what holds people back is universal. So is the solution to hopelessness. With God, it doesn’t matter what color you are, what your daddy’s last name is, where you live, or how rich or poor you are.


What really matters isn’t who we are at all but whose we are. What matters is whom I belong to. When I discard the superficial identities that divide people into special classes and instead live life being fully aware that my life has been bought and paid for by the blood of Christ, I can live knowing that something special lies within me. I can now exercise my gifts. I can now follow my calling, a calling that has my name on it.


This is why I don’t want anyone to give me anything. My mother always told me, “You don’t want anything for free, because if they give it to you, they can always take it away. You only want the things you pay for or things you earn. There is only one gift you want for free, son, and that’s the one that is already paid for—the gift of the blood of Jesus.”


As I’ve thought about these things over the years, I’m convinced now, more than ever, that she was right. She didn’t ignore the ugly legacy of slavery or institutional racism. She just knew that she didn’t want her son to wait until the system changed before he could cast a vision for his life that would elevate him out of the attitudes of the hood that had him defeated before he even got started. She didn’t want him to wait until someone somewhere else gave him permission to succeed.


Anything less is nothing more than another chain to bind our hearts and minds and to steal our dignity.


If we want to see how deadly this “we are waiting for someone else to do something for us” mindset is, all we have to do is look inside any community where it lives. There, we see crime, addiction to drugs and alcohol, the birth rate of children to unwed mothers, the absence of fathers, and living on a diet that is high in sugar and calories and low on actual nutrition.


This isn’t unique to the Black community, but it’s worth mentioning. African Americans are 50 percent more likely to have a stroke than White people.1 Black men are 70 percent more likely to die of a stroke. African Americans are nearly twice as likely to have type-two diabetes than non-Hispanic Whites.2


If someone doesn’t know by now that how we take care of our bodies will affect our overall health, they haven’t been listening. If they don’t know how devastating the absence of fathers is, they have had their eyes closed. It’s not more information that we need—we already have plenty of that.


You don’t have to be Black to be overwhelmed by the hopelessness of generational defeatism. If you travel the country just a bit, you’ll see the same defeated, slouched-shouldered look among poor White people in Appalachia. You can drive just a few short miles from Sunnyside and see the same look and find the same defeated attitudes in the Hispanic neighborhoods of Houston. And you will also see the same behaviors leading to similar health risks, such as stroke and heart disease.


If you were raised in isolation on a mountain somewhere and were suddenly thrust into one of these centers of despair, you might assume that people were trying to kill themselves. But I think some folks who have seen their dreams die on the vine are just trying to numb the pain until they die. They’re just getting by until the end comes.


Just getting by! Just flying on autopilot! No direction! No plan! No hope!


Let’s be honest here—something has to change. I think that anyone with a heart for other people can agree with that. But that’s an easy thing to say. What is difficult for me to accept is the reality that change must begin with me.


Here’s where people like me come in, people who have escaped the cycle of despair. We aren’t better than the people who are destroying their lives—we’ve simply made different choices. Actually, we haven’t made “choices”—it’s really only one choice. And that choice is that we have decided to listen to a different story told by a different narrator than the one based on the lie that we are worthless. We simply chose to listen to what God says about our value.


The masses have tried to make sense of a cruel and unjust world without him, and at the end of the day, they must realize that they are still powerless and embittered! Maybe they do know this about themselves, or maybe they don’t. But hopefully, at some point, they will admit their anger and frustration and begin to look upward.


Not everyone is going to be able to hear what I have to say. That’s OK. Maybe later it will resonate with them.


But in short, here’s my message to anyone who will listen—God must become real to you! So must his Word! You can try to find purpose in football or basketball, in dealing drugs, or in music, but it won’t fulfill you. You can find your place as a doctor or a lawyer or a banker. But even if you make it to the top and make boatloads of money, you will just be a rich, angry, resentful person without a higher purpose. You’ll still be just as unhappy as you were before, maybe more so because what you thought would make you happy didn’t. The truth is that you won’t find peace because you didn’t look in the one place you can find it—you didn’t pursue God.


I hope my compassion comes through in my tone because my heart is truly broken for the millions of people who live without hope. After finishing my previous book, I decided that it would be my last. But over the past few years, I’ve surveyed what’s going on in America, and I don’t like it. The only thing that has separated our country from almost all the other nations has been our commitment to the truth of God. But now, sadly, this love of truth is under attack. We are engaged in a fierce battle with those who would take it away.


But the one casualty that we cannot afford in a war like this is our relationship with Almighty God. He, and he alone, is the source of greatness because he is great himself. However, he won’t share it with just anyone. Greatness is only enjoyed by people who relentlessly pursue a great God.


I don’t like to stare at people, but I will sneak a glance once in a while. And when I look, what I see frightens me. I don’t mean that I am afraid for myself, because I know to whom I belong. God has blessed me with an enduring identity—it can’t be stolen or hijacked.


It’s the kids on dates, both on their devices and completely ignoring one another. It’s the young mother and father sitting at a restaurant, both glued to their phones and ignoring the kids. And it’s the parents putting devices in their kids’ hands to make them more manageable.


And I mourn this loss of intimacy and togetherness. The impersonal cyberworld has replaced face-to-face interaction between human beings who were created in the image of the God who is personal with us and desires us.


My prayer is that this book will change lives—one person at a time. I know I run the risk of sounding arrogant, but I need to let you know that I didn’t come up with this pathway to success on my own. Instead, it is the product of decades of input I have received from an untold number of wise people who have poured into my life, beginning when I was a young boy and continuing to today. All of it, I believe, was orchestrated by God.


So, let me say this—if anyone is ready for change, then they need to be prepared for the challenge. I will promise you this: I won’t beat around the bush. I will be direct and to the point. Yes, it will be challenging, but the only way to live a great life and avoid the boring and painful state of mediocrity is to work hard at doing the hard stuff.




 


INTRODUCTION


Sunnyside, a Community of Discouraged People


The street I grew up on in the Sunnyside community on the south side of Houston, Texas, was officially named Woodward Street, but everyone around Houston just called it the Dump Road.


It shouldn’t be too hard to guess why it was called that.


The Dump Road was entirely dirt with an overlay of lime rock covered with tar, and it was periodically sprayed with used motor oil collected from the city’s massive fleet of vehicles. It was sometimes muddy, sometimes dusty, but almost always deeply rutted, and it led directly to Houston’s landfill, which was less than a mile from our ramshackle house in Sunnyside.


I’ve been away from Sunnyside for a long time now. So long, in fact, that it’s hard to believe that I ever lived there. If you were to go looking for Sunnyside today, you wouldn’t recognize the place I will describe to you. Developers have swept in and scooped up the land at depressed prices and built apartment complexes in place of the decaying homes. Sadly, many of the people who grew up with me can no longer afford to live there.


What I recall most about Sunnyside back in the day is that it was, in many respects, a sad place, a place where poverty ruled.


However, when I think about the people who lived there when I was a young man, they weren’t all sad and hopeless people. I’ve classified them into three different categories. It’s important for me to tell you this because I don’t want to paint a picture that would create the impression that everyone in Sunnyside was broken.


The first group were the men and women who had completely surrendered their hope. There were a lot of them. They were the ones who hung out on street corners swigging on the poison that was peddled out of the liquor store. They had completely given up, thinking that, as long as the system was rigged against them, they might as well not even try.


The second group living there were the ones who, while they had not entirely given up hope, were just hanging on by a thread. They were the ones you could hear saying things like, “Ain’t no sense in trying too hard. It ain’t gone make no difference anyhow.” But you could still find them trudging every day to their jobs, coming home, cooking supper, watching a little television, going to bed, and waking up early the next morning to repeat the same routine all over again.


They were the “just keeping their heads above water” kind of folks—good, hard-working people who had no imagination for anything better.


And then there were the occasional people who, like my mother and a few other strong Black women in our neighborhood, seemed to live above the line of despair. They found a way to comfortably dwell right there in the midst of all the junk of Sunnyside yet still emotionally and spiritually prosper in spite of it. They never caved in to the temptation to numb the pain with drink or drugs or take in a half-hearted man who would lie around, nor did they just sit around waiting for good things to come their way. They made things happen.


To this day, I thank God for those men and women because their circumstances were often just as bad as those of the rest of the community. Sometimes worse! They could have given up too, but they didn’t.


When I was drafted by the Chicago Bears, I remembered a promise I had made to my mother just after my dad had bolted for greener pastures. As soon as I signed my NFL contract, I flew to Houston and proudly informed her that I was going to get her out of Sunnyside.


“Mama, it’s time for me to keep my promise to you. I’m going to buy you a house in a nice neighborhood. You don’t have to live here anymore.”


I fully expected her to break out in tears of joy, wrap her arms around me, and thank me. But what she did next completely took me by surprise.


The way I remember it, she cocked her head to one side in one of those looks mothers are famous for and said resolutely, “What do you mean, son? Why would I want to leave Sunnyside? I’ve got everything I need and want right here!”


I stood there with my mouth wide open for what seemed like an eternity. I had never been caught off guard more than I was on that day. Ever since I was twelve years old, I had dreamed of rescuing my mother from Sunnyside. And I had repeated this promise to her a thousand times over the years. So, the fact that she was surprised, surprised me.


She took advantage of my pause, softened her look a little, and continued, counting her points on her fingers, “Look, son—I can walk to the dry cleaners. My church is right down the street, and all my friends are here. Why would I want to leave Sunnyside?”


In desperation, I paid a visit to my old high school coach later that day, hoping that I would find a comrade to back me up on my effort to get Mama out of the neighborhood. Coach Brown knew how tough Sunnyside was; surely, he would go to bat for me with my mom.


“Coach, I have a problem I think you can help me with. I want to move my mom to a better neighborhood and into a new house. But she doesn’t want to leave.”


Mama had already caught me off guard earlier in the day when she had balked at moving to a “better” community. Now, Coach was about to jerk the rug out from under me again. He crossed his arms and looked up at me from behind his desk.


“Who are you building this house for, son—you or your mom?”


I blinked in disbelief that he had even asked me such a thing. I drew a quick breath and answered with maybe more than a little irritation in my voice. “Uh, for Mama! Of course I’m building it for Mama.”


“Well, if you’re really building it for her, build it where she wants to live. You take her out of the neighborhood where her hairdresser, her church, and her lady friends are, and she’ll be dead in no time at all.”


I left his office with my tail between my legs and began to make plans to have the old homeplace bulldozed and a new one built, one just like she wanted—right in the same place on the Dump Road. It would be a modest little house with all the amenities, but it would be right there in Sunnyside, in the neighborhood where I grew up, right where Mama wanted to live.


For months, everyone rode past Mama’s house, watching it rise up out of the neighborhood, and marveled, “Would you look at the house Mike is building for his mama.” My mother was proud of that. It was a statement that her confidence in God’s faithfulness and all her hard work on my behalf had actually paid off.


So, yes, Sunnyside was a sad place in many ways, but there was an inner pride in that community that longed for something most people there assumed they could never have. Many of them had given up hope, but once in a while, someone like Rudell Singletary would raise up a son or daughter who managed to be successful despite the circumstances.


Mama’s house became a symbol, a source of pride for everyone in Sunnyside. For a moment, people were able to think, Well, Rudell’s son made it, and look what he’s done for her. Maybe there’s hope for the rest of us.


I’m glad my mother and Coach Brown won the argument. Mama joyfully and thankfully lived in that house until she left to go be with the God she had loved her entire life.


I will share in detail the process that I followed, which set me up to escape the same generational sorrow that many of my peers endured. However, before we get too far into the meat of that, let me give you a little more background information about life in Sunnyside back in the day.


LIFE ON THE DUMP ROAD


Every single garbage truck in all of Houston hurtled past our house on the Dump Road on the way to discard the putrid junk from their bellies into the rotting mountain of refuse at the end of the street. And all the way to the landfill and all the way back, the foul stench of sour milk and rotting meat whirled out of the trucks and was ferried in the wind through the entire neighborhood.
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