
[image: Cover: Dear Father, by J.   Ivy]


Advance Praise for

DEAR FATHER

“J. Ivy is way more than a poet. He is a weaver of our fabric, a teller of our stories, a griot, an activist, a man. He has traveled the world fighting ignorance and injustice with his city on his back, the tears of his people in his pockets, and words as his weapons.”

—Talib Kweli, hip-hop artist and activist

“J. Ivy has been blessed with a unique gift. He has the distinct ability to touch hearts and souls through the power of his voice, and to open eyes and minds through the truth of his words.

I know that through this book, people who may be struggling with challenges will connect with his message and begin to experience their own healing.”

—Israel Idonije, NFL veteran, humanitarian, and philanthropist

“I feel that J. Ivy is one of the most passionate, creative, and deep-thought–provoking poets to come in a very long time. I feel he is a very special spirit to give us so much insight and love and inspiration. He carries the blessing of our ancestors, and that gift in his words brings us light as we travel through these dark times. J. Ivy is light! God bless you my bro.”

—Doug E Fresh, hip-hop legend and “The World’s Greatest Entertainer”

“J. Ivy has always possessed the ability to communicate the social consciousness of this hip-hop generation. His work with Kanye West and others is revered globally. His ‘Dear Father’ poem touches me personally, being a son who didn’t grow up with my father present in my life. What he articulates transcends economic and ethnic boundaries on many levels. Keep speaking, brother, the world needs healing.”

—Sway Calloway, host of The Wake Up Show, producer, and MTV VJ

“I could say that J. Ivy has a way with words. I could say that he stands in a league of his own. I could say he’s an amazing young talent—all of which, while being true, would be too obvious. It was all these things—delivery and the sound of his voice—that changed my perspective on his type of art. His voice in all facets of the word is simply legendary.”

—Estelle, Grammy Award–winning singer/songwriter

“It’s always a pleasure to work with someone who you can appreciate, someone who you respect, someone who you feel has talent, that can take us to the next level. J. Ivy is a healing poet, a brother who is concerned about the future of us.”

—Abiodun Oyewole of The Last Poets
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To

James Ivy Richardson Sr.,
My love for you, for my father, is genuine and true . . .

and

    Pamela Richardson,
For the purity of your love, guidance, and strength . . .

I truly THANK GOD for you both!



YOUR PAST CAN KILL YOUR FUTURE


If you don’t deal with your emotions,

One day your emotions are going to deal with you.

How do you destroy what you cannot see? How do you protect your- self from attacks lurking in your blind spots? How do you stop an untouchable darkness from spreading in your soul?

These hidden issues that preyed on me, these problems that wrestled with my soul, there, in the midst of my subconscious, they grew beastly, feasting nightly on my misery, transforming my joy into my pain.

These emotional beasts were mean, angry, hurt, and abandoned. Hungry and vicious, they preyed on my every move, I had no clue when the next emotional attack was coming—I was lost in this jungle of my own fears.

I struggled with this pain. It became a constant member of my life, finding ways to maneuver around my emotional defenses and crushing the foundation of my spirit. I felt confused, undervalued, and lonely. My confidence was shattered. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know what gifts I possessed.

Look, I’m not the manic depressed person singing, “Woe is me”

in a not-so-perfect key, looking for someone’s sympathy.

I confess! That’s just not me. It’s not my makeup or part of my personality.

But at different points in my life, I have found myself haunted. I never played the victim, but I was victimized, tormented, hypnotized by the lies that my doubts told me. As a child I struggled with feeling worthy. Namely, I felt like I wasn’t good enough for my dad.

This shifted my entire psyche, extending to every facet of my life. My confidence was compromised—my edge was dulled ’cause I was not being challenged by the leader of my home team. My passion was limited ’cause I was not charged by the energy of a parent’s love. Similar to the markings left behind by lightning striking delicate earth, I was scarred with a permanent pain, a constant reminder of my reality. My father had left me.

What did I do to deserve this? These feelings. These feelings? These spells of depression. You have no idea how heavy this pain can be. Or maybe you do? Maybe, just maybe, you’ve swam these drowning waters before, choking on fear, anchored, weighed down, held back by a disloyalty to take care of yourself, circled by the sharks of your past, which cut their teeth into the unloving layers that you thought you left behind.

I walk around

With God’s jumper cables

Clamped

To

My

Soul,

Gripping my spirit,

Jolting

My existence . . .

1—2—3

CLEAR!

I’m clear when I’m there . . .

When I’m here . . .

In a cloudless sky,

I can see again.

Inside I was off balance. I was unaware of the deep, dark hole that rested beneath my heels. I was down. Life had punted away my will, and those newly developed beasts headquartered in the shadows of my lower self kept pushing me into the depths of my hell, time and time again. Who could I call for help? Who would hear my cries of despair? Who?

My saving grace was my pen and my poetry, my voice.

At a young age, I was shown that I had a tool that would allow me to build ladders out of any pit of pain. Being blessed with this tool was a gift. Over time I would learn how to use this gift that would empower me to write—and right—my wrongs. I would follow my instinctive guide with passion, belief, and an internal strength to climb and focus my eyes toward a healthy future.

They say that the sky’s the limit, but I now believe that space is the limit, and space is limitless. I now realize that we all have been equipped with gifts that can help us build ladders out of our pain. As a superbly creative species, there isn’t anything that we are incapable of doing. When worlds are destroyed, we have the beautiful ability and the undying will to build again. We fall, but we get back up. We break down, but we heal again. Again . . .

If you don’t deal with your emotions,

One day your emotions are going to deal with you.

I knew that it was time for me to take control of the internal steering wheel that misguided me on this path. I realized it was time for me to go back to the pen and find myself.

DREAM BIG

True, life may seem at an all-time low:

You’ve tried everything,

But you can’t seem to find your flow,

So success comes slow and problems tend to grow.

You’ve seen your friends shine like its 100°,

While you chillin’ at 10 below.

It’s cold out here,

It’s freezing,

The bad times are increasing.

Bad energy is all that your surroundings are releasing,

So misery’s been feasting on your soul.

Vices grab hold,

And loads get heavy,

You feel so HEAVY.

But you can’t BLOCK

your blessings

When they come your way,

You got to be ready,

Ready to receive.

You got to shake off the fear and believe.

’Cause at times we’re tested,

Tested to see how STRONG we really are,

How far we’ll really go.

There’s an army GROWING,

But you can’t join unless you know what you’re fighting for,

’Cause if you stand for nothing,

You’ll f

a

l

l

for anything.

So stand T

A

L

L,

Know that you can’t walk until you crawl,

You can’t run until you walk,

You can’t fly without a running start.

So pump your arms when you come off the blocks,

And it won’t do you no harm to come off your block,

Get out and see the world,

’Cause everyone has their own mountain top,

It wasn’t promised to a few,

But promised to those who knew.

So climb the way you breathe and never stop,

Inhale your best,

Exhale the BS.

Keep on keepin’ on.

See where you’re going and work on getting there.

Don’t hate on others when others get theirs,

’Cause you go’ get yours.

You go knock down your own doors,

Know that GOD go take care of you and yours.

That’s why miracles happen out of the blue,

So know that and remember that can’t nobody stop you but YOU,

’Cause Dreams Don’t Come True,

They Are True,

So Dream Big!

Then after that,

Dream even Bigger!!

So BIG that Martin and Coretta are up in heaven holding hands,

Smiling down on us,

With a tear in their eyes,

And joy in their hearts,

Saying,

“Amen . . .

Amen . . .

Amen!”
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Live performance of Dream BIG

http://tagr.com/t/V4cJRV
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HOME SWEET HOME, CHICAGO


As a child, I was lost in my fantasies, having fun finding my way. I was innocent and naïve to life’s pressures and vice grips. I was a kid with no worries, a lil black boy who some said looked like little Michael Jackson. Once, when comedian Damon Williams saw an old picture of me in one of my poetry books, he joked that I looked like a member of the Jackson 6. Maybe it was the Afro? (Thank God I never had a Jheri Curl.)

Our middle-class family didn’t have all the riches in the world, but we had each other, and we had Chicago. The Chi is a very proud city of hardworking, hustling, good-hearted people, a town founded by a Haitian black man named Jean Baptiste Point du Sable. It is the home of our beloved first elected black mayor, Harold Washington, whose sudden passing in 1987 shook the city to its core. It is home to the infamous Al Capone, Jeff Fort, and Larry Hoover. It was the launching point for Mahalia Jackson and Nat King Cole. It’s the home of Muddy Waters; Curtis Mayfield; Gwendolyn Brooks; Harrison Ford; Carl Sandburg; Earth, Wind & Fire; Chaka Khan; Bernie Mac; and Lou Rawls. It is the birthplace of Donny Hathaway, Gil Scott-Heron, Quincy Jones, Don Cornelius, and Soul Train. It’s home to the blues and the lounges that housed it. House music (RIP, Frankie Knuckles, the godfather of house music) and steppin’ were both born within the boundaries of this great town. The rhythm of those Chicago winds has forever dictated our moves, art, music, and conversation. It’s as if our words dance when we talk. Our walk is accompanied by a confident glide. The city’s movement, its essence, pulsates within us and around us, waiting to be beautifully translated by its creative citizens. This energy that guides us is as tribal as what guided the tribes we were snatched from. No, it hasn’t been easy, but because of our hope for better days, we have managed to make our way.

I grew up on the South Side, Eighty-Seventh and Winchester, the corner of the hood, the edge of darkness, the black belt that was fastened together by love and separated from the rest of society by expressways and major intersections. It was our piece of the hyper-segregated pie. You just didn’t see white folks in our hood. From the mailman and the Jehovah’s Witnesses who knocked on the door to the grocery store clerks and the teachers, we revolved thru life in our black bubble. Cops stalked our neighborhoods, and trouble lurked in the alleys we played in, but we didn’t live in fear. We lived by making it day to day. My grandfather would always say, “If you can make it in Chicago, you can make it anywhere—just keep on keepin’ on. Take it one day at a time.”

And that’s what we did: we kept moving forward. Innocent blue-collar workers and ruthless gangstas walked together on the tight streets that boxed us in, still searching for the pride that slavery stole. Tribes formed after we swarmed from the South, descendants of slaves and sharecroppers, folks who wanted nothing more than a fair shake at life. We traded dirt roads for asphalt, wooden houses for concrete buildings, crops for factories and steel mills. Most black parents, who were born during the baby boom, worked hard providing for their families, believing their children’s way out of the hood required us going to school and getting a good job. Often they would preach, “In this white world, you have to be twice as good just to get a chance.” Without putting this thought into context, we could have easily deemed ourselves as not being smart or good enough for society, but as I got older, I realized they were simply trying to say that advances were limited for blacks. There were only so many good business and trade jobs, only so many recording contracts, the NFL and NBA only had so many spots, and college was far from free.

What were your options? Go to school or the school of hard knocks? Do you head for college or down the quick road to jail? Many didn’t see a way out so they hustled and encouraged you to do the same. Gangster Disciples (GDs), Black Disciples (BDs), Vice Lords, Four Corner Hustlers, and Black Stones patrolled and ruled the streets more than the cops did. The cats pushing the fancy cars with big rims and loud music were our role models. The smart kids, the nerds, were considered lame. Emotions and egos were tugged on. Pulled on. Pushed. Kids walked to school but wouldn’t walk back. Some were snatched up by strangers in vans. Friends got caught in the crossfire of the war zone we dwelled in; others were picked up by the cops and introduced to the system. Some were jumped into gangs. Forced to slang. Forced to do things their hearts didn’t intend.

What do you want to be when you grow up? I never heard “a killer.” I never heard “hustler,” “pimp,” or “drug dealer.” I never heard “basement dweller.” But I heard my moms when she would say, “If you go to jail, don’t expect me to come visit you.” I heard her loud and clear when she lectured me and my older brother as she drove us down Roosevelt Avenue, where the buildings were run-down and tatted with gang signs, the sidewalks were decorated with broken glass, the trash blew thru like tumbleweed, and the air smelled like urine and crack. She showed us blocks of drunks, addicts, and homeless folks and said, “If you don’t go to school and get an education, this is where you go’ end up.” You can’t help but hear that.

Sirens SCREAMED like alarm clocks.

The struggle unlocked the inner beast.

Some worked,

Some worked the streets,

Our blocks that were occupied by common folk . . .

Bus drivers, mailmen, gangstas,

And corner dwellers,

Who I would walk past in a worn-out sweater,

Rocking a nappy shag,

While they sipped brown liquor out of brown paper bags . . .

The pusher man pushed that white for the fiends,

Red and Blue gangs terrorized the black scene,

The older kids smoked that green.

Stress is a hell of a drug.

Daily, the stress of the city tried killing our love,

Tried suffocating our flow . . .

If there’s a HELL BELOW,

It made its way up to our bungalows and two-flats,

The gangways and alleys,

Yea, though I walk thru the shadow of the valley

of crime sprees,

You see,

We feared the evils that stalked us.

“Boy, did you lock the doors?”

Security became yet another chore,

Because we dwelled where purses got snatched,

Where older women and young girls were attacked,

Where folks were carjacked,

Where cats were pistol-whipped and hit with bats . . .

“MAN, YOU KNOW WHERE YOU AT?! YOU BETTER STRAIGHTEN THAT HAT!”

I never understood that,

I never understood the fights,

Because the blocks looked peaceful on sight.

Our folks taught us how to work hard and do what’s right.

We celebrated life at the cookouts,

Soul music whistled thru the nights.

At the same time,

Black men were ushered off in cuffs, screaming,

“I KNOW MY RIGHTS!”

I guess that’s why I had to be in before the streetlights came on.

Ma just wanted to make sure her boys came home and had a chance to grow,

Praying that we weren’t swallowed up by this place the Natives called Checagou,

Land of smelly air . . .

There,

Here,

The air smelled of exhaust and evergreen trees,

Cookie factories and steel mills,

Cigarette smoke and barbecued ribs.

Life seemed so simple as a kid,

Bag lunches, cartoons, and curfews.

But I slowly found out how much these streets will hurt you,

Murk you,

Choke you,

Shoot you,

Loot you,

Put its boot to yo’ neck and beat you,

Cheat you,

Clown you,

Drown you in the cracks of the asphalt.

We fought,

Over the invisible borders of our town.

Rarely did we go downtown.

I guess the racial tension was just TOO THICK.

Maybe we were all just too sick,

Too tired,

Too mixed up in the head to move ahead as a people.

So in our piece,

Of the piece,

Of the piece of the pie,

We sat by in our sections of the city feeling inadequate and unequal,

Boxed in by political maps,

Mentally trapped.

Bank accounts were damn near tapped but we counted our blessings,

Pressed our luck.

Like the grilled cheese on the roof of my mouth, we were stuck,

But like any kid did . . .

I peddled my red and yellow Big Wheel,

Simply waiting on the melody of the ice cream truck . . .

My two brothers (Virgil and Sergio) and I were raised by my moms to not give up, but many of our good friends did give. Many gave in to influence. Birds of a feather usually nest together. You become a product of your environment, guilty by association, mimicking the wrong movements. I was associated with good folks who made bad decisions. Choices paint our paths, and most of these childhood roads had dead ends with dead bodies rotting in the shadows of abandoned buildings. My moms watched some of her brothers take the corner hustle route, and she didn’t want that for us.

Not her boys, her gifts. She wanted us to find that proper chance, so she tried her best to shelter us from the streets. She paid us for good grades and punished us for bad ones. She challenged us. Made us work for everything, cleaning up the house, busting suds til the hot water mysteriously crinkled the skin on our fingers, walking the dog when we didn’t feel like it, plucking weeds til calluses bloomed on our hands, barreling pounds of dirt, and cutting down small trees. After we waxed the floors, we would run and slide on them in our colorful striped tube socks that we kept pulled up to our knees. We had fun, but we put in work—and our wage was minimum. Moms called it an allowance, but this kind of money wouldn’t allow us to grow.

I did anything to have some cash for the trips to the mall, ’cause I was tired of wearing hand-me-down sweaters. I hated when my moms bought me those hard Buster Brown shoes to correct my crooked feet. When times were tight, she got us Pro Wings from Payless Shoe-Source and our blue jeans from Sears. Mine were always slims. My older brother, Virgil, wore huskies. We couldn’t stand our clothes, and we made sure to complain about it, but on cue Moms would always say, “Boy, you better be rich, ’cause you got rich taste buds.”

On the outside my clothes were busted until I got older, but in my mind I always had flavor and style. First impressions were everything. It determined how people respected you. It showed how cool you were. It shaped folks’ opinions when they talked about you. You had to coordinate. What you wore became your voice, a reflection of your personality. Whether your reflection was bold, modest, flashy, bummy, or smooth, we wore our emotions on our sleeves . . . literally. Just another part of the Chicago way.



SEARCHING FOR FREEDOM


I was two years old the first time I rode a bike with no training wheels. Yes, two! All right, closer to two and a half, but that’s still amazing, if you ask me. I was always very tall for my age. I was five-foot-five in the third grade. Up until fourth grade, I was the tallest kid in the class. I was six-foot-one my freshman year of high school, and I just knew I was going to end up hitting six-foot-four or six-foot-five. Point being, when I was two, I had the height of a four or five year old when my parents decided to buy me what I referred to as kid’s gold, my little orange bike.

Now, once a kid gets up, running, and moving, there’s nothing better than learning to get rolling. And that’s exactly what I did! I loved my bike. The Big Wheel was cool, but the bike was better. Like most kids my age, I was challenged by the art of balance, so my parents eliminated my fear and secured my fun by attaching training wheels to my imaginary motorcycle. Zoom! If the weather was nice enough to be outside, I was either already out there on my bike or inside begging my parents to let me go out.

One day my father snatched the training wheels off of my bike.

“No!” I yelled, thinking my fun had been sidelined.

My dad didn’t see it that way. “Boy, you’re too big for training wheels,” he said, looking at his little, tall son.

Being too young to rationalize what was happening, I ran into the house mad and crying to my Moms, telling her what Dad had done. She looked at me with that sweet motherly pity and said, “There ain’t nothing that I can do about it.”

Frustrated with both of my parents, I went back out.

When I hit the yard, my dad waved for me to come to where he stood in the shade of the big evergreen tree at the top of the gangway, holding the bike upright by its seat. In Chicago, what we call a gangway drapes every house. A gangway is a small sidewalk that stretches from the alley, thru the backyard, alongside the house, to the sidewalk out front. Ours was slightly slanted.

When I finally reached my giant of a father, he kindly told me to get on. Not daring to disobey him, I reluctantly straddled the bike, putting my feet on the pedals, with my focus fixed on finding my new balance. Once I somewhat steadied myself, he asked if I was ready. I hesitantly nodded yes, and then he pushed me away!

Terrified, I quickly glided down the gangway thru the backyard, alongside our house. When I reached the end of the gangway out front, I turned right onto the sidewalk and instinctively started peddling. No longer filled with anger and anxiety, instead overwhelmed with pure joy and unconscious of this moment’s significance, I freely flew down the block, passing house after house after house . . .

I was two years old

riding my little orange bike

without any training wheels!

Wow!

He pushed me out into the world,

And so began my search for freedom,

My escape from the chains that I’ve chosen,

That chose me,

The prisons that posture in my mind.

My people gallop in the quicksand of struggle,

We huddle in misery,

Our smiles are rudely interrupted,

Habits become linked to our history.

I’m choking on secondhand answers,

But as a little boy my grandmother taught me to have pride in the visions I see,

My mother advises me to be free.

I talk back thru the glass,

Petition thru the partition,

Our hands touch different sides of the window,

As I beg GOD for the key . . .

The keys to life are too heavy for this janitor’s belt,

I have to lighten the load to properly clean.

Can’t do that when the load is too heavy for the washing machine,

When dreams are deferred,

Becoming mean is preferred.

I’m angered by the dangers of self.

I’m trying to shake it off,

’Cause I don’t know how many days are left.

I write timelines with every step.

Every breath is a chance,

To strap on my wings,

Surf the breeze,

Freeze my pain,

Thaw out my joy that’s been froze like a cold pose,

Stand out like a bold rose . . .

Bright,

Smooth,

Rigid,

Regarded by the angels in the stands,

I can hear their cheers.

I use these precious years,

To escape the clutches of my fears,

Run naked,

Shielded by vulnerability,

Gripping on to the energy of my ability,

Striking with rhythm I stand on mine,

I post up religiously,

Open the doors of my chivalry,

War with my handicaps,

Spawn my delivery,

I see it so vividly,

As I use my future to write my history,

Use my history to rebuild my kingdom,

As I look for,

Fight for,

Search for . . .

My Freedom.



DJ JIM RICHARDS


June 5, 1984

WVON: News While It’s News

In the news at this hour, an FBI mole who posed as a crooked attorney has testified that he won four favorable rulings after passing some $1,200 thru middle men to a judge . . .

Police say they still don’t know who’s responsible for the pipe bombs that have started appearing in Chicago. Yesterday for the third time in five days, a pipe bomb similar to those discovered in Wisconsin and Minnesota was found in Chicago . . .

Authorities also say a Chicago police officer was wounded and a twenty-two-year-old South Side man killed late last night in a shootout . . .

And in sports, the Cubs have the day off. The Sox 6, the Angels 4. The Sox will play California again tonight at Comiskey Park, and the Cubs are at Montreal in an evening game . . .

For WVON, I’m Jim Richards.

My father, James Ivy Richardson Sr., was a former Air Force veteran who returned to Chicago in 1962 after four years of service and an honorable discharge. He worked as a bus driver for the Chicago Transit Authority (CTA), but his true desire was to become a radio personality and DJ. And that’s what he eventually did. From the mid 1970s thru the late 1980s, my dad, aka Jim Richards, worked in several markets around the country. In the early 80s he landed a job on the most popular black station in Chicago, at the time, WVON 1450 AM. In the mornings, if you were at home watching television, this young lady named Oprah Winfrey was hosting a show called AM Chicago, and if you were in your car commuting to work, you may have been listening to my dad on WVON.

Standing in the living room by the wood-grained floor-model radio, I listened to him before I walked to school. As a young child, though Dad broadcasting to millions of people was the norm, I still found it amazing to hear my dad’s voice stream out of the speakers. His voice was distinctive, warm, smooth, and strong. It was immaculate. You couldn’t help but listen and be mesmerized. Quite like a great preacher’s tone, the depth of Barry White’s bravado, or the magnetism of James Earl Jones’ Darth Vader performance, Dad’s voice was demanding of your time. It was so powerful, you could feel it in your core when he spoke—and as someone who knew him off the radio, I also knew it had the power to shake the house when he got mad.

I stood there like a stone,

SOLID,

S t i l l,

Feet planted on the hardwood,

Rooted by a voice that stemmed thru the air.

My family tree was branching out from the radio in front of me,

Streaming a transmission that was quickly caught by rabbit ears,

Antennas that translated the familiar frequency, hopping thru my heart,

This was a voice I knew . . .

It was the same voice that told me happy birthday,

The same voice that told me to do my homework,

The same voice that told me to go outside and play.

This station had me at attention,

Staring at the amplifier,

Counting the numbers on the dial,

Rationalizing the science inside,

Hypnotized by the magic that captured my familiarity.

How did Dad get in there?

How did he get inside of the radio?

The mystique and personality of the DJ was such a big part of our lives, impacting our days, our moods, and our outlooks, especially during a time when the black community was underrepresented in the world of media. Yes, we had Soul Train; we had Jet and Ebony magazines, which were often collector’s items in black households; and we had the occasional television show like Sanford and Son, What’s Happening!!, Good Times, The Jeffersons, The Cosby Show, and A Different World, but overall you didn’t often see a reflection of yourself on television, in major films, or in magazines. So it was a big deal for my family whenever my dad’s voice would pour out of the radio.

By the time I got up; by the time I ate my grits, eggs, Cream of Wheat, Corn Flakes, Trix, Chex, Rice Krispies, Cheerios, or oatmeal; by the time I grabbed my Pac-Man lunch box equipped with a bologna sandwich and Thermos filled with red Kool-Aid, picked up my homework, my Mead folders, and packed up my book bag, so I could walk to school with my brother, Virgil, my dad had already been gone most of the morning, taking off in the middle of the night to relieve the night DJ and prep for his show.

He had the hip-1970s-blaxploitation style to go with his voice. He didn’t dress exactly like a pimp, but his style was pimpish-cool. He had a swagger, an undeniable confidence that was evident when he walked in the room in his polished hard shoes. He was always booted, suited in the latest fashion: slim slacks, patterned shirts, turtlenecks, blue jeans jackets, and leather coats. He curled his mustache to perfection, which brought attention to the majesty of his skin and the deepness of his eyes. He had the traditional Richardson nose: curved, bold, and unique. He was handsome like your favorite star. He looked like one of the lead actors in Super Fly.

One of my older cousins on my dad’s side once told me, “Jimmy, if a thousand men walked past with paper bags on their heads, you would know which one your dad was ’cause of his walk! His walk was mean, man! It was a stroll. Almost like he was gliding . . . and when he spoke, everyone listened!”

My aunt Christine, the second born of my father’s two older siblings, would always tell me how caring and giving he was. She said he was very compassionate and very protective. She said he had a huge heart. Whether he was helping someone work on their car or taking Virgil and me bike riding, folks loved his company. When family called for help, he was there—his care for others shined through.

What I saw was a young Mississippi man who was fun and happy, his laugh contagious. He took care of my moms and his boys. He drove a cool brown AMC Hornet with tan stripes racing down its sides. He smoked packs of squares a day, and his drink of choice was Old Style beer and dark liquor. He was good at making things. He loved putting together model motorized cars and planes, which he would drive and fly for the kids on the block to admire. He had a huge train set complete with toy people, trees, and streetlights, with the train chugging along tracks that ran on for miniature miles.

When he wasn’t happy, he would lie on the couch in the basement and watch television. I don’t remember him saying, “I love you,” when I was young, but he showed it by cooking us Malt-O-Meal or pork and beans. He showed it thru his smile when he would take us to fly kites, and when he would sing me happy birthday. Or when he would surprise me and pop up at my school to see how I was doing in class. I felt the love when I would drive around the city with him and being proudly introduced as his son Jimmy.

I know the cool, charismatic man I call Dad was a good man. I believe that’s the quality that drew people to him—the quality that pushed my grandmother to encourage my moms to date him in the first place. That’s the quality that magnetized him to conversations with the neighbors on the block, the quality that put smiles on the faces of family and friends.

To this day, my moms still lights up when she talks about the good times. She said he was funny and fun to be around. Said he was silly. The last time we talked about him, she started to laugh, which always warms my heart, then told me about this time when they were down in his home state of Mississippi. “So here we are driving down this lil dirt road, and James sees a rabbit. This fool pulls the car over and starts chasing the rabbit around in the field. Cracked me up!”

My moms really loved my dad, and he really loved her. I know they did. I know they still do. I remember the laughs. I remember the stories my mother would tell me about my dad playing the saxophone. I remember the stories of them going bowling and riding on my dad’s motorcycle. I remember hearing about the card parties. I remember being at the card parties. I remember the story of him rushing from the radio station (WMPP 1470 AM) he was working for way out in Chicago Heights, picking up my in-labor mother, and trying to dodge the potholes that triggered her anguish and contractions as they sped to the University of Chicago where I was born, moments after their arrival, that third day of March. I remember their warm feelings. And you can see that warmth and love in old pictures of them together. You can hear it in my moms’ voice. This was her man, her husband, the biological father of two of her sons, and the dad to her oldest son. He was the person she leaned on for protection. He was her heart. And she was his.



MA, GOODNESS


My mother isn’t and has never been the one you could run over. She’s a South Side girl, the fourth child of seven. Growing up in Chicago during the civil rights movement, she’s known segregation and desegregation. From her upbringing thru her romantic relationships, from Chicago politics and racism to the demands of her job as a registered nurse, she’s experienced enough to write her own book.

Her intuition makes her wiser than most. She knows what she knows, and lets you know exactly how she feels. She can’t help it. It’s in her nature. Honesty spills out of her. When I was younger, it went in one ear and out the other. When I got a little older and she shelled out her advice, I knew she was right most of the time, so now I do listen. I’m so appreciative of her words, but I can’t let her have all the fun. When she gets into one of her zones and rattles off her thoughts, instead of responding with an aggravated “my goodness,” I keep things fun and tease her by following up her statements, concerns, and wise suggestions with a “Ma, goodness . . .” That always makes her laugh.

For years my mother worked at Cook County Hospital, inspiration for the hospital in the television show ER, and then she supervised a clinic for diabetics called the West Suburban Dialysis Center (South Side Unit). After visiting her at work a few times and seeing how much she helped people, how many people she helped, and how she held people’s lives in her hands, I can only imagine the weight she had to carry over the years. Every day she witnessed folks hooked up to machines battling thru blood transfusions, taking meds, tired, exhausted, fighting for their lives, and every day she helped them fight. My mother has a huge heart, so I know she absorbed and endured a lot.

She’s sweet, but tough. She’s the rose you don’t want to grab the wrong way. Even though she would let me hop in the bed with her and my dad, shielding me from my nightmares, she urged me to fight my fears. Yeah, she would hold me tight during those thunderstorms, but she wasn’t a coddler. When times got hard and I shot her threats of running away, she would quickly say, “Go ahead. What are you waiting on? You think I’m treating you bad? Get out there and see how bad those streets treat you.” Quickly I would change my mind. Her goal was to make my two brothers and me better, and her way of doing that was with tough love. So when we got mad and said we were going to call the police, she would say, “There’s the phone. Call the cops and see what happens to you.”

Raising three boys in Chicago, she was exactly what she had to be. She knew that life and the streets we had to walk would swallow us up if we didn’t have the right guidance, so she let us know who was boss, and we respected her authority. We respected her ideals, her rules, her wisdom, her intelligence, her presence, and the look in her eyes, be it filled with a soft, gentle love or “boy, don’t play with me!”

Like most black women, she truly was a superwoman. She could pull off anything once she put her mind to it. I remember this one time when my moms, Virgil, and I were driving home down Ashland Avenue in her orange, beat-up, two-door AMC Gremlin. Due to the backseat floor being rusted out, we were all cramped tight in the front seat. It was so bad, whenever we did ride in the back, we had to keep our feet up to avoid the speedy pavement below.
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“J. lvy is a brilliant man with an incredible
voice and a way with words. I’'ve known him
for more than a decade and owe my stage
name to him....I'm excited for him to share
his truth with the world.”

—John Legend, Emmy, Grammy, Oscar,
and Tony—-award winning artist
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