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To my mother, Tanya,

who taught me to fight even when she couldn’t fight for herself.

I finally bought you those diamond rings.

To my wife, Ashley,

who saw the man I could become when I only saw the man I’d been.

You saved me.

And to my children—

Hector, Mercedes, Tanya, Anthony, Mason, and Katelyn—

I broke the cycle for you.

You’ll never know the hunger, the fear, or the abandonment I knew.

That stops with me.

“You don’t know what I am doing now,

but you will understand later.”

— John 13:7
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Chapter 1: 1974
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They say your fate is decided before you’re born. But I believe mine was sealed in a nightclub in LA on the night my mother met a man in a black suit who smelled of danger and expensive cologne.

I wasn’t born yet and wouldn’t be for a few months more, but that night sealed everything: my fate, my struggle, the chaos that would shape me, the world of entertainment that would consume me, the stage lights I’d chase, the life I’d build, and the life I’d have to leave behind.

Ironic, as I look retrospectively, my mother fell for a man living in the shadows of organized crime and the glitter of nightlife. As for me, well, I would become the king of that world: the clubs, the stages, the dangerous attraction, and the empire constructed on bodies and desires.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

That is how it began.

The bass of the disco music pounded across every corner of the room in the nightclub, while bodies moved with the spinning lights, lost within the rhythm. Thick cigarette smoke, perfume, and sweat filled the air as George McCrae’s “Rock Your Baby” pulsed through the speakers. That smooth, sultry groove made everyone want to move closer, bodies swaying in sync to the hypnotic beat.

That was when he walked in.

Joe was not hard to miss: five-foot-ten in a sharp black suit that hugged a muscular frame, with dark hair slicked back to perfection. He moved through crowds with a confidence that made people step aside, not out of fear, but so they could watch.

Yet, when he came up to my mother, Tanya, and asked her to dance, she didn’t hesitate.

“I’m Tanya,” she said, extending her hand.

“Joe,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers.

They danced through the night, Joe not taking his eyes off her. The way she moved seemed almost fluid and confident, as if her body knew every beat before it dropped. Tanya was one of the best salsa dancers in town, constantly entering competitions, her many trophies collecting dust in her small apartment. Standing five-foot-five with flowing, glossy Jaclyn Smith hair, high cheekbones, and curves that turned heads, all eyes would fall upon her without her trying.

They exchanged numbers before the night was over.

Joe didn’t know it, but he had just met the woman who would give him a son. A son who would inherit his mother’s gift for captivating a crowd, who would learn that your body could be your fortune, that charisma could build an empire. And Tanya didn’t know she had just fallen for a man who would break her heart and disappear into the criminal underworld, leaving her with nothing but a baby and a prayer.

But in that instant, under the disco lights, with the music wrapping around them like a promise, none of that mattered. There was only the dance, the connection, the electric pull of two people wired for danger and excitement.

What began as a dance turned into something more. Months passed, and their casual connection deepened into something serious, something intense, something almost dangerous. Joe had money, the kind that came easy and often. He owned adult stores, ran massage businesses, and dabbled in things Tanya knew better than to ask too many questions about.

She was young, twenty years of age, and hungry for excitement; danger was an aphrodisiac to her, like a moth drawn to a flame. She didn’t fully understand what it meant to date a man connected with the mafia, and maybe she didn’t want to.

Her childhood had taught her that love was chaos. Her mother abandoned her and her three siblings when Tanya was just a girl; their father, who was abusive, sold drugs, counterfeited money, and smuggled people across the border. That was what a man looked like in her world.

So, when Joe swept her off her feet with a surprise trip to Las Vegas, Tanya let herself fall.

Neon lights from the Vegas Strip glittered everywhere across the desert sky, reflecting off chrome and glass. The hotel room was luxurious: the king bed covered in silk sheets, floor-to-ceiling windows with views over the city, and champagne on ice. This was a world away from the small apartment in which she’d grown up, a glimpse of a life she wanted but that seemed so unattainable.

For the space of several hours, she let herself believe the fantasy that this man loved her, this life was real, and she deserved the silk and champagne and sweeping city views.

I think, looking back, this was the moment she let hope blind her more than love ever did.

But at just minutes to midnight, it all came crashing down.

Joe burst through the door, his face tight with urgency. His suit jacket was gone, his tie loosened, and sweat beaded on his forehead.

“We have to go. Now.”

Tanya sat up, confused, her heart kicking into overdrive. “What? Why?

“Just pack your shit and get in the fucking car. We’re leaving.” His voice was sharp and clipped, with no room for questions.

She gathered her things, her hands shaking, adrenaline flooding her system, and followed him to the parking lot. His new Cadillac sat gleaming under the streetlights, engine running, the driver’s door wide open.

Tires screeching, music blaring, they peeled out of the Strip, the city lights falling behind them. Kool and The Gang’s “Hollywood Swinging” pumped through the speakers. The funky, brassy soundtrack felt both celebratory and dangerous, the perfect anthem for an escape.

Joe had white knuckles as he gripped onto the steering wheel. He said nothing, never once looking at her.

The next morning, Tanya turned on the news.

A car bombing in Las Vegas.

Right around the time Joe burst into their hotel room and ordered her out.

Her stomach twisted as the pieces fell into place. A cold, deep chill moved through her. But she felt something else, too, something darker: excitement—a thrill she didn’t want to admit.

She was from a gangster mentality, and she knew the rules. Never ask questions. Never tell. Never breathe a word.

So she didn’t.

A few months later, they sat in a dark movie theater watching The Godfather. The light flickered across Joe’s face, his sharp jawline, and the slight smile playing at his lips. He reached over and rubbed Tanya’s belly. She was pregnant.

“Let’s name him Michael,” Joe whispered. “After Michael Corleone.”

Tanya smiled. “Yes, we will have a beautiful Mexican and Italian family.”

She already had a son, Donnie, four years old, named after his father. Big Donnie had been too safe, too nice, and too predictable. She had never been loyal to him because something inside her was wired differently. She craved the bad boys, the danger, and the thrill of loving someone who lived on the edge.

And now she was having another son, a boy who would carry the name of a fictional mob boss, born into a real-life underworld she barely knew. A boy who would grow up without a father but with his mother’s fire.

A boy who would become me.

But as her belly grew, so did her doubts.

In her eighth month, Tanya sensed that something was wrong. Joe never invited her to his family’s house. He had three brothers and was the most successful, the family boss. So, why was she always kept at a distance? Why did his phone calls end the second she entered the room?

One day, she decided to surprise him. She had a portrait of herself painted, glamorous in red with her hair swept back, and brought it into his office hoping he would hang it behind his desk.

“Hang it up,” she said, handing it to him with a smile.

Joe’s face darkened. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Just... no.”

His brothers and father, all in sharp suits, looked at her with awkward, pitying gazes before quickly looking away. It was then that Tanya saw it: a photo on Joe’s desk of a woman, two kids, and a house with a white picket fence.

A whole other life.

The realization came rather hard. She wasn’t his woman. She was the side piece.

“You piece of shit motherfucker,” she screamed, tears streaming down her face. She stormed out, grabbed a brick from a construction site, and hurled it at his Mercedes.

The window shattered into glittering shards. She jumped into her beat-up car and sped away as Al Green’s “Love and Happiness” poured through her speakers. The soulful, bittersweet song matched the very thing tearing her apart. She cried the whole drive home.

She had no money. No plan. And now, no man to help her raise this baby.

Within five months, Tanya was renting a back room in one of the worst parts of Los Angeles. Cramped, filthy, peeling wallpaper, cockroaches in the corners, a single window with bars.

She hadn’t heard from Joe since the day she threw the brick. One morning, she opened the newspaper. Her face stared back at her. FBI WANTED. She trembled. The man she loved, the father of her child, was gone. Maybe forever. She ripped the page in two and let the pieces fall. Across the room, baby Michael slept in a clothes drawer.

She couldn’t afford a crib. She could barely afford food. All she had was a worn Bible and her prayers. She picked me up, small and fragile, and held me close. “God, please watch over my baby. He has no father. No money. No way out.

Please, don’t let him end up like Joe. Don’t let him end up like me.” She knew I was doomed, but she prayed anyway. Because prayer was all she had left. And maybe it would be enough. But that’s a story for the next twenty-four chapters.
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Chapter 2: 1975
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Some memories you try to bury. Others bury themselves so deep you forget they’re there until something pulls them back to the surface. But there are some you can never shake, no matter how hard you try.

This is one of those.

It was an average day in East Los Angeles. Average for us, anyway, which is another way of saying chaos wrapped in poverty with a soundtrack of bad decisions.

My mother, Tanya, parked the beat-up Volkswagen in the Gemco parking lot. She left the windows cracked, the radio on, and both of us kids strapped in the back seat: me, barely a year old, and my brother Donnie, five years old and already too curious for his own good.

“Stay here,” she said, not looking back. “I’ll be right back.”

She wasn’t.

Donnie got bored. He always did. He climbed into the front seat, small hands reaching for anything interesting. First to catch his eye was the gear shift. One pull. That’s all it took.

The car lurched.

Then it started rolling

Backward.

Down the sloped parking lot, gathering speed, the radio was blasting Ohio Players’ “Fire,” like the universe had a sick sense of humor. Because that’s exactly what happened next.

A lighter was on the back seat. Probably one my mom had left behind after some late night. He flicked it. Once. Twice. The flame caught.

And so did my diaper.

By the time the Volkswagen crashed into a trash can with a metallic crunch, smoke was already curling up from the back seat. My diaper was on fire, its melting plastic and cotton burning, and I was screaming.

My mom ran out of the store with bags in her hands to see her car halfway across the parking lot, smoke coming out of the windows, with two terrified kids inside.

“Oh my God!” She screamed, dropping everything.

She ran to the car, flung the door open, and saw the fire. Instinctively, she pulled the burning diaper off me and threw it onto the pavement, stamping it out with her heel.

She then pulled us both out of the car and checked us over with shaking hands. I was red but not burned, and Donnie was fine, just scared.

For a moment, I think she felt relief.

Then the anger hit.

She reached out and grasped Donnie’s arm and started spanking him. Hard. Right there in the parking lot. Open-handed slaps across his legs, his back, and his arms. He cried. She didn’t stop.

People stared. A small crowd had assembled; they were watching the scene as if it were street theater.

“What the fuck are you looking at?” she screamed at them, her voice raw. “Mind your own fucking business!”

Nobody moved. Nobody helped. They watched my mother beat my brother in public, her frustration and rage spilling out in front of strangers who would never understand what it was like to be twenty-one, broke, abandoned, and drowning.

That’s how it was with her. She loved us. I know she did, but love and survival don’t always look the same.

Tanya was a frustrated single mother who made bad choices and then made those choices worse by how she handled them. I remember Donnie’s father coming over one time, handing her an envelope of child support money. She leaned out the apartment window and screamed down at him, loud enough for the whole block to hear.

“This money’s for cigarettes and beer!

She wasn’t joking.

It was frustrating. It festered. And it wasn’t helping Donnie or me. My mother had been a Christian the year before, attending church and trying to get her life together. But she backslid hard. She fell into a dark place of partying at night with men she didn’t know, sleeping with them, and doing drugs to numb the pain of a life that had beaten her down before she even had a chance to fight back.

And when she needed to escape, she’d leave us.

Alone.

In that small apartment, with the peeling wallpaper and cockroaches that appeared at night.

She’d go to the disco nightclub, chasing something she could never catch. Freedom. Happiness. A life that didn’t feel like drowning. She always had a protective love for us, some part of her that knew we were hers and she was supposed to care. But when it was time to heal her own pain, she pushed that love aside.

And we were left to survive.

I recall getting up in the middle of the night, stomach cramping with hunger. Donnie was awake, too. We didn’t cry. We’d learned that didn’t help. We just climbed out of bed and went to the fridge.

There wasn’t much. There never was. But we found bologna, a few slices that felt cold and slimy against our small hands.

We took it back to our room, sat on the bed in the dark, and ate in silence. We saved some food on the side of the bed in case we might get hungry again before morning.

That’s how my mother found us when she came home that night: drunk, high, stumbling through the door with music still ringing in her ears.

She walked into our room and saw the bologna. The wrappers. The evidence of our survival.

And she lost it.

The belt came off in a flash. Leather snapping through the air before we could even understand what was going on. She hit us everywhere: legs, back, arms, and sometimes the face.

We cried, and we begged her to stop. But she didn’t.

Not until she was done.

There’s one moment I’ll never forget. One image is burned into my brain like a scar that never fades.

Donnie was shaking the dresser. I don’t know why. Maybe he was mad. Maybe he was just being a kid. But the TV up on top started to wobble. I saw it happen in slow motion. The screen is tilting.

The base is sliding.

Then it fell.

Right on my head.

The impact was immediate. Pain exploded behind my eyes. The world went dark for a second, then came back blurry and spinning.

My mom heard the crash. She burst through the door, hairbrush in hand, face twisted with rage. She didn’t ask what happened. She just started swinging.

Donnie took the beating. I watched from the lower bunk, trembling, trying to make myself invisible. Praying she wouldn’t see me.

But she did.

She came toward me, brush raised, eyes wild. I saw rage: pure, unfiltered rage.

And then something changed.

Her face shifted. Anger melted into fear, then horror.

I didn’t understand why until I felt it. Something warm running down my face. I touched my forehead.

Blood.

A lot of it.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, dropping the brush.

She scooped me up, her hands shaking, and carried me to the kitchen sink. She turned on the faucet, cold water rushing over my head, washing away the blood so she could see the wound.

A huge gash, right at the top of my forehead. Deep enough to see bone.

She didn’t say a word. She just took her keys, threw a towel over my head and out she ran.

We sped down East LA’s streets, her old car rattling, music blasting through the speakers. Kool & The Gang’s “Ladies Night” was still playing loud from her night out, the bass thumping as I bled into the towel.

The hospital whisked me away to the emergency room. Bright lights. White coats. Needles.

Nine stitches.

I didn’t cry. I think I was too scared to cry.

When it was over, my mom gave me a sucker. Cherry-flavored. She smiled at me, and for a moment, I saw it. The love. The relief. The part of her that was still a mother underneath all the chaos and pain.

She did love me.

I just wish that had been enough.

Several years later, my Uncle Tony got shot and killed. He slapped some guy at a party and called him a bitch in front of everyone. The guy came back with a gun.

One bullet, that is all.

My mother went off her rocker after that. Whatever fragile stability we’d had before was gone. She spiraled deeper into the darkness, dragging us with her.

Things only began to get worse for both of us.

But by then, I’d already learned the most important lesson of my childhood.

Nobody was coming to save me.

If I wanted to survive, I’d have to do it myself.
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Chapter 3: 1980
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I was five years old the first time my brother told me he was done.

We’d been living in an apartment in Paramount, thin-walled enough to hear every argument, every slap, every night Mom came home high and angry. Donnie was nine now, old enough to understand what was happening to us. Old enough to know it wasn’t normal. Old enough to want out.

“I’m tired of her,” he said that night, his tone flat. Empty. “I’m running away to Dad’s house.”

I looked at his face: belt buckle scars running across his cheek, faded but still visible—a sign of the nights our mother lost control. The abuse had passed from both of us to mostly him. He was older. He talked back. He fought her authority. And she made him pay for it.

I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to beg him to stay. Part of me understood why he couldn’t.

So, I just nodded.

A few weeks later, it was official. My mom went to court and gave up full custody. No fight. No tears. Just signed the papers and let him go.

Donnie moved to Lakewood to live with his dad. His real dad. Big Donnie. The nice guy my mother had cheated on and left behind. The one who actually wanted to be a father.

It was good for him. His dad put him in sports year-round. Baseball. Basketball. Football. Anything to keep him busy, keep him out of trouble, and burn off that natural genetic temper we both inherited. Donnie was always getting into fights at school. Always had been. Some people are just born with fire in their blood.

When he left, it was just me and my mom.

Alone.

With Donnie gone, the abuse didn’t stop. But it slowed. Maybe because there was only one target now. Maybe because I’d learned to stay quiet, stay small, and stay out of her way when she was in one of her moods.

But then, there are good times, too. I cling to those memories harder than the bad ones, even though they’re fewer and further between.

I remember singing in the car together. Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive” would be playing loudly from the stereo, with both of us at the top of our lungs belting out the words. She’d turn it up loud, windows down, and we’d dance in our seats like we didn’t have a care in the world.

In those moments, I loved her more than anything.

I remember one Christmas. I must have been six or seven. I created an entire choreography for Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean.” I had the hat, the shiny black jacket, penny loafers, and one glittery glove. I must have practiced for weeks.

When nighttime fell, I took the stage in our small living room. My mom invited her friends from the nightclub over. They sat on the couch, sipping drinks, cigarettes smoldering in the ashtray, and watched me moonwalk across the carpet.

They went wild.

“Oh, my God, is he talented!”

“Look at him move!”

“He’s going to be a star!

My mom beamed. For once, she looked proud. Not angry. Not exhausted. Not high. Just proud.

“He’s so handsome,” one of her friends said, running a hand through my hair. “You better watch out, Tanya. The girls are going to eat him alive.”

I didn’t know what she meant then. But I’d find out soon enough.

Even as a little boy, I knew I was cute. Girls at school were always trying to kiss me, touch me, and get my attention. I didn’t understand it, but I felt it. The way they looked at me. The way they giggled when I walked by.

It wasn’t just girls my age, either.

When my mom went out to the club, she’d leave me with a babysitter. The babysitter had two teen daughters. They’d sneak into my room at night, whispering, giggling, and trying to touch me. Trying to kiss me.

I was hot-tempered even then. “Stop!” I’d snap, shoving them away. “Leave me alone!”

They would laugh as if it was some kind of game. Like I was overreacting. Like it didn’t matter because I was just a kid.

It stuck with me.

One summer I stayed with my Aunt Yolanda. She had a daughter, my cousin Tammy, about six years older than me. Tammy took care of me that summer: fed me, played with me, and made sure I was okay.

But she also did things that made me uncomfortable. She’d try to kiss me on the mouth. Not a peck. A real kiss. With tongue.

I didn’t know what to do. She was family. She was supposed to protect me, and yet here she was crossing lines I didn’t know existed yet.

I loved her because she took care of me.

But also, I was confused, as she also took care of me like a sister.

That summer, I and my cousin Jesse were playing pickle in the street with some kids. I had been running bases; this kid came up and bumped me hard right off the plate.

I looked at Jesse, and he looked back at me.

“Are you going to let him get away with that?” he asked, his tone calm but testing.

Something inside me snapped.

I felt it rise up, hot and fast. Anger. Pure, boiling rage. The very same rage I’d seen in my mother’s eyes a hundred times. The same rage that ran in our blood like poison.

I launched myself at the kid.

Fists flying, no technique, no control, just raw fury.

I gave him a bloody nose before anyone pulled me off. Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust” was blaring from someone’s radio down the street, the bass thumping in time with my heartbeat.

Jesse looked at me, his face proud, like I’d passed some sort of test.

“That’s right,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Don’t take any shit.”

Fighting was in our genes. Anger was our inheritance.

And I’d just proved I had it too.

In spite of everything that happened in my life, all the chaos and confusion and pain, I just wanted to be with my mother. She was my world. My son. My gravity.

Being the complete mama’s boy, I wanted to sleep in her bed every night, curled up next to her, safe in the warmth of her body, pretending everything was okay.

But I was oblivious to what was really happening.

I’d wake up in the morning sometimes and smell it. Seagram’s Seven and Seven. Men’s cologne. Cigarette smoke thick in the air. And sometimes, there’d be white powder on the coffee table. Little lines. A rolled-up bill.

The Bee Gees’ “Night Fever” would still be softly playing from the radio, the remnants of whatever party had happened while I slept.

I didn’t know what it all meant. Not yet.

I had simply been a child who loved his mother and wanted to believe she loved him back the same way.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BORN IN THE MOB LIFE,
CREATING A STRIPPING

EMPIRE, REDEMPTION

G[lnfg)

¢S

MICHAEL ESPINOZA

H
By,
> S
Za(ene

S goot





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image005.png
LR X 2





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image015.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





