



[image: images]








MY LIFE


The most beautiful


WITH


Mayte Garcia


PRINCE


[image: image]









For Gia, my angel









For what we are about to see next, we must enter quietly into the realm of genius.
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Chanhassen, Minnesota, April 2016


The chain-link fence around Paisley Park is woven with purple ribbons and roses, love notes, tributes, and prayers for peace. Tall poplars and elms, still naked from winter, stand over rolling brown grass. It hasn’t been very long since the snow melted off, but below the cold surface, the whole place is waiting to be reborn. The sky is overcast with low clouds, but I keep my sunglasses firmly in place, because my face is a train wreck from a week of weeping.


There is a woman who sits all alone by the pier


Her husband was naughty and caused his wife so many tears


I always thought it was interesting that Prince saw this sad little figure sitting off to the side in “Paisley Park,” a song about colorful people and happy children. If I allow myself to get existential about it, I wonder if she is me. I hear the cool, sharp clang of zills, and a chill slips down my backbone. I imagine Prince sitting at the piano in those hypercreative hours just before dawn. For a fleeting moment, there I am in his mind’s eye. He studies me briefly and then jots the words on notepaper, recognizing on some level this moment of truth from another time.


He died without knowing forgiveness and now she is sad, so sad


Maybe she’ll come 2 the Park and forgive him and life won’t be so bad. . .


There’s a familiar Midwestern bite in the air. Springtime at Paisley Park smells like clean fog, wet fir trees, and distant city traffic. I take in a deep breath and wait to exhale. My four-year-old daughter, Gia, tugs on my coat sleeve.


“Mama, is it time to go?” she asks for the thousandth time.


“A few more minutes.”


I’ve done my best to explain to Gia why so many people have brought so many flowers. I’ve told her that the man they called Prince has died.


“Prince is in heaven now?” she says.


“Yes. He’s in heaven.”


“With Boogie?” Gia asks, remembering what I told her when we lost our beloved golden retriever.


“Yes. He’s with Boogie in heaven.”


“Mama,” she says, “can we get a ladder and climb up to get him?”


That’s Gia. As sweet and unexpected as a raspberry.


Gia knows that I am her real mommy. Someday I’ll explain to her how her birth mother and I helped the universe get that right. I’ll tell her about her brother, Amiir, who was waiting for his daddy in heaven. I’ll play her the songs my husband sang for our son.


tears go here


tears go here


I stroke her cheeks, which are pink and a little dry, because it’s early spring in Minnesota. We’ve barely made it past Easter, and already 2016 has been a jarring year for celebrity obituaries, particularly in the music industry. Natalie Cole died on New Year’s Eve. David Bowie passed ten days later, followed by Glenn Frey of the Eagles, Maurice White of Earth, Wind & Fire, and Prince’s own protégé Vanity. Then Harper Lee, the author of To Kill a Mockingbird, passed away, and then Nancy Reagan and Patty Duke, and then Chyna, which shocked me to the core, because—well, because she was Chyna and only forty-six years old when she died.


April 21, 2016, had begun like any other Thursday. I dropped Gia off with my dad and joined the streaming LA traffic on my way to Baldwin Park Animal Care Center in the San Gabriel Valley for a dog-grooming class. We were practicing on shelter dogs, which, according to our teacher, meant there was no pressure. In my mind, the very opposite was true: I felt an intense sense of responsibility to animals in peril. I wanted these little guys to be at their most adorable when people came to check out pets waiting to be adopted. That first impression is the difference between life and death for many of these animals; it’s hard for people to see them as a potential family member if they’re not looking their best. I was not about to screw that up.


“If I bring my cat,” I asked the teacher, “will you show me how to do it?”


He said, “Sure.” But my cat, Willy, was in loud disagreement, churring and squalling as I sped down the freeway. He was being so vocal I almost missed the text from Manuela. We share a strange bond, Manuela and I. I’ll get to that later. Relevant in this moment: Manuela Testolini is Prince’s second ex-wife and not a person who gets on the phone a lot, so it was odd to see her brief text from the corner of my eye.


call me right away


My first thought was to ignore it until I got to class, but something pulled me to the side of the road.


“Hey, girl.” I tried not to sound impatient. “What’s up?”


Her voice was shallow, choked with tears. “I wanted to call you before you heard on the news. Prince is dead.”


“What?”


“Yeah. I’m—I’m freaking out. I’m doing this Earth Day presentation at my daughter’s school and—and he’s dead. They found him in an elevator at Paisley.”


There was a moment of muffled shock while the words sank in, and then it was as if I’d been sucked into a funnel cloud, everything spinning around me—the traffic roaring by, Willy yowling in the back seat, the sky falling in front of the windshield. I heard myself screaming, “No no no no no. . .”


Not him. Not like that. Not alone. Not now.


I don’t remember what was said after that. I just remember both of us crying. I remember gripping the steering wheel, forcing myself to breathe, to open my eyes, to steer back into the traffic and find a way to turn around. I needed to go home. I needed to call Mama.


In the hours that followed, I felt lost in a riptide of memory and emotion, which felt more real to me than the firestorm of rumors in the press. I paced the patio outside my house until my manager, Gladys, sent me a text that simply said: Go inside. Attached was a grainy, zoom-lens photo of me that had just appeared online. My ex-husband was adamant about never being seen without perfect hair and makeup. This photo was the antithesis of that. I wanted to care, but I couldn’t feel anything except dry irony. I drifted inside and sat with the blinds drawn for two days. Reporters remained camped outside, pointing cameras at the windows, yelling my name every time someone stepped in or out of the door.


The story of Prince’s death was repeated over and over on the 24-hour news channels. At first, the headlines were blunt: PRINCE DEAD AT 57. Then sentimental: WORLD MOURNS MUSIC LEGEND. Then speculative: THE DRUG THAT KILLED PRINCE: WHAT IS FENTANYL? Inevitably, they became sordid: LOVE MACHINE PRINCE WAS CELIBATE FOR LAST 8 YEARS. People who may or may not have known him crawled out of every crevice of the Internet, eager to comment. My phone was blowing up. Mama’s phone was blowing up. There was a barrage of requests from networks and news channels and radio stations, wanting to book Prince’s first wife.


Mama kept telling them, “She’s not doing any press.”


They kept telling her, “At the very least, she should make some sort of comment.”


I had no comment. Truly. Nothing I could say about this man could be squeezed into a three-minute morning show segment. There was a story to be told, but I wanted to tell it in my own way, in my own time, not in sound bites that would be edited to accommodate their dead-rock-star narrative, and at the time, I felt too raw, too exposed. Before I could think about anything else, I needed to be at Paisley. I heard there was to be a memorial service but couldn’t get any solid information. I wasn’t even sure I would be invited.


“It’s weird,” Manuela told me. “Everything’s locked down.”


Prince’s coworkers were like family, to him and to me, so I called Wendy and Lisa, his Purple Rain bandmates, and Sheila E, his longtime friend and collaborator and former fiancée.


“Come,” Wendy and Lisa both said. “We’ve got you.”


“You’re my sis,” said Sheila. “We are all family.”


So here I am, along with family and fans and other people who knew and loved and worked with this extraordinary artist. The house we lived in—the house where we made a life together and created two babies—is gone. Years ago, in the darkest possible state of mind, he had it bulldozed to the ground and the contents burned. The elaborate playground he built for our children was torn down to make way for a restaurant so he wouldn’t have to go out for food, but as I understand it, no one got the proper permits, so the restaurant didn’t happen. Looking out across the land, the wealth of timber, the prime real estate, I suspect that very soon the forests around the office complex will disappear as well.


“Mommy, is it time to go?” Gia says. One-thousand-one.


“Almost. I want to take your picture.”


“Mommy, no!” She groans, utterly out of patience. “Don’t take my picture.”


I laugh at that, because she’s standing in front of the glass doors where my father stole a picture of me more than twenty years ago. He raised his Instamatic camera just as I walked out, and I scolded him, “Dad, no! He doesn’t like people taking pictures here.”


“Trust me,” said my father, “you’ll be glad I did.”


The sweet sting of that memory brings tears to my eyes. He was right, of course. That photograph is precious to me now.


“Trust me,” I tell Gia, “you’ll want to remember all this.”


I do. I want to remember it all: twenty-five years—more than half my life—of soaring highs and crushing lows, creation and loss, elation and sorrow, the sound and fury that happened onstage in front of millions of people and the silent journey only our two souls will ever know.


When I was a kid, I kinda liked his music, but my sister was the real fangirl. When I was sixteen, I saw him perform live in concert, and my world was never the same. What’s most incredible to me is that he said the same thing about his world after he saw me dance. We fell into an immediate—and entirely innocent—infatuation that set us on a path neither of us could have imagined. First and foremost, we were friends. Two years later, he became my boss. Eventually, we crossed the line, and I was “his girl.” From that moment forward, he molded my persona and shaped my life experiences.


Between 1990, when Prince and I first met, and 1996, when we got married, I participated in 129 performances on five world tours, plus a couple hundred aftershows and one-off concert gigs, dozens of music videos, album tracks (credited and uncredited), many national television appearances, countless photo sessions, radio interviews, and press junkets. It’s a little mind-blowing to take stock of it all now, as I try to make sense of what we were to each other. Not one day since I met him, not one night out of the past six thousand, has passed without some thought of him.


He said many times, publically and privately, that his love for me changed him as a man and influenced much of the music he made during the years we were together. I never pretended I was the only woman he ever loved, but for better or worse, the experience we shared as husband and wife and as parents took us both to a place neither of us was ever able to share with anyone else.


Prince passed away so suddenly. I wasn’t ready. It’s been years since I last saw him, but I have always cherished what we had and honored his privacy. After his death, so many things surfaced—mysteries and questions that linger unresolved, like a frustrating unfinished octave, for me and so many others who loved him. I’m hungry to hear stories about his life that fill in some of the gaps. I honor the power of mystery, and yes, there are things I’ve chosen to keep private, but mystery can be a lonely place. I want to peel back the layers and let you know the man I loved—the good, the bad, the sad, and the beautiful.


I will never fully close this chapter of my life. I struggled with the idea of writing this book because, even after all this time, part of me still needs his approval. I hope that in reflecting on all that happened, I’ll be able to shed some light and provide some insight as we each decide for ourselves how to best remember him.


I’ll remember him as a hopeless romantic and a devoted father who longed to be the dad he never had. Only I saw the look on his face when our son was born. A moment I’ll never forget. I wish I could draw it. I wish it could be danced. I’m not sure there’s a way to express it in words, but words are what I can offer you now. I can laugh with you about the funny things he said and tell you about how he wore my clothes and swiped my mascara and woke up every morning in a tangle of loving arms and perfumed sheets with a little dog barking to go out and a long day of hard work ahead. I can tell you that, while we were so normal about so many things, we lived his belief that life itself should be a work of art.


Everyone who knew this extraordinary man—friends, family, and fans—has their own stories to tell, and I hope they tell them, though some will be painful for me to hear. I hope some scholar of music history will write a book that spans the incredible depth and breadth of Prince’s work, all the remarkable people he collaborated with, his influence on the music industry, his lasting handprint on pop culture, and his contribution to the art of rock and roll. This is not that book.


This is my story—a private love story that belongs to me alone—and I need to share it my own way, just as he shared it in his. He was a private man, but through his music, he’s already said more than people realize. Beneath the rhythms and between the lines, you hear the love and fate and heartbreak. It’s not as easy to hear the echoes of strength and closure and hope, but they are there.


The story I’m about to tell you now is the story I’ll tell Gia someday: the story of my life with Prince and my life without him, the career I forged before we met, my struggle after we separated, and how I had to make sense of it all in order to move forward. When I was younger, I thought it was the story of how I found my soul mate, the true husband of my heart. When my heart was broken, I tried to make it the story of how I found myself. But seeing my daughter outside the doors at Paisley Park, I finally understand: it’s the story of how we all found each other.


At the beginning of the music video for “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World,” a woman’s voice cuts through the static.


You have just accessed the Beautiful Experience, she says. This experience will cover courtship, sex, commitment, fetishes, loneliness, vindication, love, and hate.


That’s an apt description of the story I’m finally ready to tell.


Please enjoy your experience.









one
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Poised a breath apart on the middle finger and thumb, the zills hold infinite possibilities, an unlimited range of nuanced sounds and varied patterns. Only one thing is certain: they will come together, move apart, and come together again. I don’t remember the first time I heard the irresistible cling of the finger cymbals, if it was the single pierced sagat or the slotted zills, but I’m certain that it was long before I was born. If it’s true that our souls travel in an endless spiral of incarnations—and I believe it is—then it makes sense to me that certain threads continue with us from life to life, from birth to birth. The zills ring with that inexplicably deep familiarity for me. Some part of me remembers the sound, and it moves me. I move without questioning it.


if u ever get the chance 2 travel back 2 ancient dance


I feel that same certainty about my husband, my soul’s mate. I believe—and so did he—that he was my lover in one lifetime, my brother in another; maybe we were sisters, mother and child, or even mortal enemies. At the moment of each birth, we were poised, a breath apart, destined to come together in some capacity and fated to part, knowing we would inevitably come together again. We might not immediately know each other’s name each time we met, or recognize the face, but we each knew that names and faces were the least relevant aspects of the other. I recognized my beloved, though not right away, and he treasured me, though he didn’t know how to keep me.


Prince Rogers Nelson was born June 7, 1958, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. His mother, Mattie, was a jazz singer. His father, John, was a musician who went by the stage name Prince Rogers. Prince spoke very little about his early childhood. He did tell me he remembered being locked in a closet sometimes. John and Mattie split up when Prince was ten, and he was like a kite without a string, sometimes living with his mom and stepfather, sometimes with his dad, sometimes crashing with friends. Prince was a skinny little kid, who topped out at five feet two, but he was still an excellent basketball player at Bryant Junior High, where he became friends with Andre Simon Anderson, who later went by André Cymone when he toured with Prince. Two things Prince would take with him from an adolescence that was as difficult as you might imagine adolescence could be for a short, skinny, black dude were his love of basketball and his friendship with André.


On November 12, 1973, while they were somewhere shooting hoops, I was born on a military base in Enterprise, Alabama, where my dad was in army flight school. My mother, Nelly, and my father, also named John, are both Puerto Rican born and raised. She was—and is—a stunner: a voluptuous, headstrong beauty. Her strict Catholic parents tried hard to keep a lid on her, but my mother was—and is, for better or worse—a bold free spirit who never did well in the role of caged nightingale. Really, it’s the laws of physics; her strict upbringing made her want to rebel and get off the island. She wanted to leave Puerto Rico, so she only dated men in the ROTC, hoping for a ticket out.


Dad was a great date, handsome and kind, a former bodybuilder who’d won the title of Mr. University of Puerto Rico. He’d followed his father into the military and rose through the ranks to become an officer, something his own father never did. After they’d been dating for a while, Mama realized she was pregnant. And not just a little. She was six months along. Both families swooped in and basically forced them to get married immediately.


Mama still mourns the fact that she never got to have a proper wedding, which made her all the more thrilled to see me marry Prince with all the trimmings. My dour Catholic grandmother (whose own father was black), wasn’t at my wedding, but she told me on the phone, “Well, at least he’s light-skinned. And he is who he is. So I’m okay with it.” And that tells you everything you need to know about my grandmother.


My big sister, Janice, was born in 1969, and my parents commenced a typical military family life, moving from base to base, which my mother quickly realized was not the post–Puerto Rico life she had hoped for. When Jan was four, they decided to have another baby, desperately hoping for a boy. Dad was slated for an important test flight the day I was born. He would have been first in his class, but missed the test and came in second. Janice was thrilled to have a little sister, but when my mother heard “It’s a girl!” she was so mad she refused to see me.


They whisked me away, and by the time they finally brought me in to see her, I had casts on both legs. I’d been born with severely inverted legs. An orthopedic specialist, who just happened to be there that day by a stroke of luck—or perhaps by fate—explained to my parents that my crooked little limbs would have to be straightened, first with the casts and then with painful braces that I’d have to be kept in for three years, forcing the bones and joints to develop in a normal position.


My mother was fierce about those casts, as she is about pretty much everything when it comes to the people she loves. She was adamant that my legs were going to be normal and strong. The standard three-year treatment was accomplished in eighteen months because she kept the braces—little boots connected by a metal bar—firmly on me 24/7. Family members would shake their heads, take pity on me and try to remove them, but Mama prevailed and the boots stayed on. I have scars from an infection that developed when the braces became too tight, but I can’t complain about these legs of mine. They’ve served me well. This is probably the beginning of my ballerina’s dance-through-the-agony disposition. Before I learned to walk, I learned that sometimes life requires a girl to be a tough little cookie.


My mother adored the name Mayte, a Spanish conjunction of Maria and Teresa, the Basque word for “beloved.” As a teenager, she’d seen this name in a novella, torn out the page, and kept it posted on her bedroom wall for years. Janice’s middle name is Mayte, but the conventional world of the late 1960s decreed that children were better off with “American” (meaning “white”) first names, and that temporarily swayed Mama. When I came along four and a half years later, she figured if she couldn’t have the boy she hoped for, she was by God going to name this girl exactly what she wanted to: Mayte Jannell, my middle name being a combination of John and Nelly.


When Prince and I were first hanging out—not yet lovers, just friends and collaborators—he got it in his head that I should change my name to Arabia.


“Man, it’d be cool if your name was Arabia,” he kept saying.


Prince had a way of getting people to go along with ideas like that. They’d get swept up in his genius, not just for music but also for creating characters. He’d see some unique aspect of a person, and he’d highlight that. He never bullied anyone into anything, just nicely suggested that it would be really cool if a person changed her name to . . . oh, I don’t know—Apollonia, maybe. Or Vanity. How cool would that be?


The fourth or fifth time he said to me, “Wouldn’t it be cool if you changed your name to Arabia?” I flatly said, “No. That would not be cool. My mom would kill me.”


In my mind at the time, the wrath of Mama loomed larger than the favor of a thousand rock stars.


Mama was raised in a strict Catholic home. She dreamed of becoming a dancer, but that was not an option. She tried to enroll my sister in dance lessons, but Jan was a rough-and-tumble tomboy who would have nothing to do with our mother’s ambition to either be a ballerina or raise one. Jan was the sporty one, playing volleyball and soccer; I was the girly girl, living in tutus and “turn-around dresses.” (Gia is turning out to be comfortably in the middle, completely herself in a cute little dress with sneakers.) By the time I was three, to Mama’s delight, I was begging to dance, but you had to be five years old to take lessons at most studios. By this time, we’d moved to North Carolina, so it wasn’t hard for my mom to locate a place near the base where no one knew us.


“When they ask you how old you are,” she told me, “do this.” She held up her hand, palm flat, showing five fingers, and I did exactly as I was told after she dropped me off. Whether the ballet teacher believed me or not, she must have figured I was ready, because she took me to the barre and I never looked back. Over the years, no matter how chaotic my home life was, dance was my sanctuary. It wasn’t a task for me to concentrate. I never had to discipline myself to endure the practice. I loved every hour, even when it hurt. I loved feeling the music in my strong, straight bones.


Belly dancing was a big thing at our local YMCA in the mid-1970s, as big as Zumba is now, the thing to do. Mama started out taking lessons for fun but fell in love with it and joined a troupe that did performances and seminars. I’d watch Mama practice back then the same way Gia watches me now, utterly captivated by the rhythm of the tablas and drums, eyes big with the imagined story told by the dance, hands instinctively tracing the movements in the air. Eventually I couldn’t resist; I had to get up and move behind her, the way Gia moves behind me, making a tiny shadow on the wall next to mine.


“Would you like to dance with me at the officers’ wives luncheon?” Mama asked, and she didn’t have to ask twice. I was so on board with that. I had every beat of the music memorized, and I had a natural affinity for the moves. The choreography was ever evolving, which is one thing I love about this art form. To dance like this gives you freedom to express yourself, but it means you have to be in the present—all of which made belly dance the perfect training ground for the work I would later do as a member of the New Power Generation.


All the other ladies were impressed that I could seriously dance. They had to give Mama her props, and she was a stage mom who ate that up. Mama made me a little costume that matched hers—a floaty dream of colorful chiffon, spangled with a galaxy of sequins and dripping with paillettes—but for me, the greatest thing about it was that I got to wear lip gloss. Please understand, people: in my five-year-old mind, lip gloss was the magic elixir that transformed a mortal being into something magical, the most beautiful creature imaginable. My desire for lip gloss was so intense, I’d actually attempted to steal a tube of ChapStick one day at the PX, prompting Mama to call for a security officer, who lectured me into terrified tears. In everyday life, lip gloss was forbidden. Dad had banned it on the premise that it might make me kiss boys. So this was my opportunity. For lip gloss, I would do anything.


Almost anything. Anything but this, as it turned out. Standing backstage, I peeked out at the audience and was overwhelmed by a stomach punch of stage fright that caught poor Mama completely off guard.


“Mayte, that’s our music,” she hissed in a whisper. “We’re on!”


I just shook my head, unable to even form the words, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.


I stood frozen behind the curtains while she put on a fake smile and went out to wow the officers’ wives on her own. Some kind lady took my hand, led me to a table, and fed me mini doughnuts and milk while Mama did our mother-daughter dance all by herself, glancing my way every once in a while to shoot me the look.


When a Puerto Rican mama shoots you the look, you feel it like a javelin. There was no question in my mind that when she got off that stage, I’d never enjoy another moment of peace, love, or lip gloss for the rest of my life. I sat there stuffing those mini doughnuts into my mouth like they were my last meal. And they were, for a while. My mom didn’t talk to me or feed me for a week. Dad had to take over, and though he fed and cared for me with patience and sympathy, I was crushed—not because she was punishing me, but because I knew I’d humiliated her. I swore to Mama and to myself that if she ever gave me another chance, I would go through with it, and when given another chance, I did.


And I’m glad. The moment I started dancing, the tidal wave of stage fright went out and a tidal wave of euphoria came in, sweeping me through the performance, filling me with an energy I had no name for. I was quickly addicted to the powerful bliss I felt onstage. Mama and I started getting invitations to dance at restaurants and parties. We started getting a little bit famous around town. When I was seven, a syndicated news show called PM Magazine came and did a story about us, which was amazing, but I was starting to get a sense of myself as a dancer—as an artist—and it had nothing to do with being paid or noticed.


After we’d been performing together for a while, I told Mama, “I want to dance by myself. I don’t want people to think I’m just copying you.” The truth is, I wanted people to notice her when she was dancing, and when I was there, a lot of the attention was directed my way. I wanted Mama to have her hard-earned moment in the spotlight.


Dance was my refuge, as life at both school and home became more complicated. Back then, you didn’t see a lot of little Latina girls in a North Carolina elementary school. Kids used to ask me, “Are you white or are you black?”


“Neither,” I’d say. “I’m Puerto Rican.”


They’d wrinkle their noses and ask, “What’s that?”


I tried to tell them about my grandmothers on a beautiful island that is, yes, part of the United States, but no, not a state exactly, and no, it’s not the same as Mexico. The white kids didn’t accept me because I wasn’t white enough, and the black kids didn’t accept me because I had “good hair.” After school, I was always running away from somebody, making a beeline for the bus, doing my best to avoid getting beat up.


Daddy loved taking the family to a nice restaurant for dinner every once in a while, and when he stepped up to the hostess podium, he always gave the name Rockefeller. Jan and I would giggle and roll our eyes and remind him, “Daddy, we’re the Garcias!”


“Yes,” he’d say, “but if they see the name Rockefeller on the list, they’ll know it’s somebody important.” And he had a very Rockefeller stride as he followed the hostess to our table: head up, shoulders back, friendly smile for everyone whether they smiled at him or not. I liked his Mr. Rockefeller persona. It didn’t even occur to me until I was an adult that this was his positive spin on the fact that seeing the name Garcia on the list might have prompted a different level of service.


Daddy was an avid videographer, who loved the newfangled cameras that were suddenly available to amateurs and everyday folks around 1980. He’d hoist the bulky unit onto a tripod, stick a VHS tape in it, and record every performance. He also learned to play the tambourine and Egyptian tabla (sometimes called a doumbek because of its hourglass shape), so he was part of the act as well. From my perspective, we were having a wonderful time together, but I know now that my father and mother had been cheating on each other for some time.


Dad went to Korea for a while, and when he came back, Mom had some serious questions about a woman with him in some of the photos he brought home. He was an unapologetic flirt, and it made me uncomfortable. I used to go with him to the local pawnshops and Radio Shack to check out the latest gadgets and geek out over the amazing advances being made in video cameras and recording equipment. I remember standing there while he chatted up some nice-looking lady. Sometimes those conversations went on longer than they needed to. I’d grab his wrist and pointedly say, “Daddy. C’mon. Mama’s waiting for us.”


At some point, she began seeing someone else, too. My parents’ relationship grew more and more strained, their bickering escalated to an uglier form of arguing and name-calling, and their marriage started to fall apart.


About that same time, a guy who was supposedly a family friend started hanging around our house, acting like the nicest guy in the world. My parents trusted him, but he violated their trust and mine. I was seven years old, so at first, I didn’t understand what was happening when he pulled me onto his lap. I didn’t know what he was doing or why he was doing it; I only knew it felt horrifying and bad. It made me sick inside, though I didn’t know how to explain it. I felt deep confusion. I tried to tell someone what had happened, but as is all too often the case, I didn’t have the vocabulary to call it what it was, and people didn’t want to believe it. I did everything I could to avoid him, but he found ways to corner me. Many times he suggested that I ride in his car to get something from his office.


“You should take Jan instead,” I always said, thinking that she was bigger than me, a big girl of eleven and a tough tomboy, so he wouldn’t be able to hurt her.


Years would go by before we could speak of it, but he did hurt her, too. When we were both in our twenties, sitting in my apartment in Eden Prairie, Minnesota, Jan finally confided in me that he had molested her. The grief and guilt I felt about that were quickly overtaken by a surge of raw rage on her behalf—and on behalf of seven-year-old me—realizing how this man had taken my power and made me feel shame for the first time. I decided to look him up and confront him. I rehearsed it in my head. Is this the man who violated a little seven-year-old girl? Whom I believed was a friend of the family? Whom my family trusted in their home? Who did things to a seven-year-old child that only adults do to each other? Are you that disgusting human being?


I dialed the phone, my hands shaking, but before he could answer, I threw the phone down. The thought of hearing his voice nauseated me. All I could do then was pack these memories away in a dark corner of my mind, and I was okay with that for a long time. But one day, not long ago, while Gia was sleeping, it suddenly struck me how precious she is—so vulnerable, so innocent, so deserving of a safe, unruined childhood—and the thought of someone robbing her of her innocence and power and peace of mind triggered another unexpected surge of rage.


I sat down and Googled the man, thinking, I’ll sue him. I’ll post his name online and call him out for molesting my sister and me. Now I would be the one with the power and he’d be the one with the shame. I could get revenge. If I wanted to. But as I sat there with my hands on the keyboard, thinking about what that act of revenge would mean for me and Gia, how it would affect the quiet, joyful life I was making for her, the need for it faded. I believe in karma. God will take care of this guy when his time in this world is over, and he’s old now. His time is running out. Hopefully, his kids know what he is, but I know I’m not responsible for anything he did in his life—including what he did to my sister. The burden of thinking it was my fault is one more thing he had no right to inflict on me.


Seeing Gia now, I realize how very small and helpless Jan and I were amid the chaos of our parents’ failing marriage, even though we thought then that we were so tough. When Mama moved out of the house, leaving us with Dad, it was a relief in some ways. The man who’d molested Jan and me stopped coming around. The constant battles cooled to an uneasy truce, and even though she was living in her own apartment, Mama was in our kitchen waiting for Jan and me every morning when we got up, and she was there every evening to make supper and tuck us in for the night. I never felt abandoned by her—quite the opposite. She was on top of things, my most loyal ally, and still is today.


In 1980, while Prince was touring with Rick James, processing his own dysfunctional childhood into a project that would become Purple Rain and building on the momentum from his first platinum album, Mama and I were keeping up a busy schedule of dance performances and seminars. Throughout that terrible year, I danced, and when I danced, I was untouchable. Dance was my secret power, my doorway to another dimension where there was only beauty, only music, only love.


The world of belly dancing had a hierarchy of stars, and among them, Ibrahim “Bobby” Farrah reigned supreme. He was tall and moved with a strong yet delicate danger that I liked. Sometimes, he’d start spinning, twirling faster and faster, a mad blur, and then slowly, always teasing the audience with his brown eyes. The women loved him because he was passionate, loud, and funny.


Then there was Amir, a classically trained master who’d been a principal dancer in the Russian ballet and innovated a sort of tango-belly-ballet fusion, which he performed in a bolero and tight pants that showed off his insane shimmy. Amir was everything. Every. Thing. The name itself means “Prince.” He had a jet-black mustache and eyebrows, and wore a tasteful dash of black eyeliner around his soulful eyes. He had the training and strength to do things women belly dancers couldn’t safely attempt, and he was the only male dancer who could keep his masculinity and not come off as cheesy. It kept me genuinely entertained. He was way ahead of his time with his amazing sense of humor and off-the-chain stomach movements and muscle isolations no woman I knew could do. He’d shimmy this impressive isolated shimmy, then pulsate his stomach muscles to the beat of the drums—and then he’d do this exaggerated stagger and gasp, as if he were out of breath, and we’d go from awe to laughter. Every movement was done with surgical precision; each eyelash told a love story.


Mama was not about to miss an opportunity for us to take classes from these two legends, so our whole family drove to Atlanta and got a hotel room for the weekend. I arrived with a terrible cold, but I wasn’t about to let that slow me down. All day Saturday, we took classes. I gave it my all and fell asleep exhausted and happy. On Sunday, it was our turn to perform in the student showcases, and the whole place was buzzing because I was going to be dancing with a sword on my head. Some of the older, more established dancers objected furiously to that. I totally get it now. Who wants to have their thunder stolen by an eight-year-old? I would have probably let the adults win and skipped the sword, but with someone like Mama behind me? Oh, you better believe I danced with that sword.


“You’re dancing with your sword,” she told me. I didn’t hear what she told them, but they were suddenly being much nicer to me.


The sword I danced with was a gift from a vendor at a previous seminar. I’d been working with it for a while, dancing for hours to the music of George Abdo and his Flames of Araby Orchestra. Most ladies dancing with a sword used a wadded rag or scarf to keep it from slipping off their heads when they did a backbend or turn. I didn’t want to do that, so Dad scored the edge of the blade just enough to give it some traction against my hair. The finale involved spinning the sword forward and gracefully swooping it off. I practiced till I had a bald spot on the crown of my head.


It’s second nature to me now, but spinning with a sword on your head is a very different skill from the standard pirouette. When a ballerina spins, she “spots” by focusing on some fixed point—a crack in the mirror or the middle seat in the first row of a theater—something immobile that keeps her grounded as she turns. At the last moment, she whips her head around so she’s taking her eyes off that spot for only a split second. But you can’t do that with a sword balanced on the crown of your head. I learned to ground my balance within myself, my eyes fixed on the tip of the sword as the rest of the world turned around me.


When it was my turn to do my thing, the buzz amplified; Amir and George Abdo showed up to see me dance. The celebrities never came to the student performances. As I waited to go on, I felt the shiver of nervousness I always feel right before I go out onstage. To this day, I want to die just before I go on. I have to turn around and around like Wonder Woman, and somehow this turns me into a fearless, ferocious dancer. Then there’s no stopping me. So I turned, I transformed, and I danced. When all was said and done, George Abdo pronounced me the Eighth Wonder of the World and asked for our information so he could invite me to dance with the Flames of Araby in Boston. Mama was over the moon.


Dad always videotaped the student showcase at an event like this and sold copies to the ladies who’d performed. A group of dancers at the Atlanta event sent the video of their performance to a TV show called That’s Incredible!


“No thanks,” the producers responded. “But who’s that little girl?”


The ladies remembered that I was the daughter of the man who’d sold them the video, so the producers were able to track me down, and my parents recognized that it would be a huge opportunity for me.


Hosted by Cathy Lee Crosby, John Davidson, and Fran Tarkenton, That’s Incredible! was a popular show that ran during prime time on ABC for four years in the early 1980s and reran in syndication for eons after that. Designed (right down to the exclamation point) to capture the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! audience, That’s Incredible! featured all kinds of weirdly fabulous things: intriguing freaks of nature, astonishing feats of strength, amazing performance art, and heartwarming stories that involved fate, family, and bizarre coincidences. You might see a dog who traveled thousands of miles to find its family, a dentist who tattooed teeth, coffin portraits that appeared to blink, or a unicyclist jumping through rings of fire—even a tiny Tiger Woods tapping a flawless putt into a cup—and at the end of the segment, the studio audience would shout in unison, “That’s incredible!” Apparently, the producers felt that a little girl belly dancing with a sword on her head fit right in.


Mama made me a spectacular costume, and Daddy kept wanting to up my game.


“You’ve got to play zills,” he said, so I learned to play zills and incorporated them into my act. He’d seen one of the older belly dancers demonstrate the amazing dexterity of her abs by flipping a line of eight quarters on her stomach. Dad said, “Do you think you could do that?”


“Sure!” I’d never done it, but I did a Turkish drop to the floor, ready to give it a try. My stomach was only wide enough to line up three quarters, but after a couple of hours of fierce concentration interrupted by fits of giggling, I was able to turn each coin neatly from heads to tails and back again in time with the music. This gave Daddy the idea that I should flip the quarters while playing the zills and balancing the sword on my head. I was all over this, up for anything, and spent every waking moment rehearsing with a George Abdo record.


As we flew into LA, I took in the surrealistic sight of the Hollywood sign below, feeling like someone had polished it up just for me. Everyone at the studio was so kind and welcoming, and the set ran like an on-time train. Everything was in the right place at the right time, including me. I was introduced as “the mystical, magical Princess Mayte, the world’s youngest professional belly dancer,” and at the end, the audience yelled, “That’s incredible!”—which pretty much summed up how I felt. I could have flown home without the airplane.


The show aired several weeks later, and I experienced my first little taste of fame. This was a highly rated, prime-time network TV show, so just about everyone at school saw it. I went to the mall, and people did double takes. “Hey, are you that belly dancing girl on TV?” I got a lot of positive attention, and my classmates started to be nice to me—a welcome change from the racial slurs and bullying I’d lived with in elementary school. I started thinking, Hey, I could get used to this. The only downside was, because I’d been on television, some of the kids thought I was rich; they’d try to shake me down for my lunch money, so I had to start packing my lunch for school every day.


Naturally, my appearance on the show sparked a steady stream of booking requests. Mom handled the business side of things, negotiating fees and making sure people paid up. Daddy drove me wherever I needed to go and set up the sound and video equipment when we got there. All I had to do was dance, and I was serious about it. I never had a boyfriend, played sports, or got involved in other extracurricular activities. During the school year, when I wasn’t in ballet class or belly dancing, I was studying. When school was out for holiday breaks, we’d go to Puerto Rico to visit our grandmothers.


Flying as unaccompanied minors, Jan and I would be dropped off at the gate, where an escort would help us board and sometimes bump us up to first class. Even though Jan was older, she was the one who tended to get nervous.


“What if the escort doesn’t show up? What if we get lost?”


I’d roll my eyes and say, “We won’t get lost. C’mon.”


I always took control, chatted up the escort, and headed for the Jetway.


On our arrival in Puerto Rico, we’d go to my maternal grandmother, Nelly—maternal in the sense that she is my mother’s mother, not in the sense that she’s at all maternal by nature. Grandma Nelly had a severe view of a woman’s place in the world and a sharp tongue to make sure there were no questions about it. I was grateful for the beautiful dresses she helped make for me, but I cringed, listening to her tear Mama down with verbal abuse about her weight, her hair, her makeup, her dancing, her life choices, and her daughters. The “good hair” that got us beat up at school was never good enough for Grandma Nelly, who subjected her own head to an endless stream of chemical straighteners and dark brown dye. She yelled at Mama for letting me dance, but then she’d turn around and brag to her friends that I’d been on TV.


We counted the hours, waiting for Daddy’s mother, Grandma Mercedes, to pick us up and take us to her house. Our grandmother Mercedes was warm and affectionate. She was a wonderful cook who could make magic from an empty refrigerator.


“We were poor when I was growing up,” Daddy told us. “That’s why having meat is such a big deal. Back then we had rice with beans or beans with rice.”


Everyone was welcome at Mercedes’s home, and whoever came to the table was fed, but Daddy and his brother noticed that sometimes their mother would sit with her coffee and cigarette, engaging in the laughter and conversation but not eating. They figured at the time that she wasn’t hungry, but realized later in their lives that there was not much food, and Mercedes chose to go hungry herself rather than turn someone away.


Mercedes didn’t have a living room like you’d expect to see in the States; she had a big open area with a tile floor and big gates. At night, the car was parked there and the gates were closed. First thing in the morning, she’d open it up, back the car out, and mop the floor where the car had dripped oil.


“Stay off this tile until it’s dry,” she’d warn, because this was my dance floor. While the sun baked the tiles dry, I’d stretch, warm up, and tape my feet to protect them from friction burn. When my grandmother finally gave me the go-ahead, I’d dance and dance. Hours would go by. I was happy, lost in my head and in the music.


Grandma Mercedes loved listening to Puerto Rican radio stations with news and classic boleros, so there was always a lot of that. Jan was into Depeche Mode, Eurythmics, and other artists. I myself was swooning over Puerto Rican teen singing sensation Luis Miguel, who was to Latina girls in the early 1980s everything that Justin Bieber would be to girls in the States thirty years later. With a father who was almost as big a stage mother as Mama, Luis Miguel scored his first hit record—Un Sol—launched his first world tour, and stole my heart, all by the time he was thirteen years old. I loved Menudo, that dreamy boy band from Puerto Rico, but even they could not compare to Luis Miguel.


Jan and I would be in Puerto Rico for a few weeks on our own, then our parents would arrive for a week of family visits, and then we’d have to head home. While leaving Grandma Nelly’s house was a relief, it was always sad leaving the cool tile floor and rich, spicy aromas of Grandma Mercedes’s place. We dreaded the day of departure, partly because Daddy was in the military and we were able to fly on the cheap if we were willing to wait around for an available seat on a cargo plane. We’d pack our bags the night before and head to the airport before dawn. Sometimes the whole day would drag by without an opportunity to board. Jan and I chased each other around and played Rock, Paper, Scissors. We chatted enthusiastically about Menudo. We hotly debated who was cuter, John Schneider or John Stamos, and argued hard about which one of us liked which one of them better. Having exhausted that topic, we’d make up stupid songs and sing them over and over until the grown-ups got impatient and told us to shut up. Then we’d sit and read or play hangman. If the last flight took off without us, we’d schlep our bags back home and return the next day to try again, but if the stars aligned and there were open seats, we’d strap ourselves into them for the three-hour flight, next to racks of auto parts, boxes of office supplies, cases of powdered eggs, giant mysterious crates of military stuff—anything up to and including a war tank.


Once we got home, Grandma Nelly redeemed herself. Jan and I were crazy about this strange and wonderful new thing called MTV, and we begged Daddy to get cable so we could watch it, but he didn’t see the necessity for that. So Grandma Nelly would roll VHS tapes, recording hours of MTV, and send them to us. It exposed us to the new stars reshaping the music of the decade—Cyndi Lauper, David Bowie, Prince. We loved Robert Palmer’s “Addicted to Love” and Irene Cara’s “Fame” and Madonna’s “Lucky Star.” They were creating something that combined music and spectacle the way live performances do, pulling music, dance, fashion, storytelling, cinematography, videography, and theater into a fabulous mash up of art forms.


In 1983, just before I turned ten, Jan and I saw Flashdance at the movie theater in North Carolina, and it rocked my little world from start to finish. The feverish “Maniac” sequence captured the crazy energy that took over my body when I was dancing, and though I certainly didn’t let Jan see it, I had tears streaming down my face during those final soaring moments when Alex Owens dances her heart out to “What a Feeling.” I didn’t know at the time, of course, that Jennifer Beals had to have three body doubles—one of them a sixteen-year-old dude—in order to get through that number, and I’m glad I didn’t know. Thinking it was all her made me believe I could do it, too.


I adored Flashdance. I used some of my belly dancing money to buy the Flashdance sound track and couldn’t get enough of it. Dancing like a maniac, maniac on the floor, I wore grooves in the grooves playing the album over and over. Flashdance offered a PG-rated romance that a ten-year-old could embrace, while vividly demonstrating the hours of blood, sweat, and tears that go into a professional dance career. And can we just talk about the iconic Alex Owens style? All the girls were slashing their sweatshirts and incorporating leg warmers into their school wardrobes, but more than anything else, I loved Jennifer Beals’s unapologetically curly hair and her “Are you white or are you black?” skin, the same color as mine. I dreamed of living in my own warehouse apartment with a ballet barre, sassy attitude, and pit bull named Grunt.


A year later, my little world got rocked again. Jan took Mama and me to see Purple Rain.
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