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Author’s Note


Thank you to all of my loved ones and fans from around the world who have supported everything I’ve done throughout my career, from the Coke commercial when I was sixteen to all of my different albums and films. It’s also possible that someone referred you to this book and you’ve never heard of me a day in your life. If this is the first time you’re getting to know me, I just hope you will be able to embrace me for who and what I am and the things that I stand for and the way I see my life. I’m going to take you on a little journey, from my childhood to where I am now. Hopefully you’ll walk away being made aware of a few things and seeing relationships, love, and other perspectives just a little differently than the way you do now.

Although I won’t be able to control how people respond to certain things that I write or reveal, my genuine intention is not to embarrass or throw anybody under the bus. I’m putting myself out there by writing about the many things I was exposed to, my actions, and the choices I made. Although I can’t stop people from feeling a certain way, you all need to know that I’m not coming from an angry or spiteful place. I’m just speaking my truth.

Some of the conversations in this book were taken from memory and, in those instances, have been paraphrased.

I want to say thank you now for picking up this book and being willing to take this journey with me. I hope you enjoy it.

—Tyrese, December 2010




A Prayer Before We Begin


Before I do anything of significance in my life, I always start it off with a prayer, and that’s not going to change with my first book. So please join me in this prayer, wherever you are…

Father God, I just want to say thank You for everything that You are, and everything You’ve always been to me. There are a lot of people with eyes who still can’t see, so I thank You for allowing me to see what’s around me. Thank You for clarity and for building bridges of understanding in my life. Before I sit and eat to nourish my body, my grace and prayer is to You, to thank You for allowing me to eat what I want, when I want, where I want, and with whom I want, because I know there are a lot of people around the world who don’t have that as an option. I’m grateful for the opportunity to wake up and go out and be a living example of Your favor. I thank You for what You decided to bless me with. Father God, I wish I had a thousand tongues to thank You, because I’m alive, and I know You’re not done with me yet. I am so grateful for the opportunity to use my influence to impact others. I surrender to Your will. Please bless the Love Circle and the people in my life so that they will find more strength in the rest of their days and weeks. Protect them, Father God.

Father God, I hope that people reading this book do not view anything within it as me showing off, gloating, or splashing my blessings in their face. I hope they look upon me as an example of someone with pure focus, determination, and execution, who literally started from the bottom in the ghetto streets of Watts. It was there that I decided I was tired of being tired, of worrying about my safety and my environment and that I wanted better for me and my family. It’s only by Your grace and favor that I’m still here.

Father God, I pray that when my friends, family, loved ones, fans, and people who may have never even heard of me in their life read this book, they consider new possibilities. I pray that they don’t allow their own mental blocks and upbringing to get in the way of new ideas. Most people around the world, including myself, are unknowingly suffering from self-sabotage and self-defeat and are literally blocking their own blessings. I pray that from the reading of this book they decide to join me on this lifelong journey of trying to master the art of getting out of their own way.






 


Prayer for the Love Circle

As you read this book, I pray that you are open to peeling back the many layers that have caused a blockage of your own blessings—blessings that will free you from being bound in self-destruction, self-sabotage, fear, doubt, and all the troubles that have caused you to live as the victim of your choices instead of living victoriously. I wrote this book to challenge your comfort zone and get you to consider that you might be living with your blinders on and forcing yourself to not see what you ordered for your own life. My extreme hope is to break through those thick walls of complacency and empower you to face your fears of the unknown.

Hopefully this book challenges you to see things outside of the bubble of reality you have created for yourself, and that you decide, like I have, to take that leap of faith, knowing that with God all things are possible and that you will land on your feet.

I pray that you stop yourself from wallowing in darkness and decide today to pull yourself into the light. You are stronger than you could ever know. I believe in you and I am rooting for you.

Trust in God to heal, provide, restore, and transform you. Know that there is power in making a choice. Choose today to be the unique design that you and only you were created to be. Be bold in your choices. Know that you can do any and everything through God who gives you strength (Philippians 4:13). Remember that today is a new day and that the past is just that—the past.

I don’t believe in accidents. There is a reason you picked up this book. So stand tall, for your journey has led you here, to self-discovery, healing, and victory, and to a better place that will reveal a better you—the real you. I am already rejoicing and celebrating your liberation from the spiritual chains and bondage of your old habits, thoughts, and choices.

Thank You. Amen.

Okay, ladies and gents—breathe! I know that was a lot to process…

Now, mates, shall we begin this journey?




Foreword


I want to dedicate this book to a friend of mine, Sameer. Sameer lived in Dubai, but we met a few years ago at a party in Beverly Hills that was hosted by Donald Trump, who was giving a presentation about his plans in Dubai. Sameer and I had fun partying and found that we shared a lot of the same views. We became friends and were brainstorming a few possible business ventures, so we stayed in touch. He started telling me all his plans, what he wanted to do with his life, and I was letting him in on all my plans. I took him to my office and introduced him to people I worked with, and he was impressed that I had accomplished so much at such a young age. He was just very inspirational and motivational to me, a really good guy.

One of the things I mentioned to him was that I wanted to write this book. At the time, the title I had in mind was just Get Out of Your Own Way. He thought it was a great idea and was extremely positive about the project. After that, Sameer left the country to go close some deals in Dubai, and I didn’t see him for about six months. Then he showed up in LA for my twenty-ninth birthday, and he had something in his hand, a gift for me. He just said, “Here,” and put a book in my lap. I looked at the cover and in bold letters it said How to Get Out of Your Own Way. I noticed that he had added the words “How to” in front of “Get Out of Your Own Way.” It was a mock-up of my book cover, with only the title on it, but it looked like he had it made at a print shop and it had a little picture of me on the spine of the book, which I had never seen before. On the back he had put a few inspirational quotes from his favorite authors. I opened the book, and inside, the pages were all blank. I sat there with the book in my lap, flipping through the empty pages. He told me, “The rest is on you. Write the book.”

Now, at this point, I still hadn’t started writing or compiling any text for the book. I didn’t know what the process was going to be, but all of a sudden I felt pressured to make the book a reality. I had this blank book in my hands and I couldn’t ignore it. Sameer had planted the seed and now I really had to put some words onto those empty pages.

That night Sameer, our crew, and I went to a club and it was insane—we had a blast. Soon after, he went back overseas for work. And then some stuff went down that I don’t fully understand.

Sameer’s sister called me, flipping out, and told me that he was in deep trouble. He didn’t want me to know, but he had been in jail for three months and they had tried to get him out but it didn’t look like that would happen. She told me it had to do with his business, that many people in the company he worked for had been arrested.

Trying to be a good friend and supporter, I prayed with him. I tried my best to encourage and motivate him every time we talked. He was totally depressed, sad, and miserable because he didn’t have a court date and wasn’t sure when he would ever get out. The entire time, I was thinking to myself that I have never felt like I was in jail as much as I did from talking to him while he was in jail. Because we both love life, our freedom, partying, and hanging out, and he went nuts in there. I knew he was having suicidal thoughts, and every time we talked, I gave him all the good energy I could. When it seemed like he was almost at his breaking point I sent him the first draft of my manuscript for the book to try and keep his spirits up. When he finished reading the pages, he told me they had inspired and motivated him to hold on and not give up.

Sameer ended up spending a whole year in jail. When he was finally released, he had a pending court date but he was all fired up. When he called me he was back to his old self. His energy and positive spirit were screaming through the phone. He was looking forward to enjoying his life and picking up the pieces.

A few months later, when I was in the middle of working on the manuscript, I got a phone call from his sister, who told me that Sameer had jumped from a high-rise building in Dubai and killed himself.

I was at a loss for words. One of the first things I thought when I found out about his death was how crazy it was, because at thirty-one years old I had never known anyone who had committed suicide. I didn’t know how to process something I had never experienced before. I started thinking about how Sameer had already done a year in prison, and even though it was rough and he didn’t think he could make it, he had made it. Why would anybody get out of prison and decide to take their own life, not even a month after getting released? I was conflicted because ultimately he had pushed me to write the book I was now calling How to Get Out of Your Own Way. He had made an impact on it by changing the title, but he ended up getting in his own way and taking his own life.

If you don’t figure out your life and get out of your own way, your choices could possibly lead to a life of misery, bad circumstances, and as you can see, something as extreme as suicide.

I want all my readers to know that this book is coming from a real place. It’s not just me sitting down, deciding to put a bunch of words together so I can pat myself on the back and say “Hey, I wrote a book.” Hopefully the information and true experiences that I speak on here can get in the way of somebody else deciding that life’s pressures are too tough and prevent them from staying in dysfunctional or bad situations or ultimately taking their own life.

I do know that my words and prayers and our conversations helped Sameer for some time. He told me that my book had really inspired and impacted him to keep fighting. I can’t help but think that there were some other dynamics and forces within him or around him, beyond what I knew, that made him end his life. A few months after he died, we found out that he was exonerated and all the charges against him were dropped.

Despite this tragic story, I don’t want to start this book on a sad note, because what Sameer did for me and what I will truly remember him for was that he really pushed me to get the words on the blank pages. I had mentioned to him that I wanted to write a book and he really helped me follow through with it.

Although I wasn’t sure I could sit down and write a whole book, I realized that I was actually sitting on a gold mine of inspirational concepts. Unknowingly, I had started the process of creating material for this book several years before, when I decided to share more about my life with my fans through voicemail and online messages on Twitter, MySpace, Facebook, and a few blogs. At first I thought I would just talk about my new music and movies, but the interaction grew into something much more personal, more real and genuine than I ever could have imagined. On my voicemail service, when people leave a message, I’m not the only person who can hear it. Anyone on the service can listen. As I began to share more about what I was thinking and what was going on in my life, people who heard my messages told me they appreciated what I was saying and began to leave their own confessions and testimonies. We were hearing each other’s strength and giving each other the permission to do better and want better, to take the steps to change. That’s why I dubbed this community the Love Circle.

Over the last decade, I have come to realize that God’s purpose for me is to reach out to people. I leave the voicemail messages and I tweet—and now I’m writing this book—because I want to give people permission to want better for themselves and take their lives to another level, and sometimes we just need information on how to get it done. When I was younger, I was determined to get out of Watts and become a singer. All we wanted to do as young kids in the hood was to get ahold of somebody who was already in the music game to help us figure it out. I have always been curious about life. Ever since I was young I’ve been asking questions to find out what things mean, but it wasn’t part of my conscious personal strategy to improve; I just wanted and needed to know. I was lucky to find a few people along the way who gave me information to help me on my journey. I’m dying to put that same energy out there, to give someone the same permission that these people gave me.

I have found that a conversation with somebody who drops some heavy stuff on you can make you look at yourself and your life a little differently. You can still be very in tune with yourself and your purpose and the things that you stand for, but you can become a person who can reach for something better. And so all these important conversations became part of an ongoing mission for me to take a piece of knowledge, a piece of information, a different perspective or outlook and add them to my life. I’ve been picking up life’s building blocks along the way, and rebuilding myself with a block from each person.

I am now passing these real-life experiences along because honestly, I would feel guilty knowing the things I know and not be willing to speak on it. As a child of God I feel a certain responsibility to share the many things I know and have been exposed to. It would be unfair to a little boy who is hungry like I was, who doesn’t know how to figure out his life. I would feel guilty about knowing what I know now and keeping it to myself because my loyal supporters and fans from the beginning have my back. If they didn’t support my albums, movies, and other passion projects, then my career probably would have faded out a long time ago. Since I can’t go and actually pay everyone back individually for helping me live an amazing life and lifestyle, I can send out the knowledge and information I’ve got and hope it makes a difference.

I’m not claiming to be God or Jesus, nor will I ever attempt to be. I’m just trying to get others to realize their power and spirit. Every message I leave comes from my heart. As much as the voicemail messages do for people, at this point I believe they’re doing more for me, because I’m able to express myself knowing that there are a lot of people listening who could be impacted by what I say. It does a lot for me to know I’m helping in some way.

As the Love Circle grew I felt more of a responsibility to think about what I was saying and what my actions were along with it, because people were really paying attention to me now. Even though I had been famous for a few years before I started leaving the voicemail messages, I still wasn’t used to the idea of fame, and I’d never had the chance to get to know my fans on such an intimate level. At a concert, fans don’t usually get to talk to the performers, and if you do meet, it’s always quick. I never had the chance to sit down and have a full-on conversation. But with the Love Circle I’m able to get to know the people who support me—not only as fans but on different levels. I try to nurture and educate and make people aware of things that they never knew or thought about, or were never made aware of—not even by their own fathers, mothers, uncles, brothers, or grandparents.

Over the past few years, I’ve gone through some momentous life changes that have given me a completely new outlook on life, and I’ll talk about some of those changes here. All the problems I had have affected me personally, professionally, and spiritually, and are issues I’ve been dealing with for quite some time. I’ve felt a lot of pain in my life, and I know just about every form it can take. I have to admit that while writing this I’ve felt very vulnerable and exposed, because anybody who knows me knows I’m a very private person living a very public life. It’s on my heart to share my perspective and outlook in the hope that it might bring some level of clarity and understanding about how to get through different challenges and help others make better choices so that they won’t go down the long road and bump their heads the way I did.

What I’ve done is organize the book into a series of questions. The reason for this is that these are the basic, fundamental questions that helped me redefine who I was as a human being and evolve into a new man. I want to emphasize that these are my opinions, and this is my story. I’ve learned that experience is your highest truth and only you can define your own truth. Don’t let anyone tell you differently. I’m just here to provide you with my personal road map that helped me understand myself better. I’ve learned over the years from talking to many people of all backgrounds—from ghettos and middle America, whites, blacks, and in between—that most people have goals and missions and places they want to take their lives personally and professionally. But most don’t have a sense of direction. I’ve realized that hopes, dreams, and ambition without a clear sense of direction will leave you feeling stuck in your hopes and dreams. So I pray that something in this book will give you a better sense of direction to help you achieve your hopes and dreams.

I’m not here to say that everything you think and do is wrong, and that I’m Mr. Perfect. As you will see, I am anything but perfect. I continue to learn new things every day. They say you can’t teach an old dog new tricks; I don’t believe that. I believe that the best thing you can ever do for yourself is allow your spirit to stay open to all possibilities and try to consider new things without limiting yourself to only what you know and are comfortable with. Your life should be an ongoing and growing process.

Now that you are reading this book I want to officially welcome you to the Love Circle. With all that out of the way, let’s get it started, shall we?




A Message to Our Youth


I’m well aware of my influence now and I don’t take it lightly. I want you to really listen to what I’m about to say. This is not just another book. I’m going to try and make you aware of things that are around the corner long before you get there. I want you to trust and believe that I know what I’m talking about. I don’t know it all, but what I do know, I’m sharing with you. I’m hoping to make you aware of things that your father, your big brother, or even your mother may not have told you.

Throughout this book I’ll be sharing some stories about how I became the master of my environment. Even if you’re a teenager you can be the master of your environment and the master of your own future, and I want that for you. Everything in your life should be about moving forward and progressing toward what you imagine for yourself. So if you don’t like your environment, change it. If you don’t like your circumstances, change them. Do whatever you have to do to create a better mind-set for yourself.

Part of that is worrying about yourself—or rather, focusing on yourself. Sometimes we get so focused on other people, like a boyfriend or girlfriend, that we can’t see ourselves clearly. I want you to concentrate on your own goals before thinking about someone else’s. Dropping out is not an option, so you have to stay focused on school, and if your friends are leading you down the wrong path, surround yourself with a better circle of friends.

When I was younger, I wanted better for myself. I worked my butt off and went to high school early every day and graduated in three years. It wasn’t that I was without pressures. I had to grow up quickly and most likely you do, too. I knew early on, when I was eight or nine, that people around me were selling drugs and I saw the lifestyle the drug dealers had, compared to mine. I was poor and hungry and they had nice cars, brand-new shoes, and T-shirts. They were living in a nice spot with furniture, and I knew that all those things didn’t come from having a regular job. Everybody in the hood knew that money came from dudes slinging dope, weed, and sherm.

Now, people weren’t trying to pressure me or talk me into selling crack or weed. I don’t remember any of my boys saying Yo, you wanna get some money? You need to come do this! No one said that to me, but being exposed to all that stuff was still peer pressure. Seeing images like those, when you’re in the situation I was, can make any man or adolescent decide they want to mess with that so they can get money while they’re in high school. They want and need money to buy a car, some nice clothes so they can impress the girls at school, or just want to have money for lunch or a bus token, instead of being out there hungry and broke.

But I remember purposely deciding that even though all that stuff looked cool, even though I had seen tons of money counted in front of me and the financial benefits of selling drugs and weed, I also knew that some of my boys were going to jail and a lot of dudes in my neighborhood were having their houses raided for drug money. Something in my mind told me to stay away from it.

Don’t get caught up in all your friends’ stuff. If all your friends are having sex, don’t think you have to! I know the media—videos, magazines, music, movies, television—make sex seem cool and easy, your friends at school are talking about it, and you want to fit in and do it, too. But there’s no need to try and live up to all the images around you. There will be plenty of time to have sex, and plenty of time to get into a relationship. The more you know yourself, the better you’ll be at making decisions about whom you’ll want to be with. I know you may get lonely sometimes, but being alone is nothing to be afraid of. Learn to enjoy and embrace who you are and get to know yourself in the process.

When I was younger I didn’t get with a lot of girls. Not that I didn’t want to, but I see now that may have saved me. Several of my homeys and both my sisters had kids when they were still in high school. I witnessed with my own eyes how having babies made their lives more difficult. Their lives stopped, they couldn’t hang out, they couldn’t afford a babysitter because they were broke; they just got bogged down with the responsibility of raising a child. Whether the pregnancies were accidental or something these kids decided to do, they tried their best, but some of them in today’s words would be considered “deadbeat parents” because they dumped their kids on their mothers, fathers, or even random neighbors so that they could still go clubbing, hang out, and be young.

A lot of young guys are ready to make it happen, but they don’t have to worry about the same things as young women. The consequences are not the same. I know it can be tough for teenagers to do what someone my age is asking them to do, and ignoring your elders is what being a teenager is all about, right? But you should know that movies and TV don’t tell you the whole story, and someone in my position needs to keep it all the way real with you. There are too many girls in junior high and high school who are getting pregnant when they don’t even know anything about life or about themselves. Do you want “teen mom” or “teen dad” to be your story? I hope not. I had my first child when I was twenty-eight—when I was ready. At that point, the only thing I didn’t have in my life was a child, and it was the right time. A child shouldn’t be the thing that makes you start to grow up. If you’re young and are already having sex, stop! There are too many young guys out there making babies and you have to know that that doesn’t have to be your life.

A young boy doesn’t have a clue how to be a father, and a young girl has no idea how to be a mother. Why? Because they’re kids. You may have been exposed to a lot and some of you may have raised yourself and that can make you feel mature and much older in spirit, but you’re young—period. So stop there and don’t convince yourself otherwise. I’ll never forget a conversation I had with a sixteen-year-old mother of two who told me why she was motivated to have children. She couldn’t keep a boyfriend, her parents had basically abandoned her, and she had nothing in her life that was consistent. She told me that whether she stayed with the baby daddy or not, her babies would never leave her side.

But think about it: Have you ever seen a movie, a documentary, or anything on television where you see a teenager who has a kid and they’re happy? The reality is, these kids with kids are just stuck—at home, watching and caring and worrying about their child. It’s not that they don’t love their babies, but their futures are altered.

You may have career goals and all kinds of plans that you are putting together, but with a child it won’t be about you anymore. Your decisions and your plans will always have to include that child. Every day. Do you really think your mother or father will feel like raising another child when they’ve already raised you? If you don’t have a father, mother, or grandparents, you’ll have to do it on your own. Are you really ready for a twenty-four-hour-a-day-seven-day-a-week baby?

And here’s a harsh reality, ladies: More than likely this boy you decided to have sex with will be too young to be a father. Ask any single mother to tell you stories about how much shit she went through when she was pregnant, how she worries about money, and how she struggles to get the little youngsta—the baby daddy—to step up to the plate and do his part. You don’t want to deal with any of that at your age. You want to hang out, you want to stay in school and not drop out because you can’t bring your child to school with you. You want to have fun, you want to go to the mall, you want to be young. So be smart, be real smart, and stay far away from that madness!

Focus on your future and your goals and become whatever it is you imagine for yourself. Then, when you can hold yourself down and are in control of your life, you can make the choice to accept a partner and bring a new life into the world.

If for whatever reason you end up having sex—let’s be real—you make sure to have that kid you’re having sex with put on a condom. Be the master of your environment and stay in control. Don’t occasionally have sex without a condom, because all it takes is one sexual moment that can create a child, and that very child will be with you for a lifetime, whether the boy you decided to have sex with is with you or not.

Let’s be very clear, young ladies: There are a lot of older guys out there who get their kicks by sleeping with girls who are under eighteen. I want you to know that any man who is trying to have sex with an underage girl is a criminal—period, end of story. Some girls in junior high or high school are attracted to older guys because they claim that the guys in their schools are immature. I understand, because I was in high school and I remember girls saying that exact thing. But understand this: For whatever reason you may decide to become sexually active with an older man, you have to know these men are committing a crime. Because they’re older, they know more than you and they are able to manipulate your mind and emotions to get you to see things the way they want you to see them. I’m disgusted with older guys who want girls your age because you’re vulnerable and they take advantage of what you don’t know. They want to have sex with you and make you believe that they love you. Know yourself, get in control of your life, and do not let some older man come into your life and mess it all up. Just because you’re younger, doesn’t mean you can’t control your environment, your actions, or who comes into your life.

And for the young guys out there: If you don’t have a father, start spending time with your friends’ fathers, or figure out who your favorite male teacher is, and ask him a lot of questions about life, about issues, situations, problems, or feelings—any thoughts you may have. Don’t be embarrassed to ask questions. Don’t be afraid to say what’s on your mind. There is no such thing as a dumb question. What may be dumb to you might actually give you clarity and closure on something that has been bouncing around in your head for a long time. I was lucky to find mentors around me, even though my dad wasn’t there. Those guys saved my life. I hope there is at least one person out there who can do the same for you. If I just so happen to be that one person, keep reading because I’ve got a lot to share with you.






Chapter 1


Child-Hood









When I first met my mentor John Bryant, he told me, Most of who we are as adults is somehow directly connected to our childhood. I had to really sit with that one for a while and see if it was true for me. After I pondered on this and started making those connections, what I discovered blew me away. A lot of who I am—my habits, relationships, likes, dislikes, and motivations, the things I stand for and the way I see this world—are all connected to my childhood. Once I decided that I no longer wanted to carry those childhood burdens, my journey to get out of my own way began. They say that ignorance is bliss, but the clarity from knowing what I know has changed my life. I connected the burdens I was carrying to my childhood memories and vowed to disown it and let it all go.


I can remember always thinking and imagining my life beyond where I was. I can remember sitting on the front porch in the hood at night looking at the stars and letting my thoughts run wild. Never did I once see or imagine being a star in any form of show business. I remember once thinking to myself that if there really was a God and he was hearing all the prayers from us throughout the hood, I hoped he’d somehow hear mine. Even back then something in me believed that there was a better life somewhere out there—I guess watching Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous played a small part in that thinking. I just had no clue how I was going find it or where to start.


Throughout my childhood I was exposed to the most extreme levels of self-love and self-hate. I lived and witnessed it all—killings, gang violence, drive-by shootings, domestic abuse, drug and alcohol abuse, crack cocaine, heroin addicts using needles, prostitution, teen pregnancy, love, encouragement, sports, talent shows, good and bad teachers, hunger, poverty. It was a harsh reality. When I grew into my early teens, a wise man told me, Son, every lesson is a blessing but you will grow through what you go through. And boy did I go through some shit!


A few months ago, I went back to the park in Watts where I first performed in public. I was back in my old hood at a memorial service for Tommy Jacquette, who had started the Watts Summer Festival. He had been the backbone of the community and my high school music teacher, Reggie Andrews, and Congresswoman Maxine Waters had asked me to be there and say a few words. I didn’t say no because I had reaped the benefits from what Mr. Jacquette had brought to the community. And so I went back to the park—to the exact same basketball gym and stage where I first performed at a Head Start Talent Show when I was fourteen. I didn’t get famous from that first public performance, but I did win, and that gave me the confidence to continue with my singing when my family had told me to shut up for being too loud around the house.


At the memorial, I went onstage and started talking at the podium. I told the audience how people like myself were able to reap the benefits from the peace and harmony that Mr. Jacquette had tried his best to bring to the community. And then I said, “You know, I remember when…” and as I said those words I looked to my left and actually saw my younger self, next to me, like a vision. I hadn’t been on that stage in seventeen years. I’m taller now, so I was looking down at my old self, standing there, not moving, because I never moved when I sang at that first show. Back then I had been nervous as hell, so I just stood in one place and held my microphone while I sang. As I imagined my younger self standing there, so much was running through my mind: Look how much I’ve seen around the world. Look how much I’ve done, look how many places I’ve been, how many amazing people I’ve met, all of the movies I’ve been in and the albums I put out, the road and the tours I’ve been on, and it all started standing in this one place, right here. I started crying. I was a grown man having a meltdown in front of everybody. And when I finally got myself together, I thanked Reggie Andrews and Don Lee, the first person who had allowed me to be in that first talent show. I said, “I want to thank you for giving me permission to be great. You believed in me and I’ve been around the world and I’ve seen the greatest that life has to offer, and it all started right here, standing in this exact spot.” I was standing on the same stage but I was a different man—different than that fourteen-year-old Tyrese could have imagined. I don’t live in the hood now, but I’ll always be from the hood and I will never ever, ever not remember what I’ve been through. My journey and my perspective and what I was exposed to keep me real.


My mother and father are from St. Louis, Missouri, the city where I was conceived as the youngest of four children. My oldest sister has a different father, and my second sister and my older brother have the same mother and father as me. Since then, my father had another son and daughter.


My father is a singer, but he never really got anything off the ground. He’s a wanderer and a dreamer, an artist always searching for his next break. One day, he decided that his dream would come true in Los Angeles, so he moved the family out west. A few months after they arrived I was born in a city called Watts in South Central Los Angeles, at Martin Luther King, Jr. General Hospital.


My mother always told me that I was a hyper kid. Looking back, I think it’s because we moved around so much and never really settled down in one place, but it’s just the way I am.


When I was really young, we lived in an area south of Watts near Washington Boulevard, a bit removed from the real nitty-gritty of South Central, Compton, and Watts. Money was tight, and my dad wasn’t there most of the time. He seemed to be gone more than he was there and I was too young to understand why he would stay with us for weeks at a time and then disappear. He would come back every so often, but even when he was there, before he left for good, I witnessed a lot of what no kid should be exposed to.


When my brother and sisters and I were supposed to be asleep we could hear my mother and father physically fighting in their room, calling each other every name in the book. Being exposed to the friction and negative energy of their relationship is how what I considered “love” started to take its effect on me. One would assume that because we were young what they were doing didn’t impact us, but it did in a major way. Hearing and seeing my dad treating my mother like nothing, cursing her out, and beating her whenever the moment presented itself, made me believe that’s what love was. At some point their marriage came to a halt and my mother seemed lost and alone. Pops would come around here and there, but we all pretty much knew it was over between my mother and father.


It was during this time that I feel like my mother’s love for me and our whole family was the strongest. She was beautiful, and still is, in my eyes. If you want to know where I got my smile, look no farther than my mama. She kept her long, flowing hair in French braids that made her look youthful, energetic, and alive.


Mama would take us to church three to four days a week for services and choir practice. It was a safe haven and I was getting to know God, who was getting to know me. I loved the energy of being around a lot of people because it gave me another stage to crack jokes and do my thing. I would play around and was often too hyper during services when I was really young, because I’d usually get bored just sitting there.


Mama worked as a waitress at Jordan’s Café and Stops Drive-In, which was on Imperial and Central, but has since been torn down. She used to bring us leftover food and that was like Thanksgiving for us kids. But with all of the mouths to feed we were still broker than broke so the county helped us out with some money. We received social security, food stamps, and county checks, and started getting WIC vouchers when I was in elementary school, after my oldest sister had her first child. A couple years later, when I was in junior high, my other sister had a kid, so we qualified for more. Even back then, I remember thinking, Where is the money going? We had food in the house but there were so many of us—Moms, Pops, my sisters, their kids, my brother and me—that the food would come in and disappear almost as fast. You can’t think that the cereal is going to be there tomorrow so you’ve got to eat five or six bowls in a row to get your share. When I think back on my childhood, there were very few memories that aren’t accompanied by an overwhelming sense of hunger. We were hungry all the time.


Mornings at my house were real quiet, and some of the best mornings were when we had cereal or oatmeal, or if we were really lucky, Cream of Wheat. When I was a youngsta I used to love eating my cereal, when we had it, and watching cartoons like Tom & Jerry, Thundercats, Transformers, He-Man, Heathcliff, Duck Tales, and Inspector Gadget. I also loved playing video games on the Atari 2600, ColecoVision, and original Nintendo that we got as hand-me-downs from neighbors; Super Mario Brothers, Mike Tyson’s Punch-Out!, and Tecmo Bowl were my favorites. But most mornings we didn’t have any food, so I was motivated to go to school because that was where I could escape the madness at my house and get meal tickets. Some days, if I didn’t go to school, I didn’t eat.


Gangs were all around us in that part of the hood, but there were also a lot of good people with incredible hearts, who beyond what money they did or didn’t have would do damn near anything for you. The everyday mission of most good people who live in the hood and who don’t have a bad bone in their bodies was to stay safe, to protect and take care of their kids and their families, to get to and from work or school and stay out of harm’s way, and to pray that none of those stray bullets meant for someone else would end up in them.


There were a lot of different personalities in the hood throughout all the different neighborhoods I lived in, and back then we used to talk about people who seemed like they did the same thing day after day. I remember way back when I was around six or seven there was a lady named Miss Jameson who was friends with my mother who would sit on her front porch. For what seemed like ten hours a day she would just sit there and peel her beans. Everyone loved Miss Jameson. In Watts there was a super old lady who lived directly across from us on 113th and Grape who would literally call the police if anyone stepped on her grass. Most of the people in the hood had guns and were very capable of hurting this old woman, but she was more gangsta than all of us. Directly around the corner there was the blind man who would give us a few pennies to run to the store for him because his heavy-set wife refused to do it anymore. I once asked my brother, “Why would a man be with a woman he can’t see? And why would a woman be with a man who is blind?”


He would just shake his head and laugh. It’s funny that when I look back on my life I remember never being afraid to ask questions about things I didn’t understand.


There was also my mother’s best friend, Blanche. I believe she was part Latina and part white but she had the soul of a black woman because she grew up in the hood. Blanche lived across the street from a burger stand called Lee’s that we went to all the time. Her beautiful daughters were always outside on the porch or in their front yard looking so pretty. If I had the courage to ask them out, I probably would have taken them to Lee’s. My whole family loved Lee because he let my mother keep a running tab that had to be paid at the end of the month. That didn’t last too long because she was always late in paying.


After my moms and pops broke up for good, my mother met another man who tried to do right by her, and by us. We called him Mr. Charlie and he became my stepfather. Mr. Charlie was much older than Mama—he was retired—but he was exactly what we needed in our lives at that point. He was a good man and taught us a lot. I can honestly say that a lot of who I am as a man came from Mr. Charlie, and for that I will always love and thank him.


Charlie was definitely a neat freak and was always very strict about making sure we kept things clean and organized. Whenever he had us clean up, he would tell us to get on our hands and knees on the carpet and pick up any piece of lint or dirt in the rug and put it in a trash bag that we carried with us. He had this old, antique leather furniture that was nicer than anything I had ever seen before. Everything in the house was dusted and polished at all times, which was so different from what we were used to, because before Mr. Charlie moved in with us we were just plain filthy. At the time, it seemed tedious and unnecessary, but Mr. Charlie made sure I always paid attention to the tiniest of details, and it’s a habit I’ve carried into to adulthood. He brought a much-needed sense of structure, discipline, and responsibility that we had been lacking.
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