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CHAPTER ONE

time’s up




Time moves too fast in the mornings. No matter how hard I try to be somewhere on time, I can never seem to get it right. But this morning, driving in New York City in the spring of 2003, it would probably help if I allowed myself more than ten minutes to get from New Jersey to lower Manhattan.

I pressed down on my car horn two times with both hands so that the yellow taxi in front of me got the hint. “Come on. The light is fuckin’ green!” My windows are up, and no one is in the car with me. Basically, I am just yelling at myself.

The clock read half past six o’clock, and the radio was tuned to NYC’s number one hip-hop radio station. “Hot 97, where hip-hop lives. This is the Renegade Radio,” I heard Sway say over the airwaves. I was scheduled to do a live radio interview representing the Source magazine. As the newly appointed editor in chief, the agenda was to promote the new issue, which had just hit newsstands that week.

My friend Miss Info was one of the jocks on the morning show with Sway, and since she and the Source’s owners were not exactly fond of each other, she hooked up the interview as a favor to me more than anything else. I typed out to her on my two-way pager, I am 5 minutes away, not factoring in the five minutes it would take to park my car and the additional five minutes that I would need to get past the security desk. Altogether, I was fifteen minutes away, which meant any hopes of my getting coffee before I went on the air were pretty much crushed.

I rushed out of the parking lot so fast that I almost forgot my ticket, then I checked in at the front desk. By the time I made it up the elevator, someone was waiting by the back door to take me into the waiting area. “You’re going to go on in about two minutes.”

Two minutes! Ugk, I thought. Not enough time to mentally prepare for an interview I knew could be tough. “Can I borrow this pad?” I asked the guy that walked me in.

“Sure.” He offered me a pen to go along with it.

My mind was racing with questions that I anticipated they could ask. So I started to quickly jot down notes on the pad—points that I knew I had to hit and topics I knew I needed to avoid.

Benzino’s beef with Eminem not connected to the magazine…Stay neutral and don’t say anything bad about Eminem…or 50…50! Don’t mention knowing 50 personally.

There was so much controversy involving the magazine’s rivalry with XXL, Benzino’s beef with Eminem, and Eminem’s record label, Interscope, having pulled their advertising dollars from the magazine that I knew the real reason they’d agreed to have me on the show. This was morning radio. The point was to entertain the listeners by ridiculing the guests. They were not going to ask me anything I wanted to answer. They were not going to help me promote the magazine. That was my job. Their job was to get me to say something that I didn’t want to.

“It’s time,” said the guy, who walked back in the room to take me into the studio. Two minutes had gone by in just one, I swore.

“Okay, I’m ready.” I tried to cover up any signs of my nervousness, even though I knew he could see my heart beating through my coat. I’d done live interviews before—sometimes even on politics and shit that I didn’t know the way I knew hip-hop or the Source—but I was more nervous than usual. And this was not even television, it was radio. Normally, all I had to worry about was not stuttering and making sure I used an SAT word every few sentences so I came off intelligent. But this time was different. I felt like Bill Clinton trying to avoid discussing whether I actually inhaled.

I could handle this, though. Just stay on topic and never let them see you sweat, I thought. What was I so nervous about anyway? Sway and I were cool. He would not even go there.

“Kim Osorio, editor in chief of the Source magazine, is in the room with us,” Sway said, standing in front of the microphone, his long dreads standing behind him.

I sat down, put the headphones on one ear so I could listen to anything that went on in the room, and placed the pad with my notes in front of me. There were so many words on the page, but the number stood out like a sore thumb. The number 50.

Miss Info walked over to me from where she had just finished delivering her “celebrity drama” segment and sat in the chair to my right. She scribbled some notes on my pad, but I couldn’t look down to read them because Sway had already started asking me questions.

After a couple of easy ones, I was in my comfort zone and had let go of any paranoid thoughts that I’d come into the room with. Then Sway, out of nowhere, straight violated my whole womanhood.

“You were sucking off 50 Cent?”

“Huh?”

“Didn’t Eminem say something about you sucking off 50 Cent?”

“Eminem never said that. No.”

“Isn’t there a song where Eminem said you were on your knees sucking off 50?”

“No, I think you got that wrong.”

“So you were never sucking off 50 Cent?”

“No.”

What in the hell??? I started to write down on my notepad to Miss Info. That quickly, I was thrown off. I couldn’t look Sway in the face because I didn’t want to turn him to stone. I was so angry, Medusa had nothing on me.

Sway cut to a commercial, the on-air light went off, then he walked out of the room to take a break. Miss Info was on her feet. “I’m going to go talk to him.”

In truth, it was too late to talk to him because he had already tried to blow up the spot. Did he even know anything about 50? How could I just ignore this now? If my coworkers, or even worse, my superiors, were listening, I was going to be humiliated when I got into the office. I had to calm down and figure out what had just happened.

First off, Sway was way off. I started to work it out in my head like an algebra problem. I’ve always been good at math, so I knew I could figure out the answer before we went back on the air. There was an Eminem verse that mentioned my name, but Sway had the lyrics wrong. Wait, maybe this was a new song that he was talking about. Uh-oh. Oh no. No, wait. I know the song he’s talking about. Sway’s buggin’. That was the song where Eminem was talking about his wife, whose name happens to also be Kim. Damn it, why is her name Kim? “She’s probably on her knees somewhere sucking off 50 Cent.” He’s not talking about me in that song. I should have said that on the air. The song that mentioned my name said something entirely different: “Kim Osorio, you sorry ho…drag you through the barrio.” Or something like that. Say that on the air. No, duh, don’t say that on the air, but clear this up.

“Hot 97, we’re back on the air with Kim Osorio, editor in chief of the Source magazine.” Sway was back in the room, and the red on-air light was back on. Miss Info was sitting next to me and writing on my pad again. I felt I was in a time warp. This time, I had no choice but to pay attention to her and not him. He’s going to come back to it. Just stay calm. Treat it like they’re men in the street whistling at you and you don’t turn around so they just automatically call you a bitch. Stay professional.

“So there is a song where Eminem mentions you, right?” Sway rephrased his question.

I knew that whenever I acted out of emotion it was usually the wrong thing to do. So now I just followed exactly what Miss Info was telling me to do. Why is her handwriting so damn small?

“You know what, Sway. It’s, like, what’s the first thing a man says when he’s whistling at you in the street and you’re not paying him any attention? He calls you out of your name. That’s all that was. I’ve never even met Eminem.”

That damn Eminem, look at all the shit he was about to start.

It’s hard to laugh and joke around when you’re as mad as I was at the station that day, but I somehow managed to ignore it and forgive Sway. I left the station immediately after the interview and went straight to the office, pretending it didn’t all happen, but knowing it was at the top of everyone’s mind and on the tip of everyone’s tongue. I couldn’t let anyone know just how much it bothered me to have been put on the spot like that. When you’re in a position of power, you have to dust your shoulders off. You have to learn how to become immune to insults and expect the worst things to be said about you. Throughout my career at the Source, mud was slung so many times on my name, both inside and outside the office. Biggie said it best: “Mo’ money, mo’ problems.” For me, though, once I became editor in chief, it was the problems that seemed to come a lot faster.









CHAPTER TWO

south bronx




Before I became editor in chief at the Source, I’d like to believe that I was a nice person. I said good morning to the receptionist each day when I got in, and I pretty much talked to everyone on the staff. Sometimes I was bitchy, but it usually only happened every twenty-eighth day. I distinctly remember that I got along well with almost everyone, whether the person signed my checks or answered the phones. I never had a problem with any of my coworkers, and I assumed the feeling was mutual. But while they smiled in my face, some people had ulterior motives.

Number 215 Park Avenue South was home to the Source when I began working there in 2000. By the time I had got the job of associate music editor, I had already been writing stories about hip-hop for years.

I’d been a part of the hip-hop community from as early as I could remember, but it wasn’t until the nineties that I became a part of the “industry.” Back then, in New York, the “industry” was extremely visible. It wasn’t as exclusive as it is now. Puffy threw parties for the general community that weren’t VIP or guest-list only. Videos were shot in the streets, not on boats or in foreign countries. And artists were more connected to their audience because they did such things as perform on college campuses or hang out at local nightclubs.

I was riding the #2 train downtown one day in 1993 after class at Fordham when I came across an ad in the Village Voice that invited me to “work in the Music Industry.” It was a $6-an-hour internship to work for the New York sales team at BMG Distribution, the company that distributed record such labels as RCA, Loud, Jive, and Arista. I was so excited that I sent my résumé in the same day and had an interview within a week. I didn’t get the job, but the lady in human resources liked me enough to give me some advice and to refer me to another department. She told me “never chew gum on an interview” and that “the national team is looking for someone to intern but they can’t pay you.”

I accepted the internship and was so excited to spend my own money and work for free just to be able to work in the music industry. But after interning and later temping for a year, I figured out that I was clearly not in the right circle. My passion had always been for hip-hop, and I was surrounded by mostly white industry bigwigs over fifty-five who thought rap was something that you do to Christmas gifts. Though it was great to be able to sit front row at a James Brown concert, I realized that I wasn’t making the connections I needed to land the job that I wanted. I got glimpses of hip-hop when I met Method Man after Wu-Tang blew up or lucked out on a pass to A Tribe Called Quest’s album-release party for Midnight Marauders. So when I realized there wasn’t enough to keep me interested in my job, I jumped ship and wound up out at another internship at Profile Records. Only I still wasn’t getting paid.

The one thing I remembered about Profile was that no one ever came to work, so while there was much to learn about the industry, I would not be learning it there. I had one assignment to stay on top of, and once the head of publicity explained what I had to do, I don’t think I ever saw her again because she went off and had a baby. My job was to go through all of the magazines that came in and collect every piece of writing that mentioned any of their artists. There was quite a bit of negative press about Run-D.M.C.’s comeback album, Down With the King, and the staff was salty because they had lost the rap group Onyx to Def Jam, and now that the group had abandoned their dreads and started gun-talking, they were the biggest thing in hip-hop. I started to realize that Profile Records, once a legendary hip-hop label, had fallen off and I had boarded the bus too late. When it came to my job choices, this was my career strike number two.

Back then, I also realized that few minorities held power positions at record labels, and even fewer minority women. I can only remember one minority who worked at Profile, and that was DJ Funkmaster Flex. He had an office in the back, but I never ever saw him there. I learned early on that the movers and shakers in hip-hop weren’t up in the offices sitting behind desks. They were out in the streets, at the clubs, on the radio, or in the studio making it happen. The common thread about most of the people who are successful in the rap industry is that they make a name for themselves in the streets and then the industry follows. Talib Kweli said it best once: “Artists by nature are followers.” But the people behind the scenes are even worse. They usually just find out what’s already hot and then latch onto it.

The secret was that you had to already be somebody in order to be somebody. Looking back, I can honestly say that not too many people I know are on top because they sent in their résumé or worked their way up from the bottom of the totem pole. I couldn’t go out and get the job I wanted, I had to make the job come to me.

Before becoming a journalist, I always wrote as a hobby. I figured that I’d turn it into a profession and try my hand at that. And if there was one subject that I could write about, it was hip-hop.

Born in the seventies, I grew up in the Castle Hill section of the Bronx. No, not Jenny’s block, but Randall Avenue. I moved there from 165th and Grand Concourse when I was about seven. I once went to the local record store when I was around five or six to buy a vinyl record that came in a light blue jacket with the words SUGAR HILL GANG written in big, orange script letters. As embarrassing as it might sound, I learned how to break-dance in the fifth grade off Chaka Khan’s “I Feel for You.” And though I wasn’t very good at it, I could pick up speed in a backspin if it was over a dismantled brown cardboard box and I was wearing a windbreaker. By the time I got to the eleventh grade, I took the dancing thing way too seriously by doing the running man onstage to represent the junior class in a battle against other classes. That was off “Fakin’ Da Funk” by Main Source, and I was the only girl onstage. I had my first one-on-one fistfight with someone who mistakenly thought I was going with her boyfriend behind her back, and it happened right around the time that Naughty by Nature decided it was okay to cheat on your girlfriend with “Other People’s Property” (aka “O.P.P.”). I lost my virginity to the same guy who later punched me and gave me a black eye when the Geto Boys’ “My Mind Playin’ Tricks on Me” made it cool or “in style” for him to act crazy. By the time I had gotten to the Source, rap music had already become the sound track to my entire life.

I believe it’s a blessing to work at a job doing something you love. I come from a family of people who all worked hard to make ends meet. My parents met when they were in the fifth grade and stood together until they were married eight years later. My mother got pregnant with my older sister, Wendy, immediately after. Because my father already had a girl when I was born four years later, he always raised me as if I were the son he never had. We were not well-off in the beginning though. My father was a Puerto Rican middle-school dropout who ran numbers on the streets of Harlem for most of his life. He started when he was a teenager and was well liked in the neighborhood, both on the East and West Side. My grandmother once joked that he was the whitest baby born at Harlem Hospital in 1951. There was a time when my mother had to get on welfare to hold us over, but by the early eighties, my father’s business starting picking up, and he was doing well enough to move us from the South Bronx to the Castle Hill area, which, for minorities, was like going from Brooklyn to the Hamptons. But after my father’s long bout with alcoholism, times started to get hard and my mother had to go to work. She passed the test for the telephone company, a “good-ass job” when I was growing up.

The great thing about working in hip-hop is that you rarely hear people say that they hate what they do. They may actually hate the people they work for or hate what hip-hop has become, but essentially most people who work in hip-hop love it, not in the corny Brown Sugar movie sort of way, but in a way where the culture is embedded in their soul. Nowadays, I enjoy going to shows to see certain artists perform just to remember what it was like back then. Whodini, Slick Rick & Doug E. Fresh, KRS-One, LL Cool J, Run-D.M.C., that’s the era of hip-hop that I grew up on. And that’s the thing I have most in common with everyone else in my generation, from the struggling entrepreneurs to the superstar multimillionaries. All of us have seen hip-hop grow up into the business it has become today. I still get a little starstruck when I see the same artists I used to watch on Video Music Box with Ralph McDaniels. Channel 31. How many other girls do you know who can recite the lyrics to “Buggin’” by a group called Whistle? There’s only a handful.

It seemed that it took forever just to get my foot in the door at the Source for a $45,000-a-year job. A job in either the music or the publishing industry is hard to come by. So trying to get into a music magazine doubles your chances at losing. At the time, the Source was the magazine that most hip-hop journalists such as myself aspired to work for. It had been there since the late eighties, ’88 to be exact, growing up right alongside hip-hop. It was there throughout the culture’s most significant moments—back when A Tribe Called Quest, De La Soul, and other Native Tongues groups turned African medallions into a fashion statement, or when N.W.A. and Ice-T turned the police into rap’s biggest enemy, and even when the community turned on itself contributing to the deaths of Biggie and Tupac. If you had followed hip-hop for as long as the Source was around, then you had followed the Source too.

Me? I had followed the Source since its day as a one-page newsletter. And after I started writing professionally, I had hustled my clips enough to get the attention of some of the senior editors at the magazine. My first assignment came courtesy of Elliott Wilson, whom I had come to know from my many internships. We became cool enough that I felt comfortable calling him every month when I saw things worth debating, such as a 4 Mic rating for DMX’s album It’s Dark and Hell Is Hot. Then, after months of my asking for an assignment, Elliott needed a writer to interview Lord Tariq and Peter Gunz, a Bronx-bred rap duo that had blown up because of a hit record called “Déjà Vu.” He decided to assign the story to a girl from the Bronx who was overly excited that the borough she’d grown up in was making a much needed comeback.

A few more key articles had proven that my knowledge of the music was worth more than any experience you could get working in the industry or writing for a magazine. Added to that, during an interview with the Roots at a studio in Philadelphia, ?uestlove produced a track on Things Fall Apart that he said in the album’s liner notes was inspired by me, and I was starting to feel like a borderline celebrity. My writing, described by one Source editor as “unlikely for a girl,” earned me a spot as a regular contributor to the Source. While I hustled my writing skills, I finished college and went on to law school. It is one of those things you do if you can when you don’t know what the hell you want to do. If you can figure out a way to pay for it, education is the best excuse for not having a job.

Though I had a law degree that qualified me to take the bar exam and practice law, I was just an aspiring journalist to the Source team, one who had held more nonpaid than paid jobs. I had no formal journalism background and was considered a new jack to the writers and editors of my day. Advanced degrees held little weight when it came to hiring at the Source. For years, I had been hustling my way into the music industry. Once I decided to pursue hip-hop journalism, working at the Source became my ultimate goal. I freelanced and worked for so many different magazines that I confused myself every time I updated my résumé. There were Billboard, Vibe, One World, the Resident, LatinGirl, BlackBeat, XXL, and of course the Source, which always looked as if it were typed in a bigger font.

Carlito Rodriguez, the editor in chief when I came on board, hired me soon after he took the job. He had the office in the corner with the glass desk, the three big windows, and the holes in the wall that a previous editor in chief had left behind when frustration forced him to throw a chair at it.

My first office was small with no ventilation and a leather recliner that we called the “crack chair,” which I inherited from Riggs, whom I replaced at the magazine. Someone in the office told me the story of buying it off a crackhead on the street for $5. It had a few rips on one side, but it served its purpose. Since we usually worked into the wee hours of the morning during closing (the time when the editing of a magazine is done and the pages are being prepared to ship by section to the printer), the crack chair doubled as a bed for me, especially when I was pregnant. These were the type of things that made the Source, well, unique.

During my first few months at the Source, I got pregnant with my oldest daughter, Kayla, while her father and I were living together in Brooklyn. I feel I didn’t find out his government name until we were in a full-blown relationship, but he went by the name Mush. Mush was a hustler on the streets of Fort Greene, Brooklyn, who had missed his calling to be a basketball star. If he were a line in a Biggie record, it would be that he chose to sling rock instead of using his wicked jump shot. He is an extremely tall, light-skinned guy who totally got over on girls because of his looks. His money wasn’t long by industry standards, but it came fast, and being raised in a household where my father hid thousands of dollars in his white sweat socks under the radiator in our house, I was used to seeing cash flowing in daily.

Mush and I were already having problems when I got pregnant, so I knew two months into the pregnancy that we would break up. But after I found out about a few women he had on the side, my vindictive side forced me to stay in the relationship just so I could turn the tables on him one day. It got to a point where I would answer his cell phone behind his back and take messages just so I could have a girl’s name to throw back at him during an argument. “Who the hell is Keisha?” One time, I answered the phone and found out about a girl from out of town that he had been seeing longer than he had been seeing me. So she and I arranged to have me show up at the door of their hotel room the next time she came to town. Our dysfunctional relationship made it easier for me to stay at the office and log long hours at work. After a while, I became more comfortable sleeping on the crack chair in my office than I was sleeping next to him.

Kayla was born six years after my mother had my little sister, Ashley, from a second marriage. I lived in Brooklyn at the time, but barely saw Kayla’s father. When I wasn’t working, I’d take Kayla up to my mom’s and stay up in the Bronx. For Kayla, it was fun to be there because Ashley was more like an older sister to her than an auntie. When I wasn’t at my mom’s, I’d drive two and a half hours to spend the weekend with my best friend, Tia, who had relocated to Delaware. Anything to get away from the drama of my failed relationship.

There’s a time in a new mother’s life when she learns how to live again, and a year into Kayla’s life, I was ready to get my personal life back. I enjoyed my time as a mother and all the new experiences that came with it. But at a certain point, Avent bottles full of Similac and Baby Einstein DVDs will drive you crazy. I needed an outlet. Work was exciting, but outside of work, I was bored out of my mind. I started hanging out with my friends again, and I started to meet people. Eventually, I started dating.

Dating within the confines of the music industry was not so out-of-the-ordinary to me or anyone else in my immediate circle. That’s just how you meet people, especially when you spend most of your day working. Whom else are you going to get with? For men, it’s simple. But for women in the industry, it’s a little more complicated. Artists, managers, producers, engineers, A&Rs, DJs, they all fit into the same category for me. Men, however, don’t necessarily see it that way. “Keep your legs closed” is their mandate to a woman if she wants to be truly successful. If a woman in the industry has a past (and God forbid it includes an artist), then she is typecast as a “groupie” or a “ho.” Before I got to the Source, I’d already dated a DJ, a producer, an executive, and even a rapper, but because they were all either local or unsuccessful, and I was just a girl from around the way, no one seemed to care. Now, as an editor at the Source, my options were about to get a lot more high-profile, and my professional life was about to be compromised because of it.

By the year 2000, the hip-hop industry was comparable to a male football locker room. Most of the top music executives were men, the majority of hip-hop artists were male, as were almost all of the producers, video directors, engineers, and DJs. That basically left video model or personal assistant as the most likely career options for a woman. But as a female, if you were successful and rose to the top of the corporate ladder, your reputation became that much more vulnerable. If you looked halfway decent, then the misconception was that you slept your way to the top. On the contrary, if you were not easy on the eyes, then you must either have been gay or related to someone. As a woman, I knew it would be hard to beat the odds. But because I had put so much time in, I wasn’t about to let the odds come between me and what I wanted.

But a woman doesn’t only have her résumé to worry about, she’s also got her reputation, and when it comes to a woman’s reputation in the business of hip-hop, it’s almost customary to define her by the men she’s been linked to. Pick up any hip-hop magazine and compare the stories done on women to those done on men. I guarantee you’ll find out more about the woman’s past sex life than you will about the man’s. That code doesn’t just apply to celebrities, it’s the same behind the scenes as well. For me, it was no different. The more successful I became in the industry, the harder it became to keep people out of my personal business.

My days and nights revolved around the magazine and around hip-hop, and my social network was composed of people who were just as obsessed with money, power, and hip-hop as I was. Therefore, the majority of the men that I met along the way had some sort of function in the music industry. But in this particular sect of the industry, known to us as the hip-hop culture, the usual double standard applied to women is administered in much bigger doses. Once Snoop said, “Bitches ain’t shit,” it was a wrap for us.









CHAPTER THREE

ladies first




By the time I got to the Source, I had already either met or known a third of the music industry either through the interviews I’d conducted, the clubs I hung out at, or the conventions that I went to. If it wasn’t one of those three, then I knew them through one of my girlfriends. Growing up in New York, I always knew somebody who knew somebody if I didn’t know him or her myself. Between my girlfriends in the city, someone had either dated or known someone who had dated pretty much every dude that was making records in the midnineties. We called it the “network,” and if you met an industry guy from one of the five boroughs (or occasionally New Jersey and Mt. Vernon), we could send the information through the network and find out whom he’d dated, if he was good or bad in bed, and whether he had a girlfriend or baby mama back home. Six degrees of separation connected everybody on the New York scene. Trying to come up as a writer, I figured out that the network was good for more than just the girls and our pathways of information. If I could find out information about someone for the benefit of the sisterhood, then that same information was probably good for my own career. I could document the information that I got from the network and make one hell of a story out of it. Where hip-hop was concerned, I had the access to everyone who mattered, and the information from everyone who didn’t.

Many of my own girlfriends had their own industry connections. My closest friend, Tia Bowman, went to LaGuardia, the New York City school of the performing arts, otherwise known as the Fame school. She knew so many people in the industry by just having gone to high school with them. Tia and I met back when I came in to choreograph a routine for her City College cheerleading team (there goes my dream of being a fly girl actually getting lived out in my history). We got really close when we met up again at the bookstore at New York Law School. During law school, we found a way to balance case studies and legal briefs with impromptu trips to South Beach and frequent appearances at Club New York. From Diddy to Too Short to Jay-Z to members of the Wu-Tang, we hung out with some of hip-hop’s most celebrated stars and other notorious street cats—names omitted for obvious reasons. From one week to the next, we were either throwing back shots of vodka, eating at Mr. Chow, or partying with somebody.

Another of my connected friends was Michelle Song [not her real name]. I became really close with her before I got my job at the Source, and through her I learned a lot about the magazine, which she had once written for. We met through a mutual friend, Anisa Hull, a Tommy Boy records sales rep, when we all hung out at a Wu-Tang album-release party. It was a hell of a night, especially when my hair had caught on fire after I leaned over a candle. I think the image of me with flames coming out of the left side of my head made Michelle feel bad for me. We kept in contact frequently after that. At the time, she was already the managing editor at XXL, the Source’s number one competitor, and since I was just a freelance writer trying to land articles in any of the few publications that existed, she looked out and gave me some writing assignments. She eventually wound up at Vibe magazine, before becoming a radio personality. She was a haven of information. She always had some random info about someone or something that made you wonder how she got it. That’s just how she was. I could be looking into a mirror, poppin’ a pimple, and she’d recommend an over-the-counter cream that could banish the zit in an hour.

Through our friendship over the years, I had learned about some of the violence, staff walkouts, and injustices that had made the history of the Source an untold story waiting to be made public. But by the time I joined the ranks, the staff had turned over so many times, things appeared to have changed. I believed it could never have been as bad as the rumors of employees getting guns pointed at them or women getting groped in the hallways. Though I do remember when I stumbled on a stripper giving a birthday lap dance to a male employee. The men were cheering her on while the women watched from outside his office door. Then all of us women were told to go back down to our side of the floor so they could proceed with the finale. I can only imagine what happened afterward.

When I first got hired, I saw little of the overtly machismo environment that was rumored folklore. Michelle was an intern during the Source’s early days, and she always warned me to “be careful” when dealing with Raymond Scott, otherwise known as Benzino, one of the magazine’s co-owners. Ray barely came to the office when I first started working there, so I never really had to worry about the things I’d heard. I reported to Carlito; Nigel, the managing editor; and P-Frank, the executive editor, based on the West Coast; so I had few dealings with Ray and his partner, Dave Mays. There were company picnics when I said hello, and a few friendly conversations in the hallways, but no real interaction. I often saw Carlito stressed when he came out of Dave’s office. Still, he balanced dealing with Dave and Ray and being the editor of the magazine pretty well.

In the beginning of my life at the Source, my career revolved around album reviews, artist interviews, and internal arguments over why Biggie was the better “MC” and why 2Pac was the better “artist.” I was consumed by so much rap music that I wasn’t privy to any of the inner office politics. Although I swore he forgot at times, Dave was Jewish, in his midthirties, and had shortened his Jewish-sounding last name to one that would be more acceptable in hip-hop. He had a pointy nose and white skin, but he could still pass for Puerto Rican if he cut his hair in a fade. Even though Dave founded the magazine with Jon Schechter and others, whom they later bought out, Benzino was the true power of the Source.

Ray Dog, as Benzino used to be called, was a struggling rapper from Boston who met Dave and became his silent partner back when the Source was launched. He was of mixed racial background, half-black and Latino of some sort. Throughout the years, Benzino was in Dave’s ear like a bad infection—secretly calling the shots behind the scenes, mostly to the benefit of his own rap career. Most of the time, the decisions he was making weren’t the best thing for the magazine, which had become a multimillion-dollar publication and the voice of an entire hip-hop generation. But it only got worse as the years went by. Benzino’s influence on the magazine’s editorial content was growing fast.

A few months before I was hired, Benzino’s group Made Men had received a 4.5 Mic rating in the magazine. It was around the same time that Elliott Wilson had resigned, and I heard that the reason he had quit had everything to do with his being the music editor and disagreeing with the “proposed” rating. Things like that were almost understood in the industry. Anything printed in the Source relating to Benzino or any of his groups held little weight. Regardless of how the editors really felt, Benzino was never going to get criticized by the Source—not if you planned on working there long. His music was not held to the same standards when it was rated. The Made Men album had earned the same rating as albums such as the Notorious B.I.G.’s Ready to Die or Jay-Z’s Reasonable Doubt. Most albums that received as high as 4.5 were recognized as some of hip-hop’s best works. And to put Made Men in the same category as someone like Jay-Z was damn near blasphemy, especially when the album ratings were taken so seriously by the editors, the industry, and more important—the readers.

 

In 2001, it was quite unusual to get all five of the Source’s top editors to listen to one upcoming album to rate it, even when the artist showed up to play it for them. But inside a small room at what was then called Baseline Studios in Manhattan, Jay-Z had the full attention of all of us. He was the most prestigious rap artist at the time. The Almighty Hova. The God MC. One of the few rappers who truly knew how to straddle the line of underground and commercial success. And as a writer who made a business out of being critical, I always held back my pen when it came to saying anything negative about one of my personal favorite MCs, Shawn Carter.

Carlito felt that I should be among the four people to accompany him to hear Jay’s highly anticipated fifth album, the Blueprint, which would have to be reviewed in one of my sections, known to avid Source readers as the “Record Report.” It was the most important section of the magazine in that it was home to the coveted 5 Mics, an accolade that many rappers had aspired to achieve.

With Jay’s first four albums, he had come close to earning that perfect rating, getting the praise for his quick wit and braggadocio lyrics, but missing the 5 Mic mark by a wack song or two. Many of us in the office, including Carlito, had argued that his debut, Reasonable Doubt, was worthy of 5 Mics, but once it had been written in print, there was no going back. We had to respect the minds of the earlier “Mind Squad,” as the Source editors had always referred to themselves. Now, what we were hearing that hot summer day inside an air-conditioned studio with Jay-Z and his people had all the makings of a classic.

This listening session stood out from the rest. For one, no one was smokin’ weed. And unlike most artists, who feel the need to preface each song with an explanation on who did the beat, how they picked the subject matter, and why the music lacked something (e.g., “It still needs to be mixed”), Jay-Z, dressed in a Che Guevara T-shirt complimented by a Nike wristband, said nothing. He played the music with no regard for what we thought. It was that “I don’t give a damn about a rap critic but they better give a damn about me” attitude.

We all sat there quietly and attentively, one of my coworkers shut his eyes, listening to the Blueprint for the first time. We carefully selected our questions, while Jay briefly explained why he had chosen fairly new names, such as Just Blaze and Kanye West, to produce the bulk of the Blueprint CD. He also kept the guest appearances to a minimum. He had Q-Tip, Biz Markie, and Slick Rick delivering the chorus on “Girls, Girls, Girls” and had collaborated with Eminem on a song called “Renegade.” We listened to back-to-back tracks from Jay-Z without getting bored or losing interest which was hard because the volume was so loud I could feel the bass underneath my feet. But one track in particular raised our curiosity. For a writer like me who thrives off controversy, this one would pique my interest most:

“Ask Nas, he don’t want it with Hov…noooooo.”

Jay-Z pushed down on one of the 30,000 buttons which temporarily interrupted the music blazing from the speakers. Jay looked around to his cohorts and let out his signature high-pitched giggle, and then, as if on cue, the room laughed with him. “We’re gonna save that verse for next time.” He tapped my foot, making it clear he remembered me from a previous meeting through a friend a few years prior. “Y’all not allowed to hear it just yet,” he said, referring to the second verse of “The Takeover,” a song over a beat by Kanye West that was treacherous. All of our expert ears were glued to it.

Skipping the entire second verse, Jay instructed the studio engineer to continue. Everyone in the room was nodding their heads to the rock-influenced track, and Jay had a proud papa look on his face. We didn’t know then that the song we had just heard would later spark one of the best battles in hip-hop history. But upon leaving the studio, we were clearly all impressed.

“Yo, that was a 5 Mic album,” Carlito said downstairs as we tried to hail a taxi back to the office. It was me, Carlito, senior editor Erik Parker, associate music editor Jermaine Hall, and assistant music editor Johnathan. We were all headed back to the office to wrap up our workday.

“I don’t know. I would need to hear the album again,” I replied. “And why did he skip a whole verse on that song?” The verse that Jay had actually let us hear was the one where he called Prodigy of Mobb Deep a ballerina and likened his height to just short of money stacks.

“I know why he did that,” said Erik Parker. “He knows if he plays that verse, we can put it out there, and then it’s fair game for Nas to come back at him before his album even drops.” Erik Parker was a college-educated writer from South Jersey who was hired around the same time as I was after coming aboard as an intern for Carlito. Back then, he had a head full of red-colored dreads that were usually half-pinned-up, and he was clear about who he was. He was not a gangster wannabe. He was not an aspiring rapper. He was just a hip-hop journalist, making his way up the ranks.

“Yup, you know how y’all journalists are,” I sarcastically added.

As editors, we speculated about Jay’s strategy to try to figure out why he didn’t let us hear part of the song. But we didn’t realize the impact that the song would have because no one believed the verse of “The Takeover,” directed at Nas, would be as harsh as it was. It was also not something that we thought would wake Nas out of his slumber. “Nas don’t need to respond. He already murdered that mixtape joint we gave the Quotable to,” said Johnathan, the assistant music editor.

Being from Queens, Johnnie [not his real name] was always on some Queens shit. He would champion pretty much every artist that came out of the Q-boro, as long as said artist didn’t take his shirt off at concerts. Nas was one of Johnnie’s favorites, and he wasn’t going to let us all count him out. At the time, Johnnie was responsible for picking the Hip-Hop Quotable. The Quotable was another Source staple that MCs longed to achieve. Every month, the Source would reprint the hottest verse of the month. It could be anywhere from sixteen to twenty-four bars, and the verse had to be good enough to translate onto paper, where the words themselves, not the delivery, were honored for their cleverness and meaning. Johnnie had picked a mixtape verse from Nas a few months before, one where Nas had dissed Jay-Z.

I always stood my ground in this battle, quick to side with Jay. “Nas can’t win against Jay-Z. He is on top of the game right now,” I said, using my Jay-Z’s-biggest-fan voice. “My money is on Jay.” It was extremely ironic that I was so adamant in my opinion that Nas’s career was basically finished. I didn’t know it then, but I was about to switch sides. Before I met Nas, I respected his poetic skill, but was pretty much bored with much of his music after Illmatic. But the artist formerly known for his chipped tooth was about to win me over.

By November, Jay-Z had received his 5 Mic rating. Carlito had insisted that he come out of editor mode and write a glowing review that went along with it. For the months following its release, the Blueprint was the sound track to our lives inside and outside the office. Good hip-hop music provided an escape to the harsh realities that we had been faced with since first hearing it. With this album dropping on September 11, 2001, it felt good to focus on something besides the thought that a plane could hit 215 Park Avenue South. It was all too close to the ruins that had New York City in panic mode. Our moods had changed drastically because of it.

I remember listening to the radio and hearing “The Takeover” quite often. Everyone was shitting on Nas, including me. He’s finished, we joked in the office. It was the cool thing to say. I even got phone calls from friends outside the industry asking me for inside details as to why Jay-Z was dissing Nas so hard on his new song. “Read the magazine,” I wanted to tell them. The Blueprint was a highly successful album for Jay and was considered the best hip-hop record of its time. He probably wouldn’t admit it today—most artists don’t—but those 5 Mics helped seal the deal.

A few weeks later, I was in a meeting with Erik and other members of the staff organizing everyone’s schedules so that we could all go listen to Nas’s new album together. Most of our expectations were low.

Located in the Village downtown on Eight Street, Electric Lady Studios was known for great hip-hop, and the place where I set it up for all of us to hear Stillmatic, Nas’s fifth album. The studio’s history, I later discovered, was much deeper than what I knew. Jimi Hendrix had opened the studio because he wanted his own place to be creative, but he had died soon after. As legend would have it, a black cat is supposedly always there, and some say it houses Hendrix’s spirit. I have never seen the cat, but each time I was there, it smelled as if some kind of animal was pushing buttons behind the boards.

When I arrived there, I rang the buzzer to get in, and when it buzzed, I opened the heavy black door. Staring straight at us was what appeared to be a camera, and you had to speak to it the way Dorothy spoke to the great Oz. After a few long minutes, someone finally acknowledged our presence and let us in.

We climbed three flights of stairs before we had any idea whether we were in the right place at the right time. There, we were greeted by Nas’s publicist and an engineer.

In my years as a writer for the Source and other magazines, I had run into artists all the time. Some of them would hang out backstage at concerts. Some would do the celebrity thing at industry parties. But Nas was much more low-key, as was his listening session.

Though I had met Nas at the Sony offices back in ’99 while doing a story on him for BlackBeat magazine (where I was humored when he unexpectedly burped in the middle of our interview), we had never really talked. I respected him as an MC, but like most industry folk, I was a fickle fan, believing that artists are only as good as their last album.

After the verbal beatdown that Nas had received on “The Takeover,” we pretty much figured that his album was going to be a waste of time on our part. Not to mention, no one in the general population of civilians cared about the release of Stillmatic with the Blueprint banging so hard out of everyone’s car speakers.

After we chowed down on the usual record-label-sponsored catering, Nas’s publicist led us into the studio and left us in the dark with the engineer. The room was a big contrast to the crowd and environment we’d experienced hearing Jay’s album a few weeks before. “I’m just gonna set you guys up, and I’ll be back when it’s done,” he said. Then he left us alone with just Nas’s voice.

When the first song played, I found myself sending two-way messages to my friends about my plans for the weekend, because I didn’t expect to hear anything worthwhile. I’d figure I’d assign the album review to one of the guys on staff. That was until I heard two words.

“Fuck Jay-Z!”

I woke up in my chair to something that makes someone like me pay attention. Drama! Beef! Fight!

The first time I heard the song “Ether,” Nas’s response to “The Takeover,” I made my mind up as to who had won the battle between two of rap’s greatest MCs. I switched sides like Don King at a boxing match.

As writers, we were all impressed when a rapper went beyond the scope of beats and rhymes. Nas’s poetry was what made him a favorite among critics, and even though the rest of the album was playing through the speakers, most of us were still trying to break down the meaning of some of the bars Nas had spit on the best battle song he’d ever written. For me, it was always the simplest lines that had the most impact.

“Yo, did he just say Jay-Z was ugly? That’s foul, crazy, and genius all at the same time,” I said to the room. “Jay can’t let that go. He’s gonna have to respond. He just went psychologist on him like he had a complex.”

Over the next couple of weeks, I begged Nas’s publicist to sneak me an early copy of Stillmatic. “Ether” had leaked to radio, and the entire industry was buzzing with the news that Nas had come back with a track more lethal than “The Takeover.” Like most publicists, he initially refused to send me an advance, but after we traded a few back-and-forth calls, we started to negotiate.

“I think this is a 5 Mic album, and the only way that’s gonna happen is if you give us a copy. Everyone needs to hear it in order to get them on board.”

“I have to talk to Nas about it,” he said. “I don’t think he’s going to agree to leak the album to you guys unless he knows for sure that you guys are going to give it 5 Mics.”

“You know I can’t say that. I’m the music editor, but I can’t guarantee 5 Mics. The powers that be need to agree to that, and even though it’s good, it still needs to be voted on.”

Confident in my ability to argue in favor of what I believed, I convinced him to send us the album advance. So that same day, I received a package with a white-labeled CD that had no writing on it. Record labels act as if an unreleased album is a top-secret government project, even these days when they always seem to make their way onto the internet anyway. I listened over and over until I knew the album like the back of my hand, then I passed it around the office and flaunted my ability to get a copy.

Most of the staff agreed that the genius of “Ether,” concepts such as “Rewind,” and songs such as “One Mic” had earned Nas another classic rating. There were a few dissenting opinions at first, but in the end, the vote was for 5 Mics, making Nas the only solo artist ever to receive the classic rating twice in his career. Ironically, the first album had been reviewed by a writer who called herself Shorty, a moniker that disguised that the intern who wrote it was actually Michelle, a pint-size Asian female reviewing one of the most talked-about classics in hip-hop history.

Still, Nas’s 5 Mic rating had to be approved by Dave Mays. Like all things that meant this much to the magazine, the last step was to get him on board. But when I saw him outside my office bopping his head to the first track on Stillmatic, proclaiming, “Hangmen 3 did a track on a 5 Mic album!” I knew it was in the bag. Hangmen 3 was the name for a production trio that produced records for Benzino, so because they had sold one of their tracks to Nas, Dave was not going to object. Once I got the okay to 5-Mic the album, I started writing a review. This is going to be a good one.
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