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            This is how I see the world from behind my drum set. © Rob Shanahan
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            The Obama family jamming with the E family, Washington, DC, 2012.
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            Life is good! From pain to purpose. © Rob Shanahan
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Playing with Pops at the Greek in Berkeley, California.
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Happy with Carlos Santana.
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The group all together. Sheila E. & Con Funk Shun, 1977. © Connie Guzman
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For Moms and Pops, who taught me everything I know and gave me the gift of music


To my sister-in-law Dr. Sarah Spinner-Escovedo: Through the belly-laughs, the tears, the reflection, and the closure, thank you for helping me to articulate my story when words sometimes failed me. Your questions gave me answers. And in your listening, I found my voice.


A special thank you to Wendy Holden for putting my words into book form. It was an honor to work with you. To Judith Curr and Sarah Durand, thank you for giving me the opportunity to share my story. You are Angels.




    Rolling river God, little stones are smooth,


    only once the water passes through


    So I am a stone, rough and grainy still,


    trying to reconcile this river’s chill


“RIVER GOD”


SHEILA E (WRITTEN BY NICHOLE NORDEMAN)





Author’s Note


This memoir is based on my recollection of events spanning more than five decades. As I reflect on the past I acknowledge the fluidity of memories, which often take on different meanings and contexts. My memory of a moment may differ greatly from others’ recollections of the same event, since we all see through different lenses. Where conversations cannot be remembered precisely I have re-created them to the best of my ability. Where people need to be protected or to avoid offense, I have altered names. Any mistakes are my own.





Prelude


An introductory piece of music


For a long time, and well into my adult years, I was afraid of the dark. I had to sleep with a light on, and I was drawn toward it like a moth. Some nights, I’d wait until sunrise before going to bed.


Over time, I realized that the blackness was only a reminder of a different kind of gloom—a relentless, debilitating fear that stemmed from some unspeakable memories. Within a blessed childhood, a few isolated incidents had filled me with a secret shame that might have imprisoned me forever had I allowed it to.


With the gifts of music, God, my family, and friends, I learned to readjust the skewed image I saw whenever I looked in the mirror. The girl in my own reflection found a sacred outlet for all her guilt and rage by beating on a drum—just as my father had conquered his childhood demons before me.


Now I’m grown and no longer shackled by my past. I no longer think of myself as ugly. I have rediscovered joy and trust. I am persuaded of my own innocence. The darkness doesn’t frighten me anymore. I am not a moth after all.


I am a butterfly. I am filled with color and light. I am soaring free.





1. Crescendo



The loudest point reached in a gradually increasing sound


You came into my life


In time


That moment I knew


We would share our dreams


And so it seems


That dreams do come true


“NINA”


THE E FAMILY (WRITTEN BY PETE ESCOVEDO)


I could hear the beat as I approached the stage. The connection between the music and me felt like it was in my DNA. The cymbals vibrated through my body and the timbales shook my bones. My father’s conga playing touched me somewhere deep within my soul.


“You were kicking in time to the percussion inside your mom’s belly!” he’d tell me with a chuckle. “After you were born I took you to clubs in a bassinet and hid you behind the bar!”


It was no wonder that the pounding of his drums felt like the heartbeat of my life.


The preparations for my first live performance that night in 1962 had taken more than an hour at my grandparents’ house on Thirty-third and Market Street in West Oakland, California. Some of my older cousins had gathered around to watch, curious, as Moms dressed me up.


I was five years old.


When she helped me into a new white dress with a frilly lace hem, I knew that it had to be a special occasion. I only ever wore dresses for fancy events like birthday parties or going to church on Sundays.


Mama—my Creole grandmother, who was what they called “light skin,” with dyed black hair, stockings rolled to the knee, and never without her apron, sat rocking in her chair with a grin as Moms fixed my hair and tied a white ribbon into my almost shoulder-length curls.


The prettier she made me look, the more my cousins complained. “This isn’t fair,” they whined. “How come Sheila gets to go and we can’t?”


My mother told them they weren’t old enough to go to a nightclub. They must have been between six and ten years old.


“But she’s younger than us!” they protested in unison.


“Yes,” Moms countered quickly. “But this is a special night—Sheila’s going to go perform with her father.”


I looked up into her face, wide-eyed. “I’m gonna play with Daddy?”


She nodded.


I smiled. I didn’t feel fazed by the news at all. I played with Pops all the time at home, stepping up to his congas (with the help of a chair) and hammering out a rhythm with my tiny hands.


Even when he wasn’t around, I’d create music from any thing—beating on pots and pans, a window, a wall, a table, or my chest. Moms and Pops said that each time a Jiffy peanut-butter commercial came on TV, I’d run to the old Zenith set (that looked like something from a spaceship) and tap on the screen in time to the rhythm. The tune had a melody and beat that captured my attention.


Eventually, my persistence wore down the grown-ups. Pops and his friends would laughingly concede and let me join in one of their daily jamming sessions.


“Come and play, Sheila,” they’d say. I had no idea that many of them were famous musicians—they were just Pops’s friends—and they didn’t need to ask me twice. Sitting on the congas opposite my father, I’d mimic his hand movements as if I was looking in a mirror. I’d watch him practice, and I’d practice along with him. I guess he’d decided I was ready to go public.


Moms folded over the ruffled lining of my white socks and slipped me into shiny patent leather shoes with silver buckles. They were uncomfortably new. I arched my feet to test their flexibility and winced a little when they pinched.


“I’ll get ready and then we’ll go,” she told me, stroking my cheek with the back of her hand.


I loved all the attention she was paying me.


I loved that I was going to play with Pops.


I loved that I didn’t hurt anymore.


Everything was still very muddled in my head, but that night she was getting me ready can’t have been long after the Bad Thing happened.


The thing nobody talked about.


The thing that made me so sick inside.


I didn’t realize it at the time, but letting me play with Pops and his Escovedo Brothers Latin Jazz Sextet must have been some kind of reward.


Not that my parents chose to see it that way. “You were a natural real young,” they’d say firmly. “We just thought it would be fun for you to show everyone what you could do.” Even now, more than fifty years later, they find what happened back then almost impossible to talk about.


No matter what the reason for my first performance that night, it is true that a day never passed in our house without music being played. The words “I want to be a musician” never came from my mouth, though. I didn’t even think about it.


In fact, later on, once I’d witnessed the first moon landings (which seemed almost impossible to believe), I had my heart set on becoming an astronaut. I was so excited by the idea; I wanted to know everything about space and the enormity of the universe. I wanted to learn to fly an aircraft. I wanted to fly to the moon. Being my mother’s daughter, I didn’t want to have to wait to be a grown-up to do it. Oh, no. I didn’t want to be the first woman to step onto the lunar surface. I wanted to be the first little girl on the moon. Later, I switched ambitions and decided I’d win an Olympic gold medal for running track. I had a clear vision in my head of crossing the finish line as the crowd roared, then standing on the podium as the national anthem was played, my medal heavy around my neck.


It never occurred to me that I might not be able to do both, or either.


The one thing that made me truly happy, though, was music. I loved every kind of music, from classical to Motown, and Latin jazz especially touched my heart. But whether I was listening to Pops practicing, tapping away to a Miles Davis record, or watching Karen Carpenter beating her drums, those were the times when I’d close my eyes and lose myself—not realizing that music was going to become my passion and my purpose.


Those times were when I was able to forget.


I don’t remember how we traveled to the venue of my first public performance that warm summer night, though we must have driven. I seem to recall Moms opening the back door of her car for me to get out, and frowning because there was already a crease in my new shoes.


The historic Sweet’s Ballroom in Oakland was several miles away from where we lived in an apartment we were soon to be kicked out of for not paying the rent. Not that I minded moving again one little bit—I couldn’t wait to get away from that house, which I was beginning to think was cursed.


What I do recall about that night at Sweet’s—so vividly I can almost smell the cigarette smoke—is holding Moms’s hand as we climbed the grand staircase to where the music was playing.


Being only five years old, I was still small, and my arm was fully extended as I gripped my mother’s fingers. Moms looked so beautiful in her blouse and pants, with her hair teased up at the top. I felt as if I was in the presence of an angel that night. She seemed so light and luminous that I thought she might float away unless I held on tight.


When we reached the top of the red-carpeted stairs, we turned left and faced an enormous art deco ballroom, complete with a high ceiling and polished hardwood floor.


My eyes wide, I gazed around me in wonder.


There was a balcony upstairs and plush banquette seating to the side. On the dance floor, hundreds of people were swaying to the music being played by a band way up front on a stage. Everyone looked so smartly dressed compared to the adults I usually saw hanging round our apartment wearing tie-dyed shirts and bell-bottom jeans.


The music was very loud—even louder than at home—and the place was packed. The heat from all those bodies made me break out in a sweat as my heart began hammering a beat of its own against my rib cage and butterflies began dancing in my tummy.


When the band stopped playing, there was an enthusiastic round of applause along with some loud whistling. Moms waved at Pops, and he yelled at someone on the stage, “Juanita’s here!”


The next part remains frozen in slow motion in my memory.


Pops’s voice boomed out of the speakers as he announced, “Hey, ladies and gents, my wife has just arrived and is over by the entrance. My daughter Sheila’s with her tonight, and she’s going to come up and play for you, so I want you to give her a big Bay Area welcome, okay?”


As if by magic, everybody swiveled around to face us, and there was a thunderous clapping and stamping of feet. They all stepped aside to create a perfect polished pathway to the stage. It was like Moses parting the Red Sea.


Everyone in that big old room seemed to gasp when they caught sight of how little I was. Men and women reached out to touch my head or pat me on the back, cooing “Aaah!” as Moms led me through a forest of legs.


Straight ahead of me, the high stage was bathed in pretty colored lights. I spotted Uncle Coke sitting behind his timbales and my Uncle Phil on bass. Pops stood at the front, beaming down at me. As ever, he was dressed in a suit and tie, and I felt proud to have the smartest dad in the room.


As Moms and I continued what felt like a royal procession, the crowd packed back in around us and shuffled forward too. When I turned to look behind me, I couldn’t see the entrance anymore.


Once we reached the stage, Moms scooped me up in her arms and lifted me into the air, my shiny shoes dangling for everyone to see. All eyes were on me as Pops took me from her and held my hand as he led me to where he’d just been playing the congas. The crowd continued to cheer as he lifted me onto the chair so that I was standing on it.


As soon as I was up on that stage, the butterflies in my stomach started to dance again. This was not a familiar setup for me. Although I was with Pops, my uncles, and our friends doing what we always did, I’d never done it in front of an audience before.


Under hot, bright lights I stood behind the congas and waited for my cue. I knew that all I had to do was let them start playing, find a gap, and join in. Like my father, I didn’t read music. I just played by the instinct deep in my gut.


I played from my heart.


“Go with what you feel, baby, okay?” was the only instruction Pops gave me that night before signaling to the band. The song began, and after a few beats, so did I. Pops stayed close and I followed his lead. I don’t recall what song it was—all my focus was on Pops.


I must have lost myself then, because I don’t remember anything else after he counted me in. People tell me that I played—I mean really played. With Pops’s encouragement, I even launched into my first-ever solo. It was completely ad lib. And the audience went crazy.


Moms stood right up front in the crowd, jumping up and down, clapping and yelling enthusiastically. She put four fingers in her mouth and whistled loudly. Creole by birth and by nature, the woman who’d been born Juanita Marie Gardere had an indomitable spirit. She was the person who taught me that I could do anything, be anything—survive anything. Having grown up with seven siblings who were stars at basketball, baseball, and running track, she learned early on how to be strong, stubborn, loud, and competitive.


“A girl can do everything and anything a boy can do, and don’t you ever forget that!” she’d insist. We teased her that it was the Gardere part of her talking. Whichever genetic line that competitive, stubborn streak came down, Moms taught me that when it came to trying something new, I shouldn’t be afraid. I hear her ever-present and always encouraging “Amen!” in my head, even now.


So that night in Oakland was my night. It was my chance to shine. That was my moment to feel special. It was a reminder that I was part of something bigger and better than me—or anything that had ever happened to me.


I was blessed to have been born into an amazing family. We might not have been rich and we may occasionally have gone hungry, but we never went unloved. My parents weren’t always able to face up to some of life’s harsher realities, but on that night, they wanted me to know my talent and own it for the first time.


As I closed my eyes and forgot about everything other than creating music, I blew that room away.


I was no longer a five-year-old girl who’d had something bad happen to her.


I was Sheila Escovedo—one day to be known as Sheila E.


I was a musician.


Years later, I asked Pops what he remembered of that gig. He paused, a twinkle in his eye. “You played great,” he said, a smile breaking out and wrinkling the skin around his eyes. “Yep . . . That’s what happened. You played loud and you played fast and the audience loved you.”


Being up on that stage with him at Sweet’s marked the first night of the rest of my life. I didn’t know it then, but it was the one that would eventually shape my entire career.


That was when I realized that I’d not only been given the gift of music, but that it was something that would eventually heal my wounds.


Little did I know how powerful that healing would become . . .





2. Rudiments



A basic pattern used by drummers, such as the paradiddle and the roll


She wants to lead the glamorous life


Without love


It ain’t much


“THE GLAMOROUS LIFE”


SHEILA E


As my daddy jokingly likes to remind me, I wasn’t always Sheila E, nor did I always lead a glamorous life. After pushing my way eagerly into this world on December 12, 1957, I was born Sheila Cecilia Escovedo to a jobbing musician of a father and a mother who found work wherever she could.


My parents brought me home from Providence Hospital to their downstairs flat on Sixty-first Street and Adeline in North Oakland, bordering on Berkeley. They liked to joke that their front yard was in Oakland and their backyard in Berkeley.


Juanita Gardere and Pedro Escovedo (known as Pete) first met when they were both in junior high school; she was fifteen and he was eighteen months older. He’d had a tough childhood, some spent in Mexico and some in an orphanage in San Rafael, California. Music and art had kept him sane. Poor and hungry as a child, he used to sit outside nightclubs and let the music transport him to another place.


His first proper musical instrument was an old saxophone, but that wasn’t to be his calling. Drawn to percussion, he made a set of bongos out of coffee cans and tape. He painted them himself and taught himself how to play. And play he did.


Although he and my mother were at different schools, Pops traveled miles out of his way to visit her. “She was so cute in her skirt, little sweater, and rolled-over bobby socks tucked into buck shoes,” he recalled. “Her hair was combed straight down. She was joyful and friendly and seemed to have a skip in her step. I liked that about her.”


Initially, though, her family affected him most powerfully. The Garderes couldn’t have been more different from his own dysfunctional family, which was scattered across several states and in Mexico. Juanita’s siblings were welcoming and warm in comparison to his. But her father, known as Papa Rock, was mean and didn’t much like the young musician his daughter brought home to meet him.


Moms’s five brothers and two sisters loved, played, fought, and competed against each other all the time. My mother was the second youngest and one of the most competitive. She even had a special “Gardere face”—squinted eyes, scrunched-up eyebrows, and pouting lips. It could appear for any number of reasons, from someone showing disrespect to debating the finer rules of poker. That’s when we’d cry: “Hey, Gardere lips! Chill out!”


She’d be the first to laugh. We could tease her about anything and it would bounce right off. I think she had such a strong core and such a deep sense of confidence that she was impossible to embarrass, but, on the flip side, she loved to embarrass us back. For Pops, being among Moms’s family was like nothing he’d ever known. He’d never encountered such an open, friendly, and noisy group.


Hailing from New Orleans, the Garderes were also compellingly exotic to him, with their beautiful brown (sometimes light) skin, blond or brown hair, and pale eyes. Being Creole, they acted differently and spoke with gentle southern accents with a touch of French. They said things like, “Y’all come back, bay” (which was short for babe). “What kinda people are these?” the shy teenager thought. Intrigued to learn more, he began walking Juanita home from school every day, even though they lived almost an hour apart.


Moms thought Pops was cute too. She especially loved the way he dressed, even though she noticed that he always wore the same suit and tie. His family may have been poor, but a musician from New York had hipped him to the importance of looking the part.


“If you want to be a musician, you better dress like one,” he was told. Heeding this advice, Pops spent all the money he had on a suit, shirt, and tie that he bought from a gentlemen’s outfitters on Telegraph in downtown Oakland. There was no money left over for an alternative outfit.


Pops kept that suit of his as clean as a board of health. On a hot day, the jacket would be neatly folded over his left arm, which he’d keep lifted away from his body at a perfect 90-degree angle so as not to create a wrinkle. His fastidiousness about clothes and shoes still makes Moms laugh.


The more time they spent together, the more Pete and Juanita grew to love each other. He affectionately called her Nina or Nit—and still does. On those long walks home they discovered that they had much more in common than they realized. My father had Latin music in his blood, while Moms had acquired her love of music from watching variety shows and vaudeville. She’d studied piano, tap dancing, and singing. She could read sheet music and went for a professional singing audition in San Francisco once but didn’t get the part because she tapped her foot too much.


It’s always been hard to keep Moms still.


A born ham, she’ll tap-dance and sing all day long, or serenade someone at the drop of a hat. She has a beautiful a cappella voice, is a fantastic salsa dancer, and can play a guiro like a pro. She’s talented at virtually everything she does, but—much to her chagrin—whenever she gets up on a stage to perform, she freezes.


When my father first sang to her, he melted her heart. From that day on, she knew she wasn’t going to let that “cute young boy” out of her sight. Despite my grandparents’ fears that the music business wasn’t the best profession for a son-in-law, they gave their permission for Moms to marry him, and they did so on October 21, 1956. She was eighteen and he was twenty. She wore a big white dress with a fifteen-foot train, and he rented a tux. Their reception was at a union hall in Piedmont. Their after-party was at the California Hotel in San Francisco, where they danced to mambo music. They couldn’t afford a honeymoon.


Sometime after I was born the following year, we moved into a small in-law unit in the back of the Gardere family home, where Moms (who was pregnant again) could rely on her mother for babysitting.


My grandfather, Papa, had a big heart, but he didn’t mess around and could silence you with one look. He was a hardworking man who was a janitor for some rental properties. He’d suffered burns and lost the sight in one eye in an accident in his previous job. He smoked cigarettes, and his right thumbnail was stained yellow. His beige coveralls smelled of paint and his breath of sardines from the sandwiches he loved to make, which included the whole fish—bones, tiny faces, and all.


Mama, my grandmother, always seemed to be in the kitchen cooking for her family and any friends who happened to call. The smells I associate with her are all mouthwatering, and I think of her hands as permanently busy—baking, rolling, frying, stirring—sleeves rolled up to her elbows.


The memory of living in that first home behind my grandparents is imprinted like a black-and-white photograph in my mind. It was calm, simple, and quiet. That was where I first came to know the beauty of silence and of being still.


The quiet part stands out the most, because after that I can hardly remember any moments of peace in my childhood.


I was a year old when my brother Juan was born in 1959; then Peter Michael came along two years later in 1961. My sister, Zina, followed in 1967, ten years after me. From the day I stopped being an only child, the soundtrack of my childhood was a cacophony of crying babies and screaming toddlers underscored by the rhythms, beats, and melodies of my father’s world.


My memories are, for the most part, pretty loud.


Life could not have been easy for my parents and their growing family, especially when a regular income was so hard to come by. Pops tried to get recording work in studios when he wasn’t at a gig, but he occasionally had to break the musicians’ rule and take a regular job. He worked in a gas station, a clothing store, at Kinney shoes, and the Del Monte cannery—all of which nearly broke his spirit.


My mother found shift work in supermarkets and factories. For a long time she worked in the Carnation ice cream factory, from which she brought us home Popsicles as a treat. If Mama couldn’t watch me, then she and Pops would split the child care between them. They couldn’t afford babysitters, so they’d also enlist one of our cousins. If there was no other option, then Pops would take me along to rehearsals, jam sessions, and even his gigs. Sometimes he’d play two in one night and have to dash across town on a bus carrying his timbales, cowbells, and me.


I can only imagine how hard it was to waltz into a nightclub holding a baby and hoping to get away with it. Back then, Pops was still building a name for himself and didn’t have the kind of reputation he has now. Sometimes club owners gave him a hard time, since babies didn’t exactly fit their scene. He made it clear, though: “If you want me to play tonight, then my daughter stays.”


So while Pops played, I’d be up onstage in a stroller, asleep behind the bar, or tucked into a leatherette booth. Dark, smoky music venues became my second home. Long before I could walk or talk (let alone slap a conga), I knew melodies, rhythms, and arrangements, because my father’s music was the very oxygen I breathed.


At home, percussion was everywhere too. It was part of the furniture. Sometimes it was the furniture. With little of our own, we’d use a drum as a TV tray or footrest. And sometimes furniture became percussion—tables, chairs, pots, and pans have surprisingly good tone.


There was plenty of real music, too, as Pops played congas, bongos, and timbales as part of his daily routine. He’d wake up, light his pipe, head to the front room, and put on one of his favorite records. Then he’d practice for hours on end, alone or with band members, anything to keep his chops—technical efficiency—up. Being a drummer requires whole body strength, and most drum and percussion players practice every day to maintain their fitness levels and keep on top of their chops. Our home was constantly filled with musicians: old friends, new friends, strangers, and relatives. That was the norm. The Escovedo pad was the place to be. Sometimes they were rehearsing for a show, and sometimes they just came to hang and jam. They were usually led by Pops, who played the music he was most influenced by—a heady mix of salsa, mambo, Latin jazz, Afro-Cuban, and jazz.


For relaxation, he’d put on an old favorite like Frank Sinatra or Nat King Cole and sing along. (Later in life, he was proud to be known as the “Mexican Frank Sinatra.”)


I didn’t care what the music was; I loved hearing anything with notes, although I especially tuned in whenever Pops was playing. When I was a baby, his music must have been like an invisible mobile above my crib—rhythmic, mesmerizing, and soothing.


Before I had language, I had rhythm. I learned it before I learned my mother tongue.


I wasn’t just born into an environment with music; I was of music.


Music shaped my bones.


Moms danced to it when she was pregnant with me, and then she swayed me in her arms or bounced me on her lap as a baby. As soon as I could coordinate my hand movements I began to copy my father, sitting across from him to imitate his beats on my lap.


Whatever his right hand would do, my left hand would mimic. Whatever his left hand would do, my right hand would follow. Because of this, I continue to play in a way that leads people to assume I’m left-handed, even though I’m not.


What began as a child’s imitative play planted the seed for my life’s passion.





3. Polyrhythm



Playing two time-signature patterns over the top of each other


Of all earthly music, that which reaches farthest into heaven is the beating of a truly loving heart.


HENRY WARD BEECHER


The best thing about music when I was growing up is that it was free—which was just as well, because sometimes Moms and Pops really struggled financially.


At best, one of Pops’s gigs might earn his band fifty dollars, which they’d split between them. I’d hear my parents whispering late at night and, sure enough, a few days later our latest car would be repossessed—a Mustang or an old white Jag—towed away on a truck while all the neighbors looked on.


If times were really hard, we’d have to move because my parents couldn’t make the rent. A notice pinned to the front door would mean it was time to pack our bags again.


Occasionally the lights would go off for a day or two because we couldn’t afford the electricity or because in our neighborhood the service was patchy. Whatever the reason, Moms and Pops never gave up on their belief that God would provide, and they turned every setback into an adventure.


“Let’s try something new!” they’d cry as we stumbled around in the dark. Out came the flashlights and the candles so they could tell us ghost stories or make shadow puppets on the wall.


We rarely went hungry, although every now and again we’d have to pour water into the milk to make it last. Some nights we only had cereal or sugar on bread for dinner, and Moms would skip a meal. “I’m not hungry,” she’d lie, puffing on one of her Salem cigarettes.


Occasionally, my brothers and I would go to a house on the corner where, in return for listening to Bible stories, we were fed peanut-butter sandwiches. Sometimes we stole candy from a store. Moms would have spanked us if she ever found out, but all our friends did it, and sometimes our cravings for something sweet got the better of us.


My favorite candy was an orange flute that you could play and then eat. We also liked Pop Rocks, which fizzed in the mouth, as well as pear-flavored sugar sweets, Twinkies, and 7 Up. There was an orange or red soda we liked called Nehi. We’d drink a little, then pour in half a bag of peanuts to get a combo of sweet and salt. Mostly, though, we just grabbed what we could and ran.


When times were really hard, we went on welfare. I was sent to the corner store, embarrassed, with food stamps. I felt as if the words I AM POOR were stamped across my forehead.


Yet there was at least one toy for each of us under a Christmas tree each year, and our stockings always contained a bag of socks, come what may. Moms was a stellar bargain hunter. We had a gift exchange so that each of us would buy one present only, for a few dollars. I went to the ninety-nine-cent store or made things. One year I took some photographs and framed them. Another Christmas when we had no money at all, my brothers and I made a little house out of the Popsicle sticks Moms brought home. She and Pops acted like it was the greatest gift in the world.


To their eternal credit, our home was always clean, comfortable, and full of joy. None of us ever really knew we were poor because we were so rich in love. Everyone wanted to visit because my parents turned our latest pad into such a welcoming and beautiful space. We had the coolest decoration, too—orange plastic chairs that looked like leather, yellow shag rugs—many of them begged or borrowed from friends or family and then thrown together to look hip. My parents were never afraid of color.


Pops had painted since he was a child, and the artist in him loved vibrancy and contrast. A teacher at his orphanage had been the first to spot his talent and encouraged him as a way of expressing himself. Our walls were adorned with his unique abstracts. He painted oils on canvas, did sketches, and created charcoal drawings. When he couldn’t afford materials, he sketched on drumheads, wood, cardboard, plates or boxes—anything he could get his hands on.


When I look back at his art when we were growing up, I’m surprised by how dark a lot of it is. I think he must have felt weighed down by the worry of having to support us all. Not that he ever let on. Our homes may have been small, but they had soul, and, most important, they were full of warmth.


Even during the worst times, Pops never sold or hocked his musical instruments. He refused to give up on his dream as so many musicians are forced to. He and his brothers always kept the faith that one day they’d make it. The tools of his trade may have been all beat-up, but they were cherished, and he took great care of them. He wiped them down after each performance or jam session, then put the drums back into their cases or the cowbells back into their little bag as if they were pure gold.


I don’t know how they managed it, but Moms and Pops also somehow provided for anyone who knocked on our door. Musicians would drop in to eat, drink, and smoke until late. We kids learned to sleep through every kind of noise while they jammed. We’d wake for school the next morning and pick our way through a colorful patchwork of strangers sleeping on the floor.


My parents also found ways to keep us entertained despite their persistent lack of funds. We never had a so-called family vacation, but in the summer they’d drive somewhere like Fresno or King City in Monterey County, where it was especially hot. They’d book us into a cheap motel—all five of us in one room for the night—just so we could enjoy the luxury of swimming in the motel pool. That was us living the glamorous life. We were kings in King City!


To save us having to eat out, Moms would always pack the car full of food, and—now that I think about it—not much has changed. Even when we travel together these days, I can count on her to either knock on my hotel door or call my room each morning to offer me fruit or peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches.


“It’s okay, I was just going to order room service,” I tell her.


“Oh no, Heart!” she insists (using a nickname she sometimes gives me). “Why waste your money when I packed so much?”


Free food has always excited her. I’ve lost count of the sophisticated venues and pimped-out green rooms I’ve had to usher her out of once her eyes fall on the buffet. If I can’t get her out, I have to convince her not to sneak food into her purse. “Moms,” I plead under my breath. “Put that down! You don’t need those sandwiches! We just ate and there’ll be more food after the show!”


Taking her to an all-you-can-eat buffet is a nightmare. She’ll pack five containers in her purse, and I have to tell her, “Moms! They mean all you can eat here, not at home as well!” She just laughs and Pops, ever the dignified one, shakes his head (although he still enjoys eating everything she brings home).


Back in the day, drive-in movies were a favorite family destination. There was one near the Oakland Coliseum that we went to, always late at night in an old Buick or Chevy or whatever Pops could afford. As we neared the entrance, he’d pull over and we kids would pile into the trunk, leaving it slightly ajar because it was dark and stank of tires. We’d lie there in our pajamas until we’d been successfully sneaked past the booth without paying more than the one-dollar fee for two adults.


Pops would park somewhere we couldn’t be seen, open the trunk, and we’d clamber onto the backseat. We’d snuggle together under blankets or in our coats if it was really cold, eating the popcorn, candy, and other snacks Moms had packed. On summer nights, we’d risk being caught by lying on the roof to watch the movie. Once in a great while Pops would give us some money to buy something from the snack bar, although my mother always resented the expense and complained she could make something for a fraction of the price.


Moms still sneaks food into movie theaters, by the way, even though the hot dogs for senior citizens are only a dollar. In her seventies she looks pregnant because her pockets are so stuffed with popcorn, candy, and soda. If anyone ever asks to check her purse she suddenly pretends that she’s forgotten her medicine and rushes back to the car to hide even more food in her coat.


I especially loved going to my grandparents’ house as a child, even though my grandmother had a strangely mean streak. As soon as we arrived, we had to stand in line from the back porch and greet her one at a time for an obligatory ritual no one ever seemed to question. She’d be in her rocking chair with a sly grin on her face. One by one we had to peel off our shoes and socks, sit in her lap, and let her pull on our toes until they cracked. It must have been a Creole thing. The more we cried out, the more she laughed. Mama was a tough cookie, and you couldn’t tell her no—she was a Gardere, after all.


The upside was that she was the most incredible cook, so going there meant we could eat meat and fish instead of our staple diet of tortillas, rice, and beans. (I swore that when I grew up I’d never eat rice and beans again.) The best days were either when we went to Mama’s or on a special Sunday when Pops was paid after working in a big club on a Saturday night. Then we’d get pork chops and applesauce after church—small compensation for being in that drafty old St. Anthony’s Church with its boring music that didn’t connect with me at all. Old hymns with no melody never touched my heart, but I endured it because going to church meant something to my parents.


One time when I was still very young, I felt deeply honored when my grandmother asked me to help her make her famous gumbo with chicken, shrimp, and crab. That was, until she insisted I drop the crab into a pot of boiling water. I picked it up—not realizing it was still alive until its claws started snapping at my fingers. I began crying and shaking my head, but Mama wouldn’t let me—or the crab—off the hook. The more I cried, the more she howled with laughter. When I reluctantly did as I was told, peeling the rubber bands off the creature’s claws and carrying out the death sentence as it snapped at me angrily, I could’ve sworn the poor crab let out a scream.


My other grandmother, whom we called Nanny, was an eccentric, fun character. Having fallen on hard times and given up her children when her husband left her, she kept in touch and was later reunited with them. A hairstylist who had her own shop, she was the woman from whom Pops inherited his beautiful hair. Even when they both went white, there was never a hair out of place. She had a lewd sense of humor, and her house was filled with all sorts of rude items featuring naked men. Her apron had a string you could pull on to reveal an erect penis, and even her light switches were naughty. When I introduced her to Lionel Richie years later, she reached out and cupped him in her hands, balls and all!


Because my mother came from such a big family, there was always a reason to celebrate, and celebrate we did. Everyone took turns hosting family events, which were accompanied by music and dancing. Best of all, there was always good food—with the exception of the stinky sardine sandwiches provided by Papa, which no one but he ate.


Knowing that every little bit helped in our household, we kids became very enterprising and would try to bring in some extra money to help out. One day we sat around brainstorming how we could surprise our parents and contribute. While they did their best to hide their stresses about lack of finances, we’d pick up on it—especially when we heard them talking through our thin walls late at night.


My brother Juan even went through a phase of eating as little as he could and refusing seconds for three weeks straight. He’d glare at me if I dared ask for more.


After ruling out several ideas (it was too cold for a lemonade stand and we didn’t think people would pay to see us dance), we settled on shoe shining. We borrowed Pops’s prized shoe-shining kit—which I still have to this day—and walked over to the Safeway market by Lake Merritt.


My brother Peter Michael was the littlest and the cutest, so we used him to lure customers over. He also didn’t look as black as Juan and me.


“Please, sir? Do you want your shoes shined?” he’d plead. “We’re raising money for charity.” Few could say no to his cherubic face.


We stuck at it all day, and then a helpful supermarket employee walked us through our financial options, aisle by aisle. While we were sorely tempted by the ice cream and candy, we were determined to stick to our plan. The sun was setting as we made our way home, proudly carrying milk, eggs, and a loaf of bread.


Our efforts weren’t always entirely selfish, either. We raised a lot of money for the Jerry Lewis Muscular Dystrophy Telethon. Jerry was a big deal in our house, so his telethons were especially important to us. I was deeply moved by the cause and consumed with sadness at the thought of all those innocent children in need of aid. My brothers and I sent away for the fund-raising kit, and when it arrived we eagerly examined its contents, which included information about distributing publicity materials, building booths, and organizing games.


One year we threw a carnival for family, friends, and neighbors, charging them twenty-five cents per ticket to see our show, take a ride, or play a game. We excitedly explained to them that this was their chance to have fun while helping “Jerry’s kids.” Another time, we created a haunted house over the garage of a house we were renting. It was dark in there, and we hung creepy things from the ceiling and had a tape recorder playing screams and other haunted sounds. We jumped out at people who climbed a ladder to get there. We had so much fun!


No one had anything like that in our neighborhood, and it was a big deal. Moms made us a little food to sell, of course, and it felt to me like we raised a lot of money—although it was probably only a few bucks.


Those were my first independent philanthropic endeavors as a kid, and they gave me a glimpse of how fulfilling it could be to use what you had to help others in need, however limited your resources.


Because of the dark days of his childhood when he and his brother Coke had been sent to an institution, Pops made a point of visiting children’s homes and detention centers in his spare time. Keen to remind us how lucky we were, he took us along from an early age. He’d load Moms, my brothers, and me into his crazy purple station wagon along with a bunch of drums and some percussion instruments. “The kids we’re going to see today,” he’d tell us gravely, “are in the system and don’t have families of their own. We need to show them a bit of family love, okay?”


In a chilly room in one of those horrid children’s homes with bars on the windows, scant facilities, and dormitory beds, we’d help him unload the instruments in silence. After Pops introduced us, he’d share how he came from a large family whose father left home and how his mother couldn’t cope with so many children.


“I know what you’re going through, because my kid brother Coke and I were sent to an orphanage for a couple of years,” he’d tell them, always choking up a little at that point before forcing a smile. “But we overcame the odds. It was in the orphanage that I first discovered art and where I developed my love of music. I’ve always drawn and painted, but once I started playing music, I knew that would be my life. So we’re going to play you some music today and see if you like it.”


“What did you say your name was, mister?” one of the children might ask.


“You can call me Pops,” he’d say quietly. “Everybody does.”


Whenever I heard him say that, I realized what a father figure he was to them and to us all. Pops’s heart is huge; he and Moms have more than enough love to go around. It’s like the whole world is their family. His childhood always served to remind us that even though we sometimes thought we had it hard, we didn’t know what real hardship was.


Inspired by his words, we’d gather around and start jamming for the kids and encouraging them to join in. They were a tough crowd. Despite their initial resistance (and the few who refused to have anything to do with us), we managed to get most playing something. Putting a smile on the faces of those frightened, damaged kids made it all worthwhile.


The worst part was having to pack up and say good-bye. The children, especially the tiny tots and usually the girls, would cling to us—especially Moms, who can’t walk by someone without giving them a hug. “Please take us home with you? Can’t you adopt us?” they’d beg, their arms wrapped around her legs. That part was heartbreaking, especially for Pops, who used to push the cuter Coke to the front whenever prospective parents came to visit their orphanage. Nobody ever picked the Escovedo brothers.


Tearfully, I’d ask Pops, “Can’t we take one of them home?”


His eyes moist, he’d shake his head and remind us to smile and wave as we got into the car and left them all behind, with the promise that we’d be back soon. I’ll never forget their faces as we pulled around the corner out of view.


It was an image that would stay with me always.





4. Pitch



The quality of a sound governed by the rate of vibrations


All that’s left are memories


Of how it used to be


We can’t erase the past


We can’t change our destiny


“FADED PHOTOGRAPHS”


SHEILA E


My earliest childhood memories reflect an almost pitch-perfect life, complete with caring parents, close siblings, and an abundance of love and laughter to go around. Music was always at the core of it, and whenever the adults stopped jamming because they couldn’t play anymore and needed to take a break, we kids would rush to the instruments like it was a game of musical chairs.


Sure, there were times when we’d have liked more meat on the table, shoes that weren’t so scuffed, or a real vacation. I remember wanting a Barbie doll so badly but having to wait years until I was given a secondhand one. I also desperately wanted to be a Girl Scout at my school, but my parents couldn’t afford the uniform. It took me a long time to understand that they really didn’t have the money. Nevertheless, it was hard to see my friends going off in their uniforms, earning their little pins, or talking about the camping trips I couldn’t go on.


Then I heard about traffic school, where you learned to walk younger children across the street. It came with a free uniform and even a hat, so I jumped at the chance and ended up being promoted to sergeant. I had to stand to attention and press a button before ferrying the little kids across. It was a job that required a lot of responsibility, and I was so proud to be in charge.


The golden days of my childhood changed for me when we moved to what I think of as that house, a duplex on Thirteenth Avenue and East Twenty-third Street. Up until we relocated there, the world seemed safe and harmonious. My life and everything in it was pitched just right. Something went badly out of tune for our family the day we shifted our raggle-taggle belongings into that duplex, though, and the effects of it resonate through my life to this day.


To begin with, we suddenly found ourselves visited frequently by the police—something that hadn’t happened much before. First they came to answer noise complaints from our neighbors about the music. We’d had complaints before, but the new and aggressive hammering on our front door was an unwelcome addition to our percussion.


If men in uniforms weren’t yelling at us to turn the music down, they’d be banging on a door upstairs, where one of my aunts and my uncle would yell and fight all the time. Once, in the middle of the night, I was startled awake by the sounds of furniture flying in the apartment above ours. Scared, I ran into the front room, where I found my parents looking equally worried.


They ordered me back to bed, but while I was still there my aunt began banging on the door, begging to be allowed in. She then stumbled into our home, covered in blood. Moms and Pops ran to help her, and I almost passed out at the sight of her blood all over Moms’s blouse.


After a while, I came to dread the flashing blue lights on the walls and the noise of the sirens, which only added to the cacophony already in my head.


Soon after we moved to that house, I went for a walk down the street and came upon a German shepherd tied up with a rope. Assuming he was friendly like all the other dogs I’d ever known, I went to pet him. He shot me a strange look and then suddenly lunged at me. I turned to run but I wasn’t fast enough, and the rope was longer than I realized. He sank his teeth into my backside and began shaking me like a rag doll. I screamed and fought him off for what seemed like forever before finally breaking loose.


When I burst into our duplex with blood pouring down my legs, Moms rushed me to the emergency room. The wounds were deep, and I had to have a tetanus shot. It took me a long time to feel comfortable around dogs again.


In a matter of weeks, my kid brother Peter Michael went missing. He was only two years old. Everyone gathered on the street as our neighbors stood watching. Moms and Pops were close to hysterics. For a while the situation seemed hopeless. The police came to take statements, but their presence only made me feel more insecure.


Seeing my mother’s tears, I convinced myself that my brother had been kidnapped after accepting candy from a stranger, something we’d repeatedly been warned against. Thankfully, Peter Michael (or Peto, as he was known until the day he announced that he wanted us to call him by his full name) was returned home safely after several hours. Someone had apparently spotted him alone outside and assumed he was lost, so she took him home. Despite the happy ending, my world felt increasingly unsafe, and I continued to harbor a terror of one of us being snatched.


That house seemed forever to be associated with blood in my mind. We were in that house when my mother suffered a miscarriage. I don’t remember much about it except that she came home late one night and looked wired to me. I asked her what was wrong because I saw blood on her. She said she cut herself and was fine and she told me to go back to bed, but I know she was very sad. Later on Juan hurt himself when the two of us were racing around the backyard. We were weaving in and out of tall weeds when he tripped and landed on a piece of glass, which embedded itself in his knee. I carried him inside as blood dripped down his leg. We spent hours at the emergency room that night.


Juan still has the scar and sometimes points to it affectionately—a symbol of his big sister’s heroics.


We were back in the ER a few days later when I had another of my nosebleeds, which had become increasingly frequent since we moved there. One day the bleeding just wouldn’t stop, despite Moms’s usual remedies like pinching my nose or placing a cold towel on the back of my neck. I drank a glass of water and watched in horror as it turned red. The doctors couldn’t stop the bleeding either, and I ended up vomiting up what I couldn’t help but swallow, which scared me even more. It seemed like hours before anyone was able to make it stop.


The memory of that incident remains—panic, Moms’s helplessness, and my own terror that I’d bleed to death.
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