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For Nanny—for your love, in your memory.






If one advances confidently in the direction of one’s dreams, and endeavors to live the life which one has imagined, one will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.


—Henry David Thoreau







When I was young, somewhere between boyhood and adulthood, Nanny Aurora hung a dream catcher above my bed. She would read me a story, then tuck me in, kiss me on the cheek and wish me good dreams. I didn’t know back then what this Native American charm meant. I now believe it was there to catch my dreams before others crushed them.


When I was twenty-three, and somewhere between chasing my dreams and making them a reality, my grandmother passed away and joined the man she spoke with every day: God. I didn’t know back then what her death meant. I now believe that she passed on to become the angel who saved me from myself; to stop me from taking a wrecking ball to the very dream she helped build.


By the time I’m an old man, I believe I’ll come to an even deeper understanding of my life—the reasons, the purpose and the meaning of the paths I took. Between now and then, I’ll sit with my children and read them this story as a Gomez family legacy. I will read it to them as part—I hope—inspiration and part cautionary tale. And the overriding message will be as simple as a lyric: “Dream big, find a way, make it happen. Just don’t mess it up when you get there.”


Because God doesn’t always give second chances.


Not unless you’re really lucky and walk with angels.


And, believe me, I was one of the lucky ones, performing and dancing with a dream catcher called Nanny whose wings helped me fly and, more important, allowed me to remain midair, soaring.





PREFACE



I come to my senses in that place they call “rock bottom.”


I stare through the prison bars and assess the shit I’m in. It takes only a few seconds to realize that shit doesn’t get much deeper than this, and I feel framed by my own stupidity: the architect of the dream turned kamikaze pilot.


That crazy duality would have made up the wording on my gravestone had grace not saved me from death.


Instead, I get to consider the epitaph on my career, if not my life: the unknown wording that the Black Eyed Peas management and record label are no doubt already discussing with the stonemason.


I’m busted. It’s over . . . it’s all over, I tell myself.


I sit with my back against the stone-cold wall, aching. The drugs that raced through my bloodstream have worn off, and this feels like the steepest and darkest comedown yet.


In the seconds before coming to, I hadn’t known where I was or what was happening; suspended in oblivion. I instantly want to rewind and trap those seconds in a jar and seal them—and me—into some crude, homemade snowglobe. But, as is usual with retribution, there is no escaping the reality of my own making.


My head feels heavy and mechanical, my mouth is so dry that it feels like I’ve got a dozen cotton balls stuffed under my tongue, and the sense of dread is building into a quiet panic.


I’m sitting on a cement bench in a dirty police cell, and my wrists still remember the sensation of being cuffed even if my mind is still piecing together the fragmented details. Gray walls surround me on three sides. On my right, there are floor-to-ceiling prison bars caging me off from the corridor leading to the sheriff’s office.


I hear voices. Faint sounds of formal activity.


Then laughter.


Are they laughing at me?


Did I hear them say “Black Eyed Peas?”


What are they saying?


What are they saying about me?


Paranoia is a bitch when drugs leave it embedded in your head.


My muscles tense and shiver. My heart races. This one muscle is probably as confused as I am with my lifestyle: racing with excitement in the high, sinking with anxiety on the down. And each time, it never really knows how close it is to death. But the rest of my body seems well aware of its proximity to the abyss, because everything inside feels like it is turning to jelly and about to erupt and cover the walls in shit. Even being in my own skin feels claustrophobic.


Now I know how my cat feels when I put her in that carry cage before taking her to the vet. Her wide eyes always tell me that she doesn’t know what the hell is going on either, and I’m suddenly empathizing with her.


My white hoodie feels like a straitjacket, and my legs are bouncing in the black Jordan basketball shorts I’d put on in a hurry before leaving home. I slip my feet into my flip-flops and stare at the cement wall facing me. There’s nothing to look at except dents, grime and peeling paint.


As for fixtures and fittings, there is the one bench and a sink in the corner. I’m grateful for the absence of a mirror because I don’t want to confirm how hellish I look: ghostly pale with dark bags haunting the eyes, skin covered with acne bumps, cheeks so gaunt that I look like the masked one in the movie Scream. I’ve seen this face hundreds of times staring back at me in the bathroom mirror at home when giving myself a pull-yourself-together pep talk.


“C’mon son, you’re going to stop,” I’d quietly urge my reflection, “tomorrow, you’ll be sober.”


Or the lie that says “After this one, I’m not going to do this shit no more.”


Maybe each time I walked out of the bathroom, my reflection still stood there in the same spot, laughing.


The emptiness of the cell reminds me of my first apartment in Hollywood. Only this joint is cleaner—it doesn’t have cockroaches crawling out of every crevice like my old place did.


Shit, I can’t slide back to those days again. Come too far.


I start pacing, my flip-flops shuffling and popping on the floor, spitting a pathetic rhythm.


“I fucked up,” I murmur, “Biggest fuck-up EVER!” I shout.


The stone walls echo it back to me just in case I missed it the first time.


At times like this as a kid, when bad shit happened, I’d escape into my imagination and block everything out. But even the wild and crazy dreamer has to wake one day and this is my wake-up call, delivered in the late afternoon of Tuesday, March 27, 2007.


This day will change my life.


This arrest—for rear-ending some poor woman on the freeway while off my head on a mad concoction of drugs—registers high on the Richter scale of wake-ups. They say that life gives you a few chances to work it out for yourself before conspiring to bring about the rock-bottom downfall; the final warning before the endgame. I guess this is where the lessons start being learned.


Outside the cell, my name is scribbled in chalk: “Gomez.” No need for Jimmy. Or, as Mom would correct me. “It’s JAIME (that’s ‘Hi-meh,” the Spanish pronunciation) YOUR REAL NAME IS HI-MEH!!”


Not that it matters. Shame doesn’t address you on first-name terms.


The date of birth on my arrest sheet will reveal my age to be thirty-one, with a subtext that mocks: “Should know better.” Especially for a man soon to be married and a father of one who not long ago looked into the eyes of the woman he loves—like, really loves to her core—and vowed: “I’ll change. Things will be different.”


“Yeah right,” I imagine my girl, Jaymie, saying (that’s “Jaymie”—pronounced as it sounds).


There’s no mention anywhere of my stage name: Taboo. It’s like the officer told me when they slammed me inside: “That counts for nothing. Here, you’re the same as everyone else, dude.”


The irony is another kick in the nuts. I’ve spent all my life working my ass off to be something other than “the same as everyone else,” trying to escape an ordinary life and break the mold. I was never settling for the just-earn-a-steady-wage life. I longed to be a performer. That is all I had ever wanted since the age of five, and I had made it happen.


In 1995, the dream was birthed. I was no longer just Jimmy Gomez from Rosemead, California. I became Taboo, one of the founding Black Eyed Peas. Our journey had been exploding since 2001, taking us from a small underground group in Los Angeles to a stratosphere we have at times struggled to believe. Police cells are awful places to realize how blessed you have been.


Just six weeks before ending up here, we won Best Pop Performance at the 49th Grammy Awards for “My Humps,” adding to the two Golden Gramophones won in 2005 and 2006. That same night in 2007, we’d announced the Lifetime Achievement Award given to Booker T. & the M.G.’s, and I opened the golden envelope and called out Mary J. Blige as the winner of Best R&B Album for Breakthrough. On Hollywood’s surface, life could not have seemed sweeter. But demons lurk beneath that glossy exterior, and they are never satisfied with mere achievements and happiness. Inner demons want your dream just as much as you do—but they just want it realized so they can fuck it all up. I am the Hollywood cliché. The textbook example of someone ill-equipped for the success he wished for.


In my mind, I place these two L.A. scenes side by side: the Grammy night with the Peas and Mary J. Blige, and this shame, experienced alone, inside the City of Industry police station in the San Gabriel Valley. All my pretend masks of rock-star status lie smashed on the cell floor, and the exposure makes me feel like a fraud.


A police officer arrives at the bars. He points at an empty cup and tells me they asked me to pee in it for a urine sample, but I was incapable; so many drugs in my system that even my pipes weren’t working.


“We’re going to need you to do a blood test,” he says.


I look behind him, down the corridor, and see a clock. It’s 4 p.m. Shit.


My acting coach Carry Anderson and film agent Sara Ramaker will be going nuts.


I’m never going to make my scheduled appointment.


“This is a big one . . . could be good for you,” Sara had said just days before.


Today was the big meeting with producers to discuss a small part in the movie The Bucket List, starring Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman. I was up for the role of Manny the mechanic—something else now lying in pieces.


It is eight hours since I was arrested, and the officer reminds me how he saved me from a beating earlier. I try to put the jagged pieces of my memory together. I ask how.


“You wouldn’t stop rapping, and you were sharing a cell with two gang members,” he says. “They were screaming for you to shut up. We had to move you into another cell for your own safety.”


Oh shit. I remember now.


“Yeah,” he adds, “you kept rapping and saying you were from the Black Eyed Peas.”


He smiles as he says this, like he knows it will hurt.


My humiliation is complete. I feel disgusted at being me. The officer stands there staring at me, indifferent to my crisis. He must be immune to seeing so much regret unravel in here.


I’ve now convinced myself that I have no career left to return to.


I want to pull off my head and throw it against the wall. I want to suspend it from the ceiling like a piñata and smash it with a baseball bat so that all the self-saboteur’s madness lies in chunks on the floor.


“Oh,” says the officer before leaving, “and you better know that the paparazzi are waiting for you outside.” And he walks off.


I lean against the wall and await some formalities: for the $15,000 bail to be posted by management, for my blood to be taken and for the customary mug shot that I know will end up on TMZ—and it does.


As I wait, my guilt projects this montage of images and people onto the facing wall: there’s Jaymie going out of her mind, wondering why I never arrived home; there’s Josh, my teenage son from a previous relationship, looking frightened and bewildered, wondering what has become of his dad; there’s Will, Apl, and Fergie, shaking their heads and asking “What were you thinking, dude?”


I then picture my stepfather Julio sighing and tutting with unsurprised disappointment as he says aloud: “Ayyyyy, Hi-meh.”


Just like he always did.


And then there’s the face of Nanny Aurora—my late maternal grandma, my second mom, best friend, confidante, chief cheerleader, inspiration, and the boulder for me to lean into and step up from. We’d visualized me making it in the music industry since I was a boy. This one thought of her is enough to calm me in the moment. I think of her and disappear into those childhood days as a form of comfort blanket.


I’m six years old and we’re at El Mercado, the teeming indoor market of the Mexican-American community in East L.A. My feet have picked up dirt from shuffling across the diamond-shaped tiles, and the smell of leather won’t leave my nose. I’m sitting in a booth with Nanny—the same black and tan booth we claim each Sunday, week in, week out, to secure the best seats in the house—inside the second-floor El Tarasco restaurant, sitting atop the warren of market stalls. Nanny’s seated opposite me, her white-as-snow hair tied up and bundled into a scarf, her shoulders covered by a black shawl.


My feet barely touch the floor and I’m mesmerized by the wonder on her face as I spoon a bowl of soup to my mouth, never taking my eyes off her as she looks sideways to the empty dance floor, expectant. She’s so . . . excited. It makes me excited. She’s brought us here for a mutual weekly treat to watch a Mexican musical ensemble, the mariachis.


These guys are my kings. Grandma loves Freddy Fender, Elvis Presley—and El Mercado’s mariachis. They bring Western Mexico to East L.A. We are die-hard fans: boarding the RTD bus each week, each Sunday afternoon, to reach this venue between Lorena and 1st Street, and getting there early to find our seat before the lunch-time rush senses the entertainment is about to begin. Then out they come—an ensemble made up of a violinist, a guitarist, a trumpeter and a lead vocalist, performing on a wooden dance floor as a stage, with a terracotta wall as the backdrop. There is nothing more emblematic of Mexican music than the sounds of the mariachi, with songs serenading the woman. Grandma’s foot is tapping the moment the first guitar string vibrates, as they dance in their wide-brimmed hats and somehow sing with fixed grins on their faces. She catches me staring up at her.


“Look at them, Jim,” she says.


She always calls me Jim, never Jaime. Always the English version, not the Spanish. Never “Hi-meh.”


The mariachis’ outfits are dazzling, glittering with silver and shining studs and buttons. Their energy is contagious, and I watch them work the crowd and work hard, earning their applause. Faces once miserable from long hours at tough jobs are now beaming just like Grandma’s. The place is rocking. People are getting up and dancing. Strangers are coming together. Grandma is clapping to the beat. I start giggling and clapping, soup now slurped and finished.


“If you want to dance and entertain like them, Jim, you can,” said Nanny, leaning in. “Do you want to dance one day?”


I nod my head, fast.


She points out every aspect of their costume as they perform: the stitchwork, the meticulously shiny buttons, the pristine whiteness of their boots, how everything shimmers and matches, how they move in synch, how rehearsed they are. It’s all about detail, detail, detail. I don’t know it at the time, but she’s training my mind and fueling my dream. Detail in the look, detail in the execution. My unconscious child’s mind considers my first lesson in entertainment well and truly locked in.


I skip out of El Mercado, energized by the performance we never tired of seeing. Nanny makes me think—makes me believe—that, one day, I could be a performer, far better than the mariachis. The dreams we would go on to weave went far and beyond El Tarasco restaurant.


“One day, you could be climbing steps onto a stage before the world. Believe that, Jim. Believe it.”


Nanny exposed me early on to music, dance and entertainment, and showed me what to notice. Even though the Black Eyed Peas was another world from the mariachis, no one could have been prouder when the first shoots of success started to sprout before her death in 1996.


“Way to go, Jim!” she’d shout, “Way to go, Jim!”


In the confines of the cell I have earned, I start to cry, holding my head in my hands.


My own shame is worse than anything anyone else can heap on me.


Then, before this guilt crushes me, it’s as if her spirit hits me with her wooden hairbrush. She only ever disciplined me once with that brush—when I became too hyper as she combed my hair. But if I ever needed a good whack from her, it was now.


Nanny was proud of her Native American heritage as well as her Mexican roots. She was part Shoshone, and encouraged me to embrace the “warrior spirit” that was, she said, forever in my blood. Under Shoshone law, a defeated warrior has to leave his tribe forever. Legend demanded it.


This thought jolts me. Am I headed for exile?


When your tribe is the Black Eyed Peas, when you’ve got a family full of so much love, and when you’ve worked so damn hard to manifest a dream, there is no defeat. Except for self-defeat.


Even within all the deserved guilt I feel, I stand, feeling empowered, like I’m psyching myself up before a concert.


Don’t let this beat you, I keep saying, repeating it like a mantra.


Don’t let this beat you, I keep hearing, as if it is someone else’s voice.


In that moment, I knew I had to rewire my entire thinking.


I make a silent vow to myself: I might now appear like the pathetic celebrity archetype who was given the world and threw it away, but it will not break me.


It’s not over . . . it’s not over, I tell myself.


Shoshones admire strength, wisdom and power in the spirit, not the weakness, ignorance and futility of the human ego.


I roll up the right sleeve of my hoodie and there’s the reminder: a tattoo from Australia 2002, seared in ink into my skin in Chinese and Japanese characters, spelling it out for me: “Spirit Warrior.”


Get it together. Get in touch with that warrior spirit.


You’ve fallen, Tab, that’s all. Get back up. Put back the pieces.


When I’m finally sober, the police allow me to retrieve my Range Rover Sport. On the drive home, there is only one question repeating in my mind: “How did it come to this?”





FALLIN’
UP






LEAVING DOG TOWN



We all say we’re misfits in the Black Eyed Peas, and I really was born one. I’ve often imagined the looks on everyone’s faces when I arrived into the world on July 14, 1975, shortly after one o’clock on a baking Los Angeles afternoon. There I was waiting to burst onto life’s stage as this eagerly awaited, dark-skinned Mexican-American boy with Native American ancestry, and then I arrived . . . as light-skinned as could be.


“Oh look, he’s as white as a coconut!” were the first words that greeted my birth, spoken by my father, Jimmy.


With parents who were both dark and with Shoshone blood running thick on Mom’s side, this was not the shade of baby that had been ordered.


Uncle Louie, my mom’s brother, arrived in the room, took one look at me and said: “He looks like a long white rat!”


Mom said she was just grateful I came out fast.


I’m not saying I was a disappointment. I’m just saying that I was breaking the mold from the moment I came out of the gate. It should, therefore, have come as no surprise to anyone that a) I grew up feeling a bit of an outcast, and b) there was a good chance I’d follow through and be a nonconformist. From day one, it was clear that I wasn’t going to fulfill anyone’s expectations of me.


Nanny got it: she would later tell me that she knew I was going to be different from that first minute. But in her accepting eyes, “different” in a good way. I guess even then she could tell I wasn’t going to be your average pea in a pod.


I was born at East Los Angeles Doctors Hospital, directly off Whittier Boulevard—a seemingly never-ending street that today is crammed with markets and dollar stores but which was once a cruising capital for the young chavalos in their low-riders on the Eastside in the 60s, as immortalized by a seven-piece Chicano group called Thee Midniters. Not much came out of East L.A. back then beyond their 1965 hit “Whittier Boulevard,” which led to them being referred to as “the local Beatles,” though I doubt John Lennon and Paul McCartney sweated it too much.


At the baby shower a few weeks before my birth, my mom couldn’t stop dancing. She heard music and just had to start moving.


“Laura!!” everyone said—Laura was short for Aurora—“you’re going to have the baby if you’re not careful!”


“But I can’t stop dancing. I need to dance!” she told them.


And she danced and danced, and everyone laughed, for about two hours solid.


Mom says she knew I was going to be a handful then and there. It’s good to know that, even in the womb, I was injecting the Black Eyed Peas vibe, jumping around, rocking it, getting everyone on their feet. Mom said it was like that for the last three months of her pregnancy.


That’s why I like to think I started dancing even before my life truly began.


I also like to think that I gave Mom fair warning.


If you met me in the street and you knew nothing about the Black Eyed Peas and asked my name and where I was born, the reply could mislead you. I’d give you my birth name: Jaime Luis Gomez. I’d tell you where I first grew up: a Mexican-American community in East L.A. That would probably surprise you, because you might, as many do, mistake me for an Asian. If I told you the projects I grew up in and you knew the Eastside, I’d catch that look in your eye and I’d say, yeah, that’s right—the neighborhood nicknamed after a street gang called Dog Town. These are the stamps of my identity, about as informative as markings in a passport. They tell you nothing about who I am or what my story is, and what it further explains to me, looking back, is why I never felt I belonged from day one. Don’t get me wrong: no one is prouder than I am of my Mexican-American roots, but these are merely my roots and national identity. This information doesn’t completely define me.


Mr. Callaham, my sophomore English teacher, once said every story needs a good beginning, middle and end. I remember him saying that. It must have been one of the few times I was listening and not daydreaming my way through class.


The thing is, I didn’t much like the story that was laid out for me: the Latino who should understand his place in the world, stay loyal to the ’hood, get “a real job” and do the nine to five thing. I didn’t see a good beginning, middle or end in that.


What you’ve got to understand is that in my community, there was the story you were handed at birth—a carbon copy of the one issued to everyone else around you; a future of limitations that asks the dreamer that dares to be different: “What makes you think you’re so special?” I think that I was born with something of that Indian warrior spirit that Nanny talked about, providing me with a defiance that refused to respect pre-established boundaries. To me, you’ve got to be willing to smash your way out of any ice block that’s encased you. You’ve got to be willing to break out and be as original as you want to be, become the person you have the potential to be, as opposed to being the person others expect you should be. It is about ripping up the hopeless story and rewriting the dreamer’s script. Something innate within me knew this from being a boy.


There is a quote that me and my homie and best friend David Lara often remind each other of: “Those who abandoned their dreams will always discourage the dreams of others.”


I learned from an early age that few people tell you what is really possible, except for free spirits like Nanny. Because, if you become the one who does make it happen, then it reminds others of their own limitations and what they, maybe, could have done, but didn’t choose to. Find any tight community and then find the dreamer within it—and there’ll always be a gang of naysayers pissing on his or her parade.


That is why there is much more to me than where I come from. Because it is what was invisible—the determination, the belief, the perseverance—that shaped my story, and for those people who stonewalled me with doubt or never believed where I was headed, only one silent reply ran through my mind: Oh, you don’t think so? Okay, just watch me.


My mom, Aurora Sifuentes, and dad, Jimmy Gomez, met at a Mexican market on the Eastside. Mom was out shopping with Nanny, Aurora senior, when their paths crossed. It probably says a lot that I don’t know much more about the romantic part. Mom was a twenty-year-old student, securing qualifications that would ultimately get her a job as an official with the Los Angeles Unified School District, and Dad was a twenty-three-year-old mechanic. He’d previously had a relationship with a woman named Esther that produced a son—my half-brother Eddie who is four years older than me. I don’t know the details of that messy story other than Eddie ended up staying with Dad.


Mom and Dad fell in love, got married and she was pregnant with me at twenty-two, but the honeymoon period didn’t last long because, as Mom would tell me, there were two sides to my father. His better side was the kindhearted, affectionate gentleman. His bad side was the drinker, and, when this side kicked in, the good-looking charmer fell away and exposed the flawed man. He wasn’t a bad man, but alcohol sadly changed him. He would later get his act together, but not before it was too late as far as Mom was concerned.


Apparently, he performed a drunken dance called the “Pepe Stomp.” Basically, it involved nothing more technical than him stomping his feet on the spot, getting faster and faster. There was this one time when he lost his balance and fell backward into the playpen that was set up for my arrival. He crashed into it and was rolling around drunk. I wasn’t even born yet and Mom was already worried for my welfare. The final straw came during an argument when he picked up a bicycle and threw it at her when she was far into her pregnancy. The bike didn’t hit her, but almost flattened my half-brother Eddie who stood there wailing over his near-miss with this two-wheeled projectile. Mom was smart enough and strong enough to get out soon after.


That is why I don’t know my dad. He was at my birth and hovered around the edges for a bit, but he was one of those dads on paper and by blood, not by deed. He had next to nothing to do with raising me. Mom used to laugh that his favorite song was “Daddy’s Home” by Shep & The Limelites. Not bad for an absent dad.


I admire Mom for having the courage to make a new start and choose the life of a single parent. In many ways, it would have been easier to stay, but she took the tougher choice and a part-time job in a toy store near downtown L.A. She was no foreigner to hardship. In her childhood, home had once been a garage converted into a makeshift studio, shared with Uncle Louie and Nanny.


Nanny’s name was Aurora Acosta when she married Luis Sifuentes. I know nothing more about Granddad other than that he was always suited and booted, and he left her at an early stage of their marriage. I never have understood why I was named after the two most unreliable men in the lives of the two ladies who raised me: Jaime and Luis. Maybe I was intended to be the improved version of both men?


Mom always said I was handsome “like your father” but I personally thought he was on the ugly side, so I never thanked her for that. I had his nose, ears and name, but the similarities ended there. I’m tall, he is short. He is dark-skinned, I am light. I have ambition, he did not.


Nanny remained on amicable terms with Granddad, but, back in her day, a single mother of two standing on her own two feet was as good as marooned, so it was a good thing she was a survivor.


Her first priority was getting a roof over their heads, and she knew some friends who had garage space.


“I don’t have much money, but I’ll rent it from you,” she offered.


“And do what with it?” they asked.


“Turn it into a home,” said Nanny. And so this spot—no bigger than a den—was where the family lived for a bit, complete with heaters, furniture, and a small portable television, and she made it as comfortable as she could afford.


When it came to “new” clothes, Nanny made them out of whatever fabrics she could beg, borrow or find. She struggled big-time to support her children, but she’d take no heroine’s credit. “All that matters is family,” she once told me, “and the rest will take care of itself.”


I don’t think she needed a man after Granddad because there was only one man she ever trusted after that—and His name was God. The fact that she ultimately managed to buy her own home when her kids had grown up and moved out speaks volumes for the faith she had, and the impossible situation she turned around.


With that definition of what struggle really feels like, it is easy to see why Mom thought it was no big deal going it alone. But she wasn’t alone. She had me. And those next five years were to be the happiest time we would share. It was just me and her versus the rest of the world.


I could not see horizons as a child.


Everywhere I looked, there were walls, fences and gates hemming us in, and the great concrete slab of L.A. County Jail stood six floors high and all ugly-looking in the distance, about a mile down the road. I lived within a concrete jungle within the concrete metropolis of Los Angeles; a part of the city that the tourist bureau doesn’t promote; a poor vicinity that is a world away from Sunset Boulevard, Melrose Avenue, Beverly Hills, and the beaches.


The neighborhood—el barrio—was one of government tract housing built in 1942 for low-income Mexican-American families. “The projects,” they called it. The official name was the William Mead Housing Project, and it housed four hundred fifty cookie-cutters that stood back to back in bleak uniformity; two- and three-story brick blocks painted tan-red with a thick white-painted band separating each floor. The number and color of the front door were the only marks that set each unit apart. I swear that even the palm trees and triangular washing lines were in the same spot outside each block.


It was not a place where dreams were made, and life was tough because of all the unemployment, drugs, and crime. People’s lives seemed as cookie-cuttered as the housing units, and options were limited. But however bleak life seemed to the outsider, there was a strong sense of family, community, and the value of sticking together.


Home was a first-floor corner unit at the end of one of the oblong blocks of small-ass apartments. It was nothing more than a studio apartment with a grilled front door, and Mom and I were two out of an estimated 1,500 residents on site, bounded by the county jail on one side and the Los Angeles River on the other. The river ultimately fed into the Pacific Ocean at Long Beach, but that’s the only idyllic-sounding fact I can bring from the ’hood.


This first home was a special place because it represented the world I shared exclusively with Mom. The walls were all white and there was enough room for one red floral-print sofa that clashed with the yellow hard-backed chairs at the round wooden dining table. We shared one bed and had one black-and-white television set. The front door opened onto a balcony that, when I was pretending to be a soldier or warrior, became my look-out post on the world, under the spotlight of the California sun.


Nanny Aurora was a constant visitor, coming over on the bus from her place in South Central L.A., and all three of us would sit outside on that balcony, eating Nutty Buddy ice-cream drumsticks that she brought as a regular treat. Not a week passed without Nanny visiting, or else we got on the bus to visit her. The mother-daughter bond was fierce, and I, as the favorite son and grandson, was the lucky kid who got all the love and attention in the middle.


One floor below the balcony, there was a worn and scorched patch of grass. Scorched by the sun and worn by the wheels of my red Big Wheel bike. This patch was both my playground and stage as Mom busied herself upstairs, keeping watch as she listened to her disco vinyl collection of the Bee Gees, Donna Summer, and Chic. She was a bit of a disco queen, and if ever I hear Chic’s “Le Freak” or Lipps Inc.’s “Funkytown,” it always sends me back to blazing hot days playing outside my first home.


I spent my earliest years running around kicking a football and riding my Big Wheel on the surrounding paths, feet in the air, pretending to be “CHiPS” on highway patrol. Mom often sent me out in costume: as a warrior, a pirate, or a bad-ass luchador—a masked Mexican wrestler. She stuffed my shirt with padding and gave me a towel for a cape, and I pulled off some killer moves to win the campeonato—the championship—by nailing key matches with imaginary opponents. I was always pretending to be someone or something on that grassy “stage” because there was no affording the hi-tech Atari console and its alluring game cartridges.


I look back now and see how basic life was, but we didn’t grow up wanting or grasping for anything. We were the have-nots who didn’t know what it was to have. It was the same for all of the lower-income families, and we killed the hours by playing ball and making our own fun inside pretend worlds.


I played alone a lot of the time. I saw Eddie now and again, as Dad drifted in and out for the first two years of my life, fighting to be allowed back in, but always coming up against Mom’s wise blockade.


As boys, there was one thing our young eyes couldn’t miss: the monster-sized graffiti on every wall. I grew up reading the words DOGTOWN on the end of each block, on stone walls and garages. These black-sprayed letters stood taller than me, and this one phrase became the adopted name for the housing project. I didn’t grow up saying I lived at William Mead. I grew up saying I lived at “Dog Town,” without first knowing what it meant. Until one day, my curiosity got the better of me as I walked back from preschool, called Head-Start, with Mom.


“What is Dog Town?” I asked.


She stopped and made me take a good, hard look at a group of young men hanging in the parking lot. Their car engines were idling with sunroofs open and music blaring; the distant sound of the Miracles, Smokey Robinson, and the Originals.


These dudes leaned against the rear bumpers or sat on the hoods, smoking. They wore plain tees or wife-beaters with perfectly creased pants, and some wore bandanas wrapped around their mouths like surgical masks. But if one thing stood out, it was their bald heads with necks covered in tattoos that also covered their backs and arms. Now and again, you’d see an older person sporting tattooed teardrops running from one eye. Like a crying clown. I didn’t know until later in life that each “tear” equaled a life taken, marking out these dudes as killers.


“Those people over there,” Mom started to explain, with her head next to mine, her hands on both my shoulders. “You must always steer clear, Jaime. Never be in that area.”


Another time she told me, “That is not our life . . . that is not us.”


That was my introduction to the cholos—Mexican gangsters—and the street gang culture of L.A., issued as a steer-clear warning.


“Dog Town” is the name and calling card of one of the countless criminal street gangs that give Los Angeles the unwanted label of “gang capital of America.” The slogans and graffiti are tagged everywhere to remind everyone whose turf they are on—not to be confused with a stretch of beach in Venice known as skateboarders’ Dogtown. Each morning, I was confronted with this street-gang reminder when I came out the front door, walked down the center steps between units and stepped into the courtyard. There, screaming in my face from another unit’s gable-end, was DOGTOWN.


Street legend says this gang name came into play in the 1940s, so called because of an old dog pound in nearby Ann Street. Stray dogs used to run wild and attack people, so a price was put on stray dogs’ heads, leading to the area’s teens capturing these snarling dogs and claiming the reward. But this also led to family pets being kidnapped for the bounty money, and these kids earned notoriety as local hoodlums. In response, they set up the Dog Town gang.


So the story goes.


Things had progressed beyond prices on dogs’ heads by the time I was a boy. Now, there was a price on people’s heads, and gang members were packing it with blades and guns. If my childhood was an album cover, you’d paint the picture of me in the foreground as a boy running around and getting grass stains on my knees by playing football or riding my Big Wheel. But, in the background, something sinister and dark was always going down.


Mom kept instilling her fear-loaded warnings because she knew—more than I did at the time—that the law of averages said there was a 95% probability that I’d grow up to be a cholo, one of them. Each child in my community was so susceptible, given life’s disillusionment. Gang life was in the DNA of the community, and Mom feared those outside influences.


Mom never let me forget what the life of a cholo represented. Her constant warnings must have seeped in on some level because I grew wary of these people hanging around on the streets. It was like she’d planted a bad dream in my head with images of jails, people dying, and people crying.


My uncle Cate, Dad’s brother, was murdered, and my aunt Minnie, Dad’s sister, was the first person to die in the family from a drug overdose. Too much heroin, I was told. One murder and one drug overdose, minus the gory detail, is the sum total of my knowledge about the horrors that no one really spoke about.


Then there was my Aunt China. She wasn’t a gangster but she had huge respect in East L.A. neighborhoods because she was a stand-up, no-nonsense, boisterous woman who took no shit from anyone.


The name Gomez had an element of notoriety attached because of the family’s toughness.


My impression is that Dad thought he was tougher than he was: there was the image he had of himself, and there was the sad truth exposed when he was drinking. As a result, I grew up regarding him as a bit of a joke, to be honest.


What was no laughing matter was the Primera Flatz gang, which ruled the ’hood. In its heyday, it had an estimated 350 members who’d leave their calling card on walls with the giant initials “PF from AV” for Aliso Village. The one hundred twenty–strong Dog Town gang was one of its affiliated subgroups, just two out of around seven hundred twenty gangs and a total of 39,000 members spread throughout the whole city, according to estimated figures issued by the LAPD in 2007.


I would say about 60% of our ’hood was gangsters.


Street gangs in the 70s were not as organized as they are today. Back then, there were a lot of turf battles, gang fights and rumbles between members armed with knives, chains and bats, and only the odd handgun. Today, the profits and weapons have escalated into some serious shit, where the gangsters on the streets are equipped with semi-automatic weapons and their bosses—the Mexican Mafia—are running empires from inside prison.


These days, L.A.’s judges are giving city attorneys the power to set curfews and put gang members in jail if they are found loitering in the streets, or possessing weapons and tools for spraying graffiti. Dog Town was covered by one of these injunctions in 2007 as part of a campaign to clean up the northeast of L.A. But back in the day, gangs pretty much had the run of the streets with their own form of martial law. It was the law of the neighborhood that came first, and federal laws came second. It was lawless in many ways, even if the cops would disagree. Kids grew up learning to be streetwise from an early age. The first lessons in life were pretty simple: never rat anyone out, never snitch, and never backstab your neighbor. Hold your head high, stare everyone down, stand your ground. Understand that, and the neighborhood will have your back. Know where you belong, and you’ll always be protected. Everyone looked after everyone in a tribal sense, and I think Mom felt both comfortable and uncomfortable within this environment. She accepted that gangs were part of our community but she didn’t want me getting sucked in.


I often went to sleep hearing bedlam in the parking lot, and the sound of sirens wailing. And there was always one ever-present but weird smell that hung in the air. This scent of childhood was everywhere—morning, noon and night—and I now know that it was the constant clouds of smoked weed, wafting out of homes. That same heavy scent that wafts around music festivals or backstage at concert venues.


The whole gang scene was not my thing. I never was enticed by it.


Mom did everything in her power and limited income to keep our heads above water. I wouldn’t say that we lived below the poverty line, but we lived basic, hand to mouth. I helped where I could, running up to the store with our weekly food stamps to get groceries, and, in the summer, lining up for the government-issued “summer lunches” in the projects. For these lunches, each unit received a weekly book of tickets. Each stub was good for one brown paper bag that contained a sandwich, one carton of milk, a bag of potato chips, and an apple. It was our government-issued gourmet meal, as far as I was concerned.


Mom worked her ass off as a student and at the toy store, putting in as many hours as possible to provide for us and afford the best toys—at discount—for Christmas. She always wanted to better our lives, she said.


Discounted toys were a perk of her job, and she got me some incredible stuff. I remember the typewriter, the new bike, the “CHiPS” uniform with helmet, handcuffs, and police badge, the GI Joe, the telephone, the board games. You name it, she got it. I saw how hard she worked and how I was the center of her world. It sounds selfish, but, as a kid, that’s all I wanted. It is because of her self-sacrifices back then that I love her to death today.


These toys kept me entertained a lot of the time. In fact, I only really had one playmate, and that was a sweet girl called Penny, the daughter of my babysitter Lola who lived in the unit opposite. Whenever Mom studied or worked, Lola took me under her wing. I’ll never forget Penny’s high-pitched voice and dark pigtails. She stuck to me like glue.


“JIMMY!!!!” she’d scream from below the balcony, calling me to the railing. “You coming out to play?”


It’s fair to say that she probably was my first crush, because we were inseparable for a spell. In our pretend worlds on that grassy stage, she’d be the princess to my prince, or the parade girl in the wrestler’s ring when I was the luchador. Without Penny—and my soft toy dog Cleto—it would have been a pretty lonely childhood.


There was a man called “Roadie” who lived in the same block as Penny. He was this big, heavy-set black man, a rare sight in our Mexican community, and he was the kindest, gentlest soul. He hoarded baskets full of candy. That’s why we called him “The Candyman.”


Whatever other deals might have been going down in the projects, there was only one supplier that mattered, and that was Roadie with his candy and Bazooka gum. Apparently, he bought candy in bulk, then sold it off to parents and us kids for ten cents a bag, much cheaper than the stores. It was like having Willy Wonka on our doorstep. You name it, he had it. I was too young to comprehend matters of race at the time, but it somehow registered with me that he was different-looking. But he was like the friendliest of uncles, all smiles, warm and embracing. At some level, that imprinted me with the message that all black people were cool like Roadie.


His candy was almost as good as the “chip-chips” Mom made most mornings for breakfast. We used to invent names for different meals, and “chip-chips” was the random label for her specialty: fried tortilla shells with eggs. When I smelled that dish frying, I’d race to the table and sit there, knife and fork at the ready. I looked forward to these breakfasts because it was the one time in the day that I got to sit down with Mom and have her undivided attention. Then, at the end of the day, she’d always read me a bedtime story, holding me in her arms. Or, sometimes, she’d take my action figures or stuffed animals and make up voices in their character, using role-play to wish me goodnight. The start of a day and the end of a day were my happiest times, and there was nothing more comforting than feeling the bed dip when she climbed into bed.


“Mom’s here . . . I can sleep now,” I would tell myself.


“Love you, Jaime,” she’d say, thinking I was asleep.


Life was perfect then. Nothing and no one could come between us.


At least, that’s what my innocence told me.


Shortly before my sixth birthday, this man called “El Amigo” walked into our life, and he picked up my world in both hands and turned it upside down.


I was too young to figure that Mom maybe needed attention and love from a source other than me, so I never saw this thunderbolt coming. I suspect she felt guilty, too, because when Julio Arevalo walked through the door, she played down his importance by always using the el amigo reference—nothing more than a friend.


So El Amigo is a friend, I accepted at first. Okay.


Wow, he’s here a lot for a friend, I thought over the coming weeks.


Oh, now you’re going out at night with him more and more, I soon realized.


Mom never used the word “boyfriend” or bothered to have one of those mother-son chats that explained everything. He just walked into our life and was invited to stay, and I was left to figure out the rest.


It was all very black and white to me: I wanted to be with Mom but this strange man, who seemed a bit weird and false around me, had stolen time and attention that was mine.


Then everyone started mentioning how happy Mom looked.


So, okay, this man makes her happy, I thought.


She was smiling. She was laughing.


That’s a good thing, I thought.


But I still stared at Julio and wished he’d disappear into a cloud of smoke. I imagined having magic powers that would zap him away, and return things to how they used to be.


Julio worked in the airplane manufacturing industry. “Julio helps build planes!” Mom said, as if that would impress me. It didn’t.


He was your average-looking dude: slim, with big black hair and matching moustache. I can see him now, slouched in that armchair, cracking open a beer.


I guess he tried his best with me, playing at the role of surrogate dad, but I wasn’t feeling it. I was resistant for a long time. I just looked at him and thought: Who is this guy? He’s not my dad. He’s not my uncle. So why’s he here?


It didn’t take long before dramatic changes happened.


Nanny started arriving in the late afternoon to be babysitter for the evening. Then the announcement was made that we were moving in with Nanny, and that is when we left Dog Town. We left behind the projects and moved the few miles to South Central L.A. I said good-bye to Penny and Roadie, and was transplanted to what felt like a whole new world.


At first, I thought it was meant to be a temporary stay, but as things turned out, South Central became my home from the ages of five to seven. And even after then, I would still return to Nanny’s and spend three months living with her every summer, without fail.


In moving to South Central, I went from a 100% Mexican-American community to one that was mixed, where Mexican-Americans were the minority. It was 70% African-American, 30% Mexican. I was vaguely aware of this difference from visiting Nanny, but it was only through living there that I fully appreciated what that meant. One very good thing was that it was in South Central L.A. that my ears first started hearing the distant sounds of hip-hop. And it seemed ideal that I was now living with my two favorite ladies. But then Mom started to spend more time staying over at Julio’s place in South Gate. That meant fewer shared breakfasts and fewer bedtime stories.


Then I saw suitcases being packed—Mom’s, not mine.


Then she left for Mexico on a vacation. What she didn’t say was how long she’d be gone. When she left, the wrench hit me as an ache. Nanny tried to reassure me.


“It’s just you and me now!” she said. “We’ll have fun together!”


Mom disappeared to Julio’s hometown of Morelia, the capital of the state of Michoacán to visit his family. Each hour she was gone felt like a day, and each day felt like a week. By the end of week one, I was crying myself to sleep. I guess these inexplicable absences always feel like a catastrophe when you’re a kid; and hours always seem longer in childhood than they ever do in adulthood. But this wrench was understandable: she had never before traveled outside the United States and we had never before been separated. With Mom gone from my side, it honestly felt like the end of the world, especially because I felt that this new man in her life was supplanting me.


In the end, she was only gone about three weeks, but that is a lifetime when you are a kid. Her eventual return was treated as no big deal, and things soon returned to as they were before she left.


Until she sat me down and told me she was pregnant.


As she broke this news, with Nanny looking on, I pretended to listen, but all I was thinking was “You want another kid? Why? What’s wrong with me?”


At that age, I guess you really do think the world revolves around you, and I think every child is jealous of anyone cutting in on him and his mother. It steals attention. As I saw it, in comes this guy and stands between me and Mom, and now I’ve got to contend with another one of me arriving on the scene? If I couldn’t have Eddie as a brother, I didn’t want anyone else.


Mom seemed to spend most of the pregnancy bedridden at Nanny’s. It really took a toll on her body, and she was constantly weak and fatigued. I kept asking why this thing in her stomach was making her so sick. There was always some adult explanation, but all I could focus on was her cries and groans. I’d sit on the edge of her bed, unable to leave her side, willing her to get better.


Her misery ended when my new sister, Celeste, was finally born on November 15, 1981. I was seven years old.


Our sibling relations didn’t get off to the best of starts when I took my first look at her, wrapped in a bundle in Mom’s arms in the hospital, and observed: “Why is our baby so ugly?”


“Jaime! That’s your sister—she’s beautiful!” Mom laughed.


“But, Mom! She’s ugly . . . can’t you get another one?”


I will never forget that sharp dig of jealousy, and I think that’s when I started sticking even closer to Nanny.


Please understand, no one worked harder, or gave me more love, than Mom. But these big changes in our life were tough for me. And this was my first hard lesson: that when things are going great, it won’t last, that when someone loves you, they can leave without you—don’t count on them always being there. These were the mental imprints.


But even at a young age, I had a flair for keeping it positive. And one very positive outcome of these otherwise unhappy changes was being with Nanny—the single person most responsible for redirecting the course of my life.





DREAMING BIG



Much of my childhood was erratic: living with Mom, and then living together with Nanny; living in a Latino ’hood, then living in a mixed-race community; hearing nothing but the rhythm of Spanish music, then feeling the pulse of hip-hop. I didn’t even know what my proper name was: Mom called me Jaime—pronounced the Spanish way—but Nanny said don’t worry about it, Jim is cool.


Within the inconsistencies that made my childhood feel pretty rootless, I listened mostly to Nanny because, under her wing in South Central L.A., she became my guide—in both education and life.


She was a teacher in every sense of the word. She taught English as a second language to the Mexican kids at 66th Street Elementary, the same school where my education began, so education was a big deal in her home and Nanny immediately began to influence me with her positive outlook on life. I always say she was was my first music manager because she taught me all about self-belief.


She stepped into the vacuum left by Dad, and instead of putting a baseball bat in my hand, she put a dream in my grip and educated me in the ways of performance. She was a teacher, father, and second mother all rolled into one.


Nanny instantly became my sympathizer and chief supporter. I thank God every day for her influences, and I can picture her vividly as she was back then: a sturdy woman with a shock of white hair, and owl-like, light-framed glasses with tinted lenses that dominated her gentle face. By her side, at all times, was a purse that smelled of perfume. In that purse, she always kept gum or breath mints. That might explain my obsession for always wanting to have fresh breath!


She wore a silk scarf or black shawl, and was the most thoughtful, kindhearted soul you could meet. She was the essence of a lady, but didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, either. Since Granddad walked out, she learned to be self-sufficient and never called on a handyman without trying to crack the problem first. I remember most her soft-spoken voice. It was never once jarring, even on the rare occasions when she raised it.


She was a live wire and was genuinely gung-ho about life. I don’t think I ever saw her beaten by circumstances, and I never heard her whine. By comparison, Mom was a bit more downbeat and withdrawn, and always seemed wrapped in worry or tension.


Nanny loved dancing, and nothing stopped her natural exuberance. For a time, she walked with a cane because she’d suffered a broken foot in a car accident, but whenever the music started, she threw that cane to one side and got her boogie on. She was keen to show off her “sock hops” and the jitterbug. A bit of pain and inconvenience was not going to stand in her way.


I am convinced that love of dance is her biggest legacy to me. She always said she saw the dancer in me, telling me that I had rhythm. It didn’t seem to matter what music was playing or what age I was, I found the beat and moved to it, with Nanny applauding and encouraging me the whole way.


“Dance, Jim!! The world is yours—dream big,” she would shout.


The more she told me I had rhythm, the more my enthusiasm fired. The more she encouraged me, the more she made me believe that I had a certain something. I don’t know about metaphysics or manifesting. All I know is that this true lady awakened my dreams and made me unafraid to entertain them, and this is what I’ll drill into my own kids: the spirit of dreaming endlessly. Make your dreams vast and limitless, and then run with whatever talent God has given you.


Nanny encouraged me to focus on the future from an early age. As inspiration, she took me to see the mariachis at El Mercado or the Million Dollar Theater in downtown where Mexican artists performed. On countless days, we returned home and put on our own “show” as she led me toward a future I don’t think either of us could have imagined. But we imagined a stage nonetheless:


Nanny’s the MC and I’m the act. She’s front of house, and I’m waiting in the wings.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she announces, getting into it, “all the way from Los Angeles, California . . .”


As she bigs me up, I’m tucked around the corner of the doorway between her living room and kitchen, thinking that all dressing rooms must have wood-paneled walls and thick, Merlot-red carpet.


“. . . please give it up for . . . Jimmmm . . . GOMEZ!!”


I hear my name and step out. Cue music. She places the needle on the record, there’s a dusty crackle of the vinyl, and then some Elvis Presley number starts up. I’m dancing around, rocking out to the King, improvising—free-styling like an amateur but running with the beat for a breathless three minutes.


Nanny’s hands are the only ones clapping, but I hear an entire auditorium. She’s only one person sitting on the edge of an armchair, but I see lights and hundreds of faces.


She’s clapping on the beat, urging me along. “Way to go Jim! Way to go Jim!” and I hear an entire audience screaming my name.


I turn it on some more, giving it every move I’ve got until the song ends.


Nanny is beaming with approval: “You’ll be a dancer one day, Jim!”


She gives me a big hug


“You think so, Nanny? Really?”


She nods her head and claps her hands. “Yes! Yes!” and then she’d be into the kitchen, fetching me a bag of candy as a treat, and I bask in her approval.


My childhood is a box full of memories like that.


When she was cooking in the kitchen, she’d pretend it was a restaurant called Los Amigos and we had to get meals ready. She was the chef. I was her assistant.


At other times, I was the detective and she my female partner. Or I was an attorney, armed with a briefcase, and she my client. Or I was a sailor, kitted out in full uniform, or a pirate wearing an eyepatch and wielding a sword. A childhood full of costume changes.


Nanny’s humble home was a magical place, because it was always full of warmth, fun, imagination, and the spirit of entertainment. Within her world, I was the boy Max in Where the Wild Things Are, and Nanny was the friendliest “wild thing.” As a result, we both escaped into my imagination all the time. Life seemed a happier place somehow, when locked in there together.


Nanny lived in a duplex right across the street from 66th Street Elementary. That meant I could leave home at 8:25 a.m. and be behind my desk by 8:30 a.m. From her front window, looking across East 67th Street where she lived, I could see the school entrance, the monster trash cans, and the cafeteria windows. There was a market on the street corner where we’d always go for supplies, and, at the other end of the street, a big car showroom that sold repaired cars.


I was a dreamer at school more than anywhere. It was daydreaming that made education bearable. From boy to teenager, Nanny always checked my marks and reminded me of the importance of a sound education, but I was never going to shine academically. I was more the fly in the classroom, buzzing around, unable to sit still. Throughout my school years, I’d stop buzzing around only for English and art—anything that had to do with creativity—but, nine times out of ten, I’d be away in another world. Until, that is, I felt the sting of a slap across the head and heard the word “Gomez!”


In whatever school, and whatever age, I was one of those shy kids who was a bit withdrawn, a bit of a loner. The downside of being a dreamer is the isolation that comes with being lost in your own head. I probably spent more time in my own company than I did with groups of friends or peers, and I kept watching the clock and looking out the window, forever eager to bolt out those doors, cross the street and be back with Nanny.


Her place was my haven. It was cramped and basic, and it got cold because she couldn’t afford heating bills. Southern California can chill the bones in the winter months, so Nanny opened all the interior doors and warmed the house by turning on the oven and leaving its door agape—letting the heat drift through the kitchen and into the small living room, the one bedroom we shared, and the tiny bathroom. Her German shepherd dog, Lady, always slept close by.


There were three places where Nanny lived: at the stove, cooking her fried chicken special or macaroni and cheese, baking amazing yellow cake with chocolate frosting; the bathtub, where I’d join her washing our clothes by hand; and the armchair where she’d sit and watch me perform. This is also where she prayed, without fail.


She prayed each night before bed and then woke at 5 a.m. to put on a pot of coffee before sitting in her armchair to read the Bible, saying a prayer as the day began. I wasn’t the kind of kid who asked a lot of questions. I was more the observer who watched and learned. I got up one day to see what she was doing, standing sleepily at the doorway in my pajamas. They say every performer goes “into the zone” before going onstage, and Nanny did the same as she prayed, in an almost meditative state. She was at one with God. All was hushed quiet—the kind of quiet you don’t dare interrupt. She was in her moment, Bible resting on lap, mug of coffee steaming on a side table, lost in prayer.


I became convinced that Nanny’s home was some earthly outpost for God, because of all the symbols and religious ornaments everywhere. Bad spirits would never have visited our place—the presence of Him was too great. She also burned sage, honoring an ancient Native American tradition to keep out evil spirits and negative energy. And there was a dream catcher hung above her bed, to the right where she slept—another Native American tradition. With my head on the pillow before lights out, I stared at this feathered web dangling from the ceiling and trusted its powers.


If it was good enough for Nanny, it was good enough for me.


One day, I asked what it was meant to do. She told me it was there to catch and ward off bad dreams, only allowing the good dreams through. That probably explains why, after reading me a chapter of “Peter Pan” or “Sleepy Hollow,” she’d wish me good dreams before sleep.


The Virgin Mary stood guard above the door between the living room and kitchen, in the form of a three-foot-high painting. In Mexican culture, the Mother of Jesus plays a pivotal role, signifying the strength of a woman taking care of her children; the mother who says there is no need to be afraid because she is there to protect them. In our culture, the Virgin Mary is Our Lady of Guadalupe—a revered Catholic icon.


The miraculous story of this apparition is one of the first lessons I learned as a kid. The event of December 12, 1531, is seared into Spanish Catholic minds. When Nanny recounted the story, it was as absorbing as listening to the tale of Peter Pan. I’ve never been able to tell it as well, but the short version is that a peasant called Juan Diego saw a vision of a lady, a teenage girl, surrounded by light, as he walked the slopes of the Hill of Tepeyac en route to Mexico City. This Lady told him to build a church at the spot where she appeared. As she spoke, Juan Diego recognized her as the Virgin Mary, and he rushed back to tell his local bishop of this revelation. The peasant was sent back to get this apparition to prove her claim. The Lady instructed Juan to gather flowers. Even though it was winter, he found some Castilian roses. He gathered them, and the Lady arranged them on his laid-out cloak. Juan Diego carried this bundle back to the bishop and presented the roses. And that’s when they both saw it—the miracle image of Our Lady of Guadalupe imprinted into the cloth of the peasant’s cloak; an image showing her standing in prayer, wearing a crown of twelve stars, bathed in sunlight, and standing on a crescent moon carried by an angel.


That was the proof they asked to see, and that’s why the shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Monterrey, Mexico, is the most-visited Catholic pilgrimage destination in the world. In December 2009, six million people paid homage to mark the day. In 1992, Pope John Paul II dedicated a chapel to her memory within St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican.


Our weekly pilgrimage in L.A. wasn’t as impressive. Nanny paid her respects every Sunday at the shrine at the far side of the car park outside El Mercado before we went to buy groceries and watch the mariachis.


There, Our Lady of Guadalupe is framed within an arch at the back of a brick-walled building. At her feet, the Mexican community laid a garden of flowers and lit candles in prayer. I always approached this spectacle in awe, and couldn’t believe how many flickering candles and colorful flowers there were. Each week, Nanny added to the collection, and prayed.


She stood in front of the shrine, with Our Lady of Guadalupe looking down on her. I always stood a few steps behind, never really knowing what to do other than be quiet. Nanny was so still, head bowed, eyes closed and hands clasped to her chest in prayer.


What are you thinking? I always wondered, looking up at her. What are your prayers?


She only ever told me she was speaking to “Baby Jesus’ Mom,” and that’s all I needed to know. What she didn’t know was that as she looked up to Our Lady of Guadalupe, I kept my gaze on her, equally as entranced. In my eyes, Nanny was bigger and better than the Virgin Mary. No one was stronger and no one protected me more.


This was all part of an unbreakable Sunday ritual.


Nanny got up and prayed. We went to morning mass at Olvera Street Church, and she prayed. We visited the shrine, and she prayed. She went to bed, and prayed. It was like her Sundays were one constant prayer—punctuated by one small window of entertainment, courtesy of the mariachis.


One Sunday, on the walk back to the RTD bus home, Nanny and I were chatting about Our Lady of Guadalupe, and how important she was.


“Nanny,” I said, “I will protect you. If anyone ever tried to harm you, I’d protect you.”


Not that she needed protection, and certainly not from a six-year-old boy. She was the type of grandma who wasn’t afraid of taking the bus home at ten o’clock at night in a bad neighborhood. Fearless, she was. But I told myself that I’d always be there for her.


“I know you’d protect me,” she said, humoring me.


“I’d kick anyone who came at you. I would!” I told her.


She looked down at me, smiled and ruffled my hair.


Little did I know that some weeks later, I’d get the chance to prove myself.


We were at a downtown bus stop, waiting for the RTD off 7th Street and Spring. It was mid-afternoon and we were standing around, not saying much. Then, from nowhere, this guy darts in and grabs her purse. He didn’t drop her and she didn’t let go, and they’re both tugging at this purse.


Nanny was defiant, struggling with all her strength.


I was paralyzed.


She started screaming and yelling.


I stood there, rooted to the spot.


Nanny struggled and struggled. There she was, this sixty-year-old woman, and this twenty-odd-year-old mugger was getting nowhere. He eventually gave in, let go, and ran off empty-handed.


On the bus ride home, not much was said. I was still replaying it in my head and I bet Nanny was pretty shook up, even if she didn’t show it. She broke the silence by turning to me and joking: “Jimmy, I thought you were going to kick him this way and that way and protect me! Where were you?”


“I’m sorry, Nanny. I—I—I . . .”


She gave me the biggest squeeze. I knew Nanny was a tough one, but she was a superhero that day. Like I said, Our Lady of Guadalupe had nothing on her.


Nanny did this as she taught me about life—her actions spoke for her: So, you think I’m homeless with two kids? Boom! Give me that garage and I’ll turn it into a home. Do the impossible. So you don’t think I can dance with this cane? Boom! There goes the cane—you watch me dance. Do the impossible. So you think you can mug me in broad daylight? Boom! I’ll fight back and win. Do the impossible.


Back at the house, I thought we’d both had our fill of reality for one day.


Outside, in the backyard, was the brown rusty shell of a decrepit Chevy Dodge truck. Its wheels were as rooted into the ground as the weeds around it, and a trailer packed with old tires was tied to its back. This corner of the driveway looked like a junkyard. The truck was a ghost of a vehicle. It had no engine, no windows, two worn-out seats and a steering wheel. “This is your truck, Jim,” Nanny said when I moved in. “Take it wherever you want.”


I often sat inside with Lady the dog, taking myself on “drives across the country” when Nanny was in the kitchen. Then she’d come out and join me, getting in the passenger seat, and we’d both pretend to be farmers taking stuff to the market.


On this particular day, all three of us—Grandma, me and Lady—climbed aboard. I turned the keys and my voice imitated a choking, starting engine.


“Where you want to go, Nanny?” I asked.


“Anywhere, Jim,” she said, “Just drive.”


In moving to South Central L.A., I had swapped one gangland turf for another. I was now in the heart of hostilities between two of the most notorious, most violent gangs going: the Crips and the Bloods. Some serious shit was waged between these two, particularly back then: drug trafficking, extortion, robbery and murder.


Of course, I wasn’t aware of much in those days. All I knew was that the Crips wore blue and carried a blue rag or a handkerchief.


And the Bloods wore red.


I lived in a Crips-ruled area, meaning the graffiti on the wall read CRIPS instead of DOGTOWN, and it didn’t take long to get handed a lesson about what colors not to wear.


I walked into a liquor store wearing a red St Louis Cardinals hat. I was seven, but I knew no better, and age was no defense. As I walked through the main entrance, someone flipped the hat off my head. “Yo, you can’t wear that dead hat here!”


“Why not? I like the Cardinals,” I said, with an innocence that now makes me cringe.


“You’re in a Crips ’hood—you don’t wear red around here!”


I never did wear red again. I did as I was told, but I never felt the appeal of gang lifestyle. I didn’t seek a reputation on the street. That seemed pointless. I wanted to build a reputation as a performer. That is where the hope was.


Before turning eight, I moved out of Nanny’s to be with Mom and my new sister Celeste in Julio’s apartment in South Gate. I didn’t want to leave South Central L.A., but I had no choice. Mom decided she wanted to live as a family with Julio. After almost three years in Nanny’s haven, I had to return to a foreign world.


As we moved in, Julio’s old roommate, a Pakistani man named Jamal, moved out, so it all felt forced and I felt squeezed in. I moved into a family setup that I couldn’t associate with, and Mom couldn’t give me 100% anymore since she now had Celeste and Julio to also worry about. Consequently, it was never home to me. Nanny’s place was home. Julio’s place—and that’s how I referred to it—felt cold and functional. I had also been returned to a predominantly Mexican-American community in South Gate and a new school in Otis Street Elementary. But my heart and soul stayed with Nanny. I longed for those three months each summer when I got to return to South Central L.A., and I enjoyed those summers from the age of seven to fifteen.


In my first summer back with Nanny, I found that Uncle Louie had moved in with his two daughters, my cousins Jez and Darleen, because he had fallen on hard times. He had been living from check to check after coming out of the U.S. Marines and he had to retreat home to get himself together. My cousins slept in Nanny’s bed, Uncle Louie slept on a pull-down bed in the living room, and the couch became my bed for those twelve weeks that I stayed. As cramped as things were, I enjoyed it because there was always activity and constant chatter. Now this felt like family—and it guaranteed an audience of four for my “performances.”


If I ever had any kind of father figure in life, it was my Uncle Louie.


He was the coolest uncle, because he was into basketball, and we watched videos and talked about music and his dope tennis shoes. When at Nanny’s, we stayed up late and listened to Zapp and Roger, Slick Rick, Too Short and Public Enemy. If it wasn’t for Uncle Louie, my ears wouldn’t have first pricked up to the kind of music that the black community listened to.


The thing I remember most about Uncle Louie is his shoes, because he was always shining them. Polished like a mirror, in a spillover discipline from his days as a Marine. He sat there at night, applying polish with a cloth and rubbing up a shine with a toothbrush. That’s one thing I noticed about him: everything had to be neat and in order. Even if his life wasn’t.


He got around on a ten-speed pedal bicycle. He had a few of them out back in the yard, and he used to do them up and make them look pretty flash. One day, he left the house all neat and tidy, and cycled away on one of them. A few hours later, he walked back through the door all bloody and beaten up. Nanny fussed and cleaned him up, and I remember sitting there, frightened by his mashed-up face.


Apparently, he’d cycled to a store, and they took his bike, took his cash, and beat him up. Violence scared me. That might explain why I had been no good at protecting Nanny at the bus stop. Fights, crime, and confrontation paralyzed me.


Nanny didn’t allow us to think too much about fear or stuff like that. She kept the focus on fun, and with three kids around the place, she was in her element as chief entertainer. She was all about taking Christmas to the next level, sending us on hunts around the house at Easter and keeping us occupied and happy during holidays. On birthdays, she’d stand on a chair, hands behind her back, and gather us around.


“READY?”


We’d be at her feet, looking up, begging like puppies. Uncle Louie would be giggling already, well ahead of the excitement.


“Okay . . . one . . . two . . . three . . . PIPILOOYA!” And she’d throw her hands in the air and these dollar bills and coins would come raining down. That was her thing—creating fun and connecting with us kids.


What I liked about South Central L.A. was that the Mexican-American kids that I saw had no problem hanging with African-American kids. Everyone was like “it’s good . . . we’re cool,” and hostility had no place to go.


Other things also registered. Black kids started talking to me like a brother, regardless of my skin color. I was embraced, accepted and treated as one of them, and it felt good. I saw their fashion and instantly thought it cooler than anything I’d ever seen or worn. And their music sang to me: the streets came alive with the arrival of West Coast hip-hop, and something about these beats flicked a switch inside. I heard talk about Run-D.M.C., Afrika Bambaataa, and the Sugarhill Gang. I heard people rapping and rhyming, and the whole vibe oozed coolness.


I watched as kids brought out ghetto blasters, threw down sections of cardboard and started spinning, gliding, popping and ticking like robots, freaking out on their backs, heads, hands, and feet. This dance art form is called b-boying. Or breaking. The “b” in b-boying stands for “break,” because when hip-hop first started, these dancers used to dance during the breaks in the song as the DJs worked the turntables. B-boys are what the media would later label as “break dancers.”


B-boys would “break” in the playground or street, magnetizing circles of crowds. That a dancer from the streets could attract such a buzz seemed like the coolest thing in the world. I told myself then and there that I wanted to be able to do that. But not just do it, master it. Forget BMX, basketball, football or baseball. I’d found my craze. I’d found my new friend for life.


The man who fueled this obsession was Boogaloo Shrimp, aka dancer and actor Michael Chambers. I was nine when he starred as “Turbo” in the movie Breakin’ (and its sequel Electric Boogaloo). That movie showcased the art of b-boying, with him popping, breaking, and free-styling all over, and he was the sickest dancer I’d seen. I bought the video to watch this pioneer of West Coast hip-hop so I could mimic his moves. All I seemed to do was press play, pause, rewind . . . play, pause, rewind . . . and practice, practice, practice. Boogaloo was the dancer who inspired Michael Jackson to moonwalk, and he was a phenomenon in his own right, too.


Everyone spoke about that first movie of his, and suddenly b-boying was the new craze. At this time, the hip-hop culture was emerging from underground and was beginning to dominate communities on both the West and East coasts of America. What started out as DJs spinning beats in underground clubs was now a scene that was spilling onto the streets, with dudes spitting out rhymes and b-boys freestyling to the beat.


I don’t think it’s an accident that the hip-hop culture took off in minority areas where life is hard and violence regular. It sprang up as an outlet to give the voiceless a voice, and meaninglessness some meaning. If rock ’n’ roll let the middle classes find their voices and scream, then hip-hop let people from the projects find their voices and express themselves. And it wasn’t about being Mexican-American or African-American or Asian-American. The hip-hop I would know was about one nation, one people. Puerto Ricans enjoyed hip-hop just as much as African-Americans on the East Coast. Its inclusiveness was contagious.


I had known I wanted to be a performer of some kind since the age of five. Now, around the age of nine, the detailed picture was coming into focus.


I think that is what happens as a kid—dreams are constructed in stages. First, there is the imagination that builds the fantasy. If that fantasy hangs around long enough, it becomes a sort of vague dream. That notion then becomes a fixation, something the spirit latches onto before the child wakes up. And then—sometime in adolescence—you become the committed dreamer if the passion has endured.


No one would become more committed than me. As a boy, something about the imagery, style and sound spoke to me, the outsider, and invited me in. Once inside, I wanted to barricade the doors and lock myself in.


Because I was home.





BREAKIN’ OUT



Hip-hop was my genie’s lamp.


Even misfits can have moments when everything falls into place, and this discovery was one of them; when something hit home so deep that, even as a boy, it just made sense. Age nine, this “knowing” was disguised as jump-out-of-my-skin excitement. As a Black Eyed Pea, this knowing is the joy I savor each and every time I step out on stage with Will, Apl and Fergie.


Think about having zero sense of touch, sight and sound, and then, one day, you discover them all in unison and realize you can express yourself for the first time. That’s the best way I can describe what finding dance and hip-hop felt like.


There will always be better, more technically perfect dancers, but when I’m ready to rock a place, my self-confidence is sick, and the emotional and physical release is volcanic. In that mode, I feel unbeatable. Before any performance—both in the early days and during the 2010 E.N.D. world tour—there is something inside me that just wants to erupt.


Minutes before going on stage, all this anxiousness and adrenaline is pulsing, like my entire body is amped to a thousand thumping speakers. It is a build-up that tells me that I’m ready to kill it, smoke it, slay it.


Then the crowd is bouncing and it’s on and . . . euphoria; a nirvana in which both you and the crowd lose yourselves and meet somewhere in the middle of a transcendent energy that bonds fans with group. All Pea-bodies riding the same wave.


There is no better buzz than the one that comes with performing, and I experienced the first embryonic rushes of these electric sensations as a kid, as if my body was tuning into the future.


Before I even entered double digits in age, I was impatient for the stage, desperate to prove what I knew inside. All this pent-up energy meant I could never sit still, so I poured it into endless practice. But when you’re itching for a start, there’s also a whole load of frustration that builds, and school life felt like one of those overly long television commercials that get in the way and stop the action. My real education was on the streets and through hip-hop, and couldn’t be found in textbooks or classrooms.


When I was twelve, sitting in my bedroom one night, I tried to express this frustration on paper. It wasn’t the attempt of a budding poet, more the first stab of a budding rapper. I remember staring at the moon, thinking that’s what Nanny told me to shoot for. I remember thinking it was dark, and I remember hearing crickets making their noise in the night heat. This rap/poem today reads like the basic language of an adolescent diary but it went like this:


Moons in the horizon
Surprisin’ that my sun’s not risin’
Crickets’ chirps are tremendously loud
And here I sit on this lonely dark cloud


That’s the first poem/rap I ever put down, and I’d spend hours toying with wordplay, stringing sentences together, bouncing words together. It’s not much in and of itself, obviously, but it was a start.


I probably spent no more than a total of twelve full days with my brother Eddie in my first nine years, but both Mom and my absent dad rose above their differences to recognize the brotherly bond. Eddie and me could have walked side by side as best friends through life, but our lives would turn out very different.


I was the long skinny white rat and he was the little fat kid. “Big-boned,” Mom said. He loved to eat. He was like the German kid in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, always wanting more and stuffing his face. One time, Mom got so frustrated with him asking for seconds that she took away his plate and put the whole cooking pot in front of him. Eddie ate it up quicker than a hungry dog.


I grew up truly loving this kid. I even loved his black-rimmed glasses with bottle-top lenses that matched his round face.


Our affinity was rooted in my infancy. Apparently, when I’d learned to stand in my playpen, we used to play this game where I’d throw all my toys over the top and he’d pick them up, gather them together and toss them back in. Then I’d throw them all out again—and we’d go on and on like this for ages, with me giggling in amusement. We played ball together on the rare occasions I was allowed to visit Dad’s. All I can really remember about those visits was Dad sitting in his chair, doing a crossword. He’d serve us glasses of lemonade which we weren’t allowed to drink until after we’d finished our meals. I could have told Dad that even the fizzy gas wouldn’t have stopped Eddie finishing off his plate.


As more distance developed between Mom and Dad, Eddie became more distant, too. All I remember is the fact that Dad’s $75-a-month child support checks dried up and the phone stopped ringing to arrange visits with Eddie. I was crushed because my whole thing at that age was about seeing him.


I knew that our next visit was likely to be our last because Mom had prepared me. We stuck together like glue that afternoon. We were happy in our oblivion, enjoying the present moment like kids do. The last thing Eddie did for me was hand over a parting gift: his prized toy robot—all blue, red and silver and standing about two feet high. It was a super-robot Tranzor-Z and was as high-tech as anything we’d owned. Eddie said he was giving it to me so that I wouldn’t forget him. It was one of those matter-of-fact farewells that kids don’t really understand. I watched him walk off with Dad, and this robot became my playmate for a bit. Eddie then dropped off my radar.
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Taboo, Grammy Award-winning
performing artist and founding member
of the Black Eyed Peas, shares the
inspiring story of his rise from the mean
streets of East L.A. to the heights of
international fame.

ew bands can ever hope to achieve the sort

of global success that the record-breaking

Black Eyed Peas have attained, selling more
than 30 million albums since their formation in 1995.
From their album The E.N.D., which debuted at
#1 on the Billboard charts, to The Beginning, the
Black Eyed Peas continue to dominate the music
scene. The group recently broke the all-time record
for longest successive stay at the #1 position on
Billboard’s Hot 100 list, and their song “I Gotta
Feeling” became the first single to surpass six mil-
lion digital downloads in the United States. But in
this revealing autobiography—the first book to
emerge from the group—founding member Taboo
reminds us that great accomplishments are often
rooted in humble beginnings.

Born in East L.A. in an area notorious for street
gangs and poverty, Taboo was haunted by that
environment, which seemed certain to shape his
destiny. Yet, steered by his dreams to be a per-
former and assisted by fate, the young Taboo was
thrown a rope when he discovered the world of
hip-hop, where talent and love of the music itself
transcended all. Supported by his one true cham-
pion, his grandmother Aurora, Taboo chased his
dreams with a relentless tenacity. He refused to
surrender, regardless of what life threw at him—
including becoming a father at age eighteen.

But even after the Black Eyed Peas beat seem-
ingly insurmountable odds and achieved stardom,
it wasn’t all Grammys and platinum albums. Taboo
delivers a searingly honest account of his collision
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