



“Yeah, BIG means so much to the culture. He inspired a generation. I always play his songs to get me through•Huh? What other BIG? Oh that guy. He’s a really nice person.” —JAY-Z


“His story is an inspiration to anyone looking, not merely to overcome obstacles, but to absorb, process and actually utilize adversity to their advantage.” —WILL SMITH


“Big Boy is not only one of my favorite radio personalities, he is a great person and human being. Heart of gold and man of his word. It’s an honor to call him a friend.” —SEAN DIDDY COMBS


“Big Boy is one of the nicest, funniest, most witty, most generous human beings I’ve come in contact with. Love him 2 death.” —TRAVIS BARKER


“Big Boy is what I call genuine funny. He’s funny when he’s telling jokes, but even when he’s not tryin’ to be he’s STILL funny. That’s not easy. Plus he’s a good dude, another difficult thing to be in this business. Love that guy.” —NE-YO


    “I’ve always believed that when you speak from your heart you win hearts—Big’s friends and fans are the proof. Big has always had the biggest heart of us all.” —Tyrese 
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“I’ve always believed that when you speak from your heart you win hearts—Big’s friends and fans are the proof. Big has always had the biggest heart of us all.” —Tyrese 


This is the weight-loss story you haven’t heard.


Despite growing up homeless, fatherless and facing more than a few problems with gang violence, Big Boy managed to rise to the top of the hip-hop world and west-coast radio scene. He had just one problem.


Over the years, Big Boy was becoming a very big man. As he reached the pinnacle of broadcasting he just kept piling on the pounds until his weight scaled a truly scary 510 pounds. A bet with Will Smith for charity set him on the right path – but he’d need to do something much more drastic if he was going to get well. He’d have to learn to put himself first.


It didn’t come easy. A radical surgical procedure took off the pounds, but it nearly killed him. Even with his health in turmoil, Big continued to entertain while fighting through the greatest struggle of his life.


Now, in An XL Life, the joke song-singing, crank call-making, celebrity interviewing, wise-cracking, all around hilarious, humongous brotha behind the wildly popular morning radio program Big Boy’s Neighborhood shares everything he lived through and learned along the way.


Big Boy, aka Kurt Alexander, is one of the most loved DJ’s in radio today.
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PROLOGUE


IF I WAKE UP AND SEE BIGGIE


All I had to do was wake up. Yeah, I’d be in pain. It was surgery, not a pool party. But I’d already had a weight loss surgery—the controversial duodenal switch—to get a 
handle on the 500-plus pounds I’d topped out at by age 34. I knew I had a high threshold for pain. I wasn’t tripping over a little procedure to remove the 40 to 50 pounds of excess skin I’d been left with since the duodenal switch had helped me lose nearly half my body weight.


Sure, I’d been clowning before the surgery: “Well, damn, if I wake up and see Biggie and Tupac, then I know the procedure went wrong.”


But nothing was going to go wrong. I was Big Boy. I’d been a player in hip hop radio and culture since 1994. And I was still the force behind the live, weekday morning radio show 

 Big Boy’s Neighborhood, which had been the number one rated radio show in our timeslot in Los Angeles since 1999.


Lifer that I am, the best part of my success was when the hip hop world I’d loved from the outside as a kid became my world, too. Ice Cube rapped at my birthday party. Will.i.am flew me to Vegas to check out some new tracks. And I’m not saying that like I’m so cool, either. I’m saying that like I was thinking it when it happened: I can’t fucking believe how dope this is! Just like I know all of you would be thinking too, if it’d been you. That’s how I approach my gig—I’m representing my listeners by going to the places they want to go and taking them along for the ride.


At the time of my skin removal operation in December 2006, I was just where I wanted to be. And I had busted my ass for twelve years to get there. I was Big Boy. Some little surgery wasn’t going to slow me down.


The plan was to cut open my chest, pull off my skin, remove my nipples and put them on a table until the process was finished up. The surgeon would split me down around my bikini line, remove all that love skin, and then tighten it all up in the middle. At the end, I’d have a thousand stitches. I can see you cringing at that description, but it sounds worse than it was.


I didn’t even have to go to the hospital. The whole thing was going down at the Roxbury Institute in Beverly Hills. I’d met my surgeon Dr. Jay Calvert through The Tyra Banks Show, which I’d been a guest on following my weight loss surgery. He was the go-to guy for this kind of stuff. You know how it is—people in Beverly Hills have a go-to guy for everything, especially plastic surgery.


Then, I’d go to a fancy medical hotel nearby, where people recovered from nose jobs and surgeries like mine. Dr. Calvert told me that Cedars-Sinai hospital was down the street, almost as a throwaway, he didn’t really have to mention it, because we would never need to go there.


After the surgery, I woke up. They had moved me to the medical hotel.


I was lying in bed, relaxing. My fiancée Veronica, who’s now my wife, and the nurse were right there with me.


Then, maybe twenty minutes in, it felt like something just hit me. It was a similar feeling to when you get real sick, and it’s all over you, and you can’t get comfortable. Nausea. Pain. Fever.


“I feel so bad, I feel like I gotta throw up,” I said.


Veronica stood at the side of my bed. She looked worried.


“We’ve got to feed him,” the nurse said. “We’ve got to get some nutrients in him.”


Veronica tried to feed me some jello. I was so out of it that it felt like it would not end, like she kept putting the spoon in the cupForever. Once she got the spoon into my mouth, it didn’t help.


Things got worse. My eyes rolled back in my head. It was almost like I had to spit or get sick—something—but I couldn’t. Nothing would come out. My tongue was hanging out of my mouth, and I was making this noise, like I was gagging.


“Baby, are you okay?” Veronica said.


She and the nurse grabbed either side of me—I was still a big boy—and they did their best to sit me up in bed. They leaned me forward, in case I did vomit. And then, I smelled it: blood. My whole back was nothing but blood from the incisions.


“I’m not feeling right,” I said. “I am not feeling right.”


And then, I blacked out.


I woke up to chaos in the room.


“What’s going on here?” I asked. “What’s happening?”


But I couldn’t hold on long enough to find out. Just like that, I was out again.


I came to and heard the sound of someone saying, “Take his blood pressure.”


It was like there was a fishbowl effect on my vision. I couldn’t see the edges of the room, just Veronica and the nurse by my bed. The room was dark beyond them.


“What’s going on?” I said. “ What’s going on?”


And, then, I was out again. They made me inhale some smelling salts.


BOOM! I woke up.


“What’s going on?” I said again. “What’s going on?”


No matter how many times I asked, no one could say anything. Because no one knew. At one point, Dr. Calvert’s assistant was at the foot of the bed. I locked eyes with him. He had this face on him that was just full of fear. That look said it all. They had no idea what was happening or what to do for me.


 Okay, I’m fucked up, I thought.


I took that into my next blackout.


While I was out, I saw Biggie. It could have been the drugs. But I saw him. For real. And, right then, I knew it was bad.


Every time I woke up, it got worse. Veronica was crying, just bawling. The doctors were going crazy.


And then, I heard them say, “We’ve got to take him to Cedars.”


The only way I was going to Cedars was if something had gone wrong.


 Something went wrong. But what?


I couldn’t hold on long enough to find out. I blacked out again.


I came to again, thinking, Oh my God, I’m dying.


It hit me. I thought about my choices. Which way do I want to walk? Do I want to walk through death’s door, or do I want to walk through the door to have more days?


That’s how close I was to the white light.


But I was going to fight.


I didn’t want to die. For years, I’d had the “it can’t happen to me” attitude about what my morbid obesity was doing to my body and my life span. You know what I’m talking about. We’ve all got that part of our personality that tries to look the other way when we’re doing something we know is not good for us. But, finally, I had gotten big enough that I’d been forced to get it: not only could it happen to me; it was happening to me. I would die if I didn’t lose the weight. And I wanted to live.


So I had gotten the most extreme form of weight loss surgery there was. At 500 plus pounds, I knew I was an extreme case. I had thought all I had to do was wake up from that surgery, too. That procedure was supposed to help me lose weight by restricting my eating through the removal of about eighty percent of my stomach. The surgery would cause my body to malabsorb fat by rerouting a portion of my small intestine. But it had also caused my body to start malabsorbing nutrients and nearly starving itself to death, forcing me to fight back. I had survived swelling, blackouts, seizures, feeling worse than I’d thought a brother could feel. I’d already gotten through all of that.


Now, in just two months, Veronica was about to give birth to our first child.


I needed to live.


So I started talking to myself: “Dude, okay. Come on, dude, don’t.”


I started saying anything I could hang onto. This was all about me, the real me—Kurt Alexander—fighting for my life. It wasn’t Big Boy. It wasn’t Big Boy’s Neighborhood. It wasn’t POWER 106 FM. It was me saying, over and over, the God-given name my mom, Ida, had blessed me with: Kurt Alexander, Kurt Alexander, Kurt Alexander. It was me, saying Kurt Alexander’s social security number. It was me, naming all my brothers and sisters. It was me, trying to remember my phone number from when I was five years old. It was me, naming Point View and all the streets I lived on when I was a kid.


I was seriously quizzing and testing myself about every little thing I could think of to keep me here. Finally, I just kept saying: “Come on, Kurt, come on, man, please don’t do this, don’t do this—don’t die.”


They kept snapping me back to full consciousness using the smelling salts. Only, every time I came to, all the panic going on around me was breaking my concentration. My main goal was to stay alive.


I heard someone say, “We don’t have time for the ambulance.”


 That’s bad.


But I blocked it out and kept talking to myself, “Oh my God, dude, you’re dying. Fuck, you are dying. This isn’t a drug thing or, you know, something where you’ll get past it. Kurt, come on, keep fighting, man, please God, please God, please Kurt, fight. Come on.”


I heard: “We’ve got to bring the car around.”


I don’t remember them moving me, but the next thing I knew, I could feel the lights above me. I felt the wind on my face from how fast the doctors were pushing me in the wheelchair. Then, it got cold and I knew I was outside in an underground parking garage. Somebody was trying to get me up into the car. I slid out of their grasp a little bit, slumped down towards the ground, but then they pushed me into the car. I could feel the seat go back beneath me. Veronica was in the car with me, sitting in the back seat. We were driving, and I was still going in and out of consciousness. She was trying to talk to me, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying, just that her voice sounded nervous. I could roll my head over and see her. When I did, she was crying. I just kept hanging on.


 Kurt Alexander. Kurt Alexander. Kurt Alexander. God, please, God, please, God, please, God, please.


The car stopped at Cedar’s. I couldn’t open my eyes. But I could hear the panic in Dr. Calvert’s voice, “We have an emergency. Can we get somebody to help us get him out of the car?”


There was a commotion of some sort. My eyes were still closed.


“Could you help us?” Veronica said.


I opened my eyes. Two hospital workers came over and tried to get me out of the car. They must have thought they had a grip on me, but I was dead weight. I collapsed onto the ground. They picked me up. Then the craziest thing went down. It happened to me all the time, in the grocery store, at the movies, out at a club, but I wasn’t expecting it to happen to me when I was pulling up to the ER.


“Oh, that’s Big Boy,” one of the guys said as they got me into a wheelchair.


I was too out of it to acknowledge them the way I usually do with my fans. I was too busy dying.


But they were right. That’s who I was, Big Boy of Big Boy’s Neighborhood. Big Boy of POWER 106 FM. I had gotten to this place in my career by being Big Boy. And I had gotten to this hospital parking lot by denying what so many years of being Big Boy had done to my health.


But I had made it: Big Boy—and Kurt Alexander—were both still alive. We were both going to keep fighting.
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LITTLE BIG BOY


Even big boys start out little. I didn’t stay that way for long, though. Way before I got my MC handle Big Boy, I came into this world as Kurt Alexander, born to Charles and Ida Alexander, on September 8, 1969 in Peoria, Illinois. I’m the second youngest of seven kids: Keith, Charlene, Sheila, Sherrille, Kenneth (who we call Mouse), Kurt (a.k.a. Big, that’s me) and Nicole.


We lived in Chicago until I was two or three. Then me, Mom, and my brothers and sisters moved to Los Angeles, sometime in late 1972. My mom was pregnant at the time with my little sister Nicole, who was born in L.A. in January 1973. Mom’s brother was already living out there and said to her, “You need to come.” So, Mom moved all of us kids out to California. I grew up across the city—South L.A., West L.A. and Culver City. We didn’t have any money. We were all over the place, landing wherever Mom could find us an apartment, a motel, or in the worst years, just a place to sleep. Dad stayed behind in Chicago.


I don’t know why we up and left like that. I didn’t ever ask, maybe because I never had any memories of things being any other way. Now that I’m an adult with kids of my own, I would ask those questions if I could. At the time, I just didn’t. I don’t think my parents were in the best position as far as their relationship went. Not that I ever heard anything negative about my Dad come out of my Mom’s mouth. In fact, I never heard her say anything about him, good or bad, other than the story of how she came home one day to find him in bed with another woman. He got up and broke my Mom’s nose. I don’t know more than that. I don’t even know if that was the out for her. I never cared enough about my Dad to find out any more about what happened between them, or about him.


The next time I heard anything about my Dad, it was 1986. I was in high school. My family and I were going through our second period of what I call the motel slope. Those were several different periods over the years when Mom couldn’t afford to keep us in an apartment. So we bounced around to different motels in West L.A. When I heard about my Dad again, we were staying at the Sterns Motel in Culver City. When I got home from school that day, everything seemed normal enough. Mom was waiting for me. She worked the night shift and was usually around when my siblings and I got home from school. She would make us dinner and talk to us about how our days had gone.


The motel room was ugly and cheap, as they always were. Thick curtains with a bold floral pattern closed against the glare of late afternoon sun. The carpet never felt completely clean beneath my bare feet. Mom was sure to keep the two queen-sized beds we shared made up, just to prevent things from getting too crazy in there. Eight of us had to live on top of each other in such a small space.


When I bounced into the room on the tail end of whatever hip hop song I’d been rapping in my head on the walk home, Mom was in the room, wearing her house clothes.


“Hey, Mom,” I said.


“Come here, baby,” she said.


I went over to her. She gave me one of her big, wet kisses. I leaned against her and felt safe and good, like only my Mom could make me feel.


“Charles passed today,” she said.


I knew right away that by  Charles she meant my Dad. But I didn’t sit up like, Damn, I wish I could have met him. Or, Damn, I wish I could have had more time with him. Or, Damn, I wish I could have gone back to Chicago to be with him just once. 


None of that.


“What’s for dinner?” I asked.


Maybe that sounds cold to you. But anyone who’s listened to me on the air knows that I’m not a cold person. I’ve cried for the loss of friends and acquaintances. I’d probably be more choked up if I heard about the passing of someone I’d flown with on the same airplane—like, Dude, I was just on a plane with that guy. 


But for my Dad, I had nothing. No feelings at all. Think about it this way: you can’t miss something that you never had. I didn’t ever have a Dad around; so I didn’t know to want him there. If you put down photos of two different gentlemen, I’d have to guess which one was my Dad. Honestly, that fact doesn’t bother me. Never has. I might clown on the show about how my Dad left the family, but that’s the most I’ve ever talked about it or even thought about it. Some people might wonder if these jokes are my way of dealing with a deep hidden pain that I’m feeling on the subject. But there’s never been a part of me that’s wanted to get back at my Dad, or that’s felt like my family would have been better off if he’d been around. I turn everything into comedy. My dad is just another source for material. More importantly, I was lucky enough to have the best Mom in the world.


As soon as my Mom told me that my Dad was dead, I was done with the topic. At some point, I learned that he died from prostate cancer, but I can’t remember if she told me then, or if I found out later. Just like that, the conversation was over. Mom got up and started putting dinner together for me.


I know some readers will think that moments like these in my childhood made me become what they call an emotional eater who stuffed myself with food to dull the upheaval of my youth. For most of my life, I’ve fought this idea because I honestly wasn’t sad as a kid. And because of this, I assumed that I couldn’t have been too emotional about food or anything else. But I’ve recently come to realize that food was a way for me to handle things that overwhelmed me. I’m sure a lot of you can relate to this, even if you don’t want to admit it at first, any more than I did. But look again, and there it is. You very well may have your own ways of comforting yourself, whether they go back to childhood or not. It could be food or alcohol or shopping.


In my world growing up, there were times when food was one of the only things I had control over. No matter what happened, we always ate. Thanks to my Mom, we always ate relatively well.


Food was very important to Mom. I bet a lot of you had mothers who were the same way. She couldn’t always give me and my brothers and sisters everything that she wanted to provide for us—but she could do her best to make sure we were never hungry for long. There were times when we ate sugar and syrup sandwiches. There were times when she had to make a pot of beans last. Sometimes we went to bed hungry. Still, more times than not, she found a way to provide for us. And even though my family’s relationship to food when I was growing up—and what it did to my weight throughout my life—is something I’m still dealing with, I think fondly of that moment when my Mom made me dinner after telling me my Dad had died. Like so many other meals over the years, it was an expression of pure love.


Besides my Uncle, who convinced my Mom to move in the first place, and whom we never really saw after that, Mom and the seven of us kids were all the family we had in or around Los Angeles. My oldest brother Keith is eight years older than me. Between all of us, we were like Moms and Dads to each other, too. Our family unit was so tight. I won’t sit here and say that these were our glory years, with the money problems and all that, but we were happy. We really were.


My Mom was a remarkable woman because, even when things were bad, I never knew it. We were not tearing down money and spending it, but it didn’t feel like we were poor or anything like that. I don’t know how she managed it. In those early days in Los Angeles, Mom was making enough. We were staying in an apartment, we weren’t starving, and we had all the basics. Granted, it was a different time back then. We only had one pair of shoes, a couple pairs of pants—and our socks had holes in them—but everybody was like that. So I didn’t feel it. Somehow we managed to survive and, thanks to Mom, even be happy. I’ve always wanted to be just like her: a strong and loving provider.


Mom worked as a nurse’s aid. Then she became a Teamster, working on the line at different Budweiser, Pabst Blue Ribbon and Miller factories. She did her time there until she got up in years. Then she went back into nursing. While she was working at the factories, Mom was on the graveyard shift. We never could afford to have a car in the family; so, for her to be to work at midnight, she would have to get on a bus at eight or nine o’clock at night just to make the bus connections to get where she had to go. When I think about it now, I can’t imagine even just seeing a woman waiting on a bus bench at 11:30 pm to go to downtown Los Angeles. But she did it. It’s crazy now because, the older I get, the more I realize how scared she must have really been; with seven kids and no man in the house, she had to be the protector and everything else for us. But she never let on that there was anything to fear. We kids knew to look out for one another while she was at work.


Since we never had a car, we were always walking or doing the bus thing. I don’t know how she did it, as tired as she must have been, but as early as 1975, when I was in kindergarten, Mom often picked me up after school. When I came shuffling down the steps of my elementary school, carrying my lunch pail, thighs rubbing together in my corduroys, she was there on the sidewalk, right where I knew she would be. Most of the other kids had moms who picked them up in cars. But I didn’t care. She was there. That was all that mattered to me. She always had her hands full of grocery bags but she would still bend down to give me one of her big, wet kisses right on the mouth.


“Hi, baby, how was your day?” she would say.


“Good,” I would say. “We finger-painted.”


“That sounds fun, baby. What did you paint a picture of?”


Then we would take off together down the street, with her carrying those grocery bags with our dinner in them, walking slowly enough so I could keep up. When we would get to Crescent Heights Boulevard, which used to look humungous to me as a little kid, she would stop and make sure I was right behind her. She couldn’t hold my hand because of the groceries, so she made sure I was as close to her as I could be.


“Hold the back of my shirt.”


I would grab onto her shirt, tight, and make a fist around the fabric. That made me feel safe when the light would change and she would start out into the crosswalk. Across all those lanes of traffic, with the sun in my eyes and the smell of exhaust in my nose, I knew nothing bad could happen to me.


IN 1975, WHEN I WAS FIVE, WE moved to an apartment right near a McDonald’s. I can remember those golden arches so clearly, like they were a mother ship calling me home. I don’t know what it is, but kids just love Mickey D’s. It’s like that food is kiddy crack or something. I’ll bet it was just the same way for you, too. I know it’s that way for my kids now, even though my wife and I try not to let them develop the bad eating habits that I did. It’s hard to say no to that shit once it is in you, you know? From day one, Mickey D’s and I definitely had a major love affair. Even though I loved my mom’s cooking, I always preferred a McDonald’s burger to the homemade burgers that Mom made.


My Mom cooked, unlike mothers nowadays who raise their kids on McDonald’s. Still, sometimes she would go and buy a bag of McDonald’s burgers for all of us. It wasn’t an every day thing. It was a treat. For me, it was a big treat. I don’t recall my brothers or sisters being as into Mickey D’s as I was. But if I got fifty cents or a dollar, I knew where I was going. Mickey D’s was cheap enough that I didn’t have to wait for Mom to give me the money for it. And, with even a little bit of money, I could just go crazy. It was a short walk across the street to get to my paradise.


I liked to eat, but I never thought much about it until that summer. I was five years old. My three older sisters were visiting some of our relatives in Sacramento. It was a lot quieter around the house while they were gone, but other than that, things didn’t seem to change at all. Well, something did change, but I guess I didn’t notice too much because the thing that had changed was me.


On the day that my sisters came back, I was so happy to have them at home again that I met them right at the door when they came in. Like I said, my family was always close, and there was never any of that sibling rivalry bullshit between us. They were always real glad to see me and gave me the biggest hugs. It was a crazy scene—their bags piled up by the door, everybody talking at once—all of the Alexanders back together under one roof again.


Then, my sister Sheila stopped short and looked me up and down. I just stood there, smiling at her, not knowing what she was about to say.


“Oh, Kurt, you gained weight,” she said.


I looked down. If I had gained weight, I hadn’t noticed. I was still the same Kurt that I’d always been. Or at least that’s how I felt.


Sheila looked at our other sisters to see what they thought. They nodded their heads in agreement.


“You got fat,” my other sister said.


 Huh, I’m fat, I thought.


That was the first time in my life that I’d heard somebody call me fat.


It wasn’t like hearing I was fat was so painful that I crumbled and ran into a closet and started eating in the dark or anything. I really was a happy kid, even when my family went through hard times financially. And so, as an adult—and even a morbidly obese adult—when I heard the term emotional eater, I always thought, That was never me. It’s only now, looking back, that I can see that I really was. Food was almost like a security blanket for me. It was the one constant in my life. Happy, sad or bored, food was always there. Even now that I know better, it continues to be a struggle for me not to organize my life around it. You may find that you’re the same way. I know it’s hard to change your mind-set and your habits, but admitting it’s a problem is the first step. Then, it’s possible to make healthier choices.


After my sister called me fat for the first time, we started talking about something else, and then, life went on. We continued with whatever we were doing at the time—probably sitting down to a big family dinner, since food was always a major part of our family celebrations.


Being called fat didn’t hurt my feelings. Believe me, when you get to be over 500 pounds like I did, you spend some time looking back at moments like this, searching for some clue as to how they might have set off certain behaviors later in life. Whatever it is that plagues us—whether it’s eating too much, spending too much or getting married to the wrong people—we know there’s something not quite right in our lives. We know that it had to start somewhere. Some people have a clear moment from their childhood that they can point to as the thing that started it all. I don’t. Now that I’m starting to come to terms with the fact that I’ve been an emotional eater my whole life, it seems to me like many different aspects of my childhood contributed to my problematic relationship with food.


It probably helped that Mom was big—not obese, but mommy-fat—and my brothers and sisters were big, too. Not only that, but a lot of the kids I lived near and went to school with were black and Latino, and they were big too. They weren’t as big as me but they definitely weren’t small. A lot of people in the black and Latino communities can probably relate to this. There isn’t the same stigma about being overweight in these cultures; so, it’s not something to feel badly about.


That moment with my sisters was the beginning of a pattern of denial regarding my weight that I’ve had for the rest of my life. Anyone who’s struggled with being overweight has gone through it, too. It was like there were these brief moments of clarity, when I—or someone close to me—admitted to the problem. But we never did anything about it. We went right back to overeating. It was like there was no connection between all that eating and the weight gain it caused. My family and I kept looking the other way about my weight for the next three decades.
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GO TO SCHOOL


I’ve never been in therapy about all of this stuff. Maybe this is hard to believe, but none of my doctors have ever suggested that it might be a good idea. Recently, my wife and I talked about the possibility with my nutritionist. I’m definitely more open to the idea than I ever was before. But it doesn’t take lying on a couch to the tune of three hundred dollars per hour to figure out that there’s something psychological behind getting up to 500 pounds. I really don’t think it was not having a Dad. It really didn’t bother me. You can say that I’m in denial. And maybe I am. Maybe I’ve got denial so deep that I’m denying that I even have the denial.


I do know there were a lot of factors that contributed to me getting to the weight that I was. I also know that any of us who have struggled to get control over something that’s running our lives, like food came to run mine, or who find themselves dealing with anything that’s making them feel less than they should, has got to find a way to face up to their behaviors and what caused them. But there’s a difference here. I think a lot of people do things because they feel badly about themselves, so it’s like a comfort for them. I never felt badly about myself. If anything, I felt better than average. It wasn’t like my sisters were teasing me when they called me fat. It was more like they were hugging me and loving me, while they said it. I only remember it so clearly because it was the first time I heard the word “fat” used in relation to me. And it was clear that they—and my mom—loved me anyhow. There was nothing I could do—and no amount of fat I could gain—that would change that.


Mom kept on cooking. I kept on eating.


When I got old enough to come home from school by myself, I found her in the kitchen in her uniform or her house clothes—my mom never really dressed up—making dinner for the eight of us. In our family, it was never, “Fend for yourself tonight.” And she didn’t just throw together a meal from frozen food and potato chips, either. My mom was from Mississippi. She could cook. No matter how tired she was, she always cooked dinner. It always came with sides. I walked in, sniffing the smell of food in the air.


“I’m hungry, Mom,” I might say.


“There’s some cookies in the cupboard there.”


This response from her was entirely common. She never seemed to worry about ruining my appetite. She knew I’d eat dinner when the time came around. She let me snack on whatever was in the house. Often, this was something unhealthy. Today, my wife and I try to make sure our kids snack on carrot sticks and apples because we don’t want them to develop the same bad habits I did. When I was growing up, we had fruit and veggies in the house, too, but that wasn’t what I usually picked to eat between meals. Back in the 1970s, your house was probably the same way: full of cookies, potato chips, anything that was cheap and easy and tasted good. Being a fat kid, I was going to feed myself when I was hungry, instead of waiting for someone else to feed me; so Mom taught me my way around a kitchen. I‘d make a grilled cheese sandwich, or I’d grub on something greasy and delicious like that if she wasn’t around.


While I snacked on cookies, Mom would pull a whole chicken out of the fridge, wrestle it out of its plastic wrap and fry it up whole. And I mean she fried everything in that chicken, too. She would have fried the head and feet if it had come with them still attached. She would put that chicken in a big pan of oil, and it would be bubbling, and there would be grease flying everywhere. I still remember how good it smelled. While the chicken fried, Mom would cook up a pot of red beans and rice that she’d keep on the stove for hours. For the other side, she would chop up some collard greens. Of course, she cooked them with a ham hock for flavor. And fat. That was some soul food alright—good for the soul but bad for the heart.


While Mom cooked, she‘d sit down to help me with my homework, which was usually spread out nearby. Mom wasn’t the kind of parent who always wanted to check that our homework was right, and she didn’t get on us about our grades. She was supportive of everything. But she had an eye on my good stuff and my bad stuff. She just knew. She got some lessons of her own in, too. In between stirring the pots on the stove, she sat down with me while I worked.


“Go to school,” she would say, pointing at my books.


I liked to clown Mom to make her laugh, but not when she was talking about something serious. Instead, I would nod my head and get to work.


“Get your education because there will be more opportunities for you to get a good job when you grow up,” she liked to continue. “If you don’t, doors will slam on you. And there’s never going to be anything that somebody is just going to hand to you.”


I would look at her sitting there in her uniform, knowing that she had to go to work in a few hours and that she’d be gone all night. She seemed tired and her workday hadn’t even started yet. She didn’t have to tell me that she wanted better for us kids.


“I love you, baby,” she would say.


“Love you too, Mama.”


Then she would give me a big wet kiss and push herself up from her chair with a sigh. While I continued my homework, she’d go back into the kitchen to check on dinner.


My mom worked hard. Those graveyard shifts were brutal. Today, I get up early to be on the radio in the morning, and there’s some times when I’m tired as hell. But nothing like she must have been. And we had no idea how hard it was for her when we were kids. We were always wandering into her room while she was asleep—not to mention the times when we lived in a motel and she didn’t even have her own room.


I remember standing at the side of the bed, looking down on her while she slept.


“Mom, what’s for dinner?” I asked.


She stirred on her pillow, opened her eyes, and smiled at me.


“What’s that, baby?” she said.


“What’s for dinner?” I said. “I’m hungry.”


“I’ll get up and fix you something,” she said.


“I have a project for school, too,” I said. “Can you help me?”


“Sure, baby.”


She sighed and sat up, stretching her legs over the side of the bed. She never got cross with me, no matter how tired she was. She didn’t have the luxury of being able to catch up later, either. She was just robbed of that sleep. I can remember times when I saw my mom cry because she was so tired. I saw it, but I didn’t understand it, or all that she did for our family. Not until I got older.


But like I said, even when I was a kid, I knew she was special. She was more than just my Mom. Everybody that grew up around us called her Mom. Everybody loved her. Any kids living around us who were kind of out there or having a hard time were always welcome at our place, even when we didn’t have anything. She was so warm and inviting that everybody liked coming over.


And I knew that she really loved me. We all did. She always, always told us that she loved us. She loved us all equally. I never got jealous of my brothers or sisters. But the best moments were when I got to be alone with my mom. One of my favorite memories ever is something she would do, even when I was a grown man. She would be resting, stretched out on the couch, floor, or the bed. When I would come in, she would motion me over to her.


“Hi, baby,” she would say.


I was still her baby, no matter how old, or how big, I was.


I would lay my head on her stomach. It was so soft and flopped a little to the side. We’d stay like that for the longest time. And it always felt like the safest, happiest place in the world. Even when I was grown, and I was Big Boy on POWER 106 FM, I would still lay on my mom’s stomach and feel that good.





EVEN THOUGH WE EREN’T EXACTLY LIVING IN the best neighborhoods all of the time, I honestly didn’t know how much violence there was when I was really little. I don’t remember Mom being scared for us kids when we were out playing or anything like that. But there were some things that were just kind of right in our faces.


When I was eight, there was this 17-year-old kid named Dwayne who lived across the street from us. I really loved this dude because he used to play football with me. And then, one day, I looked out my window, and I saw some guys in suits going into his house. A few minutes later, his mom came out of the house, just screaming. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew it was bad and I kept watching.


Mom went across the street, and when she came back, she was crying.


I almost didn’t want to ask what had happened.


“What is it, Mom?” I asked.


She looked at me but didn’t say anything right away.


“Come here, baby,” she said.


She hugged me tightly, and rocked me back and forth in her arms.


“I’m sorry, baby,” she said. “I know he was your friend.”


“What happened to Dwayne?” I asked.


“He got murdered,” she said.


I started to cry when she told me. I didn’t know anyone who had died.


When I went to Dwayne’s funeral, it was the first time I saw somebody I knew in a casket. After that, it wasn’t like it was natural, but I kind of got used to the idea of death in the way that kids do. I remember thinking:! Oh, Dwayne’s in heaven. And when there were gunshots, I heard them, but I got used to them.
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THE MOTEL SLOPE


Growing up and moving around a lot was a strange way to live, but that’s just how it was. We always seemed to be changing apartments. It wasn’t like we were running from anything. Mom didn’t drink or smoke; so there was nothing crazy we could blame it on. As hard as she worked, sometimes her income just wasn’t consistent enough to keep us in one place for long.


And then, in 1978, when I was nine, we moved into a three-bedroom townhouse. My mom was paying $565 a month. People couldn’t understand how she could swing that. Everybody thought we were rich. But, in reality, we weren’t making ends meet. We got evicted after a while, and that’s when the motel slope started. It was supposed to be temporary, but we were homeless, on and off, for a couple of years after that.


When we moved to the very first motel, after leaving the townhouse, we were only going to be there real quick. We were going to get another apartment. Everything would be better. I trusted my mom, but it was still a weird feeling, going to the motel that first night. I looked around the room, which was small and rundown, and realized that this was our home now.


We must have lived in every motel from West L.A. out to the pier in Santa Monica. I’m not talking about hotels, either. I’m talking about motels that I wouldn’t stay in now, even if I broke down on the side of the road. And it wasn’t like we had presidential suites. There were eight people living in a single room.


I remember going from one place to the next—and then another place and another. I never felt real stable anywhere because I always knew that, at some point, we’d have to leave. A lot of our stuff had been lost in a fire when I was really young. But what we did have, we put in storage. We carried only our basic necessities in duffel bags and plastic grocery bags. That’s just the way we lived.


After a while, Mom couldn’t pay the rent on the storage unit. We lost everything. I don’t have any baby pictures or anything from childhood. To this day, because of that, I have a real problem with somebody taking something from me, or with losing something that belongs to me. I’ve lost so much in my life that I won’t allow it to happen to me anymore.


During these years, my Mom always tried to stay hopeful. She told us things like, “Mommy’s trying to get an apartment. We’ll get out of this.”


But she also couldn’t hide the fact that a lot of things seemed to fall through. There were so many times when she thought she was going to get an apartment. Then there would be some reason why she couldn’t. So, instead of moving into the apartment like we had hoped, we had to move across the street to the next motel.


We were constantly packing up our things and moving. Sometimes it was because the motels had rules about how long we could stay. It was usually for a week. Sometimes because we were a family, they’d let us stay longer, but even then, we had to go after a month. We’d hit our time limit and then we’d move across the street. After we’d hit our time limit there, we’d go back to the original motel. We got evicted from some motels because we couldn’t give them the daily. By this point, my brother Keith was eighteen. He was working, as was my sister Charlene, and my sister Sherrille worked at a drycleaners in those years. Even with their help, Mom just couldn’t keep up. She struggled, and she suffered. Once she got behind, there was no catching up.


It was a slippery slope. We were really struggling. I remember there was this one time when Mom couldn’t pay the motel bill. I was too young to really understand what was going on, but I knew that she was worried about something. Then, Mom went over to the wall, unplugged Sherrille’s ghetto blaster radio, wrapped the cord up, put it in a bag, and got ready to go out the door.


“Mom?” Sherrille said.


“I’m sorry, baby,” Mom said.


I could tell that she really was sorry. Mom was always trying to give to us, not take away. None of us really had much of anything. What we did have meant the world to us. That radio was all Sherrille had of her own, and she really enjoyed it. So it was hard for her when Mom had to pawn it. Of course, Sherrille didn’t try to stop her or give her attitude about it. All of us loved our Mom too much to do anything that would cause her any more hardship. But I’ll never forget the look on Sherrille’s face when Mom walked out the door with her radio that day.
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