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Praise for Child X


“As someone who’s deeply studied psychological indoctrination, Child X is a staggering triumph over the unimaginable. A profoundly moving and important book, at once haunting and beautiful.”


—Holt McCallany, lead actor in David Fincher’s Mindhunter (Netflix)


“Child X is a vivid, deeply harrowing memoir of a childhood shadowed by hardship and illiteracy in a dark movement, ultimately of personal redemption and triumphant artistic self-expression. Its message is essential: trauma need not define who we become.”


—Gabor Maté, MD, New York Times bestselling author of The Myth of Normal


“A moving story about overcoming the impossible.”


—Hilary Bevan Jones, film and television producer and first female chairman of BAFTA


“A riveting trek through history and the resilience of humanity, Child X unpacks the legacy and unyielding resilience of a young boy just trying to survive. A book you can’t put down.”


—Jelani Memory, vice president and publisher at DK Books/Penguin Random House and winner of the Eleanor Roosevelt Award for Bravery in Literature


“Child X is brave and deeply moving. Profound and powerful, this work is a cinematic, literary masterpiece.”


—Laura Hearn, former BBC news and current affairs journalist and producer


“As someone who’s seen war, Jamie’s story is an astonishing childhood of the brutality of a different kind of combat. A harrowing and deeply inspiring journey of what a human being can overcome and endure. If blood runs through your veins, read this book.”


—Lt. Colonel Paul Toolan, Ranger and Commander of the 3rd Battalion, 5th Special Forces Group (ret.)


“Child X reveals that resilience and vulnerability are a superpower. Together they are the deafening whisper that says, I will not let my past dictate my future. I was blown away by the power of this story and how it can serve all of us.”


—Jimmy Akingbola, lead actor in In the Long Run (HBO)


“An exploration of the human experience that is at once tragic and soul-stirring. An exhilarating true story of what is possible for a human being to overcome—a vivid road map of the human experience.”


—John Faber, MD, forensic trauma doctor and former national medical director of behavioral health at Humana


“A stirring story of a boy born at the darkest edges of humanity and his road back. Raised by wolves, a lost child can find themselves. Emotional and profound.”


—Frank Ochberg, MD, founding board member of the International Society for Trauma Stress Studies who clinically defined Stockholm Syndrome for the FBI in 1975
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Author’s Note


The movement that Lafayette Ronald Hubbard left behind when he died holds its face behind an invented language and the constructs he created. I’ve changed the name of these terms and these constructs in this book to reflect what they actually are, as one can experience it within the movement, rather than forwarding language that can obscure what something is. Saying what things are, rather than using the movement’s vernacular, is intended to make my story comprehensible and accessible.


There’s a lot of reference to the burning heat of Los Angeles in this book. It was written before the LA fires. It is the city that made me. My heart goes out to the lives lost, and everyone affected by this tragedy. Los Angeles is my hometown and is a city for which I have deep affection and love.











The road was thick with bone,


blood, skin, arms, and severed feet


loose heads


that had been cut high above the throat


suckling at the bosom of our leviathan’s carotid


we all marched on


we had a war to fight


—WAR CRY OF BABALON













PROLOGUE



Mexico


The South burned as the wet sun beat down on the dry plains of the Edwards Plateau in West Texas. Far south, resting on the north bank of the Rio Grande, the city of Laredo was a bustling town of eighteenth-century Spanish haciendas and rust brick buildings. Its name may have come from the Basque for “beautiful pastures,” yet the streets were all Texas heat as a young couple rolled through town in a heavy Ford.


Cottonwood seeds and pollen drifted through the air. There were no towers or skyscrapers. The downtown storefronts stretched lazily toward an endless horizon, by night bathed in the glow of neon signs. The haciendas had gripped this defiant desert since the late 1700s, now a banal setting for the two newlyweds in the car, Roy and Dorothy Gilmer, exhilarated to begin their lives together.


It was August 4, 1940, and they were headed for the crowd of people waiting to cross into Mexico. Soon, the couple imagined, they would be in a place they’d never been, exotic Mexico. Their excitement was innocent and palpable, but far, far away, war was brewing in the South Pacific. Even though the United States would not officially join the wars in Asia or Europe for another year, unease swelled through the line of travelers waiting to cross into Chihuahua.


Roy and Dorothy, idling in their car and waiting to present their papers to the Mexican border guards, had just married on July 26, in Jackson, Mississippi. Dorothy, inspired at the prospect of honeymooning in Mexico, had spent the long drive to Texas sipping water from Roy’s thermos and taking in the scenery to distract herself from the heat. For this Black couple, traveling through the segregated South in 1940 was very different than it is today. What few towns, service stations, and public toilets existed on the road were often not open to use by “coloreds.”


Watching oak groves fly past in the wet heat, Dorothy remembered a drive from Tennessee to Mississippi as a girl in 1926. Her father, James Benjamin Dillard Jr., the town doctor in the small rural community of Henning, Tennessee, had been offered a position at a historically Black university in Mississippi. The entire family—James; his wife, Bettie; Dorothy, the oldest child at nine; and her younger brother and sisters, Jimmy, Lucy, and Maude—piled with all their belongings into their Model T Ford and squished next to each other on one bench seat.


“We were fashioned like sardines in a can,” she would say many years later, “but we had fun.”


The family journeyed 125 miles across Northern Mississippi, along narrow, rustic roads. Dr. Dillard eventually grew hungry, but there were fewer amenities in 1926 than in 1940 and no restaurants on the dusty route, the innovation of roadside diners still a decade away. The family had to find the nearest small town on a map, then park some distance away, out of sight. It was then Dorothy’s job to find a restaurant in town and, using her father’s cash, order food to go. Dorothy had this role because her complexion and eyes allowed her to pass as White.


Her new husband, Roy Jones Gilmer, was a tall Black man with tan, biscuit-toned skin. His deep-set hazel-brown eyes contrasted against high cheekbones and a thin Cary Grant mustache. His neat-cut hair glistened in the South Texas heat. Tucked under an arm was a wide-brim Panama hat, impractical on this one-hundred-degree day, but the anchor of a dignified and respectable man’s wardrobe in the tropics. He wore tailored wool slacks the color of corn, twice darted at the front and hemmed meticulously above shined wingtips. Beneath a linen collared shirt, unbuttoned at the neck, was the lean frame of an active, potent man. He was no linebacker, but his wasn’t the skinny frame of an accountant. Roy was just right; matter-of-fact solid, akin to the strong Craftsman homes being erected throughout the South as the Depression era ended and war loomed.


Once at the border, Dorothy and Roy parked, entered the customs lobby, and approached the Mexican officer. Even though the man was smiling through his bushy salt-and-pepper mustache as they produced their identification papers, Dorothy knew something was wrong.


“Good morning,” he said in a friendly Mexican drawl through his beaming smile. The officer hadn’t even looked up at them closely and seemed barely interested in examining the documents. He offered Roy a brief exchange about baseball. Willard Hershberger, Cincinnati Reds catcher, had just taken his own life hours before a double-header against Boston, and it was all over the newspapers.


Glancing past the officer’s khaki shoulders, Dorothy could almost smell Mexico through the press of humanity crowded into the meager lobby. A lonely steel fan creaked in the corner. Young Dorothy turned to the customs officer’s face just in time to see the happy grin on his stubbled square jaw recede and turn dark.


“Your papers is good.” He paused. “However, I can’t let you into Mexico.”


Dorothy felt a black chill drip down her spine. She had never traveled outside of the South, let alone the country. This was an uncomfortable turn, as she felt her stomach twist up in knots.


“See, it say here,” the officer continued in rough English, “on your papers it lists you as ‘Negro,’ yes?”


He pronounced the word “Negro” in Spanish, voice thick with discouragement. Dorothy suddenly realized that the jovial man, who was the same hue and color as them, had at first thought that they were Hispanic.


“I must take a fee bond,” he said. “One thousand US dollars. We’ll return to you when you come back to the US.” There were different rules for Whites and Blacks at that time in the segregated American South.


The customs officer’s eyes rolled up toward Dorothy. “I’m sorry,” he said. Dorothy shifted her exotic green eyes to Roy, who had turned absolutely cold.


After a beat, Roy said, “Wait here, Dorothy,” and squeezed her arm reassuringly. Then he turned and passed through the thick line of anxious travelers stacked behind them.


Dorothy waited patiently. About thirty minutes later, Roy reappeared and placed $1,000 in cash into the officer’s hands. Roy’s calm expression never wavered; there was no sign of triumph, indignation, or concern. This gesture was as simple as passing the salt at dinner. For the first time, Dorothy—herself the daughter of a prosperous Black physician—became aware that her new husband, a Black man from the South, had more than she understood.


In 1940, $1,000 was an enormous sum, equal to $21,976.50 today. Back then, gasoline cost eighteen cents per gallon; not much more than a pack of cigarettes. Dorothy’s heart jumped; her world grew foggy. She was becoming all too aware of how little she knew about the world.


It was time to grow up.


X


One hundred twenty years before the border incident, Samuel Meharry, a young Irish-immigrant salt trader roving the frontier of 1820s Tennessee and Kentucky, found himself desperately in need of help. Incessant rains had swelled the already vast Mississippi River, turning the dirt roads into a muddy soup. Samuel’s covered Conestoga wagon, heavy with sacks of salt, had become stuck. Forced to abandon the wagon and his horses, the sixteen-year-old Sam set out into savage rains as the faded sun kissed the horizon on its way into night.


Trying to get ahead of the oncoming darkness, Sam, who was a White boy, came upon a small cabin. He didn’t know it as he approached but in it lived a Black family recently freed from slavery. The family became alarmed at the site of a desperate, rain-soaked White teen breathing heavily at their door. Even with their deep fear of slave hunters, who often didn’t distinguish freedmen from runaways, the wary family welcomed Sam in for a meal, then, in talking with him, offered him shelter from the storm and bedding on the floor for the night.


At dawn, the Black father and his sons set off with Sam, hoping the wagon and the horses had survived the torrential night. In the Kentucky wilderness of their day, every step the family took risked discovery and capture by freebooting bands of slave hunters out for bounty despite them being free.


Before the sun was very high, they found the nervous horses still attached to the undisturbed wagon. The Black father and his sons worked with the horses to haul the wagon from the mud. Due to this uneasy act of kindness, Sam was able to deliver salt vital for surviving in the wilderness, but not before he promised this Black family that someday, when he was able, he would “repay their act of kindness by doing something to help their race.”


It took the young Irish immigrant more than fifty years to make good on that promise. In 1876, Samuel Meharry, along with his four brothers, took $30,000 in cash—$863,000 today—to start the first medical college for Negroes in the South.


Today, Meharry Medical School stands between Meharry and Albion Streets on the south side of a soft bend in the Cumberland River just outside Nashville. Its red brick buildings tower above an otherwise flat landscape rich with oak, ash, and elm trees. Laid out in clean, monolithic lines, the imposing school was meant to stand for all time. It became one of the most prominent Black medical schools in the world. It has never been segregated.


Dorothy had first met Roy while he was attending Meharry in the late 1930s. A mysterious orphan, Roy chose to work as a porter at the train station alongside the other medical students. He didn’t want them to know that he, a Black medical student, the son of a doctor and a musician and teacher, had a large trust fund—not only from his grandfather, but from his aunt, a successful Black businesswoman who took Roy in when his parents had died.


Roy was a millionaire in 1940s money, but he didn’t really think about it too much because it wasn’t money he’d earned. This orphaned Black Prince had come from a common yet unseen world on the East Coast of America—that of the accomplished, successful Black families of judges, doctors, and businessmen. It is an American legacy then unknown, and still now unsung.


It should have been my legacy.


X


After Roy and Dorothy crossed the bridge spanning the Rio Grande, the car swerved back onto the baking asphalt in Chihuahua, Mexico.


Dorothy’s heart still sprinting in her chest, she now felt a sweet chill spreading from head to toe, her oatmeal skin alive with sensation. She didn’t ask Roy about the money, how he came to have it, how he didn’t seem concerned to hand it over to the customs officer—who, for all she knew, might use it for drink and women on her husband’s dime.


At the far end of the bridge, with Texas in their rearview, the couple parked their car beside the road. They cranked down the windows and sat in silence, letting the air cooled by the Rio Grande wash over them.


Then Roy eased the car into a gentle left turn. He looked over at his wife, beaming with love. With the hot sun diminishing, my grandparents’ steel chariot raced into Mexico and dematerialized into the amber sun.
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MOTHERSHIP











Chapter 1



THE BABY FACTORY


Scientists argue about whether we can remember anything before we are two years old. For me, I have very clear memories of being just a few months old that come to me in vivid flashes. Caretakers I have spoken to have confirmed these early memories, and now I have a difficult time discerning between what I remember and what was told to me.


A baby born in 1970s Los Angeles, I was whisked at birth from a medical facility on the wealthy West Side to a machine, a decaying tenement on the border of a dilapidated Mexican slum at the edge of Downtown Los Angeles. My mother handed me off to a man and woman dressed in naval uniforms. They gently laid me on a blanket and covered me in the back seat of a bone-white Pontiac GTO, then raced across Los Angeles drenched in oranged sodium-vapor light.


All of us babies were housed in an industrial room on Beacon Street, just behind the Original Tommy’s Burgers, its enormous blue and yellow and neon sign bleached by the sun. Muscle cars grumbled constantly rolling by, vibrating The Baby Factory with the bass of their engines. The expansive nursery was ripe with smells, peeling paint, and cracked linoleum floors caked in dust and slime. The crying and screaming of the other newborns in their rusted, 1970s industrial-steel cribs rang out constantly. Outside my barred windows, I remember beautiful, moon-filled nights with pungent, hot air that warmed and soothed the city. Inside, it was screaming, always screaming.


Aside from our caretakers, few parents or adults came to see us babies. One “nanny” cared for too many babies, who often left us lying for hours in bulging diapers and our own sick. I was a summer baby. In the heat of June, the rancid odor of the room—bodies, sweat, and waste—was overpowering. Our cries went unheard. There were constant illnesses, rashes and fluids—bathing was even rarer than human touch. When bathing did happen, they lined us up in a long, dark hallway in front of the utilitarian shower room. Our diapers, sometimes heavy with days of waste, were discarded. Then we were lifted up and dipped for a few scant moments into yellow bathwater where we were quickly splashed, one baby after the other. The water, odorous and stagnant, remained unchanged until our next scheduled cleaning.


Red is the only color babies can see while their eyes develop the cells to discern color. Through my chronically crusted eyes, I could see in this monochromatic glow one of the “nannies,” a White woman with big, curly 1970s locks and a red top, making her way through the rows of screaming infants. I couldn’t yet discern the apricot prism of the Los Angeles smog, or the exquisite blue of the California moonlight under which no one sang us to sleep. The nights were cold. There were no nannies at night.


My mother loves to tell a story of how one February morning, when I was six months old, an earthquake shook the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains and rocked LA. The babies wailed as The Baby Factory shook. The green fluorescent lights hanging precariously above us swayed back and forth—if they fell, it could have meant death. Paint chips rattled off the putrefied tenement walls. The nannies tried desperately to open the room’s only door, which had jammed shut in the sagged frame from the earthquake.


Five minutes after the quake, when the “nannies” burst in, us babies’ wailing was loud. The caretakers checked the damage through the dust hanging in the air. Broken glass popped under their feet. The woman in red came straight toward me. I watched her face through the rust and worn paint on the crib’s bars. She covered her mouth in a show of alarm and startled amusement as she stared into my jet-black baby eyes.


“This one’s laughing,” she said. No one seemed to hear her over our cries. I smiled up at the nanny.


My mother likes to say that I was the only baby in the earthquake that thought someone was merely rocking my crib.


X


At eighteen months I took my very first steps in life along the nursery’s dusty linoleum floor. The building had likely been a slum for a long time since its turn-of-the-century construction. The dry oak planks were scarred with heavy use, and the adobe ceilings were covered in yellowed paint from years of desperation and cigarette smoke. I often walked through the rows of urine-soaked cribs to the mammoth window and peered out at a sun-bleached world of sky and gaseous bronze smog.


If Los Angeles is full of one thing that you can never ever fully remove, it’s what 1930s LA writer John Fanté described as its dust. Because of the water piped in by the aqueduct, people forget that all of the steel and concrete was built in the middle of a desert, so Hollywood’s early pioneers could shoot films all year round. I’ve heard stories from guilty caretakers about us never going out for months on end; when we did, we were afraid of the sun. When I wasn’t quite two, we were taken out on a rare excursion to see the decommissioned Queen Mary ocean liner in Long Beach. I didn’t understand at the time why the movement would take a group of toddlers to see a 1930s steamship. I had never been outside in an open space with so many people. The giant boat sat there like a gigantic spaceship.


When its steam whistle suddenly blew, I jumped, startled, into the arms of a seven-year-old girl assigned to watch out for me. She and her father left The Baby Factory right after this trip, but when I connected with her later, she said that I had stayed on her mind for almost a half century.


Everything beyond The Baby Factory overwhelmed my senses. I didn’t know it then, but two years before my birth, my older brother, Joshua, born in England, had been smuggled onto this very same gargantuan vessel without papers and brought to America by my mother. Joshua would spend the first twenty years of his life stateless, without a country. I believe that as he grew older, the fact that he never officially existed in his country weighed on him.


There is only one baby picture of me—a Polaroid taken when my grandmother, Dorothy, visited Los Angeles. The movement didn’t need pictures of me. I was secure in The Baby Factory. I have memories of the slum, so many memories, but very few memories of my feelings.


I was numb.


I was one of so many raised in a movement that saw us as property to be kept for their purposes.


X


I was around three when my mother married a Sicilian man named Paco Michel (pronounced “Michelle”), who had children from a previous marriage far away on an island called Hawaii. Back then people in the movement’s private navy could be married to people not in the inner core. This is no longer the case. Even though he didn’t live with us, my stepfather Paco took a strong interest in me, or perhaps he was just Sicilian. It was at this age, with this strange man, that I began to feel anything more than an ephemeral tic of warmth.


Paco was remarkably unremarkable: average height and wiry, with dark Sicilian hair that receded from a sharp widow’s peak, and a long Moorish face. He was kind. When I was two years old he would carry me downstairs from The Baby Factory to the street corner and into Tommy’s for a burger and fries. When I bit into the burger, it tasted like Technicolor: vibrant with flavors I couldn’t describe but I knew it was good. It was juicy with kitchen grease and warmed up my tiny body. Angels.


With Paco’s Sicilian roots, warmth toward children was cellular. His total acceptance of me, this Mulatto brown boy, could not have been more natural to him. Wherever Paco took me, he introduced me proudly and without hesitation as “my son, James.” Whenever I would hear this, every nerve in my body would turn warm. It was a sensation that was unfamiliar and that I didn’t understand. I can only describe it as burning love.


Paco liked to take long drives into the desert, often starting as early as five in the morning. When he picked me up on Sundays before dawn in his faded matte-white Chevy van, I’d sit on the engine cover between the front seats, wrapped in a Mexican blanket. The engine beneath warmed me.


“Where we go?” I would ask him.


“Where the road takes us,” he answered, filling me with a sense of adventure and a hunger to see what was beyond my concrete world.


Paco would take me a half a mile away to MacArthur Park, now a crack-fueled version of what it was. The park is an eight-block swath of urban greenery surrounded by cement and steel on the edge of Downtown Los Angeles. Foaming with drug addiction and despair, in the dusty haze of the 1970s, the park was filled with heroin addicts, criminals, gangs, the homeless, and strangely, a pond where you could rent brightly colored foot-powered plastic paddle boats. As a three-year-old, all I could see was the adventure these candy-colored boats held.


In the park there was a man who gave free candy to the kids—we called him “the candyman.” As a toddler, whenever I arrived at the park with the nannies and other kids, I would wander around the gang members and depleted junkies in the heavy heat, looking for the candyman. The grass was so littered with discarded burger wrappers and the glint of needles that it was hard to find a spot to shade myself from the ceaseless Los Angeles sun.


The park had a Mexican preacher shouting into a microphone amplified by his boom box. In loud Spanish, he yelled about the end of the world. In the searing summer heat, as if in an act of masochism, he wore stiff polyester suits, cheap and soaked through with sweat, with a wide diagonally striped black, brown, and white tie. His hair was always weighed down with perspiration, stuck to his forehead as it glistened in the white-hot light. Even as a child I noticed he always positioned himself in the sun. He yelled into the microphone as if he was fighting the sun itself.


At that time, the neighborhood around MacArthur Park was a known cruising destination for gay men. While I was still a toddler in The Baby Factory, the preacher and future mass murderer Jim Jones, who had been running the Peoples Temple since 1965, was watching Clint Eastwood in Dirty Harry at the Westlake Movie Theater a mile away. An arrest was made. Jones was arrested for lewd conduct and hauled out of the theater by the local Rampart police.


Rampart was a couple of blocks down from the Original Tommy’s Burgers. Thirty-five years later it would be revealed that Rampart was the most corrupt police precinct in US history. It was the nerve center of the murders of Biggie Smalls and Tupac Shakur with Bloods and Crips infiltrating the force. In the summer of 1973, years before some of the greatest anthems of my youth, like “Dear Mama” and “Big Papa,” cops from this station were eating Tommy’s Burgers by the dozen down the street from us packed into The Baby Factory. There was never a time I went to Tommy’s without seeing a half-dozen cops or more eating their lunch.


They did nothing to help us.


X


When I was about three, we left The Baby Factory and were moved to a dilapidated Gothic tenement on Melrose and Gramercy, a mile southeast of Hollywood Boulevard. A quarter-mile away was Hancock Park, a wealthy neighborhood of 1920s Spanish and Craftsman mansions.


My new house was a decaying red brick building that lay three blocks down from the palatial and pearly Bronson Gate entrance of Paramount studios. Since then, it’s been renovated and is now a showroom for expensive fireplaces. It is not uncommon in Los Angeles for neighborhoods with palatial homes to sit next to slums. I didn’t know it at the time, but some of the most iconic films of the 1970s, like Chinatown, were made just down the street from The Red Brick Building where I spent my early childhood.


The slum where we lived was somewhat exotic even in Los Angeles, designed in a Brutalist version of the same Romanesque style as Meharry Medical College in Nashville, Tennessee, where my grandparents met and continued their ascension to Black affluence.


X


I didn’t know that more than five hundred years ago, in what is now known as Turkey, the Islamic Ottoman Empire often demanded children as tribute. The ten-year-old sons of their Christian Albanian, Greek, and Serbian subjects were handed over to the sultan, conscripted into his armies, and circumcised. Called the Janissaries, these fearsome soldiers—now the sultan’s property—trained from childhood. For three hundred years they fought directly under him in wars against Hungary, Austria, and Poland.


Somewhere in the history, the Janissaries revolted. In a response to their rebellion, the current sultan set fire to their barracks, killing four thousand of them. The rest were hunted down, executed, or exiled.


The commander of our movement was a man named Lafayette Ronald Hubbard. If you were to ever leave and speak out against Hubbard’s elite navy after signing his billion-year contract, even as a child, they would sever all your family ties and any relationship you ever had that was connected to his movement. Hubbard had a doctrine: anyone who ever left the movement’s elite spiritual navy was a dreg of humanity, a reduced form of life among humans, scum.


I didn’t know it then, but I had been born and taken away from my parents to be groomed as an asset with no name. I was being trained by the movement to be part of a machine determined for war. In the dorms, all of us kids were being kept in a holding pen until our bodies grew. I lived with a hundred other kids in makeshift barracks lined with World War II industrial bunk beds stacked three high. They could have been the taller cousins of the industrial cribs back at The Baby Factory. Because I was only three and too young to assert myself, I was always relegated to the third-tier top bunk, at least twelve feet off the ground. Getting up to my bunk was like climbing a mountain.


X


Some of my earliest memories were constant dreams of falling. I would wake up on the green shag carpet floor, with the familiar stench of rotting plumbing, to strict military morning assemblies in the dorms—the movement wanted to make sure none of the kids had vanished in the middle of the night. It wasn’t a dream. I was constantly falling from a third-tier bunk and somehow managed not to break my neck. There was a constant pressure: you never knew when older kids were going to beat you or take something you had.


Every morning, the large room was filled with rows of neglected children, laid out in single file lines with our names called out one by one.


“Jamie!”


“Aye, sir!” I responded in the sun-faded Red Brick Building in Hollywood. The pseudo-navy members in charge of us in their unkempt, rarely washed navy blues reeked of cigarette smoke and the odor of going unshowered. They expected us to line up single file by “division” like soldiers and be inventoried.


Because of Hubbard’s doctrine, we were constantly made to clean the crumbling rooms that could never truly be cleaned. This would condition us for the constant labor that would be our futures. Once a week we had to pass an inspection with a white glove—a military exercise where an officer passes a white glove over a wall or a doorframe. We failed the inspection if they found a single speck of dust. I was a three-year-old trying to remove every fleck in a city built on a desert. If one speck was found, we would be forced to reclean everything and not be allowed to sleep until we passed the inspection. We were told that everything would need to be clean for planetary salvation, which we all wanted.


Our playground was an unused parking lot with no trees and rough concrete completely exposed to the sun. There were no smog laws in 1970s Los Angeles. I watched Chevy Chevelles, Datsun B210s, and El Caminos with their chrome trim too hot to touch lurch down the street. The growling of V8 beasts under their hoods gorged on leaded gasoline. Cars backfired constantly. It was hard to distinguish between a car acting up and distant gunfire.


Between the shimmering haze, which was so thick everything more than sixty feet in front of me seemed like a mirage, was a pastiche of screaming signs and strip malls. If you squinted just right in the searing sun, Sunset Boulevard could look like a dirty Monet. The blinding sun and the unceasing smell of burning asphalt and gasoline felt like it was inside and under your skin. The searing heat was uncomfortable, yet so familiar that I didn’t notice it. I sometimes wonder if this constant discomfort inured me to the more serious pain in my life—and the dangerous circumstances that would desensitize me to the physical damage to my body—that lay ahead.


X


On an extremely hot day, when I was around the age of five, we were asked to go downstairs and stand in line. Before us stood adult Hubbard navy members with stacks of paper in front of them. I was completely unable to write, and as I got to my place in line, I was asked if I wanted to be like my mom and help save the planet. I missed her so much, so the opportunity to be anything like her meant the opportunity to maybe see her. I was excited to be connected to her, to be a part of her, like the kids before me in line, and the ones coming after me. I excitedly and slowly scratched an illegible scribble onto a contract, committing my service to the movement for the next billion years.


A private navy adult named Carl stood above the table with his wheat-brown hair and Monkees haircut. “What happens when we fix this planet?” I asked him, wide-eyed.


“We’ll go on to the next planet and fix everyone there,” Carl, in his quasi-navy uniform, answered.


“But how will we get there?”


“We’ll take spaceships to get there.”


Carl said it matter-of-factly, without ceremony.


I saw me and my mother in a big room on a spaceship on a giant bed facing a giant window. Wrapped together in a blanket, she held me and I leaned into her as we sat on the soft bed, her back leaning against the gray wall of the ship. We looked out of a looming flat-glass window built into the spaceship’s alloyed hull, into radiant twin suns burning in the black of space. Before the suns was a giant blue and green planet, similar to Earth, shimmering against the stars.


My heart pounded with excitement for the adventure to come. For days I thought about being with my mom, spaceships, going to other planets, and the goals of the movement: helping people to stay rational, to not get sick, and to always be in control of their emotions.


For the first time, my isolation had a purpose.


Days later, I came out of my dorm room downstairs and heard screaming from the cadet offices at the far edge of the building. I peeked through a doorway into the main office and saw the commanding officer of the cadets, Jess, who was in his late teens, screaming at a thirteen-year-old blond kid named Bryant. They were pushing and shoving each other. Bryant wasn’t listening to what Jess wanted him to do. This was a tenement. There were holes in walls and exposed sockets all over the building. In one sudden motion, Jess grabbed Bryant’s hand and jammed it into an exposed electrical socket. Both of their bodies jolted. Bryant wailed and screamed, shaking his head violently while tears flew from his face. Jess appeared satisfied and content, and it was over.










Chapter 2



NIGHTMARE DIVE BOMBERS


In 1967, several years before my birth in Los Angeles, in East Grinstead, West Sussex, England, Lafayette Ronald Hubbard knew that he was becoming unappreciated by the British government. His time at his palatial 1792 manor house, which he had purchased in 1959 from the Maharajah of Jaipur—with its fifty-nine acres of pristine English fields—was running down. One fine spring day, Hubbard pulled sixteen of his most loyal adherents into a room in the manor amidst those sprawling green fields and started to talk.


“This is not the first time we have been together,” he avowed, alluding to the fact that this unlikely and eclectic group had, in previous lives, worked together to accomplish astonishing acts of valor.


He went on to tell them that the only way for the movement to be victorious was to take to the high seas and be what Hubbard called “fabian”—a reference to the ancient Roman general Fabius, who was known to attack at unpredictable times from unpredictable directions and retreat invisibly into forests where he could not be found. Hubbard was establishing his own private navy that would exist on a flotilla of boats that he would first call the “sea project,” and he, as a former US Navy commander, would appoint himself “Commodore”—a naval rank above captain but below admiral, termed for someone who commanded a flotilla of ships but not a full navy. The term came from a Dutch word “comandeor,” for “commander,” that the French stole from them as “commandeur,” which the British in turn stole from them, landing on “commodore.” This decision by the newly self-ordained naval officer would alter the course of my unborn life.


While Hubbard was on the high seas, my life existed under his command in this Red Brick Building, a tenement slum on the East Side of Los Angeles. It was a time of emotional fear and constant loneliness.


There was the emotional pain of having no parents; both my mother and Paco were off doing important work for the movement, saving the world and trying to make a living. There was the physical threat of abusive “nannies” and older kids. And there was the constant heat and pressure of a smoldering Los Angeles.


My childthoughts went to our quest. Every time I felt loneliness and a bubbling disdain towards my mother for abandoning me, I would focus my childmind on the mission: she was saving the planet. Once the humans were fixed, I would be able to see my mom an hour or two a day. My role was to not make trouble so my mother could focus on her unwavering desire of Earth’s salvation.


The Red Brick Building was set against a long driveway that went from one end of the red façade to the other, across from the “playground.” Because I was exposed to the sun all day, my skin got incredibly dark and my bright, green Mulatto eyes shined as if emanating light. Strangers would stop and stare at me if I looked them in the eyes. I used to think they thought I was blind.


There was a not-so-uncommon event where I fell on the burning cement playground behind the building, like many of us kids. I tripped on a sharp piece of concrete jutting out of the ground from the broken asphalt, and fell on my wrist the wrong way. I was bleeding. I cried out in pain. What happened next might have affected me more than the injury.


A male nanny came out of nowhere. “Stop dramatizing,” the nanny sniped. “Knock off the bank. I don’t wanna hear any more HE & R out of you.”


As a child of four or five, I was often hit with phrases and concepts I could not process. I had no idea what HE & R, Human Emotion and Reaction, meant—but he meant stop reacting, or expressing any human emotion whatsoever. From the time I was born, any expression of emotion was considered “dramatizing”—meaning you’re making something look and sound worse than it is, playing it up for attention. The “bank” was another word for your “subconscious or reactionary” mind and it taking control of you. As an ancient fallen god, any nonlethal injury was insignificant, even if I was a toddler. The nanny was imposing that nothing had really occurred, and I had not been hurt. It was my reactionary mind that had been triggered from horrible events in my previous lives—that’s why I was crying.


In the doctrine, all emotion comes from something negative in the past, and I was groomed to believe that nothing in the present could faze me. In my blind haze, I believed this completely. I felt guilt and shame any time a negative emotion washed over me. Human Emotion and Reaction is not allowed, not even from a toddler. Since I had no idea that “bank” meant your reactive subconscious mind, when I first heard the term, I thought the nanny wanted me to rob a bank.


I didn’t know it then, but to the nannies and to the other adults in their makeshift navy uniforms that smelled of cigarette smoke, I was a trillion-year-old fallen god in a child’s body. I’d been killed in wars. I’d slain armies. I’d commanded battleships, I’d ripped atmospheres off of planets and destroyed alien races. As I grew, I was told in the context of my lifetimes that my childhood was but a mere drip in an ocean of time and that, because I was an ancient spirit with billions of years of experience, I didn’t need to be coddled or cared for—I was an indestructible spirit, and my childbody was an impediment and physical prison that hindered the power of my true identity. At some point, I’d known and done everything in the known universe and beyond, and all I needed to do was remember. Just remember. There would be no childhood. That was stolen—a thievery in the moonlight under a beautiful Los Angeles sky.


X


Earth’s 1960s have been remembered as a utopian time of self-expression and possibility that was needed to overturn a crushing world—and in some ways it was. The ’60s was the social noir that likely caused the physical pressure chamber that would be my childhood over a decade later.


Berlin, Germany, was sliced in two in 1961. German children reached to touch their grandparents through barbed wire before a concrete wall separated them completely. Nuclear missiles in Cuba brought the US and the USSR mere seconds from a world devoured by nuclear fire.


In 1962 Marilyn Monroe died of a drug overdose in LA. Part of America’s soul died with her.


In 1963, in the light of day, President John F. Kennedy had the back of his head blown off in Dallas.


In 1964, conscription started in the United States, forcing drafted young men to go to Vietnam where tens of thousands would die. At nineteen years old, no one wants to die.


By 1965, the shooting of a Black teenager by police sparked six days of riots during a long hot summer in Harlem, just as American marines arrived in South Vietnam for combat. Two air crashes over two days in Japan killed more than three hundred people. War ravaged Africa from Uganda to the Congo. Back in America, Civil Rights activist James Meredith was shot by a sniper while churches burned in Mississippi. American planes also bombed children in Hanoi.


By 1967, a fire during a routine test on the launch pad suffocated to death the three-man crew of Apollo 1.


Then, in 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was gunned down at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. Riots in Watts, riots in Chicago. Black neighborhoods around the nation burned, and the National Guard patrolled American streets with rifles, machine guns, and grenade launchers. The Chicago mayor ordered police: “Shoot to kill arsonists; shoot to wound looters.” By the summer, Robert F. Kennedy was shot to death in the kitchen of the Ambassador Hotel just down the street from my childhood playground, the beautiful but grotesque MacArthur Park. Bobby drew shallow breaths, his insides on fire, torn up by bullets, in surprise and sadness, his blurring eyes staring up into the face of the seventeen-year-old boy who cradled his head and placed a rosary in his hand.


In 1968 guerrilla attacks in Vietnam killed thousands during the Lunar New Year festival. Preceding the war, in 1963, a Buddhist monk in Vietnam set himself on fire, immolating himself on film for the world to see. This image burned Vietnam into the Western mind.


In 1969, a pregnant actress, Sharon Tate, star of Valley of the Dolls, along with four of her close friends, was butchered, her baby cut out of her stomach in her home at 10050 Cielo Drive in Benedict Canyon. As she bled out, she repeatedly wailed, “Mother, mother, mother.” The killers—a self-proclaimed “Family” of hippie anarchists who would usher in the death of the ’60s counterculture of free love, mystic experimentation, and self-discovery through drug-induced self-indulgence—used Tate’s blood to write the word “pig” on the front door. All over the news, these murders mutated American self-perception, setting off thirty years of conservative watchdog-ism that would scour everything from board games to rock ’n’ roll for signs of Satan.


In 1970, National Guardsmen in Ohio opened fire on protesting college students, killing four and wounding nine others at Kent State University. President Nixon then doubled down on the American presence in South Vietnam, and the war greatly intensified. Conflict in Vietnam turned into a national identity crisis that felt like a daily lashing of the mind.


The 1960s was a series of catastrophes that were unrelenting for a decade. A nation’s sense of itself unraveled. No one could have gone through all this and come out whole. It makes sense that this searing psychological furnace spawned a rebellious generation starving for mental shelter and spiritual relief. The boiling point thrust kids coming of age in the early ’70s into escapism, a movement of “free love” and idealism that resulted in millions of illegitimate children and the annihilation of the nuclear family. They dropped in and dived into anything that would balm their blackened minds.


Humans needed a break.


The 1970s, with its disco, heroin, and hedonism, was a reaction to the 1960s and its succession of horrors: the assassinations, the war, the unrelenting pressure.


The conflict in Vietnam finally had entered the American Zeitgeist, culminating in a front-row seat to the death in Vietnam courtesy of LIFE magazine—a grimacing man shot in the face, a teenage girl running naked through a rice paddy, her skin blackened by American napalm.


Every morning over breakfast cereal, the world was hit with a daily shiv of terrible events and human death which could have only resulted in global nihilism, a generation that felt that nuclear fire might be destined to consume humankind. This was real.


A generation became disenfranchised, and searching for a way out of the chaos, mentally exhausted, they joined cults and communes across the world: the Moonies, Charles Manson and his Family, the Children of God, and Jim Jones’s Peoples Temple in the jungles of Guyana, where 909 people, including 300 children, were killed.


And then there was the movement, which my mother left her affluent, proud, and powerful Black upbringing in Hartford, Connecticut, to join. Later I would come to know that there were very few Black people in this mission, and it would make me feel even more strange about where I was brought.


Many Generation X babies were the children of cultists, junkies, schizophrenic veterans, and nihilists. We were the cultic children born from revolutions in movements all over the world. It’s a dark irony that a generation that created so much change, like the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, also created so many cults and left so many abandoned children. While it succeeded in furthering “change,” it destroyed itself.


That is why I was born into a baby factory. Their change became my nightmare.










Chapter 3



GREENWICH VILLAGE


We sat in the sky. All around me was the overwhelming noise of the airplane—people talking and laughing. My older brother Joshua sat next to me, swinging his six-year-old legs back and forth. Paco nudged and whispered at him. They laughed. My mother sat quietly across the smoky aisle. She raised a lit cigarette to her lips, drew in a deep breath, and held it like treasure.


I lifted myself out of the airplane seat, gripping the rounded plastic window frame for leverage, and peered outside. It took all my strength to pull myself up and slide out of the seat belt. I was four, and this was my first time on an airplane. I could feel the growling roar of the engines pulsating every part of my body.


Across the aisle, my mother was quietly lost in a book—probably something by Robert Heinlein or Robert Ludlum. The cigarette burned down almost to nothing. The spaceship of the airplane, with its noise and gathering of people, was new and thrilling. I was so happy to be going somewhere with my family high up in the sky, away from the damp, musty smell of The Red Brick Building.


Through the cigarette haze, I looked at the other people around me. There was a man who wore a dark brown suit, hair pluming from his unbuttoned white shirt. His coal-black hair, long in back, slicked down greasily from a receding hairline. “La bomba! La bomba!” the words came from across the aisle from the man toward my mother. He had been saying strange words since the airport in Los Angeles—“La bomba! La bomba!”—and pointing to his luggage. My mother got up and came back with a stewardess and pointed to the strange, nervous man. “La bomba!” the man said again and pointed to the luggage compartment above his head. He scratched his sweaty lip and smiled; one of his front teeth was crooked. The stewardess explained to my mother that the Italian man didn’t speak any English and had been rebooked on our flight because of a bomb threat on another plane.


It was a waning spring evening when we landed at JFK International Airport. The sun was different here, not screened by a heavy brown haze like I had seen—and felt—in Hollywood. This lowering sun hung in a pale-blue sky, quickly clearing away the clouds, and it felt like a gentle, crisp caress. My grandmother Dorothy, my mother’s mother, had paid for all of us to fly to New York from Los Angeles and visit her in Westchester County.


In the noise of the busy street, my grandmother and her new husband, Robert, pulled up in their cinnamon 1970 Cadillac. Robert silently grabbed our luggage, and I watched him from my stroller as he placed each bag gently into the Cadillac’s huge trunk. Paco stood with my mother on the curb, talking to my grandmother, then placed me in the car. It smelled of oiled leather and oranges, and I drifted to sleep.


When I woke, it was dark, and we were easing onto the sweeping gravel driveway that led to my grandmother’s house at the end of a culde-sac on Meadowview Drive in Hartsdale, New York. Their home was backed up against a small rise that was thick with ferns and tall red pines. Lit by the headlights of Robert’s Cadillac, they rustled in the breeze as if embracing us.


Paco helped me out of the back seat, and I immediately experienced how different the air was from the smog and heat of Los Angeles. The air here was wet, with different smells—the sweetness of the pine trees like grapefruit, the tang of dank water, and the cool dampness of the bushy ferns gathered around the house. It was like nothing I’d ever smelled in my life. I could feel it making my skin wet, making every breath moist in my throat. The sounds were different too. Wind fought through the red pine branches high above, and there was another sound that I didn’t recognize or fully understand: the sound of water traveling over terrain. I felt like I had landed on another planet.


My grandmother’s house was a twentieth-century wooden home with a triangle roof, built of red brick on the ground with light gray timber above on the second floor, but back then to my four-year-old eyes, coming from a heat-baked concrete slum with a habitat of one square block, it was a castle complete with its own moat—a creek rushed from the big hill behind the house and parallel to the gravel driveway of tiny white, gray, and black rocks. It was just a stream running down and in front of a modest house, but from my deprivation, it was a palace.


We entered through the back door, and the first thing that hit my senses was the scent of oranges and the smell of Robert’s cigars. My grandmother was always fighting that smell, using citrus oil to smooth away the robust black-pepper and cocoa odor that attached itself to everything in the house. To this day, the smell of cigars and oranges is one of my favorites. A dignified and robust man, Robert was a Black New York State judge in the city.


If languor and deprivation had an odor, it was The Red Brick Building, with its mold, old carpet, cigarette smoke, infrequently washed bodies, and the burnt-oil stench of traffic. There was no air conditioning; with the windows open, it constantly smelled of car exhaust. At this point in my life, that one square block was the only place I had to compare my grandmother’s home to.


“How about some warmed milk and honey, and cookies?” my grandmother asked. It was completely exotic to me. I was a boy who lived in a slum, who had just taken his first airplane ride. The journey across the country, the stimulation of the plane, the sights and sounds had made me exhausted.


Upstairs, in a living room awash in warm lamplight, were huge paintings. I had never seen an oil painting. I barely knew that vivid, rich bright colors like these were even possible.


My grandmother gave us warm ginger snaps fresh from the oven with heated-up milk and honey to dip the cookies in, where they would get mushy making the spicy sweetness of ginger fill my mouth. I never had anyone before care for me. The sensation was incomprehensible and overwhelming. My heart burned.


Later, in the small, marble upstairs bathroom, wearing a gentle smile, my grandmother removed my clothes and placed me into a warm bath. My stomach rumbled with milk, honey, and ginger snaps.


Very quickly, her joyful face transformed into a grimace. Her eyes bulged. “Paco!” she yelled.


Paco appeared in the bathroom doorway. My grandmother pointed to me, naked in the steaming water. She didn’t explain to Paco, who had been smiling back at her dramatic expression. He turned to look at me, cringed and saddened. His face fell to his chest.


“Get the car!” screamed Dorothy.


Paco nodded with obedience and charged from the room.


That beautiful spring night, we raced to the emergency room in White Plains with a severe infection to my genitals that ran from my abdomen to my upper thighs. That entire area was bright red and tender to the touch. The doctors told my grandmother, my mother, and Paco that if this infection had gone on much longer, it was going to go septic and come close to killing me. It had been there for months, but as I lived in dorms, no one ever looked at my body. I was never taught or asked to shower or brush my teeth as I lived in brightly colored polyester or army blankets that went unwashed. I was so numb that I didn’t even realize the sore was there. Discomfort was all I knew, to the point where it felt like part of me, a limb.


It would not be the last time my grandmother’s accidental attention to my body would save my life.


I could not have known that a decade and a half later, in the same kids’ room where I was staying, with its yellow-and-black-striped comforter, my grandmother would stand for an hour and fifteen minutes trying to explain to me the use of a comma.


She kept calling it “a pause in a sentence.”


I would have no idea what she was talking about.


I would be nineteen years old, semi-literate, thinking I could never learn.


X


In New York, my grandmother’s cousin Amy came to visit. She was married to Babatunde “Tunji” Olatunji, the famed African drummer who became a legend in the 1960s and 1970s for bringing Nigerian drumming to America. He had been a close friend of John Coltrane, and together built the Olatunji Center for African Culture in the center of Harlem—the venue of Coltrane’s last-ever performance in 1967.


A week after recovering from my infection, Shade and Modupe, Tunji’s two daughters—both born and raised in Lagos, Nigeria—came to Westchester and begged my grandmother to let them take me to New York City for the day. The two beautiful, black-skinned young women constantly stared at me and pinched my cheeks. I don’t think I ever looked at Shade and Modupe and didn’t see their round faces smiling. Astonishing in their bright, colorful, cinematic Nigerian dress, they waited on me and washed me in love.


I was a little boy who’d lived in a slum. I had never experienced this level of tenderness before. All of the warmth and human contact felt alien, but I soaked in it—I loved them.


I had no idea that their father was a giant who would someday alter the way that I would see my life. In 1969, Carlos Santana covered Tunji’s song “Jin-go-lo-ba,” which he would one day perform with Eric Clapton. A kinetic, fierce, emotional anthem, the song swept the nation as an instant success. Santana and Tunji would eventually join forces and record together. Tunji arranged for Nina Simone on the album At the Village Gate, and for years played with Miles Davis and Max Roach, eventually backing Stevie Wonder on his soundtrack for Jungle Fever. Tunji was a cultural force.
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