
[image: image]




[image: image]



Contents



	Contents

	      Introduction

	  1. The End and the Beginning

	  2. Becoming Perfectly Imperfect

	  3. Life on the Road

	  4. Love and Music

	  5. La Gran Señora Conquers México

	  6. Trials and Tribulations

	  7. Bossing It Up! A Business Magnate in the Making

	  8. Success Comes at a Price

	  9. Unforgettable Baby

	10. Happily Ever After? Love, Loss, and Betrayals

	11. Paloma Negra

	12. Lights Out

	13. The Aftermath

	      Epilogue: Jenni Rivera’s Legacy

	      Acknowledgments

	      About the Authors






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1









	4

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272








Introduction
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In September 2012, just a few months before Jenni Rivera’s fatal plane crash, Jen’s career was as hot as it gets. She was at the top of her game musically, she had TV deals and fans that numbered in the millions, and she was selling out arenas on the regular, but her personal life was in complete disarray. Her complicated matrix of relationships, which had always been fraught with different levels of disappointment and betrayal, was now spinning out of control before her eyes, and everything reached a boiling point around the time Jen was killed in that jet. Maybe it was because of her extreme celebrity, or because of the catastrophic quality of the accident. Perhaps it was because of the fanfare and sadness and everything that comes with such an unexpected tragedy. Whatever the reason, after her death, no one spoke up about what was really unfolding in Jen’s life at the time of her death. Until now. I’m here to lay it on the line and give it to you straight.

After Jenni Rivera passed away on December 9, 2012, my nights were peppered with vivid dreams that haunted my waking hours. I tried to decipher these apparitions of my beloved old friend and sister by choice, but wasn’t sure how to interpret them. All I know is that they moved me to the deepest core of my heart and soul and will forever be etched in my memory. The first one took place on a mountaintop. Jen and I stood together overlooking the entire city below. She was wearing a beautiful white gown and kept repeating, “It’s okay. It had to be this way, and it’s okay. Don’t worry.” I glanced in her direction, speechless, frozen in place. As she continued repeating this statement, tears streamed down my face, we turned back to the view of the city lights before us, and I woke up.

In another dream, she showed up in her casual sweat suit, the warmups she lived in when the spotlight was off, and once again said to me, “It’s okay, it had to be this way, don’t worry.” Then she added a classic Jenni phrase, “Tell the kids to knock their shit off,” and ended it with, “Tell Rosie to be sure to listen.” If I was a betting man, I would bet my last dollar that the person in this dream was really Jen. As her words melted into my consciousness, I suddenly felt my wife by my side waking me and asking, “Are you okay?” She had felt me murmuring in my sleep, struggling to speak in my dream to no avail. Jen’s presence was as strong as ever. I felt she had just visited me, but as wonderful as it was to see her again, it also stirred up endless amounts of pain from the reality of her recent death. Nevertheless, rather than sweeping these dreams under the rug or deleting them from my memories, I decided to hold on to them and replay them in my mind.

I was unable to speak in these dreams, so maybe Jen’s point was for me to listen. Were these just dreams, or could they really be a message I should take to heart? While I pondered the possibilities, the dreams stopped as abruptly as they’d begun … until four years later, when I began working on this book and the Univision series about Jen’s life. It was a sign. As worried as I had been about broaching these projects to the best of my ability and knowledge, I believe Jen would’ve wanted me to speak the truth in her straight-shooting, no holds barred fashion. The time has come for the Jen I knew to see the light of day.

Besides being her close friend and manager, I wore many hats in Jen’s life. I was her security. I was her advisor. I was her ride. I was her balance. I was her backup. I was her right hand. I was her sounding board. I was her brother. And given these many roles, I was intimately caught in the web of her personal issues, including problems with her kids, siblings, parents, husbands, and friends. I was there for support, damage control, or just to lend an ear and make her feel safe.

There was a lot of shit going down behind closed doors. It was far from a perfect life, but Jen never felt the need to hide any of this because she knew it made her who she was. After her passing, it seemed everyone and their mother came out of the woodworks trying to become Jen’s voice, trying to tell their picture-perfect version of her story, trying to apologize for her mistakes. But I know Jen, and she wasn’t one to apologize. She stood her ground and didn’t back down, unless she believed making amends was the right choice, because no matter how stubborn she was, she also had a huge heart and was an incredibly loyal friend. The world saw her as a force to be reckoned with, but she was actually a soft and gentle soul, and one of her deepest secrets was simply her vulnerability.

Now, let me make one thing clear before we go on. This book is not intended to shame Jen’s family or anyone else for that matter. I just want to clarify and explain the complexity behind Jen’s life. I want you to join me in celebrating her strengths and acknowledging her weaknesses so that you can fully understand the perfectly imperfect beauty behind her magic. Jenni the Diva was not an overnight success. Her outstanding career was a product of love, tireless work, and endless battles. She demolished all the road blocks, pummeled all the naysayers, and beat all the odds to shatter several glass ceilings and rise to the top. That’s why this book is so important to me. In reading Jen’s official autobiography, one that her family finished writing for her after her death, I felt it was chock-full of lipstick. But that wasn’t Jen. The Jen that I knew wasn’t about a lot of lipstick; she was raw and real. That’s what her fans loved about her, and that’s what I’m hoping to convey in these pages.

It took me four years to share my Jen story because at first I felt an inherent need to protect her, but now I realize that her life and legacy are meant to be shared and celebrated. I have no ulterior motives. As her close friend and brother by choice, I simply want to do right by her, and if I have to take any heat, I’m ready, as ready as Jen would’ve been if she were here with us today. All I want is for you, the reader, the fan, the admirer, the curious onlooker, to feel and understand the ups and downs, the ins and outs, and the tears and laughs that made Jen the stellar artist and human being we all grew to know and love. It was a tough ride, but worth absolutely every second of it. May these pages bring you some sense of closure and may they inspire you not only to keep Jenni Rivera’s legacy alive and thriving, but also to accomplish your lifelong goals and dreams, no matter how difficult the journey ahead. I know that’s what the Jenni I knew would’ve wanted for you, so, taking a page from her story, don’t let anyone or anything ever hold you back … and make sure to enjoy the ride.




Chapter 1

The End and the Beginning

[image: image]

Jenni crouched down, sat on a parking lot wheel stop outside the hospital, and slowly looked up at me, her dark brown eyes brimming with pain and heartache, simply broken.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said as she glanced away.

“No, you can’t lie to me. Your eyes always tell me the truth.”

Jenni’s eyes were the mirrors to her soul; one glance and I could see through all the smiles and jokes and bullshit and know how she was really feeling.

“Ah, badass Pete, I hate when you do that to me,” she replied in classic Jenni style.

When asked about the last time I saw Jenni Rivera, I inevitably go back to that day, November 28, 2012. My father had just passed away a few hours earlier, and Jenni—my steadfast, kind, giving, loyal, longtime friend—was there, right by my side, offering my family and me her moral support. My father’s death was not sudden, it was not unexpected, he had been sick for a while, and we knew it was imminent. So we were incredibly fortunate to be by his side, surrounding him with love, encouraging him to let go, reassuring him that we would be okay, and I had the honor and privilege of holding his hand as he took his last breath and left this world. This type of loss is far from easy, but there was a sense of peace and closure that enveloped my family and me that day, one that we were also able to transmit to my father as he passed on, one that I only wish Jenni could’ve had when her life came to a crashing end.

That evening, after lending her love and support and taking a few hours out of her busy schedule to be by our side, when it was time for Jenni to head home, my wife and I walked her out to her car in the hospital parking lot, making small talk along the way. When she sat on that wheel stop and our eyes met, I knew something was up, but she was hesitant to open up to us, even though this was something she did on a regular basis at home. However, now, she felt that since my father had just passed, it wasn’t appropriate for her to bring up her problems, but I insisted. I could see my friend was in far deeper pain than I and in need of someone to lean on, maybe even a shoulder to cry on. This was one of the core foundations of our friendship: we constantly supported each other through the good and the bad; we always had each other’s backs. I was in a peaceful state of mind that evening, so I encouraged her to tell me what was weighing her down and causing her eyes to communicate such profound sadness. It was a little tug of war because she didn’t want to break down in my time of need, but she finally let it pour out.

In the close to ten years that I have known Jen, as I used to call her, I have seen her experience a roller coaster of intense, painful, and sad moments in her life. The trial of her first ex-husband, José Trinidad Marín, for sexually abusing her sister and daughters; the incarceration and death of Juan Lopez, her second ex-husband and the father of her two youngest children; her soul mate’s battle with drug addiction; the rape charges against her son, Mikey; the demise of her third marriage … these were all heart-wrenching events, but I had never seen her so utterly hurt and distraught, so emotionally gutted as on that day at the hospital.

Our Hood Queen, la Diva, la Gran Señora, the fighter, the survivor, the woman who everyone, from fans to friends to family, deemed as unbreakable was falling apart before my eyes. As she shared what was in her heart that night, she confessed that she still carried a sense of endless guilt about the abuse her sister and daughters had suffered at the hands of her ex-husband, Trino. She wished she had figured it out sooner, she wished she could’ve done something to stop it, but when she finally found out, more than ten years later, it was too late, for the damage had been done. As we delved further into these events that forever changed the life of her sister and daughters, as well as her own existence, I urged her to let go of all that guilt once and for all. It did her no good and drove her to overcompensate with her children in ways that proved to be unhealthy for all of them.

“You have to forgive yourself. You have to forgive yourself, Jen. You have to.” I kept repeating this phrase, hoping to get the message across to her. I just wanted to see her happy again.

“You know, Pete, I’ve finally accepted that I was also a victim. I was fifteen years old. The first time I even had sex, I ended up pregnant, and he was in his twenties. What did I know?”

She was right, and she’d also suffered domestic abuse, way too much for a teenager to handle, but she somehow managed to keep going. I was glad to see her accepting that she too had been a victim. Then the conversation took a turn into her present life circumstances, the one reason she felt her world had been shattered into a million pieces: her daughter, Chiquis. She was so hurt and in disbelief, trying to come to terms with what she believed was her daughter’s ultimate betrayal. At the time, she couldn’t have cared less about her soon-to-be ex-husband Esteban. Losing a man had nothing against the possibility of losing a daughter. Chiquis was her blood, her baby, her best friend, her confidant; they had been in the trenches together ever since Jenni gave birth to her at fifteen, so the thought that Chiquis had betrayed her in such a way caused her unbearable pain, disappointment, and shame.

Jen couldn’t come to terms with this, she didn’t know what to do, she was as lost as I had ever seen her. She didn’t want to bring any of this to the public light because, at the end of the day, no matter what happened, Chiquis was her daughter and, even though they were not speaking and Jenni was hurt beyond repair, she would never throw her own flesh and blood under the bus. She would never humiliate her princess in that way; she would always protect her no matter what went down between them. But it was eating her up inside, and she finally let it all out and broke down.

Jenni was the glue in the Rivera family—that is even clearer now than it was back then—she helped keep them all united, yet this time she had no idea how she was going to come back from this latest blow. She was like a broken mirror, you could piece her back together, but the cracks would still be visible. She was devastated.

Sitting before me was a woman who was adored by millions, who had rolled up her sleeves and worked tirelessly for years on end to make her dreams come true, someone who had hit innumerable milestones in her career, who had fought tooth and nail to give her children the life they deserved, who inspired countless women who had been knocked down to get up, dust themselves off, and keep moving forward. Yet that day, those tear-filled eyes told me the real story. Our hard-working, unstoppable Diva de la Banda was feeling completely defeated and lost.

When our conversation finally came to an end, I gave her a big bear hug, and told her I was there for her, always. She was my sister, and I was ready to do anything I could to lift her spirits and help her get her personal life back on track. In retrospect, I’m so grateful we were able to share that meaningful moment, those words, that heart-to-heart conversation. I’m glad I was able to be there for her to help lighten the load she had been carrying those past few months, even if only for a moment. I had faith she would be okay and everything would work itself out. I was sure she would eventually be able to pick herself back up again and move on, as she had done in countless other situations. She just needed a little time to figure it all out, but what I didn’t know was that time was no longer on her side.

That day wasn’t technically the last day I saw Jen, but it was the last meaningful conversation we had before she left this world, the one I will never forget. The actual last time I saw her was on December 5, 2012, during the taping of her radio show, Contacto directo con Jenni Rivera, which she taped every Wednesday. She was scheduled to fly to Mexico the following day—Thursday, December 6, 2012—so I stopped by the station to iron out last-minute details before she left. Her dad was a guest on the show that day; she had actually asked him to come with her, but he had to stay behind to take care of some business.

It was another typical day in Jenni’s life, but she was super excited about this particular show in Monterrey because it was yet another milestone in her career. No one in banda music had ever sold out the Monterrey Arena. Selling out that venue was already a huge accomplishment, but doing so in her music genre was a groundbreaking event for her and for banda music in general. She was ecstatic! We went over details after the radio program. I was scheduled to go to Monterrey to oversee production of I Love Jenni. It was the first time the show’s production team would be traveling with her to Mexico. Needless to say, with my father’s passing, I wasn’t able to attend. She asked how all of the arrangements were coming along, wanting to make sure that everything was taken care of, checking to see if I was going to be okay, always remembering to stop and care for others no matter what sunny days or stormy weather she was facing in her life. She also mentioned Chiquis in that conversation, but seemed calmer about it all; she was in better spirits.

I actually remember her being so happy that Wednesday, filled with many hopes, dreams, and goals for the following year, ones that would bring her closer to home and her beloved children. I never imagined that would be the last day I would see Jen. I couldn’t have even fathomed the shock and loss that we would suffer only a few days later. I gave her a hug and said good-bye, happy to see her up and in better spirits, but I knew she was still grappling with a lot within. I couldn’t help but think about that touching, honest, and heartbreaking conversation we’d had a few days earlier. In truth, that no-holds-barred woman who sat on that wheel stop in that hospital parking lot, pouring her heart out and expressing her deepest regrets and emotions, that there wasn’t Jenni Rivera the Diva, la Gran Señora, or La Reina de Long Beach. Her name was Dolores, and that there was the Jen that I knew and loved.

[image: image]

It was ten a.m. on another sunny California morning in April 2003. I was sitting in a Beverly Hills conference room, where I was scheduled to meet with a singer at my friend Anthony Lopez’s request. Anthony was an alumnus from my college, a mentor, and an entertainment attorney who had recently mentioned that he had a possible job opportunity for me. He explained it was the sister of one of his clients who was looking to do something bigger with her music career. She was in the process of assembling her own team, so he asked if I’d be interested in taking a meeting with her. Coming from such a close friend, I said yes without hearing any more details. Then he summed it up for me further: it was Lupillo Rivera’s sister, Jenni; she was looking to make a name for herself. I sighed and immediately thought, Oh, great, another little sister project. Those are usually tough ones to manage because their careers rarely make it as far as their famous sibling’s, but I was already on board for the meeting, so I figured I’d do my friend a solid and see it through. And that’s where I was that morning, at Anthony’s law office, in a conference room, on time, noticing how the minutes continued to tick by with no Jenni in sight.

Shuffling in my chair, I kept checking my watch. Thirty minutes had gone by and nothing. By the time the clock struck 10:40 a.m., I was annoyed and bordering on angry. Forty minutes late? Talk about a bad first impression. I decided to call it a morning and leave; I had waited long enough. While I gathered my things and prepared to head out, the conference room door suddenly swung open and in stormed a woman like a hurricane, exuding a charm that I had rarely seen before. Thirty-three years old, forty minutes late, fake eyelashes and glue in one hand and a vanity mirror in the other, she apologized for keeping me waiting, sat at the head of the fancy conference table and, while balancing the spiky points of each lash on her sharp acrylic nails, a tiny tangle of swords that she maneuvered with precision, she cut to the chase and got down to business.

She was such a force to be reckoned with that any anger at her for being late dissipated instantly. All I could think was, What the hell just walked into this room?! She didn’t even give me time to react. I had been ready to take off, but there was something about her, her strength and sweetness, the way she commanded the room with her presence yet didn’t gave a damn about what I or anyone else thought about her. Jenni had no qualms, no reservations; if she needed to get something done, she’d do it, regardless of the place or the circumstances, and that included wrapping up her makeup routine while holding a meeting with her possible future manager. I couldn’t leave now; my curiosity was piqued. Cool as a cucumber, but wild in the eyes … Who is this woman?

Now, remember, back in those days, we weren’t used to Googling people and doing extensive online research before meeting prospective clients, so it was all about that first impression. That was the person’s one chance to pitch themselves and give it their all to land the deal. I had mixed emotions from the get-go. On one hand, I was completely taken aback, surprised, and intrigued by the situation, definitely not what I was expecting; on the other, I was chuckling at the whole scene in disbelief: Who does this? However, as she began to introduce herself, I quickly noticed she expressed herself clearly and eloquently, and man did she have charisma. That was the clincher right there. If I’ve learned anything in my many years in the music business is that no matter how hard you try, you can’t buy or learn how to be charismatic. You either have it or you don’t; it’s that simple. And Jenni had it by the truckloads. The minute she walked into the room, her charisma took over. Forty minutes late and instead of being upset, I was completely captivated by her persona, paying attention to her every word. Her confidence and charm instantly won me over. I was so impressed that instead of leaving, I perked up in my chair and honed in on what she had to say.

After apologizing for being late, blaming it on the traffic and the long drive from Corona, where she lived at the time, she immediately opened up about her marital issues. I came to find out she was the mother of five and in the middle of her second divorce from a guy who had also been her manager. Jenni was honest and forthright, she explained how her soon-to-be-ex was blatantly trying to rob her, but she didn’t do so to garner pity. She wasn’t playing the victim. She was just laying it all on the table for me to get a better sense of who she was and where she was coming from. Right away Jenni felt like this force, a woman who showed more balls than many other men I’ve dealt with. She came across as determined to win, like some kind of brown Super Woman who would be nobody’s fool and was hell-bent on pushing forward as an artist and performer.

Jenni continued her pitch and gave it to me straight. She was ready to take her career to the next level. She wanted to get out of the nightclubs and start playing major venues, she planned to release a cosmetics line, she hoped to do apparel, she spoke about getting into TV and radio, she dreamed about selling out the Gibson Amphitheater … she wanted to stop being known as Lupillo Rivera’s sister and finally come into her own as Jenni Rivera. She had a clear vision, she had ambition, she was ready to roll up her sleeves and do the work, and she knew that in order to accomplish her dreams and goals, she needed to assemble her own team, one that was solely dedicated to her career.

There was an immediate fierceness about Jenni, a casual round-the-way-girl kind of swagger that at once commanded respect, but also made you feel like you were her blood. I vibed well with her from the start; we were both straight-shooters and ambitious dreamers determined to make our wishes a reality. I understood that she was in the throes of a life transition—personally, professionally, and creatively—and she needed someone to step in and be her sounding board and right-hand man. She knew she was on the brink of something big and needed help to get there.

Meanwhile, I was coming off a successful run with Los Tucanes de Tijuana, a popular Mexican Regional group. As a successful business manager, I had catapulted them into major sponsorships with Coors and had landed them a deal at a major record label. They were booming, at the height of their success, and I felt that I had hit the roof with them, so it was time to move on.

Early on, I dove into the Latin market when I noticed it was in dire need of professional business managers. Back in the day, most managers were usually compadres, friends of the artists who were winging it and going along for the ride, but they didn’t understand the U.S. market because they hadn’t been educated here. So that was my opening. I found my niche. I had a business degree under my belt, knew the local and national business laws, and I understood the gringos. It was a match made in heaven. Prior to Los Tucanes de Tijuana, I had the chance to work with the likes of Juan Gabriel and Joan Sebastián. By the time I met Jenni, my résumé was on point and impressive, and she knew it. Jenni had heard about my success with other great artists, and she was hopeful that I would be able to do something with her too. She was ready and so was I.

From the moment I met her, I felt her bigger-than-life presence, and I knew in my gut that we would create something phenomenal together. And we did. We made everything she mentioned in that meeting a reality throughout her career. From the beginning, she told me the end. I was in the presence of the future Diva, la Gran Señora, the star, but that day I also met Jenni the woman, the hustler, the person who was going to provide for her family no matter what it took, filled with ambition and dreams for a better life for her loved ones.

She had a vision, and I experienced firsthand the blood, sweat, and tears that she shed along the way to make it become a reality. Never would I have imagined, on that first day, how far we would come. Number one hits, international tours, countless career milestones, love, heartbreak, danger, betrayal, and ultimately death. A telenovela has nothing on Jenni’s life because her story was real, not fiction. And even when she took one too many punches and was down for the count, she managed to rise to the occasion, making barrels of lemonade out of all the sour lemons thrown her way. She was everyone’s team captain, she kept the boat afloat and on course; she was our leader, our inspiration, and our friend.

Yet, in all honesty, at first I had my doubts. I wasn’t sure if a woman who arrived forty minutes late to such an important meeting was up to the task. Was she really ready to take this seriously enough to push her career to the next level? I was somewhat skeptical, but also intrigued. She commanded that room like a pro, had clear goals, and had major cojones. This was no damsel in distress, she didn’t need saving, she knew exactly where she wanted to go and how she planned to get there, and she was ready to work elbow-to-elbow to get the job done. But she was smart enough to also realize she couldn’t do it all alone. She needed a team, and that’s where I came in; Jenni knew that I could help her. She was a diamond in the rough, a butterfly in the making, and she knew she had what it takes to make it. After her pitch, I believed her, I was sold.

“Are you down with me? Are you on board?” she asked after wrapping up her intro and pitch.

“Yeah,” I replied, without hesitation, “let’s do it.”

“Good, let’s get to work.”




Chapter 2

Becoming Perfectly Imperfect
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The next meeting I had with Jen was at the recording studio. She had asked me to swing by to listen to her latest album, Homenaje a las grandes, which was being mastered and prepped for release. We sat down and ran through the songs. It was the first time I heard Jenni sing. I honestly wasn’t impressed by her voice. Her lower register hadn’t developed yet, so it was a bit thin and tinny, but I knew that was something she could refine and smooth out with time, so I paid attention to the tunes themselves, the song choices, the message she was sending with this album.

As her new manager, I had to get to know Jenni before moving forward. I had to analyze her as an artist, assessing the pros and cons in her career and what she had to offer. I already knew, from the get-go, that one of Jenni’s unique qualities was her dualities and how naturally she navigated these opposing waters. She was a mom, but at the same time, more like a dad. She was a guy’s girl, at once feminine and tough, and both aggressive and forgiving. Jen could be elegant, but she could be hood to the bone. She was rooted in her Mexican-ness, but unequivocally American. The Mexican-American artists on the scene usually focused on the U.S. side of the border, but I knew that Jenni had the potential to cater to audiences on both sides. Jenni was fluent not only in both languages, but in both cultures. She got what it meant to be American, and she also knew what it was to be Mexican, so our main challenge was figuring out how she could speak to both audiences. I quickly realized that for her to make this happen, she first had to find her voice. It was somewhat of a no-brainer: that was the missing piece of this puzzle, that’s all we needed to complete her crossover and transform her into an instant outright success.

With Homenaje a las grandes, I could tell Jenni was already beginning to let her personality shine through in her music career, not in the songs themselves, but in the album cover. She had ditched the cowboy hat and embraced her Chicana vibe, going for a less traditional image, one that better reflected who she was, with a simple white shirt and silver hoop earrings. Now she needed to do the same with her song choices.

I listened to the songs carefully, but there was no real Jenni Rivera in any of them. It was basically a cover album, somewhat like a highly produced karaoke record. There was no clear sense of direction, and she wasn’t putting herself out there and giving the audience a piece of the real Jenni, but the album was only weeks from being released, so there was nothing to be done now. As I listened, I said, “Wow, that’s great, it’s great,” because I didn’t want to dishearten her, but now I knew what we had to tackle first. It’s not that she couldn’t sing covers of other people’s songs, but she needed to bring it to another level, she needed to put her stamp on them, she needed to own them to the point where people thought those songs were actually hers, and she needed to let that open, transparent, no-holds-barred personality of hers shine through her music. The time had come for her to discover and communicate who she really was; that was what would ultimately create that special bond with her fans, which would be forged through life and even survive her death.

After hearing the last song, I couldn’t hold back any longer and just gave it to her straight. That was the beauty of our relationship from the start: there were no secrets, and because of this, that sense of bonding between us only grew stronger with time. So, I was up front and just put it out there, “Hey, Jen, so the music sounds great, but I think you need to start defining who you are. You need to decide what path you want to take and what you want to say to your audience because there’s no real message here. You’re just taking a bunch of songs you like and putting them together in an album.” She listened attentively. I told her I wanted her to do her homework for the next album. I wanted her to search for the meaning behind the songs, to see what resonated with her, what rung true to her soul. I needed her to connect with the songs on a much more guttural level in order to make them her own. I also asked her to think about what message she wanted to give her fans; that was also a crucial decision, one that she could then clearly portray through her music, both with her future song selections and eventually her own songs. The time had come for Jenni to open up, get in touch with her roots, and sing her story straight from her heart.

For me to help her in this journey to discover her own uniqueness and define the artist she could be, I had to get to know more of her backstory, and that’s how Jenni Rivera the hustler, the mother, the provider was slowly revealed before my eyes.

[image: image]

Jenni Rivera was born in Los Angeles on July 2, 1969, to her Mexican parents Pedro and Rosa Rivera. Her brother Gustavo had been born a year earlier, and she was later followed by Lupillo, Pedro, Juan, and Rosie. I was privy to the inner workings of the Rivera family for more than a decade and can say they are quite a unique bunch. Don Pedro and Rosa were both musicians, obligated to cast aside those dreams to fulfill their traditional obligations. Rosa followed protocol: she got married, had kids, and instead of becoming a cantante, she took on the role of mother and housewife. Don Pedro set aside his personal dreams as a singer and entertainer to comply with the obligations as husband, father, and family provider. They crossed the border and established themselves in California to pursue their American Dream, both of them rolling up their sleeves to work as hard as needed to give their children a better life, while also making sure they were actively involved in music from a young age, likely hoping to someday live out their musical dreams vicariously through them.

As with many large families, the children were constantly competing for their parents’ attention, but they had a competitiveness among them like I’d never seen before, both a blessing and a burden in their lives. It’s all good when you’re in the spotlight, but it sure isn’t easy when your life unfolds in the shadows of that light. Jen had the chance to be on both sides of this coin, so she knew all this too well, and hopped to it from a young age.

Jenni knew that the way to her dad’s heart was through music. That was her “in,” that was the way she would capture his attention and stand out among her siblings. So as a young girl, when she started singing, Don Pedro perked up his ears and immediately felt this was his chance to turn her into a star. He drove her to different talent contests to perform onstage, hoping that someone might discover his little reina. But at one of these shows, when Jenni was eleven, the unthinkable happened: she walked on stage, ready to compete, yet when the music started playing, her mind drew a complete blank. Nothing, nada, zilch, silence. She not only forgot the lyrics, she forgot the lyrics to a song she knew like the back of her hand, she forgot the lyrics to a song that years later would become one of her number one radio hits, “Besos y copas.”

Jenni ran off stage, in disbelief of what had just happened to her. She was devastated, to say the least, and the drive home proved to be pure torture. Don Pedro scolded her nonstop—how could she have forgotten the lyrics to a song she knew so well! … he’d taught her better than that … what she had done up there was totally unprofessional and inexcusable, she should’ve known better—going on and on about what in Jenni’s short eleven years of life had been the most humiliating moment ever. She stared out the window as she heard her father’s raging flood of harsh words, and tears welled up in those big brown eyes as she took the verbal beating. It wasn’t the humiliation of the experience that upset her, but rather her father’s disappointment in her. All she wanted was to make him happy and proud. The whole point of participating in these singing competitions was to spend time with him and enjoy his undivided attention. Music was supposed to bring them together, so when she felt she had failed him and noticed it was having the opposite effect on their relationship, she simply up and quit. Jenni turned to her dad right then and there and vowed to never sing on any stage ever again. The tears rolled down her cheeks freely now. She’d had enough. Little did she know that, twelve years later, the tide would turn, and she would be grabbing the mic once again, embarking on what would be the start of her passion and career for the rest of her life.

But back then her mind had been made up. She shelved her musical inclinations and moved on with her budding adolescence. However, only four years later, in 1984, after Jen turned fifteen, the unthinkable happened: she got pregnant. By 1985 she had moved out of her house, was living with her husband José Trinidad Marín, aka Trino, and was giving birth to her first daughter, Chiquis. She was only sixteen. Meanwhile, her relationship quickly took an abusive turn. Aside from putting her down verbally, Trino started beating her, yet Jen wasn’t about to take that lying down. She was a fighter, and she knew how to throw a punch. She had grown up with four brothers and learned at a young age how to defend herself. So when Trino went at her, she hit him right back. It was not pretty, but Jen was young and she didn’t know any better.

What she thought was the final straw came in 1989 when Trino started beating her while she was five months pregnant with her second child, Jacqie. That night she grabbed Chiquis and left him. She asked her brother Gus if she could rent out his garage, and that’s where they settled in for the next few months. Those were harrowing times for Jen, one of those low points she never forgot no matter how successful she became later. Not only was she pregnant and living in a garage with her four-year-old daughter, but her car was stolen right before her eyes, and her insurance didn’t cover theft, so now she was wheel-less in a city whose distances require a car. She had no choice but to bite the bullet and buy a bicycle—there was no way she could afford another car under those circumstances. So her ten-speed bike was her new means of transportation. She’d wake up bright and early every morning, bike Chiquis to daycare, then ride to work. Jen was a survivor, so she learned to make due with whatever she had at hand. Finally, Don Pedro found out about her situation and asked her to move back home before she had her second daughter and, although Jen was incredibly proud, she accepted. She knew it would be in Chiquis’s best interest to live in a normal home and close to her beloved aunt Rosie.

Then, the tides seemed to take a turn for the better. Jen had received her associate’s degree, had become a licensed real estate agent, and had landed a job at Century 21. She was finally able to breathe again and actually managed to purchase her first home, but in the process she also got back together with Trino. They had another baby together in 1991, this time a boy, Mikey, and she thought they were finally on track to becoming a normal family. But instead of getting better, things got worse. The fights began to escalate again, and by 1992 she finally left Trino for good, not knowing the gut-wrenching damage he had caused her family, something she would discover years later.

In the scope of things, 1992 was a big year for Jen. She not only managed to end the abusive relationship with her husband, she also unknowingly took the first steps toward what would become her future bread and butter: on a dare, while out with friends, after twelve years of vowing to never sing again, she climbed on stage at the nightclub El Rancho Grande, asked the norteño band to play Chalino Sánchez’s “Nieves de enero,” and belted it out to a cheering crowd. As she walked down those steps and felt that performance high, she was flooded with memories of how much she loved singing and realized how much she had missed it. But she still didn’t consider she could make a career out of it.

She was so happy to have reconnected with music that, shortly after that quick stint on stage, she recruited her brothers to help her record an album for her dad as a birthday gift, her first one, Somos Rivera. Don Pedro had founded a successful record label a few years earlier, and everyone in the family had chipped in at some point or other by working at the office, including Jenni. Suffice to say, they had access to recording studios and knew what they were doing. Don Pedro was so happy he started promoting Somos Rivera around town, hoping to make a name for Jenni in the industry. Meanwhile, the real estate business had taken a nosedive, and Jenni was once again hitting another low point in her life. She had to bite the bullet and go on welfare in order to make ends meet for herself and her three children.

Since she had dipped her toes back into the music world, Jenni agreed to play a gig as the opening act to an artist who was on her father’s label, but was horrified when she tried to get paid and the manager propositioned her. He basically said she had to have sex with him before he could pay her. She’d had enough. She was about ready to hang her mic up again, when Don Pedro begged her to record one more album for
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