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PRAISE FOR

KANYE WEST OWES ME $300

“Kanye West Owes Me $300 might be the funniest rap memoir ever….It’s a classic LA redemption story of an artist narrowly missing stardom and failing at his first dream, but surviving to write his own second act.”

—LA Weekly

“Triumphantly funny…Karp has a gift for crafting portraits of hip-hop stars that are as funny and revealing as they are succinct, and his take on a pre-fame West is funny but also, like much of the rest of the book, surprisingly emotional and poignant….A book that is something special.”

—The A.V. Club

“Funny, irreverent…There’s plenty of juicy anecdotes, celebrity gossip, and shady industry dealings.”

—GQ

“Hilarious.”

—Harper’s Bazaar

“If the title doesn’t grab your attention, the story definitely will.”

—PopSugar

“The funniest person I follow on Twitter finally got smart and wrote about his unlikely—and hilarious—odyssey as teenage rapper Hot Karl. Karp’s sharp wit and gossipy giggles keep you turning pages, but what lingers is the story of a survivor. This book should be mandatory reading for anyone who has ever wanted to be famous.”

—Kevin Smith, New York Times bestselling author of Tough Sh*t

“If I had kids, I’d read passages from this to them at night. Rap careers definitely haven’t been explored from this perspective, and I’m excited to see the ripples. Jensen’s gonna make some enemies, though. I’ve been on television.”

—Hannibal Buress

“I remember hearing faint whispers about a white kid on the West Coast who got, like, the craziest deal ever from some radio freestyles or some shit. But we never saw anything concrete, so I assumed he was hip-hop’s Bigfoot and left it at that. Who knew it was real??!!! This is the story of the rap game’s Sasquatch.”

—Bun B, Grammy-nominated rapper

“Jensen’s story is so funny and so well written that it’s impossible there’s any truth to it.”

—Kay Cannon, writer, Pitch Perfect and 30 Rock

“Sure, everyone is curious to know what it’s like to be a white rapper, but only Jensen Karp has the wit and humility to reveal what it was like to get knocked down by the music industry, dust off his Cross Colours, and keep moving.”

—Paul Scheer
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Everything you’re about to read actually happened. A few small details have been changed to either build a little creative context or to keep someone anonymous, but even Melissa Joan Hart did that in her memoir, and what’s good for MJH is good for me. Also, like Bill & Ted attempting to finish a term paper, I have manipulated time for storytelling purposes. In case any of these disclosures now has you questioning whether my book is worth your time, I asked my mom to write a paragraph in hopes of convincing you to make the commitment. Here that is:


Jensen is an incredibly loving son who has written a very enjoyable book. When he was three years old, on a trip to the petting zoo, he played the ears of a baby goat as if they were drums and then proceeded to ask the goat its name. Jensen waited a second, looked up at his dad and me, and explained in an excited tone, “Oh right—Billy!” He smacked his own forehead like it was the most obvious answer and it was just plain stupid to ask a goat such a question. This is the exact same way I feel about you second-guessing his book. Thank you.

—Haroldine Gearhart, July 5, 2015

You heard the woman.

Enjoy the book, Billy.
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“You have three brain tumors, but I’m really only concerned with one of them,” the doctor said in his grimmest tone. “The other two seem insignificant.”

“Like Destiny’s Child?” I asked, proving I had no idea how to handle serious things.

No laugh.

I don’t blame myself for making light of a critical medical moment. I still blame myself for thinking the doctor would understand the complexities of Destiny’s Child in the 2000s.

It had all started about a week earlier when, at twenty-nine years old, I woke up with a ringing in my ears that didn’t disappear for six hours. Worried, I made an urgent appointment, and after a standard checkup, my doctor told me that a shot of cortisone would ease what he thought was just inflammation. I sighed with relief, ready for the next small physical ailment that would throw me into a tailspin. (A month earlier, I had Googled “rickets” when I thought my bones seemed tired.) Knowing my hypochondriac tendencies and my overall state of panic, my doctor suggested that the ear ringing might actually be a blessing. It meant that my insurance company would pay for an MRI/brain scan, which, he explained, was always a good thing. “Why not get it?” he asked. “It’s available to you, and they’re usually expensive.” And although this theory would be awful when applied to many things (drugs, semiautomatic weapons, pet lions), I understood the logic.

Soon after the scan, when a nurse called to let me know the doctor wanted to go over the results, I halfheartedly said, “Sure, put him through.” She explained he was very busy and needed to set up a time for me to come into the office. And like a clueless third-grader who keeps asking questions about the stork even after he watches porn, I missed the point completely. “Well, if he’s so busy, let’s make it even easier by doing it over the phone,” I suggested. Her voice got lower, quickly revealing that things were about to suck, and the words “Listen, you need to come in” dragged out, seeping through the telephone line and into my ear. I said, “Sure,” hung up, and then somehow stopped myself from typing “nearest cliff to jump off” into MapQuest.

Once in the office, I watched the doctor’s mouth slowly move as he explained the three “white spots” he’d found on my midbrain, a section in charge of sleeping, walking, and alertness, among other things. So, no big deal, just TOTALLY ESSENTIAL ACTIONS NEEDED TO LIVE. It all got rather blurry at this point, but I found out that the spots’ placement made them inoperable. If the surgeon strayed even a little, I’d incur significant damage or become a vegetable. He suggested I see a neurologist, as if I were graduating to a new level of difficulty, like when you beat Super Mario Bros. 2 and start playing the one where Mario dresses up like a flying squirrel. But no matter what the doctor said, or how he sugarcoated it, all I heard was, “It’s time to go home and plan your funeral.” (For the record, I’d like to be carried into the service while WWE superstar The Undertaker’s music plays.)

I felt doomed, mostly because my family is riddled with cancer. In my immediate circle, we have just under a dozen cases, including my father, who passed away during his second bout. So if your office has a cancer pool, I’m a good pick. (Also, you work with assholes.) My family is to cancer what the Kardashians are to black boyfriends.

Living with that kind of medical uncertainty is something you can’t really prepare for. Sure, a neighbor, or your friend’s great-aunt, or the relief pitcher for the 1985 American League champion Kansas City Royals, Dan Quisenberry, might die of brain cancer, but not you. And in the rare case that you do face this type of horrible revelation, you assume you’ll pass out or scream, or that your entire life will “flash right before your eyes,” because that’s what happens in movies. So, that’s what I planned for. I got sweaty. I felt the tears well up. I even felt light-headed.

But above all else, I couldn’t stop thinking about one thing—not a bucket list or the family members I’d leave behind or why they keep making those awful Fantastic Four movies. My brain zeroed in on one small patch of time from my youth, when I tried my hardest to become, of all things, a famous rapper. My years as “Hot Karl” were repressed memories at this point in my life, but as soon as I heard what sounded like a death sentence, my thwarted, long-abandoned career was once again front and center. My father, whose life-ending cancer haunted me while I awaited diagnosis, had encouraged me during our last conversation to finally accept my extraordinary story, hoping I could come to terms and eventually live without regret, something he wished he had done sooner. I’d assumed I’d have time to face that demon down the road, but now I encountered an urgency I had never seen coming. I knew the Hot Karl story needed closure.

You see, I came extremely close to the entire world knowing every word to my songs, but, near the finish line, things didn’t necessarily fall into place. In fact, my past as a signed rapper is sort of like that song “Detroit Rock City” by KISS. It’s a totally upbeat and rocking anthem, but in reality about a city that’s depressing as fuck.

As crazy as it sounds, I was raised a suburban Jewish kid in the San Fernando Valley yet found myself rapping alongside Kanye West, Redman, will.i.am, and Fabolous. Names like Mack 10, Suge Knight, Justin Timberlake, Enrique Iglesias, and Christina Aguilera considered themselves fans of my work, yet I looked more like a rapper’s accountant than a rapper. I was signed to Interscope Records at nineteen and accumulated more than $1 million rhyming words, but you’ve most likely never heard of me. It’s still hard to believe some of the situations I encountered during my brief, yet unimaginable, stint in the music business. I had the time of my life in studios and exclusive clubs, and most of all onstage, but for the past decade my attitude toward Hot Karl, the alter ego I adopted on a whim, has been like that of a stripper who moves five towns away to raise her new child. I didn’t want anyone to know.

In my youth, every Tuesday I obsessively searched through the new-release bin at a local record store, trying to get my hands on the next big rap song before it blew up, learning everything I could about groups like Digable Planets or Naughty By Nature or Mad Kap, even though no one around me really gave a shit about my discoveries. Hip-hop was nowhere near the global phenomenon it is today, but to me it’s always been the only music that mattered. How I found myself hobnobbing among rap’s elite and watching hip-hop history unfold right in front of my own eyes, I’ll never fully understand, but the least I can do is talk about it now. This book has finally allowed me not only to recount this period of my life, but also to give it the ending it deserves. Consider this the bonus track to an album you never got a chance to buy.

And as it turns out, after a few years of tests and constant monitoring, the Tumor Board at Cedars-Sinai came to a conclusion: my brain tumors are harmless. And even though they would still need to be closely observed for the rest of my life, the doctor thought they might even be juvenile tumors that had stopped developing in the 2000s and have no relevance in present day—like Papa Roach.

When I shared the good news with my mom, she cried, letting me know that she had prayed and knew it would all work out in time. She went as far as to suggest that these juvenile tumors may have given me a mental advantage as a kid, or even helped me as a writer today.

“Maybe these tumors are what make you so smart, Jensen,” my mom brainstormed. “You were always intelligent. They wanted to move you to the gifted program as a kid. They said you were the real bright spot and everyone around you just wasn’t as good.”

“Like Destiny’s Child?” I asked.

No laugh.
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I spent most of my ’80s childhood in a California suburb called Calabasas, which is about thirty minutes to four hours outside of Los Angeles, depending on what time of day you’re driving. In the past few years, this small town has become synonymous with the Kardashian family, since that’s where they live, film their TV show, and most likely sacrifice innocent children in return for fame and riches. It’s not necessarily how I want my hometown to be remembered, but since other notable local heroes include the Menendez brothers and Elizabeth Berkley, I guess it could be worse. It’s always funny to me, though, that a Christian-Armenian family of superficial superstars has become the symbol for this exclusive San Fernando Valley neighborhood, since 95 percent of the area is actually Jewish. I’ll give you $100 if you can find fifty names that don’t end with “–stein” or “–berg” in my high school yearbook. And even though I look like Zach Braff eating matzo, I’m actually only half-Jewish. My mother is Catholic and Armenian, so maybe I am more Calabasas than I want to believe.
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My parents sure had a sense of humor.

I’m talking about the bowl cut.





While I spent most of my time in this posh, yet tacky, city, I actually lived in a neighboring town called Woodland Hills. Look at it this way: if Calabasas is Mark Wahlberg, I grew up in his brother Donnie. We’re technically related, but different in so many ways. Lower- to middle-class homes make up Woodland Hills, while most of Calabasas consists of guard-gated mansions. Many of my friends had last names that also appeared on food products in our kitchen or in the credits of Academy Award–nominated films, so my dad’s hard work as a car salesman stood out among the parents at my school. I was only able to attend Calabasas High School because my mom worked nearby and told the admissions department it would be a hassle to drive me to my local school every day, which at its core makes no sense but weirdly got me a permit. My parents knew that schools in rich neighborhoods got more funding, and despite Puffy asking us to vote or die, this fact hasn’t changed since the ’90s.

Growing up, I always felt like an outsider looking in. When classmates had basketball courts in their backyards or got BMWs with bows tied around them for their sixteenth birthdays, I could only laugh. My parents did all they could to get me everything I wanted, but I was always conscious of keeping my expectations in line with my own life, not my friends’.

In the early ’90s, as I approached my thirteenth birthday and bar/bat mitzvahs became a weekly occurrence, I knew I was in for some real Great Gatsby shit. Each family had to one-up the next, paying no mind to budget, modesty, or even religious tradition for this initiation into adulthood. On the other side of the spectrum, I ended up having my thirteenth birthday party in the upstairs banquet room of a local taco spot that had a DJ booth, a dance floor, and “Kids Eat Free Mondays.” Not only that, but when you don’t have a bar/bat mitzvah, you miss out on endless gifts and around $3,000 in cash from your friends and family. I’d sit at these things, listening to Noah’s Torah portion, depressed and jealous, imagining all the Cross Colours and Air Jordans I could buy with that money. I wasn’t exactly dancing the hora in excitement. But it was at one of these bar mitzvahs, as I sat, filled with envy, at my assigned table, that my life would take a surprise turn into the world of rap music.
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My cousin first introduced to me to rap in 1989, when I was nine years old. I remember him showing me the album covers for Slick Rick’s The Great Adventures of Slick Rick, UTFO’s Doin’ It!, and 3rd Bass’s The Cactus Album; the artwork alone drew me in. Then he played me the music, and I’ve been obsessed ever since that first needle drop. He was six years older than I was, and because of the age gap he had access to all the age-restricted records I couldn’t buy. But, strangely, the curse words weren’t the hook that drew me in, unlike most of my friends who were jonesing for the forbidden and laughing every time Too $hort mentioned a blow job.

While I may not have directly related to rap, as an outsider I understood the passion at its heart. In the same way I get emotional while watching Rudy—despite the fact that I only played a total of five minutes on my winless freshman football team—the angst, dejection, and political commentary in golden-age rap songs spoke to me. Now, I clearly didn’t have the same struggles as Public Enemy or Grandmaster Flash. And many rappers, like Ice Cube and X Clan, made music specifically, and in most cases correctly, criticizing my race. Still, I was hooked on this alternative to the cookie-cutter suburban lifestyle around me. I knew rap music wasn’t mine, but I loved the art form dearly and tried to find common ground where I could.

I would study and dissect each lyric, and the eventual music video on Yo! MTV Raps, like I was Ralphie decoding a secret message during an Ovaltine radio spot. I thoroughly examined every issue of The Source, cutting out pictures of my favorite MCs to tape onto my wall for worship. I focused on albums like Run-D.M.C.’s Raising Hell or LL Cool J’s Bigger and Deffer, mesmerized by the hard-hitting lyrics and aggressive production. Those songs cleared the way for acts like Beastie Boys, 2 Live Crew, Roxanne Shanté, DJ Jazzy Jeff & the Fresh Prince, Biz Markie, and EPMD to enter my lexicon, and there was no turning back. Rap music was still something a white kid had to actively search for; nowadays it’s hard to find a white kid without their own mixtape. While my classmates were engulfed in things like Little League, karate, and ballet classes, I was trying to figure out where I could buy sunglasses like Kool Moe Dee’s or what size Adidas I could comfortably wear without laces. It was my hobby at a time when most of the people around me didn’t even know rap existed.

When I performed “You Be Illin’ ” for my third-grade talent show, one teacher asked my mom, with a straight face, “What type of music is this?” Some classmates weren’t as innocent with their questions. When I started writing my own rhymes in the sixth grade, almost everyone ignored me, and when they did eventually pay attention, it was to call me “wigger” and keep moving. But no matter what they said, I confidently wore my baggy JNCOs and that one T-shirt with Bugs Bunny and the Tasmanian Devil wearing their clothes backwards without a care in the world.

This backfired on the last day of sixth grade, when I was chased around school by fifty other male students who ridiculed my love of black culture, hip-hop, and dancing. They yelled obscenities and “Vanilla Ice!” at me as I tried to find refuge in different spots on campus, but they’d eventually find me and start yelling again. The most offensive part about the attack was that I hated Vanilla Ice. But I didn’t expect them to respect my preference for credible hip-hop over commercial rap, let alone give me a second to explain the difference. Luckily for me, the bell rang and summer vacation started. I continued to write my own songs, and, that next year when I returned to the same school, I not only became friends with many of those bullies, I formed a rap group with one of them, one of only a handful of black kids in my entire middle school, Rickye. We called ourselves X-tra Large, which, yes, was a reference to our dick size.
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Even in third grade, you have to respect my rapper pose.





Maybe secretly I did wish I was the kid in the chair being hoisted above his friends and family at every bar mitzvah I attended that year, but the one thing I openly loved about them was that the DJ would always end up playing rap music. Yes, we’d have to sit through “Celebration,” “YMCA,” and “Unchained Melody,” as well as the instrumental Muzak they played when food was served, but as the evening went on, the parents would sit down and the party would quickly turn into an episode of The Grind. Most of my peers were into rock music, from softer glam bands like Poison to harder metal like Sepultura, which is as likely to get people dancing at a bar mitzvah as Mein Kampf on tape. Since the DJs hired for these things were in their early twenties and from Hollywood or the greater Los Angeles area, they were itching to play Heavy D & the Boyz, De La Soul, and Dr. Dre, just as much as I was itching to hear them. With dances like the Cabbage Patch and the Robocop becoming popular, mostly with white suburban girls, you could look forward to a nice set of hip-hop, even if “Ice Ice Baby” and “The Electric Slide” had to be the entry drug. New York had the Tunnel; we had the Rosenthal reception.

And this one specific bar mitzvah I attended in 1991 was no letdown, as many current rap songs got spins. But it wasn’t until a few songs in, when Black Sheep’s “The Choice Is Yours” played, that I sprang up from my seat, ready to do the Running Man. It was my favorite song at the time, and I couldn’t help but rap along to Dres’s words, which I had already studied to the point of knowing where every syllable and breath was supposed to sit. The MC must have seen my attention to detail, because he feverishly ran over to ask if I could do it into the microphone. I said sure, both because I was in the zone and because I didn’t understand how to avoid being bullied. But thanks to years of rapping into my bedroom mirror and pretending I was on Soul Train, I spit the verses with ease. The MC was visibly impressed and pulled me off to the side, just as the grandparents came up to light candle number eight.

Most of my gimmick at the time was that no rapper in the world looked like me. I was a clean-cut, scrawny twelve-year-old, a better fit for a Boy Scouts meeting than a Big Daddy Kane concert. And because of that fact, the MC knew he was on to something. He immediately asked for my parents’ phone number, and after proving to them he wasn’t going to molest me, a man named Demetrius Cash became the official manager of X-tra Large.

Demetrius was one of the first black adults I ever interacted with. As crazy as that sounds, it’s true. My grandfather, who was raised in Iowa, told stories of seeing a black man for the first time in his late teens at a supermarket. He asked his father why that man was “made of chocolate,” which, although innocent, does seem like something only a Sacha Baron Cohen character would say. While I was not as isolated as my grandfather had been, not one school I attended, from kindergarten to twelfth grade, employed a black teacher. A common nickname for my hometown is still “Cala-blackless.” It’s the Utah Jazz of the San Fernando Valley. My family never really traveled beyond Nevada for vacation either, so even though I was wildly obsessed with music largely made by black rappers, I had very little firsthand experience with minorities in general.

I still don’t know if Demetrius Cash was actually born with that money-centric last name, but he was so convincing—and confident in my abilities—that I would’ve believed anything he told me. He was around twenty-one years old and dressed strictly in silk button-ups and Z. Cavaricci jeans, constantly looking like he was auditioning to join Jodeci. He was as skinny as a twig, but heavy in bravado and charm. After the bar mitzvah where he approached me with the mic, he’d call my house every day, detailing his plan to make X-tra Large a household name. Another Bad Creation and Kris Kross were at the height of their popularity, with more obscure, and hardcore, kid groups like Da Youngstas and Illegal also releasing music—so there was an obvious spot in the marketplace for our act. Demetrius Cash was ready to lead me and Rickye to that Promised Land.

Demetrius immediately rented a dance studio and started holding rehearsals, focusing on dance routines instead of songs, while at the same time coming up with a plan for our show. Even though I never took a formal class, hip-hop dancing came to me naturally. I would watch videos from Bobby Brown and the In Living Color Fly Girls, then emulate each dance step almost perfectly. Demetrius was transforming X-tra Large from a pipe dream into a full-fledged group, and we gladly followed his lead. The only rule I was adamant about, as the duo’s main songwriter, was that Demetrius couldn’t give any input or critique on our lyrical content. It’s a demand that seemed rather pretentious for a twelve-year-old, but I always knew my words were important.

There were a few outstanding issues with X-tra Large, however. Even though we’d decided what our first album cover would look like (us standing in the middle of a Parental Advisory logo holding our crotches) and what we’d wear for shows (button-up shirts and ties), we didn’t actually have any songs. I had notebooks and notebooks full of lyrics, but no beats, so X-tra Large was technically shit out of luck unless we decided to become slam poets.

To address the fact that we didn’t have our own instrumentals, we planned to open with two crowd-pleasers by current artists (the Black Sheep song that Demetrius discovered me mimicking and the then popular Kris Kross hit “Jump”), not unlike karaoke. Then we’d surprise everyone with our new, and only, original song, “Killin’ at the Playground,” a scathing diss I wrote about Another Bad Creation, a popular kid-rap group founded by Bell Biv DeVoe member Michael Bivins. In the song, I relentlessly made fun of ABC’s names, music, style, and, yes, penis size. I had nothing against them, but I knew my real talent rested in rhyming aggressive insults, emulating battle raps I had heard from rappers like KRS-One and Tim Dog.

I also knew that targeting groups at the top of the charts would be an easy way to garner attention without much experience or music of my own. We found an existing instrumental that heavily sampled the S.O.S. Band’s “Take Your Time (Do It Right)” and decided it would be the perfect beat for “Killin’ at the Playground,” a song where I, as a preteen, claimed, “Iesha, I had her, she’s nothing,” thereby celebrating the fact that I fucked the fictitious girlfriend the group sang about on their biggest hit. Bob Dylan I was not. No matter what came out of my mouth, though, X-tra Large was ready to take the stage. We had Demetrius. We had fully realized dance routines. We had an original song that could get us beat up. We had a lot of Cross Colours. And I had a partner who would, Demetrius excitedly explained, give me the “street cred” I needed.
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Rickye Kidd lived really close to a freeway. I remember that because when I first visited his place in the seventh grade, he informed me that that’s “how you can tell if someone is poor.” If I felt the economic and racial divide of Calabasas, Rickye was plagued by it. Living in a small apartment on the border of Calabasas, he was raised by a single mother after being deserted by his dad at an early age. While we played Lakers versus Celtics on Sega Genesis, he revealed that his parents were never married, which was a situation I had never heard of before. He was one of the shortest kids in our grade, standing under five feet tall, but he looked like, and had the tenacity of, a bulldog.

When we hung out, I’d notice the stares. Mall employees would shadow us closely in stores, as his skin color appeared to pose a shoplifting threat. When this happened, Rickye would whip around and angrily ask if something was wrong. When the startled clerk answered no, Rickye would turn to me and nicely ask if I wanted to leave with him, and I would. His unwavering confidence made him a bully at times, especially when he’d been part of that mob chasing me around school. But no matter how hard he tried to act, his big infectious smile and flattop—a perfectly groomed cross between Kid from Kid ’n Play and the top of a mushroom—quickly let you know his ferocious growl was actually that of a puppy dog.

Rickye’s mother’s main goal was to make life easier for him, which explained the relentless hours she worked as a doctor’s assistant in order to live in a specific zip code and assure him better schooling. She would wake up early every morning to make him breakfast and iron and starch his color-matched T-shirts and long shorts. She also always made sure he had the new Air Jordans for every basketball season. My mom remembers trying to set Rickye’s mom up on a date just to give her a break from parenting, but she told my mom she didn’t really want to bring a man into her life until Rickye was an adult.
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X-tra Large in da house!!!

(My parents’ house. That was our fireplace.)





Rickye’s mom was determined to raise him right and got irritated when I would write curse words into songs, making sure they were delegated to my parts. My mom’s only rule, on the other hand, was to try and avoid the f-word, a guideline I was willing to follow, since she had to drive me to every rehearsal. In turn, Rickye played the Vinnie to my Treach or the Phife to my Q-Tip, delivering hard-hitting lines I wrote for him but leaving the quotable punch lines for my animated voice. Rickye was just as impressive of a dancer as I was, but we both knew that seeing a suburban white kid master the Roger Rabbit was a more arresting visual than his own footwork. Talent didn’t really matter with my gimmick. Demetrius knew I needed Rickye, though, almost twenty years before Dr. Dre had to tell us it was alright to love Eminem and before T.I. had to endlessly defend Iggy Azalea. Kidd X, the name Rickye took on to honor Malcolm X, helped the audience digest my foreign presence.

Demetrius was connected with West Coast hip-hop, so he got us opening slots on a few local shows, including a performance before Ice-T’s Rhyme Syndicate and Tone Lōc, who was fresh off the success of “Wild Thing” and “Funky Cold Medina.” The opportunity to rap onstage felt like a dream come true, but to be in the same conversation as some of my idols was mind-blowing. So after months of rehearsing, two children in neckties took to the stage in the heart of Hollywood (chaperoned by their parents, standing sidestage), at a packed Club Spice on Vine, to perform two songs everyone knew and one song that made fun of Michael Bivins’s meal ticket. We were excited and nervous, but believed the months of practice would pay off.
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My mom kept every one of my show flyers, including this first one. It would be funny if one of you guys prank called her one day saying you’re with the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and need the collection for display.





The two cover songs bombed right off the bat, most clubgoers probably wondering if the organizers found us on a street corner outside the venue. As the second song ended, I noticed the lackluster response and started to regret everything Demetrius had planned. Had cell phones been invented, we would’ve seen a few hundred people checking their Facebook accounts at once. The DJ sarcastically said into the microphone, “We gotta get them done, ’cause it’s waaaaaay past their bedtime,” leading to a few laughs from the audience. While they were at our expense, at least they were a reaction.

When the DJ was done belittling our act, there were a few seconds of silence, which was just enough time for us to catch our breath. However, because we expected applause at this point, the stillness wasn’t something we’d planned for. As the awkwardness built, I knew it was a life-or-death moment for X-tra Large. I hadn’t endured years of insults for liking rap to be ignored now, in front of the largest crowd I might ever perform for. We had to impress everyone with our next song, our own work, and I had to leave no survivors. I entered a zone—one I would encounter a few other times in my career—and, in the most arrogant tone I could muster at the age of twelve, quickly improvised, “Alright, this one I wrote a long time ago. It’s called ‘Killin’ at the Playground.’ ” (Small note: I hadn’t written the song “a long time ago,” mostly because I WAS TWELVE. I had actually written it that month, but I heard Johnny Cash say something like that once and I always thought it sounded cool, so it just came out.)

I knew as we tore through the song that our practices had paid off. Everything was executed perfectly, and I even spontaneously made a motion at my crotch when I angrily rapped, “We wouldn’t be called Large if we didn’t have somethin’.” The other rappers waiting backstage, guys who would perform later in the night, were visibly freaking out after every punch line and yelling at Demetrius to “get the whiteboy a louder mic.” The audience was applauding every time we went at Another Bad Creation, each line getting meaner and meaner as we emulated and satirized gangster rap to get our point across. Halfway through the song, I looked at Rickye, and, on mic, said, “We did it, man.” Demetrius, who stood behind us onstage, knew we were on fire, and I started to feed off his energy as well. I felt electric, jumping around the stage, finally finding the confidence I’d showed for years in my bedroom. To close the song, Rickye and I had dance solos, because that’s what happened in the ’90s, and during my routine, the rappers, now enthusiastically pumping their fists and smiling, chanted “Go, whiteboy!” at the top of their lungs. I executed moves I hadn’t even tried before. I was like Teen Wolf, but for rap, not basketball, and, thanks to my Armenian heritage, just as hairy. When the song ended, the room erupted. Well, that’s what I assume, because right when I finished dancing, we were quickly escorted out of the building, unable to bask in the glory. Because no matter how ill we were, twelve-year-olds weren’t allowed in a bar.

We were the highlight of the show, and both Ice-T’s camp and Tone Lōc’s friends immediately bum-rushed us outside, asking about working together. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing as one industry professional after another came up and told us how great we were. It felt like every guy who approached us was vying to take us under his wing. The offer that stood out most was from Donald D, a rapper himself and a member of the Zulu Nation and Ice-T’s Rhyme Syndicate crew, who was allegedly cowriting a lot of Ice-T’s raps. Donald told us he would help develop our act, along with contributions from other Rhyme Syndicate members like DJ Aladdin, Evil E, Hen Gee, and eventually Ice-T—so in essence, we would become their hip-hop apprentices. Soon after that show, we distanced ourselves from Demetrius, who admitted that we might need someone with a little more experience. Although he was the first real source of encouragement for my talents, I never saw or worked with Demetrius again.

Starting that next week, my mom would drive us out to Hollywood on weekends to hang with Syndicate’s gangster rappers. We would sit around Donald D’s studio, recording on tracks for the first time and learning how to properly write songs. It was like if Def Jam ran a summer camp. At first, my mom would stick around as we worked, fearful that if she left it would quickly turn into a scene from New Jack City. The Syndicate guys would laugh, telling her not to worry and to let us have some creative space. Funny enough, the one time she did leave me alone to pick up lunch, a guy showed me his gun and Donald D taught me what a condom was.

About two months into working together, and with a few songs now under our belt, Rickye and I were starting to feel confident, so Donald set up a photo shoot to get some promotional shots. He explained the importance of these pictures: they’d be the first thing prospective fans would see as music started to roll out. He emphasized how critical it was to get them right, especially since I was a new face to rap, and even pushed our parents to make sure we got our “beauty rest” the night before. Rickye and I were excited, considering that the moment we had formed the group at our school’s pep rally, we’d predicted what our first photo shoot would look like. When we arrived at Donald’s apartment the day of the shoot, it felt nothing like our prophecy.

Two weeks had passed since the infamous 1992 Los Angeles riots, all sparked by racial tension from the Rodney King verdict. There were days of looting, arson, and fights, spreading across most of the city, even causing the National Guard to protect our local shopping mall all the way in Woodland Hills. Fifty-three people were killed, over two thousand were injured, and there was in excess of a billion dollars’ worth of damage to the inner city. So when Donald informed us that we’d be driving around South Central LA, taking pictures in front of burned-down businesses and rubble, Rickye and I were visibly uncomfortable. We both called the suburbs our home, and I knew as a middle-class white kid, this was probably too much. I expressed concern to my parents as the edginess of the photo shoot escalated, but Donald assured us we didn’t have anything to worry about. He claimed to be our “hood pass” and promised this was the way to go. When all was said and done, he was wrong.

The scrapped photo shoot depicts Kidd X and me in the middle of South Central Los Angeles, holding bats and wearing beanies and surrounded by debris and ashes. I still have nightmares about the confused, and angry, looks we got from passersby. Donald directed us from behind the camera to look tough, even having me stare down the camera with a frown, an unbuttoned shirt, and a baseball bat in one setup. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he had us pose with crowbars, pretending to break open the window of a deserted liquor store. Despite his enthusiasm, I realized that our ideas for X-tra Large didn’t match Donald’s. I begrudgingly posed for the photos, but I explained to Rickye on the way home that this might not be for me. I realized we had picked the wrong management company and longed for the days of Demetrius. Even at twelve, I knew, like a prepubescent Pitchfork critic, that this “lacked credibility.”
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Oh, you thought I was kidding?





We did record a few more songs for the Syndicate guys (including a Christmas track I hope no one ever releases, even ironically), and I ended up only meeting Ice-T once in passing, so over time everything started to feel slightly weird—the start of a consistent pattern in my hip-hop career. Once the mainstream controversy over Body Count’s “Cop Killer” took center stage, a duo of dancing and rapping interracial kids in suits didn’t seem like a good fit for Rhyme Syndicate anyway. Donald D swore he knew that gangster talk from innocent young boys would sell, but I just didn’t want to know who was buying.

Only a few months after we met him, Donald D abruptly stopped returning our calls, which were getting more and more frustrated on our end. Somewhat scarred, I would cautiously wait years to professionally rap again. Our dreams of becoming famous disappeared for the time being, and X-tra Large once again became two unknown students who bragged about having huge dongs in Calabasas, California, the hometown of the Kardashians.
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The only things that had hits in this picture were the baseball bats.





“KILLIN’ AT THE PLAYGROUND” LYRICS, 1992

(written by 12-year-old Jensen Karp)
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(intro)


This one is dedicated to all the mental hip-hop midgets, Another Sad Creation…

Swinging the trigger of the gat, small little young guys make you wanna shoot that,

XL is in the house to set the record straight, finally ABC gets to see their fate,

We hate to see you dancing and jumping around, I shoot my gat at the playground,*1

You know what I’m saying…awww, chorus time.

(Baby, we can do it.)

Killin’ at the playground, it’s the K to the I to the double L-I-N, killin’ at the playground is what I’m saying.




Now that we got rid of the intro,

It’s about time we loosen up and let go, boomin’ out the stereo Dolby style,

If you don’t like it return it for a free trial,

Kill at will, everybody’s at a standstill,

Before you get another top-ten hit, you better grow,

Chris, Mark, Red, Dave, Ro.

Ro?

Where the hell’d you get your name?

Were your parents watching hours on the aisles of Soul Train?

You may think you’re playing our game,

Ha ha, I bet Lil’ Dave ain’t just a clever name,*2

We see you at the AMAs, lookin’ like straight gangsters,

But you’re just damn pranksters,

Boyz II Men wins, you wish,

Like Cypress Hill said, you dug your own ditch, ditch, ditch, ditch.

(Baby, we can do it.)

Killin’ at the playground, it’s the K to the I to the double L-I-N, killin’ at the playground is what I’m saying.




Hey, Dallas, get your hands off TLC,

I want ’em saved up for the Younger MC,*3

Always playing basketball, like to see you shoot,

You could be Spud Webb and I could Manute,

You’re about three-two, if you’re lucky three-three,

I’ll still block the hell outta you, it doesn’t matter to me,

I’ll be sinking every shot, makin’ triple doubles,

ABC—you’re in trouble.




(Baby, you can do it.)

Iesha, Iesha, don’t wanna meet cha,

Iesha, Iesha, don’t wanna meet cha,

Iesha, Iesha, don’t wanna meet cha.




Iesha, I had her, she’s nothing,

We wouldn’t be called Large if we didn’t have somethin’,*4

To make her feel nice we’re saving up our pennies,

All I had to do was take the tramp to Denny’s,*5

Alright, we’re being harsh, alright, we might not mean it,

We might end up being friends, I guess that’s how we’ll leave it,

For now we say PEACE, we’re out the door,

Call us a little later if you wanna hear some more.






*1 Always a stickler for authenticity in rap, I also looked to shock or create a stark comparison between my words and my age/innocent look. Mentioning a gun is
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