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			Introduction

			I am a professional troublemaker.

			What is a professional troublemaker, you ask?

			A professional troublemaker is not the person who brings chaos into the midst of any room they are in. That person is a troll. A professional troublemaker is not someone who insists on speaking to hurt feelings. That person is a hater. A professional troublemaker is not someone who wants to disagree with people just because they wanna play devil’s advocate. That person is a contrarian, and Satan never told anyone he needed a supervisor, so I’m not sure why so many people volunteer for the position.

			A professional troublemaker is someone who critiques the world, the shoddy systems, and the people who refuse to do better. As a writer, a speaker, and a shady Nigerian, I am the person who is giving the ­side-­eye to folks for doing trash things. I am the person who is unable to be quiet when I feel cheated. I am the person who says what you are thinking and feeling but dare not say because you have a job to protect, or you’re afraid of how it will land. I even wrote a whole book called I’m Judging You: The Do-­Better Manual. A book that I TRUST you’ve read by now. If you haven’t, well, I’m judging you. *Clears throat.*

			While a professional troublemaker isn’t someone who manufactures chaos or crises, they do understand that chaos can come from being honest and authentic and going against the tide. Because in a world that insists on our cooperation even in the face of perpetual turmoil, not standing for it makes you a rebel. Professional troublemakers deal with it because they have a cause. They are often sharp tongued and misunderstood but always golden hearted. A professional troublemaker is committed to speaking the truth and showing up always as themselves, and is almost unable to bow in the face of a world that demands it.

			People often ask me how I am confident in who I am, and how I have the nerve to say what I say. I’ve always shrugged and said I don’t remember not being this person. Whenever I got in trouble when I was little, it was usually for my mouth. Being a Naija gal, I come from a culture that prioritizes age when it comes to giving respect, but that never sat well with me. Which is why Little Luvvie got punished usually for telling someone older that she didn’t like what they were saying or doing.

			But it’s also because I come from a long line of professional troublemakers. My grandmother, Olúfúnmiláyo.` Fáloyin,* was the one I got to see as I was growing up. When I really give it thought, I realize I got a generation’s worth of courage from Grandma.

			My grandma was the chairlady of the board of directors of Team No Chill Enterprises. As an elder Nigerian stateswoman, she was the epitome of Giver of No Dambs.† She was too old to be checked. She knew how to take up the space she was given, and in the times she wasn’t given space, she took it. She did all of this with a smile and charm that made her magnetic. She wasn’t rude but she was direct. She wasn’t hateful, but you would hear her speak her mind. She was ­open-­hearted and ­open-­handed and she prayed with the same fervor that she’d use to lambast you. She could not stand to see people cheated or treated poorly. In her honesty and given the fact that she approached everything with so much heart, she was deeply loved by so many.

			This is the crux of what it means to be a professional troublemaker.

			When Troublemaking Meets Fear

			My first book, I’m Judging You: The Do-­Better Manual, asks us all to commit to leaving this world better than we found it. I wrote Professional Troublemaker: The ­Fear-­Fighter Manual  because in order to do better and be a professional troublemaker, you gotta do some scary shit. This book is the HOW to I’m Judging You’s WHAT. How do we make sure we aren’t leaving this third rock from the sun in worse shape than when we showed up? How do we make sure this rotating water sphere doesn’t up and quit us? (Well, that answer, I don’t know. Mother Earth shoulda definitely kicked us clean off it by now because we’ve been such dreadful beings.)

			There is a lot to fear in this world. In November 2017, I opened the TEDWomen conference with a talk called “Get Comfortable with Being Uncomfortable,” which addressed this very subject. When the talk was posted, it was watched more than one million times in a month. At this point, it has received over five million views and continues to climb. Every single day, I get messages from people from all over the world talking about how much impact it had on them. The response lets me know that this idea of living through fear is a major pain point for people. We are afraid of simply showing up in the world, and it affects everything around us as a result.

			But here’s the thing: We’re human. Fear is God’s way of making sure we’re not being utterly stupid and jumping off mountains without parachutes. God is like, “Let me put something in these beings I’m creating so they aren’t constantly coming back here before their time. Because I know their ­goof-­asses need limits.” However, the same tool that keeps us from putting our hand in an open fire and leaving it there is the same one keeping us from telling our boss we cannot pay our bills because of how low our pay is, and that we need a raise to be able to live properly.

			One of the things I’ve learned in my journey is how much fear could have stopped me at any moment from doing the thing that changed my life. Or doing that thing that led to me meeting the right person. Or doing the thing that allowed someone else to do the thing that changed their life. We talk about “living our best lives,” but how are we gonna do it when we have fear holding our ankles down like some dad sneakers? (I will never understand why them UGLASS‡ dad sneakers are a thing. Your feet look like they’re embedded in some rocks as you drag those bulky things around all day. Why are people against nice things? Anyway, I digress.)

			I don’t think we can overcome fear. It’s a constant fight and we will get endless opportunities to do scary shit. I’m not going to sit up here and say, “These are the tactics to do away with fear.” Some degree of fear will always remain. But even though we’re constantly afraid of being burned, not everything is a volcano with molten lava to avoid. Instead, we need to stop expecting fearlessness and acknowledge that we’re anxious but we aren’t letting fear be our deciding factor.

			We have to learn to fight fear like we’d fight the hairstylist who messed up our haircut after we told them we only wanted them to cut two inches for a bob but they went on a trim spree and you ended up with a bowl cut. We gotta fight fear like it called our mama a “bald-­headed, trifling bitch.” We must fight fear like it drank the last glass of orange juice but left a swig and then put it back in the fridge. Rude AF.

			Folks like me, who are committed to speaking truth to power, aren’t doing it without fear. We aren’t doing it because we are unafraid of consequences or sacrifices we are making because of it. We are doing it because we have to. We know we must still charge forward regardless. We must listen to the wisdom of mother Maya Angelou when she said: “Courage is the most important of all the virtues, because without courage you can’t practice any other virtue consistently. You can practice any virtue erratically, but nothing consistently without courage.”

			For the professional troublemaker, the truth, of ourselves and of the things around us, is more important than the fear that stops us from pursuing it. The things we must do are more significant than the things we are afraid to do. It doesn’t mean we don’t realize there are consequences. It means we acknowledge that they may come but we insist on keeping on.

			Professional troublemakers recognize that fear is real, and that it’s an everlasting hater, but it must be tackled.

			This book is a middle finger up to fear.

			Now, I say all this acknowledging that there are systems that make saying “Fuck fear” riskier for some of us. Our marginalized identities compound the effect of wanting to step out of and over our comfort zones. I know that it can be a privilege to be in the position where you feel like you have the choice to be a professional troublemaker. That is why I’m hoping that this book, written by a Black woman, an immigrant who was poor at some point (but didn’t know it), somehow allows you to have the gumption to be a troublemaker for yourself.

			I think it is important that we know what our problems are, and that we create the solutions for them. We need to create the world we prefer to live in.

			That being said, everything I ask of you in this book I ask of myself first, and I ask of myself always. This book is my excuse to tell ME to continue to make trouble in the best ways. It is me giving myself permission to not be fearless, because fearlessness doesn’t exist. I think the fear will always be there, but what’s important is that I go forward anyway. This isn’t a life of sine metu (Latin for “without fear”). It is a life of “I might be afraid but I won’t let it stop me.”

			What I’m sharing in this book is what I would have loved to tell ­ten-­year-­old me so that she could always find the confidence to be different. Along with: Don’t let them glue that weave in your hair for that college dorm fashion show. It’s gonna pull out your hair and sabotage your edges for a couple months. It ain’t worth it.

			This is also the book I needed when:

			
					I knew I really didn’t want to become a doctor but since it was the dream I’d tied myself to since I was little, I was afraid of choosing something else.

					I didn’t call myself a writer even though I’d been writing four times a week for nine years, and my words were reaching people in ways I’d never imagined.

					I was asked to do the biggest talk of my career and I turned it down two times before saying yes because I didn’t think I was ready, and I was afraid I’d bomb onstage.

			

			This is also a book I need now, in the times when I’m not feeling so bold. It’s a book from me to me that I’m letting other people read. Because even now, I still need the prompts I’ve put here. Even now, I still need to remind myself to do the scary shit I’m compelled to do and deal with how it falls. Even now, I still stop myself from time to time. This book is for me: the me from yesterday, the me from today, and the me in the future who will need the extra push. It is the book I want to give to my kids one day to embolden them to move through this world unburdened.

			In the BE section, I’ll be talking about the things we must get right within us before we can do the things that scare us. Because half the battle is with our own self, our own insecurities, and our own baggage. We gotta Harlem Shake it off. (Did I just age myself? I’m fine with it.)

			In the SAY section, I’ll be pushing us to use our voices for our own greater good, and therefore everyone else’s. We’re so afraid to say the things that are necessary, and it is part of the reason why we find ourselves constantly fighting a world that doesn’t honor us. We’ve gotta say what is difficult even when our voices shake.

			In the DO section, I’ll be encouraging us to start putting movement to that voice we’re unsilencing. A Ralph Waldo Emerson quote I love is “What you do speaks so loudly that I cannot hear what you say.” It is time for our actions to start proving the truth of our words.

			Throughout this book, I’m also going to share stories of my grandmother, because her life is truly my biggest lesson on living beyond your fears.

			My hope is that the next time you want to do something that takes your breath away as you think about it, you’ll find words in this book that tell you, “Yo. You got this. Even if it fails, you will be okay.”

			­So . . . let’s get to it.
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			Me telling on someone to my grandma at her sixtieth birthday party, and her making it seem like what I had to say was the most important thing in the world. One professional troublemaker to another.

			

			
				
					**Pronounced Oh-LOO-foon-me-LAH-yaw FAH-low-YEEN.

				

				
					†Damb: Because it’s more fun than “damn.” Get used to this.

				

				
					‡Uglass: Ugly + ass. Uglass. 

				

			

		

	
		
			BE

			We have to make some internal shifts if we wanna fight fear, because what we think is possible is a major part of how far we can go. In the BE section, we’re going to talk through the work we gotta do within us, so that even when we’re afraid, we’re ­forward-­moving.

		

	
		
			1

			Know Yourself

			We fear our full selves.

			[image: ]We are afraid of who we are, in all our glory (and grit). We’re constantly searching for that person. Or forgetting that person. Or repressing that person. Instead of standing strong in who that person is.

			Being FULLY ourselves is necessary for us because it serves as a grounding force. I find that’s the case for me. There is a lot to be afraid of in this world, because, in general, things can be a wreck out there. And none of us need to be afraid of who we are in our whole personhood, because who has the time?

			This standing in your full self isn’t about being an immovable person whose beliefs are stuck in a rock. It’s not that can’t nobody tell you shit, or that you’re not able to admit when you’re wrong. Instead, it’s about having a strong sense of identity. It’s about knowing you belong in this world just as much as anyone else. It’s about taking up the space you earned simply by being born.

			One of my favorite poems is “Desiderata,” written by Max Ehrmann. My favorite part is: “You are a child of the universe / no less than the trees and the stars; you have a right to be ­here. . . .” 

			“YOU HAVE A RIGHT TO BE HERE.” You sure in the hell do.

			Oddly enough, knowing this fullness of who you are doesn’t make you more stubborn. Instead, it makes you more likely to grow, since you know you have a solid foundation that doesn’t change even as you learn new things and new perspectives. This is a step you need to be a professional troublemaker. Because you will GET IN TROUBLE. Guaranteed. What makes you realize it’s worth it? This process of knowing the fullness of who you are.

			A lot of fear fighting and professional troublemaking is confronting things that will knock us off our square. Things that will slap us into dizziness and make us forget everything we know is real. We need solid feet, rooted in something strong, to continue to stand. Knowing ourselves is important because it provides that foundation for us. It doesn’t allow anyone or anything to tell us who we are. Because when people tell us how amazing we are, that’s good to absorb. But what about when someone tells us we aren’t worthy? Or we don’t have value? Or we don’t deserve kindness and love? Or that we deserve paper cuts? To know thyself is to not take all the praise to head or take all the shaming to heart. To know ourselves is to write our values in cement even if our goals are in sand.

			To know thyself is to know your core, and for me, to know my core is to feel rooted in something outside myself. It is to know not only who I am but whose I am.

			Whose We Are

			Whose I am is not about belonging to someone or being beholden to people. It is about the community you are tied to that holds you accountable. It is about knowing you are part of a tribe that is greater than yourself. It is about feeling deeply connected to someone, and knowing that no matter where you go, you have a base. If we’re phones, knowing whose we are is our charging station.

			I learned the importance of WHOSE you are growing up. As a Yorùbá girl, I am part of a tribe that prioritizes our people sometimes as much as it prioritizes an individual. Collectivism comes alive for us through the traditional oríkì (OH-­ree-­kee).

			What’s an oríkì? It is a Yorùbá word that combines two words to mean “praising your head/mind.” Orí is “head” and kì is “to greet or praise.” An oríkì is a greeting that praises you through praising your kinship and speaking life to your destiny. It is your personal hype mantra, and can be spoken or sung.

			The original attempts to tell you who you are make up your oríkì. It’s used to remind you of your roots and your history. It might include the city your father’s from, and where his father is from. It might include the things that make your family name special. It brags on your people. It lets people know who you WERE, who you ARE, and who you WILL BE. It reminds you of those who came before you and blesses those who will come after. It might even include some shade.

			Oríkìs are often sung at birthdays and celebrations. They are also sung to see you off into the next life. An oríkì connects you to your ancestors, and it will move even the most stoic to cry because you feel it in your chest. Your tear ducts just give up the ghost and let the water go.

			I am the granddaughter of a woman named Olúfúnmiláyo.` Juliana Fáloyin, and she’s the one who serves as my compass. When Grandma would say her own name, she’d always say it with a smile. Which makes sense, because her name literally means “God gave me joy.” It was like her very self and presence brought her joy. When they sang my grandmother’s oríkì at her funeral, I got emotional because it was a poetic affirmation of her presence on this earth and a ­send-­off. It was a standing ovation for her spirit.

			This is part of my grandma’s oríkì:

			O.mo. Ògbóni Modù lorè, me.`re.` ní àkún

			O.mo. Fulani Ìje.`s.à a múni má parò oko o.ni

			O.mo. a fi o.s.e. fo.s.o. kí ómo. E.lòmíràn fi eérú fo. ti e.`

			O.mo. arúgbìnrin owó bo.`dìde.`

			O.mo. Olúmos.e atìkùn àyà fo.hùn

			Ògbóni gbà mí, Ò.do.`fin gbà mí

			E. nií tó nií gbà le.` gbani

			What it loosely means (because there are some Yorùbá words that don’t exist in English, and it is really tough to give exact meaning) is:

			The child of ­royalty . . . 

			The child of the Ìje.`s.à Fulani who dominates one and dominates one’s property

			The child who brings out soap to wash his/her own clothes while someone else’s child brings out ashes to wash his/hers

			The child that springs up money (wealth) in multiples

			The child who beats his chest as he speaks (speaks with confidence)

			Ògbóni, save me. Ò.do.`fin, save me 

			It is the one that is prominent enough to save you that steps up to do it

			It ties her back to those who came before her and gasses her up.

			I don’t know my oríkì. Many of us don’t. Like a lot of traditions, oríkìs have been de-­prioritized as generations pass. I’m out here ­oríkì-­less AF. But it’s okay. I’m fine, really. I’m not mad at all that by the time I came along, folks were more blasé about it (clearly I’m ­low-­key salty, but I’ll deal with that with my therapist).

			However, a lot of what we already do is derivative of oríkìs and we don’t even realize it. The tradition of the oríkì isn’t just in Yorùbáland; it’s gone on through the diaspora. You can see it in the way people rap about themselves. It’s in the way people praise God. It’s in the way we say who we are in the moments we feel most proud.

			When Christians praise God, we say: King of kings. Lord of lords. Alpha and Omega. The beginning and the end. The I am. The Waymaker. That’s an oríkì if I ever heard one.

			When we think about how people are introduced in something as made-up as the TV show Game of Thrones, it tracks. “Daenerys Stormborn of the House Targaryen. First of Her Name. The Unburnt. Queen of the Andals and the First Men. Khaleesi of the Great Grass Sea. Breaker of Chains. Mother of Dragons.” THAT IS SUCH AN ORÍKÌ! Didn’t you feel gassed up on her behalf anytime they introduced her? I know I did. That’s what it is for!

			I tend to write ones for people I admire to gas them up as I please. I’ve done a few in the past.

			For Michelle Obama: Michelle LaVaughn of House Obama. First of Her Name. Dame of Dignity. Melanin Magnificence. Chic Chicagoan. Boss Lady of Brilliance. Owner of the Arms of Your Envy. Forever First Lady.

			For President Barack Obama: Barack Hussein of House Obama. Second of His Name. Swagnificence in the West Wing. He Who Speaks in Complete Sentences. ­Shea-­Butter-­Skinned Leader of the World. Michelle’s Boo. 44 for Life.

			For Beyoncé: Beyoncé Giselle of House Carter. First of Her Name. Snatcher of Edges. Killer of Stages. Citizen of Creole Wonderland. Legendary Black Girl. Wakandan Council President.

			For Oprah: Oprah Gail of House Winfrey. First of Her Name. Changer of the World. Protector of the Realm of Noirpublic. Creator of Paths. Breaker of Chains and Limits.

			For Toni Morrison: Toni of House Morrison. First of Her Name. Architect of Words. Acclaimed Author. Shifter of Culture. Netter of Nobel Prize. Writing Domino. Legendary Laureate.

			For Aretha Franklin: Aretha Louise of House Franklin. First of Her Name. Dame of Detroit. Empress of Elevated Sound. Reverberation Royalty. Vocal Victor. Sovereign of Soul. Aural Authority.

			For Janelle Monáe: Janelle of House Monáe. First of Her Name. Citizen of the Future. Walker of Tight Ropes. Sprinkler of #NoirPixieDust. Rocker of the Baddest Suits. Giver of No Intergalactic Fucks. Head Android of Wondaland.

			So, how do you write a simple Game of ­Thrones–­style oríkì for yourself? Here’s the formula, and how I come up with the intros.

			First Name and Middle Name of House Last Name. Number of Her/His/Their Name (i.e., Juniors are “Second of Their Name”).

			That’s the easy part.

			The next part: Throw humility away. The point of this is to give yourself all the credit. I want you to acknowledge the things that make you proud and the things you have accomplished. They don’t have to just be professional, but they can be things that feel like your superpower. Feel free to use royal titles for yourself (Queen, King, Earl, Duchess), because why not? (If anyone from the monarchy is reading this, sorry but not sorry for the appropriation.) Get creative with your descriptors if you want. I am also a fan of throwing some alliteration in there for extra pizzazz.

			Noun (occupation or descriptor) of Noun (thing).

			Luvvie of House Jones. First of Her Name. Assassin of the Alphabet. Bestseller of Books. Conqueror of Copy. Dame of Diction. Critic of Culture. Sorceress of ­Side-­eyes. Eater of Jollof Rice. Rocker of Fierce Shoes. Queen of the Jones Kingdom. Taker of Stages. Nigerian Noble and ­Chi-­Town Creator.

			I could keep going, but I’ll stop here. You need one of your own and I want you to write it. Now if you have the time. If not, come back to it.

			I know you might be thinking, “But those people Luvvie mentioned are famous and extraordinary and hugely dope. I can’t even measure up to that.” And to that, I say, “Slap yourself.” Right now, slap yourself. I want you to leave that kinda talk behind. Because yes, those are some AMAZING people, and they have achieved a lot.

			But so have you. By being here on this earth, you have done enough. (We’ll deal with impostor syndrome in a few chapters.)

			What if you have a complicated relationship with your family members? Or you don’t have any familial ties? Or you were adopted so you don’t know your biological family history?

			For those who might not have blood ties to the people they love most, you are still part of a people who cherish you, adore you, and are glad that you are here on this earth in this space and time. To you, I send love. Not knowing the binds that tie you by blood does not preclude you from belonging to a people or a community or a tribe.

			If you are someone who can truly say you don’t have an answer to WHOSE you are, and this book has made it to you and these words are being heard or read by you, then you are truly someone who should laugh at fear. Cackle at it, even. Having no one is not a cause for shame here but one for pride, because it means you have moved through the world, ­drop-­kicking these obstacles by yourself. You are a warrior. Your oríkì can start with ARMY OF ONE. You have battled life by yourself, and even though it might have bruised you and maybe almost drowned you, YOU MADE IT TO LAND! You are still here. ­High-­five yourself. Army of One. Solo Soldier. Fierce Warrior. Rock of Gibraltar has nothing on you.

			You might be reading this and saying, “I’m a stay-­at-­home mom. I don’t have professional things to put in my oríkì.” Well, being a mom is a whole job that you don’t ever retire from, and you are constantly working overtime without pay. TRUST that there are a lot of accomplishments there.

			Raiser of Future Leaders. Keeper of Everyone’s Shit Together. Master of Calendar. Expert of Efficiency. Queen of the Last Name Dynasty.

			Everybody needs an oríkì.

			I need you to spend this time bragging on yourself. Type this up, write it up, put it somewhere you will remember. Laminate it, even. You will need this one ­day—­in the moments when you see the worst of yourself or you fall flat on your face. You will need this when you feel like you have failed.

			You know those times when you’re talking and between every word, you’re clapping your disbelief because someone talked to you like you’re some useless nonentity? Yeah, those too. In those times, you can read your oríkì and remind yourself who you be (yes, who you be). Af­­ter you calm down, or to even help you calm down, I want you to have this thing handy, to bring you back to the reality of how dope you are.

			Cool? Cool.

			Who WE Are

			Beyond knowing WHOSE we are, there’s knowing WHO we are. Outside of our connections to anyone else, we have to know what is important. People often talk about searching for themselves and my simple ass be like, “Where did you go?” But that’s me being basic. I know that all too often, we swallow back our impulses, needs, and wants so much that we forget what they tasted like. We lose the appetite to be ourselves because it’s been insulted, beaten, trampled, punished, abused, and made fun of out of us. We look up one day and realize we’ve been performing who we are for so long that we have lost the map.

			This uphill battle is no fault of our own. And it is by design that we swallow who we are to fit in. I am always taken aback when people ask me how I am so confident. I am confident because I am constantly doing work to ensure that I do not lose sight of me, so I never have to go looking for me.

			When we are ­sure-­footed in who we are, we always have something to come back to. When we know what defines us is not any job or thing we own or professional title we carry, it makes us less likely to lose our way if we lose any of those things.

			If I feel like I might wanna lose sight of me or fade, I ask myself the following questions, and then I write the answers down. My fairy godmentor (she doesn’t know I’ve claimed her) Oprah often talks about what we know to be true. Well, these questions have given me clarity to figure that out.

			What do you hold dear?

			This is what is important to you. Is it family? Is it friends? Is it not losing your edges even though they’re weak and wearing a knitted cap that isn’t properly lined in the winter might cause your hairline to fall one inch backward?

			What are your core values?

			Our core values are what we stand for and what guide us. Mine are:

			Honesty: This is one of my top values, partly because I’m a bad liar and have a terrible poker face. But mostly because I want to feel trusted by those who know me. It’s important that I am one less person others need to doubt.

			Authenticity: I am who I am, no matter where I am or who I’m with. Authenticity is close to the honesty core value because it insists that I be honest about myself and how I show up. It doesn’t mean I am the same all the time, but it means if I’m quiet, it’s because I am allowing myself to observe in the moment. If I’m partying and being the life of the party, in that time I am feeling boisterous.

			Benevolence: I think it’s important to be kind, and being generous with the things we have is a major part of that, whether it’s knowledge or time or money or energy. It means we are less selfish about our lives and think about what we can constantly give to the collective for the greater good.

			Shea butter: Yes, shea butter is a core value because I think we’d all be better if we were more moisturized. Get some good body butter in your life and watch your life change. You wake up without rustling your sheets with your extreme ash.

			What brings you joy?

			What makes your heart smile? Helping people by telling them what I know brings me joy. Having people tell me something I did or said made an impact on them melts my heart. Yes, there’s a Captain Save-­a-­Planet complex there, but I’m working that out with my therapist.

			Even on your worst day, what makes you amazing?

			At a time when you aren’t in the mood to be the best you, what still makes you incredible, just as you are?

			What is worth fighting for, even if your arms are too short to box with God?

			Let’s say you know your uppercut is weak and your jab is rubbish. What will make you lace up your gloves anyway? What do you think you will make the “no violence” exception for? I know I can’t fight worth a damb, so I gotta be clear on what will push me to fight if necessary. For me, it’s seeing someone who doesn’t deserve it be abused or rendered defenseless or voiceless.

			What do you want them to say when they’re lowering you into the ground?

			When it is my time to leave this earth, I want people to say, “The world was better because she was here.” I also wanna make sure whoever tries to act like they wanna jump in with me because they’re auditioning for Best Mourner of the World, y’all tell them to sit their ass down because this ain’t the time for them to be attention whores. I’ll be giving them a fierce ­side-­eye from beyond.

			All of these questions are things I ask and continue to ask myself, because when I’ve written the answers down and I go over them, they are the best memento of me. They are my life mission statement. They are my atlas when I find myself off course after a tough encounter or meeting or date or DAY. I look at it when I realize that I, and everyone else, seem to have forgotten who the hell I am (I sure felt it multiple times during wedding planning).

			YOUR Life Mission Statement

			Write your own life mission statement, your compass. Here’s the template. Fill this out.

			What’s your name?

			Who are you proud to be related to?

			Even on your worst day, what makes you amazing?

			What/who do you hold dear? What do you cherish?

			What are your core values? What do they mean?

			What brings you joy?

			What is worth fighting for, even if your arms are too short to box with God?

			What do you want them to say when they’re lowering you into the ground?

			Download this worksheet and other professional troublemaking resources at FearFighterKit.com.

			Here is mine:

			I am Ìf.éolúwa Luvvie Àjàyí Jones. I am the granddaughter of Fúnmiláyo.` Fáloyin and the daughter of Y.émisí Àjàyí.§ I am the wife of Carnell Jones. Even on my worst day, I can look in the mirror and be proud of the woman I’ve become. I have no regrets. My family, both blood and chosen, are who I hold dear. What I cherish is my life, lived happy, whole, and healthy. My core values are honesty, authenticity, benevolence, and shea butter. This means I tell the truth, I’m real to myself and others, I’m generous, and I refuse to be ashy because I should always prioritize being moisturized.

			It brings me joy when I’m able to make someone else’s life easier. Also, seeing my enemies upset. Because: petty. I didn’t say Jesus was done working on me yet. What I fight for are people who feel like they are powerless or voiceless. When I’m no longer here, I want people so say, “The world was better because she was here.”

			You can show it to others but you don’t need anyone else to read it but you. Above all, it is for you.

			This exercise not only lets you know who you are on paper, it also shows you who you aren’t. We are often weighed down by other people’s projections, preconceptions, and the patterns they expect from us. We are frequently defined by systems, stereotypes, and structures that are larger than us. To know who we are is to insist on knowing we are not what others put on us. We are not the names people call us. We are not our worst moments. So when people try to impose all this agony and trauma on us, we can say, “Nah. That’s not my problem.” Once you know who you are, it’s easier to refute who you aren’t.

			Do you know who you are? Do you know how much fight it took for you to be wherever you are today? Do you know how many things could have gone wrong to keep you from even being born? Do you know that none of the people you are scared of and none of the situations you’re afraid of are bigger than any of that? Do you understand how dope you are, because there are battles you have fought and mountains you have climbed that almost took you out? But they didn’t. They did not. You are here now and one thousand motherfuckers shouldn’t be able to tell you shit that makes you feel like you don’t deserve good things.

			Don’t let people who can’t spell your name right tell you about who you are. Don’t let folks who only have courage behind a keyboard define your goodness or your worth as a person. Do not let people who are already rooting for you to falter insist on your value, because they will steer you wrong.

			When you are tempted to believe someone’s tainted version of you, or believe their projection of who they think you are, reread your mission statement. Remind yourself of who the hell you are before trying to remind anyone else. Because, ultimately, the world will continue to misunderstand us and call us ­patchy-­headed scallywags with lice. We can’t control that. What we can control is our own image of ourselves, and how surely we are worth loving, defending, and redeeming. In all of our messed-­up, scared glory.

			Your professional troublemaking depends on it.

			I hope you feel sufficiently gassed up. I hope this is a chapter you are able to come back to time and time again. I hope in future chapters when I ask you to do things that might be tough, you feel encouraged to know that you are okay. And that you are reminded that you are a legacy of a lot of things going right (even if a lot has gone wrong on the way to this point).

			

			
				
					§*Yorùbá is a beautiful tonal language whose alphabet uses accents to reflect the sounds. You’ll see those accents on the Yorùbá words I have used throughout this book. My name, my grandmother’s name, and my mother’s name are written here fully accented to honor the traditional language. Moving forward, the accents won’t be present on me and my mom’s names because we don’t use these accents in our everyday lives.

					Colloquially and in the world, Yorùbá words, especially names, are often written without accents. When I write my own name, I don’t include the accents, and I wanna honor myself in that. I went back and forth about this decision of whether to include them in our names throughout the book, and then I asked my mom for her opinion. She said, “I don’t think it’s necessary. We are who we are, with or without the accents.”

					I honor tradition as I honor self.

				

			

		

	
		
			2

			Be Too Much

			We fear being judged for being different.

			[image: ]When we talk about people being their full selves and how a lot of people are afraid of it, it’s not that people don’t want to show up as themselves. It’s that they know that when they show up in their full splendor, they will be judged for it. Being ordinary and unremarkable is hardly a life goal, but we are often scared into being that way.

			Even though people like to act ­fake-­offended at the idea that they’re being judged, we know good and well that we are all judging each other. We just happen to critique each other on the wrong things, like what we look like, who we love, what deity we worship, if any. Instead, we should assess each other on how kind we are, how we’re showing up for other humans, and how we’re contributing to the world’s problems, large or small. (I also like to judge people on whether they drink kombucha, because I don’t understand how anyone can appreciate something that tastes like moldy beer, toenail clippings, and bad decisions.)

			We judge each other and are judged every single day on who we are and how we are. And oftentimes, people bang their internal gavel on us and decide that we are too much.

			TOO (adverb): “to an excessive extent or degree; beyond what is desirable, fitting, or right.” (Dictionary.com)

			To be TOO something is to do or be something to a level that folks find to be uncouth. It’s to be different.

			Many of us have been called too loud. Or too aggressive. Or too passionate. Or too intimidating. Or even too quiet. Or too sensitive. Or too tall. Or too short. Or too Black. And when people say we are TOO something, they aren’t making a casual observation. They are requesting that we change this thing, that we turn the volume down. Then we feel ­self-­conscious or embarrassed, and turn inwardly to fix something about ourselves that someone else has defined as a problem.

			The problem: What we’ve been told is too much is usually something that is core to who we are, or how we appear, and often it’s something we cannot change.

			How is someone too tall? Should they hunch over to come down to your level? How is someone too Black? Should they peel their skin off their body to have less melanin? I don’t understand the gall that leads people to make some of these judgments. Unfortunately, we internalize these critiques and it leads to us worrying about being different in any way.

			As a Black woman who is opinionated, straightforward, and unapologetic about it, I am secretary of Team Too Much. I even bring the kettle corn to our monthly meetings. I’ve been considered aggressive or loud or angry for simply being direct. Black women are often on the receiving end of the “too loud,” “too brash,” “too aggressive” notions, because our very being has become synonymous with too much. I’m convinced it’s because people see the divine in us and it is too bright for them to deal with. Meanwhile, they better put their shades on and deal with all this Noir Pixie Dust.¶

			I especially balk at “too aggressive.” When someone says that, did they see us randomly walk up to someone on the street and punch them in the mouth? Did we push someone into a wall for no reason? Did we cuss a nun out? Or is it that we didn’t put enough eager exclamation points or emojis in the emails we sent a colleague? Did we ask for what we wanted in straightforward terms? How are we being aggressive? What have we done to earn that title? At least let me earn whatever you accuse me of.

			Being accused of TOO MUCHness is to be told to take up less space. Being TOO much is to be excessive. How do you combat that? By being less than you are. And that concept feels like nothing other than ­self-­betrayal. The inverse of too much is too little. I’d rather be too big than too small any day.

			Can you imagine if someone walked up to you and said to your face, “I need you to be less”? You’d clutch your pearls and be offended. But THAT is what they’re saying when they say you’re too ­much—­they’re just saying it in a less accusing and more shaming manner, so you take it to heart. You internalize and absorb it and commit to changing yourself.

			All for what? For the whims of people who are more fickle than a ripening avocado. (Seriously, how are avocados okay when you go to bed, and then you wake up to something that looks like a kiwi? Wonders shall never cease.)

			Who we are should not be beholden to the moods of the people we are around, their insecurities, or their projections. Because when someone says you are too much, it is more of a statement on them than it is on you.

			You ARE too Black for that ­white-­ass person. Your melanatedness is blinding to the caucasity.

			You ARE too tall for that ­short-­ass person. Your height makes their neck hurt, but what’s that gotta do with you?

			You ARE too aggressive for that ­complacent-­ass person. Your passion irritates their inactivity.

			You ARE too quiet for that ­disruptive-­ass person. Your calm makes them agitated.

			You ARE too big for that ­small-­ass space. Your vastness chokes their insignificance.

			In all of these, your job is not to stop being this person you are accused of being. You aren’t supposed to constantly ­shape-­shift to make those around you feel better about their own insecurities or failures. Your job is not to chameleon your way through life to the point where you forget what your true colors are.

			If you are too big, then it’s a reflection that the place you’re in is too small for you. It isn’t your job to get smaller to fit there, but to find a place that is bigger than you so you can take up all the space you want and grow infinitely. Anyplace that demands you shrink is a place that will suffocate your spirit and leave you gasping for air. Who wins? Not you. Not anyone, really, because the version of you that they will get is the diet, ­fake-­sugar, stevia version that probably has a bad aftertaste. They might THINK that’s a great version because you’re so dope that even you at half capacity is more on point than you expect. BUT they don’t get the you who is free to show up and be your best, because you are spending time trying to be representative of whatever they think is palatable. And that constant shrinking and dwindling is how giants get locked in cages. You don’t belong in a cage simply because it’s where others want you to be.

			My grandmother was the Queen Mother of Team Too Much International Association of Extra People. Being too much was woven into her spirit. She was too bossy, too confident, too aggressive, too brash, too headstrong, too assertive, too feisty, too strong, too dramatic. Mama Fáloyin, as so many people called her, was the definition of boisterous. Everything she did was big, and I don’t think it occurred to her to ever shrink herself.

			Let’s talk about her theatrics. As an older Nigerian woman, being too dramatic was an obligation of sorts, a set of cultural mores to follow. It was destiny fulfillment. In fact, her entire existence demanded that after she got to a certain age, she had to be melodramatic; otherwise she wasn’t doing it right. It made her a joy to be around even when she was upset, because it was often super amusing.

			Grandma used to come to the United States once a year and stay with us for a couple of months at a time. She had a tendency to do the most, so of course she and my mom would clash from time to time. One day in particular, they had a major argument and Grandma, in all her feistiness, got extra upset.
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