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I dedicate this book to the loves of my life that I lost three years ago that have changed my life forever.


Cloretha Richardson, my amazing grandmother. Your prayers and words of wisdom are still embedded in my soul and branded on my heart. You taught me everything I know about unconditional love and Godly joy. As you always say, there’s a difference. Love you now and forever.


Alaina Maria Housley, how I miss you: your smile, your laughter, your phone calls. I could go on and on. As you know, I can be loquacious. I promise to tell my children and keep your memory alive. You touched my life deeply. Your kindness is something I will never forget. Auntie loves you. Till we meet again.
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Conversation and High Tea




From the dictionary of Tamera Mowry-Housley
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TAMERAISM:


A bite-size drop of wisdom that can spark happiness, inspire change, and empower you to live your most delicious life.
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If you were to see me on the street, you might think, Didn’t I see you in A Christmas Miracle? Or maybe, I used to watch you on Sister, Sister! Wait, you were in Twitches, right? Which twitch are you, by the way?? Well, please know that I’ll be happy to talk about all of that! Also know that I’ll enjoy our conversation whether we talk about wine, shoes, Christmas, dogs, how old your kids are, or what it was like to work with comedic legends Jackée and Tim Reid. But sitting here, getting ready to write about my life feels different from a chance encounter. Putting the bulk of my life (so far!) down on paper is intimidating. Where does a girl even begin? Would anyone care that I was born two minutes before my sister, making me the older twin? How do I decide which stories to tell? How many tales can I tell from my life as a teen sitcom star in the ’90s before things get dull? There is only so much one can say about bucket hats! This process is new to me, and there’s no script to follow. There’s no director giving me guidance about what works and what doesn’t. I’m not doing a scene with another person—there’s no back-and-forth to draw energy from. What I have in front of me is this blank page and forty-plus years of memories. Talk about intense! Can I remember the most important bits? Can I tell these stories well enough to do my life and everyone in it justice?


So, before I get into all this, I’m going to imagine that you are here with me. Let’s just go ahead and make it a picture-perfect Napa Valley day. Can we just decide it’s spring? It’s warm but not hot, and the sun is bright and cheering. I open the door to let you in, and I greet you with a big hug. (I’m a hugger.) I’m wearing a breezy blue summer dress, and we banter a bit about the glory of spring—the world is in bloom! Did you see the lilacs? I lead you through the hallway, which is lined with family photographs, and into the kitchen. The late morning sunshine spills through the windows, lighting up everything. I’m glad I made sure the kitchen was spotless—no hiding anything on all these white surfaces in this bright light. The weather might be getting warmer, but I don’t consider baking to be just a cold weather activity. It smells good in here, right? There is nothing as welcoming and comforting as the smell of butter, sugar, and chocolate. And isn’t it perfect that you arrived just as I’m about to pull out the first batch? The timer dings, and I slip on an oven mitt. I pull my signature chocolate chips cookies out of the oven and onto a cooling rack that I’ve placed in the middle of the island—where we can both reach it easily. By the way, I’ve been known to polish off quite a few of these, so consider yourself warned. And I have a few other treats lined up for our afternoon together.


As I prepare the next batch to go in, I’ll ask you how you take your coffee—or maybe you’re a tea person? It doesn’t matter. I am prepared to handle it all.


The cookies are in, the timer is set. I’ve brewed a pot of Earl Grey, set out my prettiest teacups, and pushed containers of sugar and cream in your direction. Go ahead—please don’t wait for me. Know I am willing to share my recipe if you want it. Please—sit down and get comfortable. Because I’m going to tell you a story about a little Black girl who had big dreams and grand ambitions. She failed plenty, enjoyed many successes, doubted herself, almost quit, shed tears, cried a ton, but learned how to laugh some more through it all. Or at least find the grace in both the highs and lows. I’ve certainly had my share of ups and downs, but through the heartache and laughter there were some simple constants that kept me going—dozens of chocolate chip cookies, beautiful glasses of red wine, and a fair amount of cleaning. Now I love baking, but truth be told I’m drawn to the simpler, more classic desserts. We’ve covered cookies, but I’m also partial to a warm slice of apple pie or a piece of perfect banana bread—preferably studded with dark chocolate chips. Satisfying and delicious, and I think they’re the ideal treats to offer a friend while you’re just hanging out and having a chat. Then there are those bigger, deeper conversations about the intricacies of life that are best served alongside a little treat with a special ingredient. The special ingredient that adds an extra pop of flavor are my Tameraisms.


Tameraisms are gorgeous bite-size drops of wisdom that have the power to enlighten us, keep us grounded, and occasionally rock us to our core. Tameraisms pack a powerful enough punch to make you think, Whoa, that was something, but they aren’t going to leave you groggy from too much sweetness either. These little decked-out pockets of truth have been a guiding factor for me, and they’ve inspired each of the stories I’m going to share with you in these pages.


Please sit back and relax! And I hope you brought your appetite because I plan to keep the treats coming, both savory and sweet. The petits fours, mini cheesecakes, tiny lemon tarts, and some mini chocolate tea cakes will be served up soon enough. There’s no need for either of us to be polite: I expect you to eat up. I can easily brew another pot of tea and I can bake until the cows come home. This is my story, and I’m just glad you’re with me, willing to hear it.















THE PAST
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This course opens with a beauty pageant followed by a delectable performance at a local mall. Next, we’ll move to Los Angeles, where we will enjoy one of my house specialties, layers of failure topped off with a sprinkle of massive success.















CHAPTER ONE
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Mini-Queens and Silkworms


Here’s a question (admittedly a weird one): If you were a fabric, which one would you be? A classic but crisp cotton that’s as light as a breath of fresh air? Or maybe you’re more like a durable, dependable polyblend that won’t succumb to wrinkles no matter what. An ultrarich cashmere as comfortable as a hug is always beloved. Or maybe you’re wool—naturally warm but with a touch of roughness. As for me, I’d want to be silk—smooth but never slippery, light and cool and wonderfully soft. And oddly enough, I once got to be silk in a local play.




WELCOME TO THE COPPERA’S COVE, 
COMMUNITY PRODUCTION OF…


Textiles of the World





The nervousness I felt while waiting to go on stage was intense. I was one of the only kids cast in the production. The butterflies in my stomach were as big as birds, my palms were slick with sweat, and I was worried the audience would see my knees shaking. The other cast members played cotton, wool, and rayon, but I had been cast as silk. Silk! The fabric used for fancy dresses and wedding gowns. So elegant, I thought! Yes, I am silk inside and out!


I was determined to give this role my all. A friend of my mother’s friend had kindly volunteered to make my costume—it was like a long, flowy apron. It would be a miracle if I didn’t trip over it. My family and I had only lived in Texas for a short while, and I wasn’t keen to be that new Black girl, in a predominately white school, who fell on her face during the Textiles of the World play. When the guy playing “polyester blend” finished his line, I took a big breath, gathered up my costume and walked onto a stage for the first time in my life. When the stage lights hit my face all the fear evaporated, revealing my inner mini-queen, who was ready to take charge. When I hit center stage I posed dramatically, stretching out my silk apron like it was a decadent work of art. I threw the audience a megawatt smile that I’m pretty sure I was born with. (Alas, I have no pictures to prove this. You’ll just have to trust me.)


Then I delivered the one line that sparked my career, which has spanned several decades. And what was the line that started it all—that line I delivered with aplomb? Here it goes…


Silk is a strong, lustrous fiber produced by silkworms.
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Picture me now, just a little bit older. The girl who played silk is now decked out in a miniature sailor suit. My red-and-white striped shirt shows just a hint of my bare waistline, and it’s paired with a white skirt and is topped off with a jaunty little white sailor hat and the pièce de resistance… a fake telescope. I’m a sailor—I must see far into the horizon! I’m standing backstage in my first beauty pageant, watching Contestant Number Thirteen, who was on right before me. Number Thirteen was super fringed out in her ultrapink cowgirl apparel, when the emcee announced, “Next, we have one of our favorite champions! Let’s give a warm welcome to contestant Number Thirteen!” Feeling nervous, I start feeding myself some positive self-talk: Tamera, you are silk! Tamera, you are smooth and cooooool! Tamera, use your telescope to see into a future where you are a first place winner!! Then I witnessed something magical. Thirteen didn’t walk so much as glide/strut. She topped it all off with a side of bounce. Thirteen approached the judges’ table and tossed her head gently, her picture perfect barrel curls remaining perfectly still thanks to a heavy dose of Aqua Net. She flashed a wide-eyed smile, her eyes and lips perfectly outlined—her makeup was on point. I thought about my fresh-and-nearly-make-up-free-face—I was thrilled that Mom let me put on a touch of mascara and a little bit of blush. Mom was a big believer in natural beauty, and based on the faces I was seeing around here she was definitely in the minority. Thirteen executed a slow turn, her fringe rippling into the wind behind her. She curtsied like an heir to the British throne and floated off the stage like a dream. I wanted TO DIE. I didn’t want to lose the grand title to Little Miss Perfect.


The audience started clapping like mad. Thirteen waved cheerfully, skipping off the stage to a chorus of “ooohs” and “ahhhs” and “Isn’t she just the sweetest thing?”


“Always a treat to see the gorgeous Number Thirteen!” said the emcee. How was I supposed to follow that? I had experienced Number Thirteen types before. They were everywhere. Sometimes it felt like Thirteens ruled the world—they were there when you turned on the TV—in commercials, sitcoms, and movies. A Number Thirteen was usually the most popular girl in her class, too, her perfection setting a high bar of prettiness and coolness for everyone else. And this girl, she was like the PROTOTYPE for Number Thirteen. I didn’t see the likes of me anywhere in this competition. I had worked hard and I gotta say I looked cute, but what chance did I have in my homemade costume when those other girls looked like they were going to the Oscars? I knew I had talent, but how could I compete with kids whose parents hired professional choreographers and coaches? I knew the judges wouldn’t take me seriously and there was no way I’d win. I wasn’t a Number Thirteen. It probably didn’t help that I was mixed race, with darker skin and natural, curly hair. I was being compared to the most perfect Number Thirteen of all time. I didn’t fit the description of what a child beauty queen looked like. It was the over the top, ultra-polished pros they wanted. Not me.


The parade of sameness continued. During the talent competition one girl after another smiled widely while twirling Hula-Hoops, tossing batons, or executing a string of cartwheels. The environment of a beauty pageant is crazy. There is more makeup lying around than in a Sephora, as much behind-the-scenes drama as in an episode of The Real Housewives, and some of those girls had a laser-like focus to win. While there were the alpha Thirteens, there were also beta Number Thirteens. These girls were not as sharp and polished, but they were just as fierce in their determination to win—one effortlessly slid into splits in front of the judges’ table with her little arms raised in triumph, holding her sparkly baton. These competitors came with tons of glittery, shimmery swag. If you’ve seen even five minutes of TLC’s Toddlers & Tiaras you know what I’m talking about. Lastly, there was the category of girls (the one I fit into) which I’ll refer to simply as pageant-curious. The pageant-curious group stayed away from a lot of the nonsense. They were girls who were there to hone their talent and/or their confidence.


So, picture me as that young mini-queen, no blinged-out Hula-Hoop, no big tricks, and definitely not sporting the looks of the typical Number Thirteen. I already stood out because of the color of my skin and natural curls, and my lack of a designer gown or face full of makeup made me feel even more out of my element. I just had my voice. Singing had always been my thing. I’d belt out Whitney Houston during all of our family car trips, and since as a military family we drove a lot of miles, these turned into hours-long solo concerts. I’d sing everywhere I went. I was a singing machine. I sang alone in my room or with my sister there sleeping, in the bathroom while showering, and even while brushing my teeth. Walking through a parking lot? I’d sing. I got to sing in church every Sunday, sandwiched in a pew between my parents and siblings, all of us dressed up in our “good clothes.” Tia and I in pressed dresses and patent leather shoes, our brothers in button-down shirts and slightly crooked ties. When I sang in church, I’d feel the spirit wash over me. Nothing lifted me up like singing, and I was good at it.


As I stood on the stage, I realized (or felt since I was so young) that this was my chance to win. Even at that young age, I was beginning to understand that my voice was my secret weapon. I knew that I wasn’t ever going be a Number Thirteen, but my voice could make up for everything else that I thought I wasn’t at the time. My voice was my sparkle, my bling, bling. I walked onto the stage and stood in front of the microphone, which had been lowered to the right height for my size, aware that those big butterflies were back—and this time they were relentless.


The music started, and I let the opening line flow out of me… “I believe the children are our future.” I had fallen head over heels in love with Whitney Houston. Whitney was a queen and I wanted to be just like her. I was enchanted by her beauty and elegance. One year for Christmas Tia and I each got walkmans that played cassette tapes. Tia was given the cassette of the album that was simply named WHITNEY HOUSTON, and on the cover she wore a dreamy peach evening gown and a single strand of pearls. I was so jealous! I wanted that Whitney Houston album, instead I got Stacey Q who was famous for her song Two of Hearts. Luckily, Tia let me borrow her Whitney cassette. I continued to sing. The butterflies were gone now, my inner Whitney shining through. My shoulders dropped and my jaw relaxed, and I no longer cared about how different I was from the other contestants. I was killing this song, but then came the high note towards the end and just like that my voice cracked. It felt like my spirit broke in two along with it. I was crushed. I gave a bow while the audience clapped and cheered as heartily as they had for Number Thirteen. Standing alone on the stage, taking in the applause, I eyed the girls to my right behind the curtain. I knew I still stood out, but this time it was because my voice had the power to fill a room (even if I needed to work on those high notes).


Hours later, the pageant was nearly over. One shiny crown and three trophies had been placed on a table. We were finally going to find out who won.


I stood in a row of little girls in evening wear1—full-body sequin gowns in every color and sky-high hairdos. My natural hair, which usually seemed big, felt flat by comparison. The emcee walked over to the judges’ table and was handed a clipboard (no thick cream-colored envelopes like the ones used at the Oscars). He walked back to the microphone, the audience clapping loudly. The level of excitement in the room was so high you’d think we were taking our final bow at the curtain call of a hit Broadway show. The buzz in the room increased as the judges announced the third runner-up. The girls all jumped up and down and smiled for their peers, the energy amping up all around me as we waited to learn who had placed in the talent portion of the competition. Suddenly the applause got louder, and I felt a gentle squeeze on my arm coming from the girl next to me. “Tamera! You won third runner-up. They just said your name!”


I was pushed gently forward, and I walked over to the emcee. The tiara for the third place winner of the talent competition wasn’t as big as the Eiffel Tower of a crown the winner of the grand title would get, but it was more than enough for me. The tiara was plopped on my head, resting high and slightly crooked on top of my curly hair. A sash was placed over my shoulder, and I was handed a trophy that was nearly half my size. I took a little bow in front of the audience, waving happily, but I was surprised I had won. I also didn’t understand why I wasn’t happier about it. That all-consuming joy I felt when I played a silly piece of fabric was nonexistent. Why was this so different?


After the show my mom used Noxzema to remove the makeup off of my face. The scent stung my eyes. She noticed I was unusually quiet. “What’s the matter. Tamera? You did such a good job. You sang beautifully! Aren’t you happy you won a trophy?” I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, as I knew this experience took up two of my mother’s most valuable resources: time and money. “What is it, Tamera? You can tell me,” she begged to know.


“I know I won today, but I don’t feel comfortable. This just isn’t for me! I don’t feel like I fit in. I’m not interested in putting all my energy into this—the fancy costumes, the professional make-up and hair, it’s too much. I knew even then that the ultra-glitzy pageant world would never light up my soul.


I didn’t know then that those feelings would follow me to Hollywood and into what would be considered a successful career. My mom nodded. She understood me.


“First things first. You ready to go to Dairy Queen?” I cheered up instantly at the thought of a chocolate dip ice cream cone. “Then Let’s take this trophy home, and Tamera we’ll look for something else for you. We’ll figure it out. Get your stuff, and let’s go.”
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TAMERAISM


Real success happens on your own terms.
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We walked out of the hotel where the pageant had been held, just as the starlight was beginning to surface. Looking at the sparkling night sky above me, I took my mom’s hand, and I realized I believed her. We’d find something for me, and it was okay that I didn’t know what that thing was—yet. It is so easy to feel lost and alone when you’re not sure what comes next in life. The not knowing can feel like there is a vast hole inside of you that you want to quickly fill up with everything and anything. I know that feeling—it’s uncomfortable at best. But remember you can handle that discomfort. You can live with the not knowing for longer than you think. The night of that pageant I stood there looking at how the sky stretched for ages in all directions. It was so much bigger than little me and my giant trophy! The sky was like a heavenly reminder that there is a never-ending supply of choices and opportunities for us. You never have to settle for something that doesn’t fit. There is always another option. Succeeding at any endeavor takes hard work, of course, but make sure you keep the faith, too—that there is room for you among that vast display of stars. Don’t forget that you have the power to shine as brightly as any of them.


Footnote


1 The notion of children in evening wear was ridiculous to me. Had any of us ever actually been up past 9 p.m.?
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