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INTRODUCTION



      I’ll be honest with you. Before I started writing this book, I didn’t have a clue about what direction to take. I knew I wanted

         to say something to girls and women that would help them build their self-confidence and bring out their inner queens. There

         seems to be an epidemic of lousy self-esteem in this country, especially among young women, and it concerns me deeply. We

         ladies have stopped putting ourselves first, and I wanted to share something with you that would help you feel empowered and

         make you recognize the individual and innate beauty that is you.

      


      But whatever I said in this book, I wanted it to be authentic. I wanted to give you a piece of me from my heart, not some

         formulaic celebrity advice manual. You deserve better. Besides, I’m no psychologist or self-help guru. I never set out to

         be anyone’s role model. That’s too much responsibility for any flawed human being to carry. I can’t tell you what to do. Who

         am I to lay down a bunch of rules? Where would I even start?

      


      Then, just as my deadline was looming and my publisher was dogging me for a first draft, I attended a luncheon for female

         executives in the beauty industry. I found myself in a room full of confident and beautiful women. Seated near me were senior

         executives from Christian Dior, Estée Lauder, and Space NK. They were there to honor Esi Eggleston Bracey, the new vice president

         of global cosmetics for CoverGirl. This woman is impressive. She has a degree in engineering from Dartmouth College. She was

         Procter & Gamble’s first African-American general manager. And at thirty-eight, she’s also a glamazon with a standout look

         that’s all her own. Her makeup was flawless, and she wore her hair cropped short, curly, and platinum blond, like a crown.

         As she got up to give her acceptance speech, I was curious to hear what this accomplished beauty queen had to say.

      


      Her speech was peppered with interesting quotes, stories, and metaphors. But one thing stood out to me. Esi explained how

         her life was just a series of moments. We live from one moment to the next like heartbeats, she said, but every now and then

         there are moments that stop you, where you know everything is going to change.

      


      That was it. Moments! I’ve packed a lot of living into my forty years, and that’s exactly what I have to share with you—those

         moments when everything, present and future, changed for me. All those experiences that taught me something about how to live,

         love, and feel like a real queen.

      


      Moments are all we really have in life, but they come and go so fast that most of the time we aren’t even aware of what’s

         happening to us. We’re so busy worrying about the past or scheming to make our next move that half the time our moments—our

         lives—pass us by. We’re too distracted to allow ourselves just to be and appreciate all the little joys that come our way.

      


      I am truly a “live by the moment” kind of girl. The Sinatra song I recorded on my album Trav’lin’ Light, “I’m Gonna Live Till I Die,” is my anthem. I always try to take a big bite out of life and savor every flavor. “Before my

         number’s up I’m gonna fill my cup…”

      


      We can’t get these moments back once they’re gone, but we can choose to live them full out. We need to pay more attention

         to the present and what it has to teach us, because every so often you’re going to have a moment that hits you so hard, it

         is truly life-stopping. I don’t mean just life-changing. I mean life as you’ve always known it stops. You pause for a minute,

         taking in that feeling or truth the moment brings. It’s like the wind gets knocked out of you for a second and there’s this

         sudden feeling of recognition. Maybe your heart skips a beat, or your spine straightens, or the hairs on the back of your

         neck stand up. Or maybe you just feel more awake somehow. But from that point on everything changes, either by just a few

         degrees or by a full 180.

      


      That moment, whether it’s something wonderful, like the sudden realization that you’re in love with somebody, or something

         terrible, like the news that you’ve just gone broke, will shape the rest of your life. Every following moment you live and

         action you take will be a by-product of the insights you gained and the hurt or the joy you felt. And you’ll have a choice

         to make in how you respond: It can tear you down, or you can choose to see and hear what that moment has to tell you, learn

         from it, and decide where you go from there.

      


      When that life-stopping event happens, it can bring real clarity to a situation. It’s like the queen inside us is speaking

         the truth, and we’d be wise to listen. Good or bad, that moment is a gift, because it’s a chance for our inner voice to cut

         through all the noise and tell us what we really need to hear. We can choose to ignore it and go on being victims, letting

         life’s circumstances play us and push us this way and that. Or we can put on our crowns and fill our cups with the best that

         life has to offer.

      


      More and more, women—from young girls to grown-up thirty- and forty-somethings—have gone deaf to what their best instincts

         are trying to tell them. We’re sleepwalking on some path we think we’re supposed to take. We’re feeling the pressure to be

         a certain way and not be our true, authentic selves. Too many of us don’t feel we’re good enough. We worry if we don’t have

         boyfriends or if we’re not married with kids by a certain age. We stress if we haven’t achieved some milestone in our careers

         or if we haven’t bought a house and mortgaged ourselves up to the hilt like the rest of our friends. We beat ourselves up

         when we eat too many biscuits and gain five pounds. We put ourselves down and fuss and fret that we don’t look like Halle

         Berry. Some women, who were beautiful to start with, even put themselves through all kinds of cosmetic procedures to look

         like their favorite celebrities or supermodels, and the results can be downright frightening.

      


      What’s with all this self-loathing? I read something the other day that made my heart sick. Females ages sixteen to twenty-four

         are more vulnerable to partner violence than any other group, almost three times the national average, according to a U.S.

         Department of Justice survey. Teenage pregnancies are at an all-time high. HIV infection rates have soared, and AIDS is now

         the leading cause of death among African-American women ages twenty-five to thirty-four, according to the Centers for Disease

         Control and Prevention. That tells me young women in this country are facing a serious crisis in self-confidence. I believe

         the government is partly to blame for taking proper sex education out of the classroom, but there’s more to it than that.

         Abuse and risky sexual behavior happen when you don’t love yourself enough to say no or walk away.

      


      Our younger sisters have it worst of all. The economy hasn’t been this bad in living memory. You’re leaving college deep in

         debt and with seemingly slim prospects of finding any job, let alone the career you’d hoped for. The unemployment rate for

         graduates is sitting at 46 percent and climbing. Man, that’s rough!

      


      Even though much of this is beyond your control, you probably blame yourself for not getting ahead like you thought you should.

         You’re scared, and you feel like less than you are. Maybe your fear is making you hurt yourself by acting out. Maybe uncertainty

         about the future is paralyzing you and keeping you locked in an unhealthy situation. As I travel around the country, visiting

         schools and talking to kids, I see it all the time. My mother taught art at an urban high school in New Jersey for twenty-five

         years, and Ms. O, as she’s known round the way, is still very much involved in the lives of her former students. She’s shared

         some horror stories with me about what some of these girls are living through and doing to themselves. (Ladies, if this describes

         you, Ms. O and I want to reach through these pages and shake you by the collar. Then give you a hug.)

      


      Hey, I’ve been there. I’ve lived the full range of low moments from the self-inflicted and stupid to the unspeakably tragic.

         One in four young girls has been sexually molested or abused in this country, and I was one of those statistics. As a teenager

         growing up in a working-class neighborhood in Newark, I also made some moves I’m not proud of. Money was tight, and I experimented

         with stuff that could have taken me right down into the gutter if I’d continued with it. To get to the point of true contentment

         with who I am, I guess I had to go through a few years of being something other than myself. Living in those dark places taught

         me to appreciate the light. I learned who I was and grew from these situations, and that gave me the confidence to reject

         a lifestyle that could have killed me.

      


      I was blessed to have people around me, like my mother and father, who influenced me and kept me strong enough to pull myself

         right back up. They taught me how to listen to my inner queen and to God. Moments of unconditional love from family and friends

         sustained me through the worst periods of my life, even the death of someone I loved deeply. That moment took me so far into

         the darkness that people were worried I’d never come back. I threw myself into activity so I wouldn’t have to think. But every

         now and then, my brother’s spirit would break through the noise and speak to me. He wasn’t about to allow me to give up on

         life, and neither was the rest of my family.

      


      I couldn’t continue down that dark path because there were too many wonderful moments to come. Curiosity about life kept pushing

         me forward. From the time I was a child, my mother always said, “You can do anything.” That simple statement stayed with me

         in good times and bad. I took those words to heart throughout my career. It never mattered what the haters said. I stayed

         true to who I was and refused to succumb to the stereotypes in the entertainment business.

      


      My greatest happiness has come from giving myself permission to do me, on my own terms, whether it’s singing on an album,

         acting in a movie role, hustling for a business deal, or just living my life and soaking up those moments of pure joy that

         come my way every day. I decided early on that I was going to put on my crown and rule my world by acting right and treating

         myself like a queen.

      


      Not everyone is so lucky. Not everyone is surrounded by a nurturing family and positive influences. Maybe your teachers failed

         you and your parents are struggling too much with their own issues to tell you what you need to hear. Maybe all you’ve got

         is yourself. So listen up, in case you missed what your own life-stopping moments are trying to tell you. I’m writing this

         book to tell you that you can do anything! It isn’t easy, but it sure is possible. I’m living proof.

      


      Like I said, I’m not dispensing any hard and fast rules here. There is no single prescription for happiness or success. Everybody’s

         different. You have to follow your own life’s path and do what works best for you. Stop looking too much on the outside for

         affirmation. The trick is to discover who you are and what your passion is early on, then believe in yourself enough to go

         for it without compromise. Answer to yourself and your God, not to what others expect of you. Be yourself, have faith, and

         love who you are.

      


      I’ve been privileged enough to meet some amazing people and live out some incredible experiences that have opened my mind

         to possibilities I would never have imagined otherwise. It’s helped me live my life unafraid. I pursue my passions by jumping

         in headfirst. Sometimes I fail. Occasionally I get distracted. But I never regret trying because I have too much fun on the

         journey. I have no idea what’s next for me, but I take joy in the fact that there are no limits.

      


      I’m going to keep it real with you. Yeah, I’ve got wealth, and that eases the way on many levels, but don’t let that be your

         excuse to dismiss what you read on these next pages. I take pride in being Everywoman. I have down-home values. When I’m at

         her house, my mom makes me take out the garbage just like everybody else in the family. I surround myself with the people

         I grew up with—real people—and they keep me grounded. Unless I’ve got something I have to promote for my business, I don’t need to be at every A-list

         party. I relate more to you than most people I meet in Hollywood. Fame doesn’t impress me. It’s the regular girls and boys

         who make up my crew.

      


      On these next pages, I’m going to share with you some of the life-stopping moments that shaped who I am today. Think of this

         book as an intimate conversation with Latifah, your older sister and friend. I’ve been out in the world, and now I’m coming

         back to sit with you and tell you about my experiences and let you know what I learned from them. Sometimes it’s me talking,

         and sometimes it’s other, wiser people speaking through me. I’ll spill all that I can on these pages. I just have one request:

         Don’t take my stories as blueprints. Instead, treat them as guideposts on your individual path to queendom.

      


      The rest is up to you. Learning to love yourself is one of the hardest and most important things you’ll ever accomplish in

         your lifetime. Self-esteem is a real skill that we’ve got to master if we want to blossom into our full, beautiful potential. Whether you are black, white, young, old, glitzy, plain, skinny, thick,

         shy, or some wild thing, you need to put on your own crown because you, like me, are nothing less than royalty.

      


      Inside every woman there’s a queen, and you owe it to her and to God to do everything in your power to live your most fulfilled

         and happy life. Don’t let the moments pass you by. Let your inner queen’s voice come through loud and clear. Be strong, be

         authentic, be you, and you’ll do her proud.

      


      Love,
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      CHAPTER 1
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      Success


      You are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think.


      —WINNIE-THE-POOH


      Looking up at that first mountain summit, more than four thousand feet in the air, I wasn’t sure I could make it. It was at

         least fifteen miles, and the climb was steep. I’d never done a hike like that before. But there I was, with no choice but

         to put one foot in front of the other, making sure I didn’t lose the fire trail and go wandering off in the wrong direction,

         or worse, fall down the side of a cliff. It was seven a.m., I’d been up since five a.m. for a yoga class and a vegan breakfast,

         and my first thought when I started that trail was, “We’re going over that?!”

      


      This all started early in September 2001, when I booked myself into a hiking boot camp in Calabasas, California, because I

         wanted to quit smoking. I picked up the habit when I was fourteen and managed to quit a few times, but smoking has a tendency

         to creep back into my life, especially when I’m working or stressing. A week in a healthy environment, doing nothing but hiking

         and yoga, was my way of separating myself from cigarettes and going cold turkey. This retreat was just a house in the middle

         of the woods. There were no stores around. There were no phones, except for a pay phone on the wall in case of an emergency.

         We all slept under the same roof and shared meals at a communal table. It was a place where people came to get back to some

         healthy living, lose weight, get in touch with nature, whatever it was. I just needed to be in an environment that was free

         of distractions, where I could focus on something besides my crazy, hectic lifestyle.

      


      We were expected to hike at least fifteen miles of mountain ranges a day for a week, and that first time out was intense.

         I was out of shape and breathing hard. But as I continued to walk, I noticed something. I was feeling lighter. My mind was

         clear of all thought except for the present moment. I didn’t have time to think about all the problems in my life. Or anything

         else. I was just concentrating on my feet, trying not to trip on a tree root while observing the view, breathing in the cedar-scented

         air, and enjoying the sights and sounds of the woods. I was back to the primal, the essence of surviving and getting to where

         I was going.

      


      Eventually, I made it to the top, and when I looked down at the valley below me and the deep blue of the Pacific Ocean in

         the distance, I couldn’t believe how far I’d come. I felt so strong and powerful. I was so proud of what I’d accomplished.

         I did it!

      


      That night at dinner, the leaders of the hiking group went around the table and asked each of us to share a thought we had

         from the day. Everyone had a little story to tell or an observation to make. But when they got around to me, the only thing

         I could think of to say was this:

      


      “I am stronger than I thought I was.”


      I didn’t know I had it in me. There’s more to all of us than we realize. Life is so much bigger, grander, higher, and wider

         than we allow ourselves to think. We’re capable of so much more than we allow ourselves to believe. Box some seemingly mousy

         person into a corner and things will come out of her that you never would have imagined. If you push someone out of her comfort

         zone, she might perform in a way that she never thought possible.

      


      We’ve all got so much more potential in us than we are willing to explore. We’re all capable of second, third, and fourth

         acts. We’re multidimensional beings, but we have a tendency to get trapped in a mind-set. We all deserve to get to that mountaintop

         and several more besides. We should be climbing the whole mountain range and enjoying the walk through all its peaks and valleys.

         And we can, as long as we remember to get out of our own way.

      


      At the end of another one of those hikes, the other boot camp guests and I ended up on the beach in Malibu. We were so happy

         to be by the sea after several days in the woods, shut off in our own little enclosed world. I starting picking up rocks and

         throwing them in the water. Then I saw this one stone and did a double take. On it was an image of a man standing tall with

         one arm down by his waist and the other arm raised in the air with his hand clenched in a fist. It was a fist pump rock! I

         am not making this up. I believe in miracles, but trust me, I am not one of these people who see images of the Virgin Mary

         on a piece of toast! This was real. I showed it to the other people in the group, and they agreed—it was clearly a picture

         of a guy going, “Yeah, I did it!” It was like the universe was sending me confirmation of the message I’d gotten out of that

         week, and I was in a mental state where I was able to receive that message. In that moment, my mind was free of life’s clutter

         and my eyes and ears were open to the signs. And guess what? Not only did I lose weight and improve my outlook, I quit smoking.

         Of course, it all got undone when I got back to New York City two days before September 11. From my apartment across the river in New Jersey I witnessed the attacks, and suddenly my world and everyone else’s had changed. Recividism bit me on the butt,

         and I went back to my bad habits for comfort. I forgot my inner strength.

      


      Whenever that happens, I pick up that fist pump rock and contemplate its message. It sits on the mantelpiece of my house in

         Los Angeles, and every time I look at it, I remember what it’s like to feel like Superwoman.

      


      We all need a little keepsake like that, especially these days. I know many of you are losing jobs or struggling to find work.

         It’s tough for someone who has just faced a layoff. Millions of us are feeling lost right now. This is a scary time for a

         lot of people. Their industries are dying. Men and women who worked in factories or at newspapers thought they’d have jobs

         forever. What they thought they’d be doing until they retire may no longer be an option. There’s no such thing as job security

         anymore. The film and music business are no different. People don’t realize that even if you make a lot of money, you can

         lose it just as fast. Show business isn’t exactly a steady profession. One day you’re hot, and the next day you’re over. You

         never know.

      


      One Door Opens…


      But that doesn’t mean it’s over. Remember: You are stronger than you think. You have to go past what you think you can do, and then you have to go in and dig up some things inside you. Shake some

         stuff around. Take a personality quiz online. Tap into who you are as a person and then look around you. Go outside your comfort

         zone to figure out what you want to try, and when you hit on something that you like, you’ll know it. When you’re not watching

         the clock and you’re completely absorbed in it, you’ll know that’s something you can dedicate yourself to 100 percent. That’s

         the difference between a job and a career.

      


      We all have talents and passions that can lead us into a vocation of some kind. A good friend of mine once told me that she

         didn’t have any talent. I said, “Girl, what are you talking about? Everyone has a talent of some kind. Talent isn’t just being

         an artist. It can be anything. You’re just not seeing it yet.”

      


      As a matter of fact, I saw what her talent was before she did. When she finished college she got a job managing a Foot Locker store, and she was considered to

         be one of the best managers in the chain. I knew she was organized and reliable. She had a talent for follow-through. It was

         the perfect solution. I couldn’t bring my business partner, Shakim Compere, on tour because our business was growing and he

         needed to stay behind at the office and run all our projects, so I asked her to come on the road with me as my business manager.

         It took a little convincing. It takes courage to leave behind a steady paycheck and benefits to try out something new. But

         this girl took that leap, and she proved to be a huge asset. She got the job done, and in this crazy business that’s a talent

         to be highly prized.

      


      Mad Skills


      When I was starting in the business, most people in our crew could rap or do something musical. But not Shakim. He can’t sing

         a note, and if he tried, you would hear dogs howl. But for two years I watched him. He was the guy who’d leave a party early

         if he had to go to work the next day. Everyone else would phone in sick or come in late. But he always showed up at wherever

         he was supposed to be, on time. So when I started performing around the clubs, he was the guy I wanted to handle my business.

         It’s not sexy to pick up your own money when you’ve finished performing at a club. I’d ask various people to do it for me.

         Even Professor Griff of Public Enemy collected for me one time. But Sha was the most consistent and dogged about getting me

         my envelope of cash, counting it to make sure it was all there, and delivering. He has the strength of character to step away

         from the partying crowd, say no and stick to it, and tell people “Screw you” when necessary. Because of that, he has everyone’s

         respect. No one messes with him.

      


      At the time I made this decision, I was only seventeen, and Sha was eighteen. I don’t know how I had the wherewithal to know

         at that age, but making him my partner was the smartest move I ever made. If I have a creative idea, he’ll find a way to make

         it happen and blow it up even bigger than I could have imagined. He’s the entrepreneur and I’m the artist, but we cross in

         the middle. Sha can be creative, too. When one of us comes up with an idea, we’ll have a brainstorming session. One of us

         will say, “Hey, what about this,” or, “I bet we can do that,” and by the time we’ve finished we end up with a big ol’ layer

         cake. Sha is brilliant at what he does. He has strength, determination, and intelligence, and he knows how to make the most

         of both our talents. I always tell him that I’m the star out there, but he’s the star in the office. And if he didn’t have

         the courage to tap into his skills, I wouldn’t have been able to tap into mine and be where I am today.
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