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For my mother and father,


Veronica and Festus Oyeneyin.


Through your lessons, I found my voice.


For my brother Tope Oyeneyin.


Because of you, I speak.










Introduction


No matter who we are, no matter where we are, no matter what we are going through or whether we’ve asked for it, we all have that one moment. A moment when you see clearly how your life might change—the only decision you have to make is if you’re going to pay attention to the fact that it’s there.


I had one of those moments in 2016, just after I finished the first cycling class I’d ever taken. I was in New York, feeling lost and disconnected, confused about who I was and what I was doing with my life. It was a very uncomfortable place to be, but I didn’t know exactly how to shake myself out of it. I left the fitness studio, still feeling that after-workout high; movement had helped. As I made my way home, something made me stop short. Out of nowhere, I threw my face into my hands and let out a loud laugh—not a giggle or a chuckle but a burst of pure, unfiltered joy. After a long period of feeling uncertain about what was to come, I suddenly felt wildly grateful to be alive. Something was happening with my soul and my spirit. I had gone from skipping through the fog of New York City to laughing like a crazy person. Then a rush of energy moved through me. I felt a blue light run from my toes to my fingertips.


For the first time in a while—perhaps the first time ever—I could see it clearly. My future. I would be cycling for the rest of my life. And not only that, but I’d be teaching it to others. On the world’s biggest platform. As I had these thoughts, I didn’t even really know what they meant. But they were as clear to me as anything had ever been. I was absolutely certain.


By the time I got home, the sensation had faded, but the thoughts stayed in the back of my head. I could have dismissed them and gone on with my regularly scheduled programming, telling myself that things were good enough, or that what I’d experienced on that walk were fantasies, ignoring the feeling deep down that something had to change. I could have stuck with what felt comfortable and familiar and made sense.


But I didn’t.


Fast-forward to 2021. I had become one of Peloton’s elite instructors, training millions of people across four countries every day from a bike on a podium. It was a dream job. I didn’t get there in one day, or even one year. But the moment I had—the vision I had—opened a door, and I shoved my foot right into it until, little by little, I squeezed my way in.





I know what you’re thinking: Tunde, easier said than done! Life is hard! There are responsibilities! We can’t just drop everything to chase a moment. And that’s true. But I want to challenge that thought for a minute and ask: What if that moment isn’t just a moment, but a mindset?


We are often so trapped by our expectations of ourselves and our lives. Life can be complicated, and to protect ourselves, we assume we know what’s to come and look for a path that’s wide and clear, well-blazed with trail markers so we get it right. But in our quest to make things easier, we often unintentionally impose limits. We fail to notice the side roads, the alternate routes, the opportunities to scramble up a rock face over which we might see a big, open sky. Knowing what’s next keeps you knowing only what you know. Embracing uncertainty empowers you to take risks. The beauty of uncertainty, I’ve found, is infinite possibility.


When I’m teaching a class, I like to say things twice, so riders have a chance to absorb what I’m trying to say—so I have a chance to absorb what I’m trying to say.


So, here it is again: The beauty of uncertainty is infinite possibility.


I hope that’s how you feel opening this book. Maybe you came to it because you’ve taken my class, maybe your friend gave it to you, maybe you liked the cover. You don’t even have to have heard of me before or clicked into a stationary bike to join in. I will do my best to give you a reason to move forward with me, in whatever ways we can. We won’t always move forward chronologically, or as things happened in the moment—after all, that’s not really how stories work. When we sit down with our friends, we don’t fill them in on our lives from beginning to end. We get ahead of ourselves and circle back; echoes of the past inform the future; we wait until we know each other a little better, until the time is just right.


When I teach, I’m always trying to lead riders forward with thoughts and directions I hope will be inspiring. We’re on the bike alone, but we ride together. Every day, I see people grow physically, spiritually, emotionally, and mentally by taking that first, hundredth, or thousandth step. That’s what I’ve tried to do here. I’ve created a path for you with my words, but the journey is your own.


We all have moments like my blue-light vision at least a few times in our lives, even if they don’t come in that exact form. You feel like something you didn’t even know you were waiting for is right in front of you. And you have to decide how you are going to act. Are you open enough to receive the message? Brave enough to surrender to the mystery of a new direction? Strong enough to pursue your vision, even if it doesn’t fall into your lap? Or will you choose to stay comfortable? Those were the questions I asked myself, and listening to how I answered them, listening to my friends, to the voices around me, and the universe at large got me where I am today, realizing that my life’s mission is to SPEAK.


SPEAK is about finding my voice, but it is also the movement I’ve created for others, using five key pillars:




SURRENDER


POWER


EMPATHY


AUTHENTICITY


KNOWLEDGE





In order to speak, you have to be willing to surrender. You have to know your power. You have to lead with empathy. You have to be authentic, and you have to have the knowledge to back it.


These words shape my philosophy. They keep me strong and vulnerable, caring and tough, curious and ready. They keep me moving forward, on flat ground, up hills, even when it looks and feels like I’m staying in one place. They have carried me through all the stories I will share in this book—times of great sorrow and heartbreak, change, triumph, and joy. They have brought me the best of friendships; they have connected me with people I never thought I’d meet; and they have brought me here, to you. I’m sharing them and the lessons they offer because my greatest dream is that each of us finds love, peace, and acceptance for ourselves, and then brings that love out into the world.


I want this book to help you take notice of where these words, as concepts, have shown up in major moments in your life. On a piece of paper, or in your phone if, like me, you have it attached to your hip, write down these five words and think about your own life.


If you look back, you may find that when you surrendered, it resulted in change. When you led with empathy, you found yourself able to act more freely. Once you’re aware of these words, you can tune in to them and give yourself the license to act in that spirit. Recognizing where you are allows you to move more freely into action.


Every day, I see regular people push themselves out of their comfort zones. I see them reach out to each other. I see them connect and grow. And that’s because, I believe, in some ways we’re all the same. We all feel the same grief, joy, and hope, and we all have the capacity to create change for ourselves and others. Why not the whole world? Why not surrender to the unknown, step into our power, lead with empathy, be true and authentic to ourselves along the way, and use the knowledge that we gain to get us from where we are to where we want to be? How do we SPEAK?


This is how.









Authenticity



ONE The Perfect Dress



I’m a fitness instructor at Peloton and a Nike athlete, two of the top platforms for a person with a strong, healthy body, so it might seem obvious for me to lead off with a story about body image, but it’s where we all begin. We all have a body. It’s the first thing that belongs to us. It’s where we live and how we move through the world, and our experience within it guides us into the different paths we take as we grow. When we transform it, it transforms us.


When I was fourteen years old, I was a bridesmaid in my auntie’s wedding. I’m first-generation American—my parents emigrated from Nigeria to Houston, Texas, before I was born—and in Nigerian families, we call all our elders “auntie” and “uncle.” It’s like having many parents. All my warm, chatty, Nigerian aunties talked to me as if I were their child, and my mother treated their children as if they were her own. We were often in each other’s houses for meals. Sometimes my cousins would come over to our house and stay for days.


Being a bridesmaid meant that I needed a new, fancy dress. I was so excited. My mom and I drove to a bridal store in the south part of Houston. My auntie was already there when we arrived.


“This is the dress!” she announced as we walked in. I looked at the store clerk, who was holding up a full-length, cobalt-blue satin dress with a boat neck, capped sleeves, and a pleated skirt. Oh. I was full-figured: I had bigger breasts, larger thighs, and was chubby-faced. I wasn’t particularly excited about wearing a dress with capped sleeves that would draw attention to my big arms. I had been picturing something that would make me look and feel like a princess. Blue was my favorite color, but in my opinion, it was wasted on this particular dress. The dress was an insult to cobalt. Maybe that’s too strong. It was just plain ugly. My auntie was a stylish woman, so I’d expected something a little more exciting, but it was her big day. I would do whatever made her happy.


“Can we see it in a size eighteen, please?” my mom asked the clerk.


The clerk glanced at me, and I saw a flash of doubt pass over her face, but then she smiled and said, “Of course. Let me check on that.” Instead of going to the rack, she went to her computer. After a moment, she returned and said, “I’m sorry to say that this dress doesn’t come in a size larger than twelve.”


I was mortified. It hadn’t occurred to me that I might be too big for the dress my auntie had picked.


The first time I felt self-conscious about my size was in third grade. My friends at school weren’t yet at the age where certain questions were considered too personal to ask, so a group of us were standing around in the schoolyard comparing our weights. I was the third to volunteer my weight, and I did so without hesitation: I was 116 pounds. The kids’ mouths dropped open. Brian looked at Rachel and said with awe, “Tunde’s in the hundreds!”


“Wow, that’s a lot!” exclaimed Rachel. Then they continued around the rest of the circle. None of my friends had hit triple digits yet. That hadn’t even occurred to me. My auntie had a younger daughter whom she always told, “You need to eat so you can be fat like your cousin Yetunde,” but it was more a practical statement than a judgmental one—she just wanted her daughter to have the benefit of my hand-me-downs. I had good clothes and always spent my allowance and birthday money on them. Every Saturday morning, my mother and I went to garage sales together looking for good deals. From the time I was little, I’d treated school as if it were a fashion show and arrived ready to fingerpaint in my Easter Sunday finest. As I got older I wore the cheap version of the trendiest styles.


I had three brothers—Tony and Tosin were older than me, and Tope was younger than me. They were all athletic and very big eaters. We lived off the ninety-nine-cent Whoppers at Burger King, or the McRib at McDonald’s when it was in season. A serving size for me was two burgers, and I never thought twice about it. We all ate whatever we wanted. Sometimes my brothers teased me, calling me fat, but my mom was pleased when we ate. Eating was a sign of health and a gesture of respect for the person who had prepared the food. When I complained about my brothers, my mother just said, “If they make fun of you, stand up straight and give it right back to them.” So when my brothers called me fat, I popped back at them, “At least I can lose weight. You can’t fix ugly.” But then, standing with the friends who were shocked that my weight had hit triple digits, there wasn’t a reason to snap back. Seeing the negative reaction, I decided on the spot that the next time anyone asked, I would lie about my weight, even though I knew that saying a lower number wouldn’t change my size.


Now, standing in the store, there was nowhere to hide, and no way to lie. Thankfully, my auntie didn’t miss a beat. “Okay, well, you don’t have to wear that dress,” she said. “Let’s find you something else.” When it came to her wedding, my auntie saw my size as nothing but a number, and the problem with the dress as nothing but an inventory issue. “Pick any dress in the store. I’ll pay for it.” Then she held up a dress. “What about this one?”


The hanger in her hand held a dress that was much prettier than the first: deep-blue lace with lots of detail, a bit of a train, and a beautiful silhouette. It put the bride in bridesmaid.


The salesclerk smiled. “Great choice. That’s one of the most beautiful dresses we have in the store, and we have it in your size.”


“I don’t want to wear that dress,” I said.


My mother nudged me hard, as if to say, Are you crazy? Your auntie’s going to pay for it, and it’s prettier. Take it! But I stubbornly repeated my position.


“I don’t want to wear that dress.” I carried the ugly size-twelve blue dress into the dressing room, determined to see if I could somehow squeeze into it. My mother followed me into the small room and sat on the bench off to the side, the size-eighteen lace dress draped over her arm.


I put the size-twelve dress on. It fit over my body, but there was no hope of zipping it up the back. Not gonna happen.


“Yetunde,” my mother said after a moment, “why don’t you just try on the prettier dress?”


“Mom, if I wear that dress, everyone’s going to know.”


“Know what? What is it that they’ll know?”


“They’ll know I was the fat one who couldn’t fit into the dress.” All at once, I sank into my mother’s arms, sobbing with my head in her lap.


One of the first things we learn as children is the danger of standing out. Of course, if you know you’re a beautiful singer, you might like the opportunity to perform in front of a group. And if you feel drop-dead gorgeous, you might be tempted to wear a bright-red dress to a wedding (although everyone knows you shouldn’t steal attention from the bride). When we don’t want to stand out, when we want to disappear or hide, it’s almost always because we don’t feel comfortable or proud of our authentic selves. And that fear—the fear that tells us to be invisible—holds us in place. As young girls we are conditioned to hate parts of ourselves. We spend hours, days, months, and collectively years agonizing over our bodies and the ideal image we wish we could achieve. I didn’t want my weight to stand out. I didn’t want my dress to stand out. I didn’t want to be different from everyone else. I had already experienced enough of that.


I thought about how, six months earlier, I had started high school. It felt like a big change—I was going to be a small fish in a big school. I was nervous, but excited—I’d be driving soon. Would I go to parties? Maybe I’d even have a boyfriend. My older brothers and cousins had gathered in the living room before dinner to figure out our back-to-school outfits and try on our new backpacks. My backpack was already full of all my schoolbooks. I tried it on, and my brothers made fun of me.


“Look at her backpack!”


“It’s riding high!”


“What’s wrong with my backpack?” I asked, looking around, confused. “It just has my schoolbooks in it.”


“That’s not how it goes in high school,” my cousin explained. “Your backpack can’t be that full. It’s gotta hang.”


“So what am I supposed to do, leave my books at home?”


“Do something. I don’t know. Carry some of them in your hands.” I reluctantly removed books one at a time until I had their approval.


Then my cousin said something that jolted me. “It’s a good thing you’re pretty. But they’re going to diss you for your weight. In junior high school it’s no big deal, but high school is a different playing field. You gotta get that under control.”


I knew he was trying to help me, to protect me, but his words sparked an insecurity that immediately took hold and kept growing.


Not long after school started, a teacher called me out for wearing a skirt that was too short. Our skirts were supposed to come down to our fingertips when we held our arms down against our sides. It was true that mine barely passed the finger test, but then the teacher who busted me for it pointed out another girl whose skirt was even shorter than mine: “Hers is shorter, but it looks appropriate on her.” Meaning: She is skinny and looks good in it, so she’s going to get away with breaking the dress code. But not you. You’re big, so you should hide your body in clothes.


As a result, I started trying to make my presence smaller, not just in my body but in my behavior, too. I didn’t laugh loudly, because then people would notice me and my body. I didn’t dance at parties—though I loved to dance—because then people would see me and how big I was. At school dances I told myself that I would dance only if someone asked. I was an extrovert trapped in an introvert’s body. I wanted to be part of everything—to dance, to move, to laugh, to goof around with friends—but I held back.


I think any of us would say to that teenager, “Don’t worry about it! Go! Dance! Have fun! Enjoy yourself!”—but saying it to young Tunde is easy. What do you say to yourself? Do you stand in your own way, interfere with your own joy and your own personality because you’re worried that you’ll stand out for the wrong reasons? Is it worth it? To hide our true selves because of a fear that’s in our heads?


In the dressing room, my mother held me, finally understanding some of what I had been holding beneath the surface. She took a beat, then said, “Yetunde, if this is something that’s important to you, you’re going to have to make a change.” That was my mother’s way. She had never judged my appearance. She had never commented on my weight. She had always told me I was beautiful. But when she saw how upset I was—that was what she wanted to change. And she made it clear that I had to be the one to do it. In the same moment that she acknowledged I had weight to lose, she empowered me to change. Without judgment or shame. Just love.


My mother was right. We have to be in the driver’s seat of our own lives. Whatever it is that makes you want to hide, you have two choices—learn to love it or change it. We can’t let fear steer our course. We left the store empty-handed, but a week later, my mom presented me with a new dress. “Try this!” she said. Looking closer, I realized it was the hideous cobalt-blue bridesmaid dress—and it appeared to be in my size.


“How did you get this? I thought they didn’t have my size,” I asked.


“I bought two and sewed them together,” my mother replied.


I slid the dress on. It fit perfectly. I looked in the mirror and smiled. I was going to look exactly as ugly as everyone else.


At the wedding, I fit in perfectly, feeling the comfortable anonymity of being lost in the crowd. In true African-wedding style, there was no shortage of food or dancing. In fact, most people missed the ceremony and showed up at two a.m. for the dancing. Instead of bringing gifts, it’s an African tradition to bring money—preferably in ones—so that you can spray money at the newlyweds. All the little kids crawled around on the floor collecting money and grabbing more as it dropped from the sky. I was too old now to help pick up the money but had graduated to begging my parents for ten dollars in ones so that I could be one of the people to spray money.


After the wedding was over, and all that was left were photos, where my dress blended perfectly into a sea of cobalt, I took my mother’s words to heart. If I was unhappy, I had to make a change. I told myself I had to stop eating Whoppers and start working out. My job, working at Fuzzy’s Pizza, was next door to a 24 Hour Fitness. When summer rolled around, I bought a membership. It came with a free orientation session with one of the trainers, but I was too embarrassed to be seen trying to learn my way around. I still didn’t want to acknowledge to the world that there was anything about myself I wanted to change. I didn’t want to admit that I wasn’t confident, that I cared about how I looked.


The gym had two sides—one area with cardio machines and another with weight machines and free weights. The weights area was intimidating. Nobody had taught us weightlifting in school, and it felt like people might watch and judge if I tried to learn here. The cardio machines were easier to figure out without anyone’s help, and the people on the ellipticals, treadmills, and bikes were zoned out, listening to music or watching the TVs that were mounted on the wall. That worked for me. We could each be in our own private universes.


All summer, I walked to the gym, worked out on the cardio machines, went to work, then walked home. Without any plan or guidance, I started to eat better, avoiding fast food and sodas. I lost thirty pounds.


That fall, I walked into tenth grade not knowing whether my achievement would be obvious. On the third day of school, I was in the PE room for dance class. The bell hadn’t gone off yet, and we hadn’t changed into our gym clothes. I always liked to dress up for school, and unfortunately back then it was hard to find stores with plus-sized clothing. Now that I’d lost weight, I could finally fit into the outfits I’d always wanted to wear. My favorite store was called Clothestime. It was the Forever 21 of its time, and I was thrilled that at last I could shop there. That day I was wearing a skintight patterned yellow-and-eggplant off-the-shoulder top with a high-waisted pencil skirt that had a slit up the side and tan wedges. I felt great. I walked across the gym to say hi to the coach. Everyone could see me, and I was strutting my stuff.


Then, the unthinkable happened. Becky Myers waved me over. Becky Myers! She was one of the perpetually pretty, popular girls in our class, and she was acknowledging my existence. I walked over to her and her ever-present circle of friends. “You look so good,” she told me. “You lost so much weight. How did you do it?”


I wasn’t unpopular or uncool—I had plenty of friends in all different groups—the band kids, the stoners, and the popular kids. But I still was not showing up fully as myself. My parents were fighting to make their mortgage in a middle-class neighborhood. I went to a big school where football was everything. (It was Texas, y’all.) I felt singled out enough as one of the only Black kids in my class, and on top of that I didn’t have the designer things the rich (and often most popular) kids had. My classmates were wealthy kids who wore the hottest trends, and I bought my knock-off Doc Martens at Payless, where my mom waited for the BOGO sales. Becky was the It Girl. I couldn’t believe that someone who I thought had everything wanted to know how I did something. She wanted something I had! Did she have confidence issues, too? It immediately humanized her. “I’ve been eating healthy and working out,” I replied.


As I unveiled the new, trimmer Tunde, I continued to get praise from students, parents, and teachers for how I looked. Kids seemed to like me more. I had more friends. I had expected losing weight would improve my life, and it did. Society had showed me that looking a certain way meant I was invited into places.


Before long, I realized that it wasn’t the weight itself that had made me hide. Anyone can dance. Anyone can laugh. Anyone can wear a dress that doesn’t match. I had allowed my insecurity to imprison me, and even the validation of others couldn’t have changed it. What if people didn’t start to like me because I was skinny? What if they liked me because I finally showed them who I really was? I had to free myself by being comfortable with who I was.


I felt a new sense of freedom and felt that the world was leaning toward me because I was finally showing up as myself. I allowed people to see the full me. And if I could do it all over again, I’d still get healthy, but I would have allowed myself to love myself before, during, and after. I wish I hadn’t waited to be myself.





Years later, when I was twenty-one, I moved to LA. Almost immediately, it was clear that Houston-thin (by then, I had lost fifty pounds) was different from LA-thin. It was on a whole other level. But it was also easier to lose weight there. In Houston, when I was dieting, I’d get together with friends and be the only one at the table trying to find something healthy. In LA, everyone ate that way: green juices, kale salads, kombucha. I lost another twenty pounds.


In those days I weighed in weekly, and during one in particular, it felt like all I’d eaten was air. I’d stuck to leafy greens, vegetables, and water. I’d cut out sugar entirely. I hadn’t had any warm, buttery, delicious bread in weeks. I’d upped my workouts, throwing in doubles when my schedule allowed. I knew what I looked like in the mirror. I should have been happy or disappointed based on how I looked and felt, but instead, the digital scale was the jury. At the end of the week, I expected a reward. The reward was a number.


But when I stepped on the scale, there was no reward. I hadn’t lost weight—I’d gained it! It was so frustrating. I couldn’t try any harder than I had that week. I went straight back to feeling like that insecure girl who didn’t want people to notice she was there. I’d worked so hard for nothing. Not just giving up foods I loved but forgoing other activities to devote time to working out. Sacrificing and compromising, doing everything right in an effort to meet the goal—only to be defeated. I resented the people who had great bodies and never had to struggle, or even try, to manage their weight. Why didn’t I get better genes?!


And then, I thought of something my mother had said. If you want to change things, you have to change things. I couldn’t control the number on that scale. I’d tried and I’d been unsuccessful. But what I could change was the power I allowed the scale to hold over me. It had become the dictator in my house. It told me I couldn’t wear an outfit because I was too big for it. It told me I couldn’t have fun with my friends because I wasn’t on track. I decided to make a change. I wanted to change the relationship I had with my body. I decided that from then on, I would be the one to dictate what outfit I could wear, how much fun I could have with friends, how happy I was. I wanted my spirit to be determined by how I felt, not how the scale thought I was doing. If I didn’t feel good, I knew that working out would help me feel better. Lifting weights made me feel stronger. Sweating made me feel cleansed. When I was working out and eating well consistently, I felt better. Rather than fight for a number on the scale, I decided to fight to maintain a feeling. My mother’s advice about change hadn’t just been about my body. It was also about my mind. We work hard, train hard, and adhere to general recommendations, all to reach an end goal. Yet we don’t spend the same amount of time or devote the same type of attention to training our thoughts. It took years to understand that regardless of the way I looked, and regardless of what the scale read, my mind would in the end guide how I felt about myself. Your mind is your strongest muscle. It holds the key to your belief about the way you feel and the way you see yourself.


I couldn’t make myself a certain weight, but I could make good decisions. I transitioned my validation into activities, things that I could control. I stopped weighing myself.


Ultimately, it wasn’t about what I lost but what I gained. I learned how to be the gatekeeper of my own peace, my own energy. I was the one calling the shots. I was the one saying how I felt. My truth was the only one that mattered.


Not the number on the scale.


Not the fit of the dress.


Not the expressions on the faces of the kids in third grade.


Not the words of the teacher who didn’t like my short skirt.


Not even the admiration of Becky Myers.


Not any of these exterior voices or measures could tell me how to feel good in my own skin. I was the one.


When truth and trust intersect, you can be your most authentic self. So this is what I want to ask you—when do you most genuinely feel like yourself? Are you alone or with others? Loud or quiet? Dancing or still? And when fear gets in your way—is it because you fear the judgment of the people around you? Or is it your own judgment? While you’re on a quest to get to where you’re going, wherever that may be, allow yourself to show up as your authentic self. Don’t wait for the moment to arrive. Don’t shrink yourself to fit into small spaces. If the space doesn’t fit, find a new one. Being yourself starts right now.









Empathy



TWO A Life of Purpose



One day, in sixth grade, I was playing soccer with my brothers in our cul-de-sac when my mom hollered at me to come in. She sat me down and said six words that changed my life: “Now you will start wearing makeup.” I was excited. My mom was good at makeup, and I had always loved watching her get ready to go out. She was such a lady. Growing up overweight had made me feel like an outsider, but over the years people had told me that I had a pretty face, and I clung to that. I felt like there was hope for me. Maybe now I could be like her. A woman.


We went up to her bathroom, where there was a long sink with a big mirror. She had a big makeup kit and a magnifying mirror. I pulled up a chair next to her stool, and she showed me how to apply lip gloss, mascara, and blush. It felt special to have time with her—without my brothers—and I liked how grown-up and pretty wearing makeup made me feel. I liked it so much that the very next morning I came downstairs wearing black eyeliner and purple, orange, and yellow eye shadows I had taken from her kit. She had to send me back upstairs to tone it down. Later we would joke that she had no idea what she had unleashed.


I had bushy and unruly brows, and I begged my mother to take me to get them done. I wanted them to be like Pamela Anderson’s. On Baywatch she had super-skinny arched brows. Finally, before the sixth-grade dance, my mom plucked my brows and took me from a bushy unibrow to a pencil-thin brow that I loved. (Yes, I regret it now that full brows are everything. I’m still trying to grow them back.)


From then on, I played with makeup every chance I got. You would think I was in a challenge with myself to see how many colors I could cram onto my eyelids. When I did my makeup for school, I’d rein myself in, but when I got home, before I washed my face, I’d try out new colors and techniques to see what looked good. Before, I hadn’t wanted to be seen. But using makeup was the one way I felt comfortable displaying my personality. One way I was willing to say, “Look at me!”


In high school I begged my friends to let me do their makeup for dances, practicing with their different skin tones and eye shapes. At homecoming, when I was supposed to be paying attention to my date, I kept marveling at my work displayed across my friend Bridget’s face. At the Macy’s in the mall, I’d walk from counter to counter in the cosmetics department, admiring the makeup and the women selling it. MAC was very popular at the time, and I respected them because they were one of the few brands that made products for my skin tone. I’d stand and watch the artists put makeup on clients. One day, one of them finally turned to me and said, “You’d look so good in red lipstick.” He put some on me. I thought I looked like a clown, but I didn’t want to offend him, so I walked out of the store wearing it. In the mall, I noticed people looking at me. That lipstick was commanding more attention than any of the makeup I’d been wearing. I thought it was because I looked clownish. Only much later would I come around to the energy and lift that a red lip can bring to a bad day.
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