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I dedicate this book to those who have taught me the greatest lessons—my father, mother, grandmother, sisters, and friends. You are the reason I have had both happy and sad tears, which I have used to water the seeds of growth within myself.

I also want to dedicate this to all my friends worldwide—those I know personally and those who know me through my work. I believe in you, I see you, and I want you to know that you have the power to create the life you want.

Remember, friends, we all have inherent value and you are designed perfectly.



introduction
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As the resident culture expert, therapist, or life coach on Queer Eye (you can decide what you want to call me), I help people evaluate how they respond to their internal and external struggles. While my Queer Eye castmates make over the contestants’ style, home decor, diet, and grooming, my job is to make over their hearts and minds—which is why I love being on the show.

As I write this from the set of Queer Eye in Kansas City, Missouri, I have just had a long but rewarding week helping a hero (that’s what we call the guests on the show) who was struggling with forgiveness and needing closure. It was my first time exploring this theme this season, and I was very excited about it. I’d spent almost every night coming up with the most impactful ways of helping this hero get to a space where he understood that getting closure from the trauma that had happened in his life began with forgiving himself, then forgiving the person who inflicted the trauma, and, last, accepting that this experience was meant to provide him with a lesson so he could be the amazing person he was destined to be.

Earlier today, my Queer Eye castmate Bobby Berk walked into the trailer that the cast uses when we’re on set. He stood over me as I sat at my computer and read what I was planning to do with the hero in order to help him get to a place of forgiveness and closure. (To be honest, I like when my castmates, especially Bobby, take a sneak peek at my plans.) Before I could say anything, I felt a small drop of water hit my hand. I turned around and saw that Bobby had tears in his eyes.

“Damn you, Kar-Oprah,” he said (that’s his nickname for me). “Now you’re making me cry, just reading what you’re going to be doin’.” I laughed, but his response told me I had figured out an effective way to help our hero grow and roll smoothly into his destiny.

(Side note: I wish I could tell you which hero I’m talking about, but contractually I’m not able to write about that person. But once season 3 drops, I wonder if you’ll be able to guess who it is.)

Even as I write about this powerful moment, I’m reminded of all the other ones that have happened in these past months. In February of 2018, Queer Eye began streaming on Netflix. In less than a year, the boys and I had been to London, Australia, and Japan for the show. We were invited to the Emmys, presented an award—and won three of them. But the most fulfilling thing has been impacting the lives of our heroes and our viewers at home.

Each of us has pulled from not only our training to help people, but also our own personal lives. I’m on Queer Eye because I have learned how to manage conflict, both internally and externally. I have had many ups and some major downs that have almost broken me at points—but ultimately, they have made me the man I am. I wasn’t always on this path. My journey has included identity confusion, physical and emotional abuse, addiction, violence, and a suicide attempt.



I was born in Houston, Texas, in November 1980 to immigrant parents. They had moved to this country from Jamaica to create the life they desired for their children and for themselves—a life full of love, hard work, opportunity, and empathy for others. All their children would go on to attend college, have highly respected professional careers, and find love with amazing partners. I know it was their dream, but to see it actually happen has to have blown their minds. And to see their baby, their only son, go on to build a successful career in television and to be on the Emmys stage winning awards? Now that, I’m sure, they couldn’t have imagined.

But it took years of really evaluating my own life for me to understand how to find purpose, healing, and hope within the conflicts that have riddled my life. I’ve had to overcome many obstacles. And along the way, I have learned that to have a healthy life, you must acknowledge tensions or disagreements—not avoid them. Each moment in my life that I viewed as horrible or hurtful at the time was actually a message that I needed to receive, learn from, and use to inspire others.

I’ve failed plenty of times as well. But as my granny, Sybil—yes, the one I quote on Queer Eye all the time—used to say, “Failure isn’t the opposite of success, it’s part of it.” In this book, I’m going to share intimate stories from my own life in order to show you how I respond to conflict—in hopes that it will inspire a change in you and allow you to get closer to your authentic self. Growth is a journey, not a destination.



To truly embrace purpose, healing, and hope in your own life, having the proper language to put your feelings into words is crucial.

Emotions do not happen in response to events, they happen in response to our thoughts around that event. Having the vocabulary to name your emotions helps you to see how the way you’re thinking is creating them.

When I mastered identifying my feelings, I recognized their temporary nature—which freed me from much suffering and gave me clarity so I could grow through my conflicts.

By the end of this book, you’ll have gained a better understanding of how to use the proper language to communicate with yourself and others by seeing conflict as a springboard to a better you.

If I can find purpose, healing, and hope, then trust me—you can, too. I’m confident that the stories I share of trauma and growth can be a compass for you to find your way toward the life you want and deserve.



chapter one
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What’s in a Name?

I am my father’s only son, and his first boy after having three girls. When my father found out he was having a son, he became a renewed man. He has told me that it made him feel as if he had a chance to do everything right that he felt he hadn’t done right before.

During my mother’s pregnancy with me, my father became more involved with the Rastafarian faith—learning from his Rastafarian mentor about African heritage and the meaning of names. My father never liked his own name, Henry, so he’s always gone by the nickname “Lucky.” I’m not sure why he never liked his given name, but as I understand it, he wanted a name for me that reflected and honored our cultural heritage and identity, and not one passed down by British colonizers through slavery.
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My mother, my father, Nedra, and Kamilah in 1980. I’m in my mom’s belly.



Before I was born, my father became obsessed with learning about the power of one’s given name. He read many books on why names are so important in many African cultures. A name is not only your identity, it’s the legacy of the people who came before you, and the hope of what you can do with your life. He was convinced that giving me a strong name was the first gift that he could give to me, so he got a book from a Jamaican store in Houston and highlighted his favorites.

Ironically, this gift was also the first act that would cause conflict in my life. Before I was born, he and my mother often fought because they could not agree on my name. I’ve heard this story many times—my mother didn’t want to give me an African name, but my father was adamant. He believed that the name you gave your child affected how they walked through this world, and how they were received.
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My mother, pregnant with me.



My father went through many, many African names, which caused my parents to have many, many arguments. My mother, Charmaine, who was brought up in a traditional, affluent home in Jamaica, would say, “I’m not giving my son a name that people can’t pronounce and that people will think is different. It’s ‘bad enough’ that we’re immigrants from Jamaica, and now you’re going to put even more pressure on our child.” My mother’s thinking came from her own mother. My granny Sybil would say, “We’re a certain type of black.” Constantly, she would say, “We’re a different type of black; we’re not those black folks. We have education; we have money.” So in my mother’s mind at that time, my name should reflect us being “better” than others.

But my father was stubborn and didn’t believe in the ideology of self-worth based on money. He just kept saying, “There’s no other option. He has to have a name with meaning. . . . The world is going to know his name, and it must have power.”

He eventually settled on Karamo Karega—maybe a month before I was born. Being a charmer, he convinced everyone around him that it was the best name on earth. Eventually, my mother agreed it was a great name. And even my granny, who was against a Rastafarian-inspired name from the beginning, soon told my father, “Oh my gosh, this name is phenomenal.”
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Me, just born and five minutes old.



The name Karamo Karega is Swahili in origin. Karamo means “educated,” and Karega means “rebel.” My father thought there needed to be a complementing contrast to the meaning of my name. He wanted his son to be smart, to be well educated, to understand that constantly learning and evolving is important. It was also important to him that his son should not just go with the status quo and be who everyone else wanted him to be but also to be who he needed to be—hence the name “Educated Rebel.”
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Baby me.



It’s funny because, true to my father’s belief, my name did end up affecting how I walked through life. Growing up, I was consistently told, “You’re an educated rebel. You’re a champion. You’re the very best.” And when you hear that every day, you start to believe it. A lot of the traits I have, and why I’m the man I am today, come from hearing, over and over again, “You’re educated” and “You’re a rebel.”



Inside the comfort of our home and family, I loved my name. I never questioned it. The first time I became aware that my name was different was when I was four or five. I had gone into a Jamaican restaurant with my father, who brought me everywhere. When we walked in, my father introduced me to the woman behind the counter, a friend of his. “This is my son, Karamo,” he said.

Suddenly, I heard a voice behind us say with disgust, “What’s his name?” It was a woman in line who was also Jamaican, and she was making a scene of it by loudly asking questions. I shrank into myself. It was the first time I had felt embarrassed by this gift my father had given me. I wanted so badly to turn and run out of that restaurant and wait in the car.

That didn’t happen. My father held my hand and brought me closer to him. A charmer who also doesn’t shy away from conflict, he immediately replied, in the sweetest of tones, “No, no, no, darling—this is a name you must know.” Then he went into a speech. He explained the meaning of my name, and why as people of African descent we must honor the names birthed from our heritage. He expressed why uplifting one another—especially our children—is important, and why he appreciated her candor so he could have the opportunity to teach her this lesson.

At the end of his monologue, he basically had the restaurant applauding his words and my name. The woman apologized to me. This moment gave me so much pride to be my father’s son and to have the name I do. After that, I would walk around saying to anyone who would listen, “My name is Karamo Karega,” because my father made me feel that everyone should respect it and everyone should know it.
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Dressing myself in khakis and a polo shirt.



But my troubles with my name were far from over—as I found out when it was time to register for kindergarten. I had been very excited. I already knew my entire alphabet and could count to five hundred. That’s because my father would read and count with me almost every night—making sure I was educated and living up to my name.

Navigating the school system in Houston, Texas, where I grew up, took thoughtfulness. My father, per usual, was very strategic about this decision. He always made sure that, even during our many financial hardships, we always lived in the “best” school districts. Whenever we moved to a new apartment or house, my father would take out a map of the school zones to search for the housing line, in order to find a place in that area we could rent.

So thanks to my father’s efforts to make sure we were always living on the side of a “good” school, I attended kindergarten at one of the best-funded schools with the best student/teacher ratio in the Houston district. But due to the way our educational system is set up in this country—which creates racial and economic borders that many people aren’t able to cross—my father’s efforts ensured that I only attended schools where the racial makeup was 99 percent Caucasian.

On the first day of kindergarten, I walked into school feeling excited and prepared. I also realized very quickly that there weren’t any other African-American kids anywhere. This was a new experience for me. At that time, the Jamaican community in Houston was vibrant, and my parents quickly found that community, so I spent my time around other Jamaicans, Jamaican-Americans, African-Americans, and Latinos—so much so that for a very short time in my life, I thought Jamaicans and Latinos were the whole population. I saw only a few white people.

I immediately knew that I was different from everyone else.
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Dressing myself in a sweater-vest and khakis again. It’s a good look!



Now, I had always embraced my differences. As a child, I rebelled against the fashion choices available to kids my age. I used to wear khakis, a collared shirt, and a sweater-vest all the time. (And that was my choice: my parents didn’t dress me, I dressed myself.) I wasn’t into T-shirts and sneakers like everyone else my age, and that was okay with me. I didn’t care that other students on that first day stared at me as I walked to my first class. I was still walking with the pride instilled in me from being in the cocoon of my very supportive home environment.

However, my confidence quickly started to diminish within the first five minutes. I’ll never forget what happened in that moment—not only because it shaped my identity for a very long time but also because what happened to me in that moment still happens to me today whenever I meet a new group of people.

I sat down at my desk, eager to learn. I had spent the last few years watching my sisters do school projects that seemed so fun to me. Now I was going to get the chance to do the same thing! The teacher came into the classroom, introduced herself, and welcomed us to kindergarten. She then took attendance. Sally (here), John (here), Christopher (here), Melissa (here).

But then it came time for her to say my name. “Kamo? Care-a-mo?” Each attempt was more painful. I don’t remember her being malicious in any way—just confused by a name she had never seen before.

I said, “No, my name’s Karamo Karega.”

Then she blurted out, “What kind of a name is that?”

Immediately, the class was in an uproar as I shrank into my chair in embarrassment. This time, my father wasn’t there to grab my hand and convince my teacher and my new classmates that my name was important. After that, I said maybe three words in that class, because I didn’t want to bring any further attention to myself. To this day, the question I still get the most from strangers is, “What kind of a name is that?” But during that first day of kindergarten, I no longer wanted that name.

By the end of the first day, I had a plan of how to solve the problem of my name. If my father wasn’t going to be able to protect me, I had to figure out how to protect myself. This is always how I’ve evaluated life. I’m a quick adapter. I figure out what my next move is and go after it without a second thought. It’s my fiancé Ian’s favorite quality about me. He often says, “You’re so decisive—you always know what you want.”

When I walked in the next day, I immediately went up to the teacher and told her, “Before you do attendance, my name isn’t Karamo Karega . . . it’s K.K.” I knew in my heart that if I was truly going to enjoy school, I didn’t need extra pressure. The teacher was probably relieved that she didn’t have to butcher my name again, so she immediately agreed to my nickname and told me to take my seat.

A few minutes later, when she took attendance, she said, “K.K.?”

And I said, “Here!” There were no questions, and there was no laughter. And for the rest of my childhood, I was known as K.K.

Every day after that, if I was in a situation where somebody new was going to have to say my name out loud, I would immediately get to them before they would do it and say, “You can call me K.K.”

My name shaped a lot of my actions. I studied harder so that no one could ever say that the kid with the funny name was also stupid. I had model behavior, because I never wanted anyone to say that the kid with the funny name was a problem child. I made sure I was heavily involved in school—I was in all the clubs in elementary school, and when I got to middle school and high school, I became the president of those clubs. I was an athlete. I did everything to make sure I fit in, because I didn’t want to give anyone a reason to think I was different.

In the third grade, I remember going to the principal’s office to speak with the principal—who refused to call me K.K. or to learn to say my name correctly—to ask if I could be the student who got to raise and take down the American flag each school day. At that point, he had given only white students the opportunity, and I wanted to change that. To be honest, even at that time, I could tell my principal was prejudiced against students who were different from him—whether that was due to their ethnicity, race, gender, or living with a disability.

I felt that he treated us differently in comparison to how he treated the Caucasian male students. It wasn’t anything he said. The thing about prejudiced people is that you don’t have to hear them say something to know they’re prejudiced. He would walk down the hallways and high-five the white students and lower his hand when he got to me. Even at a young age, I knew why. It wasn’t because of my grades—I got good grades. It wasn’t that I was disruptive in class. There was no reason other than my differences.

I was determined to convince him that I could be the one in charge of the flag each day. I wanted him to realize that although I was different in his eyes, I deserved a chance to do it, because I was willing to work harder than everyone else to prove my worth to him. All I wanted was a yes—to know I had gotten the opportunity.

The only times I could ask him to please give me this chance were during my lunch break and after school. So on my lunch break, I scarfed down my lunch within three minutes, because I knew I had to ask my teacher if I could go to the principal’s office. Then I ran to his office, quickly tucking in my shirt and wiping the sweat off my face to look as responsible and put together as I could.

The principal had a tiny office with a hall window that allowed a clear view of him sitting at his desk. He had a sweet receptionist, an African-American woman who in my young mind was seventy, but she was probably closer to forty. I anxiously asked her if I could see the principal, and she gave me a reassuring smile. “Of course, baby,” she said. She called to tell him I was there—and through the window, I could see him pick up the phone and say something nonchalantly.

Then I watched as he sat at his desk and did not invite me in. Minutes passed. I nervously eyed the clock. More minutes passed. Finally the bell rang, and I reluctantly got up and went back to class.

This happened probably twenty more times.

Day after day, I never got a no, so I never felt defeated. He just ignored me, so I was going to come back. I was determined.
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This is the child who sat outside the principal’s office, petitioning him day after day. I believe I was eight in that photo, in the third grade.



I persisted, and I finally wore him down. When I got to see him, I begged him to give me a chance, which after several meetings he reluctantly did.

“You know you’ll have to be here an hour early every day to do this job,” he said, as if trying to discourage me. “And if it’s raining, you’ll still have to go outside and lower the flag.”

I eagerly agreed. Once I finally had that yes, I’d get to school an hour early every morning in third, fourth, and fifth grades to proudly raise the American flag. To this day, I still know how to fold an American flag properly. It was one more way I combatted the perceived differences people conjured up in their minds when they heard or read the name Karamo Karega. That principal loved me by the end of elementary school and finally started calling me K.K.—a small victory.

Having a name that was considered exotic shaped my understanding of what it meant to be different in a country that doesn’t always value people or ideas that aren’t “normal.” I kept the nickname K.K. until I got to high school, where I switched it from K.K.—which sounded too young—to Junior, and also Jayson Raine Brown. (Don’t ask me where these names came from, because I’d be lying if I told you I knew.) Even though I had outgrown K.K., I wasn’t ready to go by Karamo Karega yet. This became an awkward time for me, as friends would call my house asking for Junior or Jayson. My father would pick up the house phone and tell the person on the other line with certainty that they had the wrong number. Because I didn’t want to cause any issues with him, I would dash to be the one to answer the phone anytime it would ring.

My three sisters—Marcella, a kind person who wants to make everyone’s lives better and who is twelve years older than me; Nedra, a girly girl who was a track star and who is nine years older; and Kamilah, a brilliant, athletic tomboy who is five years older—were all out of the house by then, so I had full domain over the phone. I just kept telling myself, If I can get to the phone first, Daddy will never know that I go by Junior or Jayson at school, not Karamo. But the secret didn’t stay hidden for long. My father sat me down after school one day and asked me with genuine concern, “Why aren’t you going by your given name?” And with the arrogance of a pubescent teen, I replied, “Why aren’t you going by yours, Henry?” It was the first time I had ever called my father by his name.

In my household, it was extremely disrespectful for a child to call an adult by their given name. You called them “Mr.” or “Mrs.,” “Aunt” or “Uncle,” but never by their first name. Especially your parents! I was terrified that I was about to get slapped for being disrespectful, but it didn’t happen. My father just sighed and walked away. Ironically I didn’t feel victorious in that moment—I didn’t win that “fight.” Instead, I had revealed a crack in my father’s armor, and I also knew that I had exposed a crack in my own.

I went to school the next day and told my best friend Ray what had happened with my father and my name. He immediately said he would no longer call me Junior or Jayson, only Karamo, which eventually morphed into the nickname Ramo (Raw-mo). Somewhere in his young soul, he thought it was uncool that I was hiding who I was. Ray also made sure all our closest friends also only called me Karamo or Ramo. This started in my sophomore year and continued until I graduated. Though I had some of my friends calling me by my name at this point in my life, the pride that I once felt from being called Karamo Karega as a young child still wasn’t fully back. The rest of the world knew me by another name, and I wanted to keep it that way. I felt more comfortable by not being different.

It wasn’t until my freshman year of college, when I attended Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University in Tallahassee—a historically black university where I majored in business—that I officially started to go by Karamo. My dad pushed me to go to FAMU. He was watching me live two lives, have two names, and I think he hated it, though he never shared it with me. When he told me, “You have got to go to a black college,” I didn’t understand why. He had spent his entire life putting me in predominantly Caucasian schools and now was urging me to attend a historically black college where the student population was 99 percent African-American. Our relationship before I left for college had become extremely strained (which I’ll get into later) but for some reason, I didn’t fight his request to attend this university, though I had been accepted to several other schools. Something in my father’s voice spoke to my soul and told me that this was where I needed to be.

The first day of my freshman year in college, I found myself surrounded by young, educated African-American students. I walked through campus, to the registrar’s office for freshman orientation, and saw people wearing clothing that represented their African roots and sporting beautiful, natural hairstyles. At orientation, the freshman student greeter said, “Hello, my name is Kahremah.” I was shocked, because I had never heard that name and was surprised at how close it was to my own. I replied hesitantly, “My name is Karamo.” She gave me a smile and walked me to my seat.

Then a tall, beautiful African woman came onstage and stood in front of the anxious crowd of incoming freshmen to welcome us to our first day of college. She was a professor at the school and told us that she needed to see who was in attendance so she could distribute our dorm assignments. She pulled out her list and began calling names . . . Jonathan (here), Casey (here), Leah (here). I immediately panicked. I hadn’t had time to tell anyone what my nickname was because I had gotten caught up in meeting that freshman greeter. I flashed back to that first day of kindergarten.

Not again, I thought. But then she got to my name. “Karamo?” she asked. I was so amazed she was saying my name correctly that I didn’t answer immediately. “Is Karamo here?” After a few seconds of silence I finally came out of it.

“Here,” I called.

She smiled. “What’s the meaning of your name?” she asked.

“Educated,” I told her shyly. “And my middle name is Karega, which means ‘rebel.’ ”

“What a beautiful name!” she said, and then she continued on with the roll call. Not one student laughed or batted an eye. My name was normal there, and for the first time in many years, I was starting to find pride in my name again. Later that day I went to my dorm and introduced myself to my roommates as Karamo, and made sure I did the same in all my classes as well. It felt good to finally use the name my father had given me.

There were still times that people would mispronounce my name, but instead of shying away from the name I was given, or telling them to call me a nickname, I worked with them to teach them how to pronounce it and told them why it was an important name to me and my heritage. With each day, the pride of my name began growing stronger and stronger.

Yes, there were still days I wanted to be called K.K., or Junior, or Jayson Raine. I didn’t always have the energy to teach someone why my name was special. But I also remembered what my father would say to me when I was a child—that I was an educated rebel, and it was my job to fight intelligently against the status quo in order to help others grow and see that our differences are gifts.

Today, I won’t allow others to call me K.K. or any other name that isn’t my own. It’s not negotiable. I understand that some people may get it wrong . . . but I politely correct their pronunciation. Sometimes my old names still pop up. All my childhood friends, like my close friend from that time, Brian Bandy, only knew me as K.K. I hadn’t heard from Brian in years and recently reconnected with him on social media. One of the first things in the message he sent to me was, “Hey, K.K.!”

I quickly replied, “It’s no longer K.K.—it’s Karamo.”

It’s interesting: my Queer Eye castmate Tan France’s real name is Tanveer Safdar (France is his married surname). He doesn’t go by Tanveer, for some of the same reasons that I went by K.K.—because we live in a culture where it can become increasingly exhausting for people to constantly have to explain their “different” name to others.

When we were preparing to shoot season 1, a curious crew member asked Tan why he didn’t go by his birth name. Tan replied, “Because when you google ‘Tanveer,’ only terrorists come up. It’s easier.” Now, I love Tan—and I know he is not ashamed of his Muslim or Pakistani heritage. But Tan and I had a conversation directly after he shared his reasoning to the crew for wanting to be called Tan. This conversation happened in front of everyone and then continued when we were alone. I said, “Listen, you can be the one to change the public perception and image associated with your name. If our show is a success, when people google ‘Tanveer,’ they’ll see your positive image. It’s going to be someone who’s doing good in the world. Think of all the little boys who are feeling the same way you feel and how you can inspire them to have pride in their name.”

Tan is a very secure man who knows what he wants, and he quickly told me, “Nope, I prefer to go by Tan.” I laughed and then shared with him that I had a similar issue when I was younger, when I would ask people to call me K.K. We bonded over our shared experience—and then I told Tan that he could call me K.K. if he wanted. He is the only one out of the Fab Five who calls me K.K. By allowing him to call me this nickname, it’s my way of saying, “I understand our shared struggle. Hopefully through our conversations, one day you won’t be Tan. One day, you’ll want to be comfortable with the world calling you Tanveer.”

My struggle to accept my name resonates with so many people of color who have unique names, or who have immigrant parents. There are many people who feel different and just want to fit in—who don’t want to have to explain who they are day in and day out. It was with my name that I realized, I’m going to either have to fight to be equal, or I’m going to have to feel like I’m an outsider my entire life.

My name is a gift given to me by my father. Right now, my relationship with him is broken and nonexistent. Afer years of conflict, my sexuality was the final nail in the coffin for him. There was never a specific phone call where we said we weren’t talking again, or a fight that set us apart. It was one moment built on another that led us not to talk anymore. It was both of us making the decision that we did not agree with the other person’s beliefs, so we weren’t going to be in each other’s lives.
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This is probably the last photo I took of my father, right before our relationship went south. I loved his style. The glasses, the shirt—wasn’t he smooth? I remember thinking, I have to take a photo—my dad looks so cool.



Despite this, I can acknowledge that my father tried to instill in me pride for who I am. Imagine struggling with your own demons but still working strategically to make sure your child has opportunities, giving him the tools to build bridges so people could learn about different cultures and experiences. Through my name, he gave me the ability to be free, to explore, and to be a leader. He engineered my life, starting with my name.

Any time I walk into a new space today, I’m conscious of the fact that people may assume I’m different from them because of my name or how I look. I now know, however, that self-love is the first key to combat that. I understand that I have to fall in love with my “differences.” It’s something I’ve mastered that others who feel different can master, too. I know I’m designed perfectly, from my name to everything else. It doesn’t matter if others don’t see it—I have to see it and believe it.

I tell myself positive messages about my name and heritage every day to outweigh others’ negative opinions or ignorance, and I surround myself with people who do appreciate my uniqueness, which fuels me. I also check in with myself to evaluate how I react when other people have differences that I don’t understand. Do I make faces, make comments, or ask questions that have an undertone of superiority? The last thing I want to do is make others feel as if their differences are not special.

To this day, my father continues to battle with finding pride in his own given name. At least my conflict with my name has ended for me, and hopefully this will be the case for generations to come.



chapter two
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The Pain of Colorism

When I was growing up, my family was what the kids nowadays call “woke.” For their time, they were very aware of the realities of the world—especially when it came to race. In our house, we had very transparent conversations about the topic. Our family is a melting pot, to some degree. We have family members who are white, family members who are Cuban, and family members who are Jamaican.

We talked about race in a way that wasn’t “them versus us.” It was more “These are the things that are gonna go on, and you need to be aware of them.” Our conversations were very matter-of-fact but still had an undertone of “Maybe things could change, if we all just try to see one another for more than our exteriors.”

It was during these conversations as a child that I learned about colorism. Colorism is a prejudice or discrimination against individuals with a certain skin tone and is something that’s been around forever in America and around the world.

During slavery in America, slave owners often granted more privileges to the lighter-skinned slaves, seeing them as smarter and more capable because of their white ancestry. Even after slavery ended, advantages were given to African-Americans whose appearances were closer to white, such as first consideration for certain schools and jobs. In the mythical post-racial America, it still remains true that the darker your skin tone, the less value the media, the justice system, and the educational system put on your life.

The first time I realized my skin tone was “bad” was when I was playing Street Fighter, a popular video game released in the late ’80s. It was one of my favorites as a kid. After doing my homework and completing my chores, I would sit and play Street Fighter for hours.

Then Street Fighter came out with a new version of the game, where each of the characters had an evil twin who you could pick and fight against. While 99 percent of the characters were white or Asian, all their evil twins were darker in skin tone. It was hard for me to play the game, because the characters were supposed to be twins . . . yet the evil ones resembled black and Latino men.

One night after playing, I looked at myself in the mirror and wondered, I’m dark, just like the twins. Does that mean I’m evil? Many nights after that, I asked myself that question. I truly started to think, There is no way I can be a good guy in life. I can’t be the hero; I can only be the bad guy. One day, I was playing Street Fighter with one of my white friends, and he wanted to be the evil twin. I couldn’t accept that. I was black, so he had to be the good guy, not me. We ended up not playing the game, because he wouldn’t let me be the bad guy. Of course, it was a warped way of thinking, but at that point, the subliminal messaging from my favorite game had really started to affect my mind.

To my family’s credit, since we had many conversations about race, I was able to fight against the negative messaging. My mother, my father, and my sisters often talked about systemic racism, which is racism that’s built in and infects every level of society, sometimes in very subtle or subliminal ways. I knew the word “racism” early on in life. Most kids don’t truly understand what that word means until they’re teenagers, but this was something we discussed constantly.
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