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	Foreword


	In 1997, I started a new journey as a host of a morning show. Not just any morning show. Not just any radio station. But the #1 radio station in the city of Chicago at that time and one of the most respected and trendsetting radio brands in the nation—107.5 WGCI. The morning show host is the most important personality on any radio station because they’re the moneymaker. I was one of the hottest young comedians in all of America, seen on every TV show from The Tonight Show to the one and only Oprah Winfrey Show. Yes, I did it all. Then I realized there’s more to know about myself and who I needed to become. 


	When I started morning radio, I thought I knew it all. But then I met my cohost, the one and only Jeanne Sparrow. The lady with the greatest smile in the county of Cook and the city of Chicago. When I showed up at 5:00 a.m. for showtime, guess what happened? Ms. Jeanne schooled me. She told me if you want to be the best at this, you’ve got to be a better you, and that means you need to be here at 4:00 a.m. Four? Why? Preparation, she said. You just can’t show up. You’ve got to be prepared. As the kids say today, show up with ALL the receipts. You’ve got to know your product. You must know what you’re presenting. When you know more about who you are and what you’re doing, you can sell all of this and sell yourself better. You can even sell a smile over the radio. It’s all about marketing, baby.


	The station paid me millions for my personality. They should have paid Ms. Jeanne even more. Jeanne was young at that time but already had the four Ds: she was Devoted to her craft. And yes, she was Disciplined. I guess even at an early age, she knew what she had to do to become a success and she was already adamant about being the best at what she did. She was also Dedicated to her profession. And most importantly, she was Determined to be a better Jeanne. 


	Through Jeanne Sparrow’s Fearless Authenticity, it is now your turn to soak up some knowledge about yourself and become the best version of YOU! If you’re following Jeanne, don’t worry about where you’re going. You’ll learn it’s not always about being in the fast lane, it’s about being on the right road. YOURS. Yes, sometimes you’ve got to exit to refuel, recharge, refresh, and rest to prep for the entire journey. She will put you on track to do all that. Listen to Jeanne. She’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. 


	Jeanne honors her essence and she loves sharing what she does best. I thank Jeanne for making me a better me. Jeanne was with me when I created my favorite catchphrase: “I love you and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.” You’ll be saying the same. About her, Fearless Authenticity, and yourself.


	And buy the book. She needs the money. [image: ]


	— George Wallace




	Introduction


	My journey to Fearless Authenticity started young, though I didn’t realize exactly what was in motion at the time. See, I believe that each of us is put here to do something in particular, and the closer we are to knowing our value and just being ourselves, the more likely we are to share our gifts the way we were meant to, thus moving humankind forward to a better future. But many of us have what my therapist calls faulty beliefs about ourselves that make us believe we have to do or be something other than that for any number of reasons. And the more we believe those things, the less likely we are to be the people we were created to be and carry out the purposes we were meant for. 


	My own core faulty beliefs took shape in one of my earliest memories. When I was about four, a nun came to visit. I was sitting in my family living room in all its orange glory, from the sofa to the lamps (what can I say, it was the early seventies and my mama had fabulous taste; it’s a color I adore to this day). She wasn’t one of the nuns who lived in the convent down the street and who I saw when I went to mass at St. Edward; the nuns who would eventually become my teachers at the school there, like Sister Albertine, who played the piano at church. She and Mama were among the handful of pianists in town, so they were friends and she’d stop by to have coffee and visit. 


	No, this nun was very different from the sisters at St. Edward. She wore a shorter, more colorful habit on her head, dressed in normal clothes, and sounded different. The main difference with her is that she had come to our house just to visit me. It was fun because the only company I’d ever had before were other kids, mainly my cousins. I was happy because she wanted to talk to me and I didn’t have to remember to let my parents talk more to the adults, which I eventually figured was only fair since that’s who they had come to visit. 


	I’m sure she asked lots of questions, but I mainly remember the ones about what I was learning. I was in nursery school (that’s what they called daycare in the 1900s) and could read my Little Golden Books (they had gold spines and looked pretty all lined up or stacked). I was also fascinated with globes and could tell her all the continents, which I could tell impressed her. I think my parents were surprised, too. We didn’t have a globe at home but there was one at the library, another place I loved. Almost as much as the bookmobile later—because who wouldn’t want to be in an air-conditioned van full of books? Anyway, I was feeling proud of myself and pretty important that day. Oh, and I also remember talking to her about adoption and explaining to her that’s how my parents got me, of course, which she seemed particularly interested in hearing.


	One reason that memory is so important to me now is because I later realized how significant it would be in shaping my world. On the surface, which was all I could comprehend at four, it was about being seen—having my own visitor, someone who was interested in me, asking me questions that I got to answer, and, yeah, showing off a little with what I knew, too. As an adult, most of my life’s work in radio and television could be distilled down to those same actions—sharing information with a little razzle-dazzle, song-and-dance routine—only I ask most of the questions now. The twist that took me forever to fully understand (though I perhaps sensed it somehow even then) was the way this meeting and the reason for it represented a future pattern that would come to separate me from my authenticity—where I felt I needed to become what was expected of me, explain myself, justify my existence, and/or perform for others to be loved and accepted. Even if I did enjoy creating the performance.


	The other reason this memory holds so much sway over me is the why of it all. This would be the first example of many to come on how wrong I could be with the conclusions I had drawn from the limited knowledge I had. I’ll get to the specifics in a moment, but I want you to remember this: We often confuse what we assume to be true for what is actually true. We start to believe these assumptions so strongly that we never question them. We don’t always express them out loud to others, so they can’t be corrected either. And once they’ve taken hold, we build entire belief systems around them that can take us down a path that’s completely out of alignment with who we truly are—far away from our authentic selves. And that’s a lesson I’ve had to learn and relearn many times since.


	So, back to the nun and the orange living room. Turns out this nun was from Catholic Charities and was the case worker for my adoption. Her home visits were part of finalizing my adoption, even though I’d come to live with my parents when I was several months old. I found out decades later that it took a little while for my birth mother to get my birth father’s signature on the adoption papers, plus the process was supervised for quite some time anyway before the adoption could be final. 


	And that lesson around drawing conclusions? Well, a few years later, one of my aunts gained some weight and everybody was talking about her being pregnant and having a baby. I had questions—normal for the observant, inquisitive (nosy!) kid I was—I asked what pregnant was, when she and my uncle were going to pick out their baby, and why did she have to get a big tummy just to do that? See, I don’t ever remember any moment when my parents actually told me I was adopted. I guess they must have at some point, but all I knew was that adopted was the word for how we became a family—they chose me and that was it. So, I naturally (to me) thought that’s how all families came to be. That every kid was chosen at some baby store somewhere and nuns came to visit them later and ask questions—about their shopping experience, I guess. 


	So, on top of the usual tap dancing for an age-appropriate way to talk about sex and how babies are really made, my parents were in the probably unenviable position of having to also correct my misunderstanding and explain to me that adoption is an alternative way for parents to have children. And they thought I had questions before?! There went my first conclusion, blown out of the water. Then I started thinking again. And the next conclusion I came to was that no matter how much my parents and family loved me now, they might change their minds like the other mommy and daddy did, so I’d better do my best to earn that love. And I kept on drawing conclusions from that moment forward. Some of them correct, some of them, not so much . . . but all with lifelong consequences that led me to Fearless Authenticity. 


	And that, my dear friend, is what this book is all about. How I got to my Fearless Authenticity, finally saw and understood my value, and turned what I learned along the way into a process that you can use to find your own Fearless Authenticity and make the most of it in your own life and work.


	The journey to Fearless Authenticity required me to challenge and set down many of those faulty beliefs I held. As you begin to cultivate your own Fearless Authenticity, you will have to do the same. Many of us have lost sight of the people we are meant to be in a functional way. We wanted to belong, be loved, feel accepted, or achieve success in life, either the way we define it or, more likely, the way others do, and in the process, we abandon our true selves. Many of us have experienced that—junior high / middle school anybody? I think most of us who experienced feeling as if we were not valued or seen would do anything to not feel that way. So, we end up changing something about ourselves or pretending to be somebody we’re not, just to fit in. We decide to get some degree or training so we could have some particular job or career to feel accomplished, useful, or productive. The more we make choices like that, the less happy and fulfilled we are as we go on in life. We keep doing the same thing and expect it to finally pay off, only to wake up one day and wonder how we got here. 


	If you’ve ever been in any of those places and done any of those things, this book is for you. I have found in my trainings and teaching that my process is helpful for navigating the work transitions of life—moving from school to a job, taking on a new type of position, looking for a promotion, starting a side hustle or business, finding a second career. The process also applies in all the life changes that accompany those transitions—at any age because, as my therapist has also reminded me, it is never too late to heal, change, and grow. 


	I hope you’ll see yourself in the stories I share and know you’re not alone in your journey. Because I see it everywhere in my work and hear it in stories from my colleagues and friends in every industry . . . in K–12 and higher education, in my own classes I teach at Northwestern University, with my younger media colleagues, in the music industry, when I’m consulting in corporate environments—literally everywhere! It seems that we have made less time and not created the space in life for this kind of growth. It has all been shortchanged for some temporary gain—whether that’s efficiency, cutting costs, or saving time. Yet somehow, we’re all still supposed to figure out who we are and what we’re meant to do all on our own.


	I also want to be clear about what Fearless Authenticity is not. Authenticity at work, especially in leadership development, has been a trending topic and a quality of executive presence that has grown in importance in the last decade or so, but especially since the pandemic and the subsequent shift in our priorities with and resulting from the trauma of quarantine lockdowns. Since then, in work culture reporting and writing, there have been as many arguments for as against “bringing your full self” to work. Fearless Authenticity, as I define and describe it here, is so much more than that surface-level expression. Certainly, there are parts of what I’ll present here that apply similarly, but by and large, Fearless Authenticity as a whole is about a development process that is primarily for yourself. It is meant to uncover your value—the raw materials you came here with, combined with how they were shaped by and through what you’ve chosen and experienced on this planet—so you can apply it in whatever way you choose to execute your mission. It doesn’t matter what you actually share with others about that knowledge or experience—you can be as vulnerable or as protected as you deem best and safest. It only matters that you know your Fearless Authenticity and act accordingly.


	This may feel a bit counterintuitive from its name, but Fearless Authenticity is also not about exceptionalism or individualism in the way it’s commonly expressed. Yes, it is about understanding how each of us is special as an individual. But for me, it’s in that very understanding that we can see and value how others are special as well. No one can do everything well. Nor should we even try. I don’t even want to. I’m so happy to let others shine in the way they’re meant to—even if they do something similar to me. If each of us can get to that point and only do what we’re supposed to do, then we get to become the highest expression of that thing . . . and then each of us becomes a distinct piece in this grand puzzle that fits together perfectly as part of a whole. Thus, becoming clearer about who we are as individuals helps us see how to build a stronger, healthier, and more durable community with others.


	Fearless Authenticity is also how we find our true successes in life. Not only is it far easier to be ourselves than to imitate another, but when we know who we are and what we can create or accomplish, we can communicate our value to others more clearly. That helps us find our people, the places where we fit, and do our best work. With each success that leads to, we gain more solid confidence that’s rooted in our accomplishments and growth, instead of through cheap comparisons and unhealthy competition. Getting rid of the shaky things that prop us up also helps us find a better vantage point from which to see and connect with others through their needs and their gifts, perhaps even encourage them in their development and growth. All that allows us to partner and team up better with others, because we rarely make progress alone. 


	No matter where you are in your journey, I hope this book becomes a tool to help you see and become more yourself and make the most of your talents, skills, and gifts—to make up for all those times when you couldn’t see them and didn’t have anyone to help you find them. I also hope it helps you zoom out and see how everything is connected, because when we each find our own way, we give others permission to do the same. Finding and using your Fearless Authenticity, even though it is a very personal journey, brings you closer to the collective and pushes our momentum forward in community, together. Choosing to take this journey is how you do your part to create a better, more satisfying, and authentic world. 




	Part I


	Authentic Power




	chapter 1


	Be Brave, Be Free, Be You


	Be Brave


	Everybody’s mama told them these same eight words on the first day of school: “Baby, just be yourself and you’ll make friends.” Of course, she was right (mamas always are), but she didn’t tell me how to do it. To be fair, even if she had explained it to me, it probably wouldn’t have done much good. It sounds so simple to say just be yourself, but it’s easier said than done, at any age. That’s what this book is all about—giving you a process to find your way to the beauty of your Fearless Authenticity, whether it’s for the first time or getting back what you’ve lost of it along your way in life. 


	If you’re reading this, chances are you’ve found the deceptively simple advice to just be yourself challenging in some way. You’re not alone in that experience. There are a lot of reasons that’s true for all of us and, sometimes, we’re not even aware of what these reasons are. For me, it was hard to be fearless and express my most authentic self because of who I am and how I came to be.


	I’m adopted, which I’ve always known. It was never a secret. My parents wanted me to know the truth of who I was and that I was chosen, wanted, and very loved. When I was young, that was all I knew. I felt all those things deep in my bones. But as I got older, I started putting things together. I realized that to be chosen in this way, I also had to be given away.


	When I realized this truth, I also realized that to be loved and wanted by my family meant another family had to let me go. Even if it was for the best, even if there were the best intentions behind that decision, what it said to me was that I wasn’t wanted somewhere, that people who were supposed to love and protect me had chosen not to do that. They rejected me for some reason. In my head, that meant something was wrong with me and that I had to prove myself worthy to even be here, to be loved. 


	As an adoptee, I always felt like I slipped in through the back door. That if I didn’t do things well and show why I should be here, then I wasn’t actually worth the effort to anyone. If I didn’t get good grades, wasn’t good company or entertaining, I wasn’t living up to my end of the bargain to justify why I deserved to stay here. That logic convinced me that if the people who were supposed to take care of me decided they couldn’t, then whoever took over for them was doing me a favor. I looked at everything with that twisted logic. It made me strive for perfection every day because, if I was perfect, then they had no reason not to love me. I would, of course, get something wrong, but that didn’t stop me from playing back conversations and events in my head to make sure I didn’t do “something wrong” again. That mindset also led me to apologize for everything when I was younger, whether it was my fault or not. I always told myself I should have known better, done better. I was in essence always walking on eggshells that I created for myself. Back then, I thought it was normal to do all that and feel that way all the time. And when I feel insecure now, I have to consciously choose not to go back to that same behavior, because no matter how damaging it was, it’s still familiar and even reassuring.


	That’s how I started down the slippery slope of not always being fearless or authentic. When you’re always trying to validate yourself and show everyone that you deserve a place in this world, you end up saying or doing things to toe some imaginary line that someone else set, instead of toeing the line you know is true and right for you.


	That slide slowed down when I finally found a label for what I’d been missing. To name a thing is to know a thing, right? When I was able to name Fearless Authenticity, life and work made more sense. I saw what my value was, what I had to offer the world and others, and stopped trying to explain or justify what I wanted, needed, and was good at when it wasn’t ever going to make sense to them. I stepped into the power of my own unique experience and skills without apology. I was unequivocally not sorry. 


	At that point, with all the advice I’d gotten and used, everything I’d learned so far, my experience of how I came to be clicked into place. I did have something to offer—that show-offy little girl who thought she always had the answers finally had some. I knew my value and ability to tell stories well, both mine and others’, and do it in a way that connects with audiences of all kinds for different uses—leadership, sales/marketing, speaking, and more. And I knew I could show others how to do the same to help them reach their goals, especially in their work. Knowing that helped me think bigger about the work I was already doing when I started my business. Until then, I had limited myself to what I knew—media coaching—never realizing the full value, application, and potential for all my skills. So, I stopped thinking small and put deliberate intention into delivering the full impact of what I was already offering.


	By naming Fearless Authenticity and clearly defining the way I approach it, I began to fully see the value in myself. (I’ll help you find your value in chapter 2.) I’ve always seen my value through my work, because what I’ve done for a living has mostly been an extension of how I’ve always justified my presence. If someone couldn’t see my value, I would try my best to convince them and, sometimes, I succeeded. So exhausting and unnecessary. The shift away from that didn’t happen overnight, though. (I’m still working on it. For instance, writing this book has been the biggest challenge and commitment of my life—and I often felt like the biggest fraud doing it, even though I was so excited about it. That voice that draws faulty conclusions would ask me: “Who do you think you are to write an entire book? You can write a speech or a bit but that’s it.” But I shut that voice down with what’s next.) 


	When I first named Fearless Authenticity, I also created a mantra to keep me focused and grounded in it: Be Brave, Be Free, Be You. Be Brave is first because it makes the other two possible. Taking a chance means Being Brave—fearless even. Being fearless doesn’t mean having no fear; it means you acknowledge whatever you’re afraid of and move forward anyway. And putting your authentic self and talents out there into the world without a mask takes courage. Be Free because to fully step into your own power, you need to first throw away all the expectations, judgments, and roles that others (and you) have put on you and that you’ve felt obligated to fulfill. These burdens may even be weighing you down or holding you back. Once you’re free of all that, you can choose what you accept, ask for, and accomplish on your terms (which is also scary, so please refer back to Be Brave as needed). And Be You because you are the gift. You know your value, worth, and gifts and can let others know about them and share them as you see fit. When you can take steps every day to Be Brave, Be Free, Be You, then you’re walking on your path to Fearless Authenticity. 


	I want to be crystal clear that Fearless Authenticity is for you. It’s not for other people, even if you use it to sell yourself to others in order to get what you want and need. It’s really about you knowing and making that connection inside yourself, for yourself. It’s a knowing that goes so deep that you never ask if you “deserve it,” because you do. You know and believe without question that you have whatever you need inside you. Because if you’re questioning it or always looking for external validation or whatever your struggle is (and we all have them), nobody can convince you otherwise, and you certainly won’t be able to convince anybody else. Unless . . . unless you luck out, somebody sees your potential, and decides to give you a shot. However, making the most of that takes you right back to the first thing—you’ve got to believe in yourself!


	The purpose of Be Brave is to push through fear to create and solidify belief in yourself. It can be daunting to keep the faith when you know you’re up against big odds—and others’ doubts. That’s why I’m in awe of my friend and acclaimed Chicago mystery author Tracy Clark’s unwavering faith in herself and her abilities. She knew practically from the womb that she wanted to be a writer.


	“I took every class and learned everything,” she said. “I knew I had that foundation. And, of course, I’m stubborn as all get-out. I had a choice: I can either keep going and see how far I could go with it and hopefully get where I needed to go. Or I could stop and then I would sort of regret that, because I knew this was me. This is what I wanted to do.” 


	She now has two award-winning crime series set in Chicago, each featuring a doggedly determined Black female detective. However, it took twenty years, a three-inch-thick file of rejection letters, and an unrelenting desire to get there. 


	“You have to believe in what you’re doing,” she told me. “You have to have stick-to-itiveness. . . . You have to have this sort of internal fire that stays bright all the time. And whether people come at you with hoses, trying to put that fire out, it doesn’t work because . . . you know what you’re about at that point. There’s no secret formula to it. You just have to keep on going.”


	Tracy’s right—there is no secret formula. I think we all wish there was one—some magical potion that could make our dreams come true. That’s why we love and believe in fairy tales so much. And yet, those stories of our childhood also told some unavoidable truths of life. Even Cinderella knew that you can’t skip the work. And the work takes Being Brave . . . brave enough to do what’s necessary to honor your authentic self and gifts. As long as you are making an effort to move forward and examining how things are working for you, you’re on a journey to becoming yourself or, more accurately, remembering yourself. I love how author Emily McDowell summed it up: 


	“Finding yourself is not really how it works. You aren’t a ten-dollar bill in last winter’s coat pocket. You are also not lost. Your true self is right there, buried under cultural conditioning, other people’s opinions, and inaccurate conclusions you drew as a kid that became your beliefs about who you are. Finding yourself is actually returning to yourself. An unlearning, an excavation, a remembering of how you were before the world got its hands on you.”


	Clients often ask me, “How do I know who I am?” I find this question comes up at different stages in people’s lives, usually during some change in life. One of those junctions is when someone has children who are ready to leave the nest. Parents will wonder: “Wait, now, who am I? Who am I separate from being this person’s mother or father? They’ve turned into a grown human and I’ve done my job. So, who am I now?” They’ve become lost in their parental duties, just like we lose ourselves in our jobs or our other relationships. 


	But even when we get lost, we’re always answering that “Who am I?” question in a way that’s relevant for the moment. Be Brave enough to be intentional about it. When you find yourself in one of those transitional times, wondering who you are, look for the clues to who you were and what you were doing right before the transition began, because that’s how you made it to this point. Then also look to who you want to be and what you want to do in the next phase after the transition. Let’s say the transition is a promotion or moving on to a better job with more responsibilities—who were you and what did you do in your last position that led to this new opportunity? How did you relate to your coworkers? How was your approach to your work unique? Then look into your future and decide how you want to answer those same questions when you move on from this new position. Who we are is always evident in the way we move through life, trying to do our best: at work, with family, and by/for ourselves. You are already on your Fearless Authenticity journey; you’re on your way to becoming that and doing the thing you were put here to do, whether or not you know it or are doing it intentionally. 


	We get so confused and mentally separated from our authenticity and purpose because we believe what society tells us about the things it wants from us instead of what we want for ourselves. And other people have individual expectations that tell us the things they want from us. There’s nothing wrong with any of that on the surface. The problem happens when our interpretations of all that get twisted into faulty beliefs about ourselves, and we change to fit those expectations in a way that is better for them than it is for us. We confuse what we think about ourselves and what we need to be based on what other people want and need, and that blocks our vision of who we truly are. But we were always here. This Fearless Authenticity journey is about Being Brave enough to stand up to those faulty beliefs and get back to ourselves. 


	Be Free


	So, how do we find our way back?


	A. You’re already doing it.


	B. You can make it more transparent and intentional by actually saying, “Wait a minute! I’m reclaiming this territory that other people have encroached on.” That means breaking away from fulfilling roles others have defined for you, releasing yourself from others’ expectations that don’t align with yours, and liberating yourself from others’ judgments, especially those that keep you from what you know is right for you. Being Free is choosing all those things for yourself as you see it—and leaving all the judgment, especially of yourself, behind. When you choose to Be Free, it looks a lot like having healthy boundaries. Think of it this way—you’ve got people on your lawn like it’s a picnic, taking up your space with their shit. Now it’s time for you to kick them out so you can have your own picnic the way you want. 


	This need to stake a claim for freedom happens to all of us, whether we had a supportive upbringing or one that was lacking. Renowned spoken word artist Malik Yusef grew up on Chicago’s South Side, and his creative spirit was ignored as he struggled with dyslexia while his three brothers’ talents were nurtured.


	“The majority of the residential resources went to my brothers,” he said. “I was not poured into . . . I wasn’t paid attention to, and things you don’t pay attention to, you don’t edify . . . but I always had it in me. I sought freedom [through] creation. I didn’t need tools around me. I could create in my mind.”


	And create he did, as a poet, rapper, writer, composer, director, deejay, activist, and producer, winning eight Grammys, several Emmys, a Tony Award, and a Peabody Award, while directing and starring in multiple movies, TV shows, and documentaries. All that to say, he finally convinced himself that his art was worth sharing, and he overcame other people’s limited expectations for him. 


	“I look at everything as an opportunity, because when you’re trying to escape a situation, you have to kind of investigate all thoroughfares. And that’s how it came . . . I love the freedom it [art and creativity] provides.”
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