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INTRODUCTION
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A Letter from Keke

OKAY, the most important thing you’re going to find out about me as you read this book is that I am who I am—and I own all of who I am (flaws included) completely! [image: Images]

That’s just always been my way, even while growing up as the boldest one in a family that’s pretty damn bold already, believe me! [image: Images]

I’ve always been the one ready, willing, and able to offer my opinions, thoughts, and emotions to anyone on any topic at any time! That ain’t changed a bit over the years!! [image: Images]

Seriously, I may be young but I have experienced a lot in my life and I’ve played all types of roles both on- and offscreen. I moved from being the only black girl in my Catholic school classroom to being taught on the set of a feature film. Even now it feels as if I’ve lived two or three lives all at once. That whirlwind of opportunity given to me as a child meant growing up a lot faster than the other kids my age, which was kinda weird.

I can’t even begin to tell you how often my heart and head rebelled against moving at the same warp speed as the new and shiny world surrounding me. But that is just the surface part of my life and not really what this book is about. This book is about the similar experiences we all face as we expand and grow. My life as an actor is just a different backdrop to the same story line that runs through all our lives.

I Don’t Belong to You comes from deep within. It’s the result of many raw experiences in my life that pushed me completely out of my comfort zone and into the open. That rawness gave me the opportunity to define and redefine, shape and reshape myself time and time again.

It may sound exhausting (which it can be) but those incredible opportunities taught me that I could make regular tweaks and adjustments to who I am at the core without ever really losing myself. Time has taught me that I can continue to evolve as a person while also staying true to the foundation of who I am. What a relief it is to know that I can stay true to myself—but I never have to be “finished.” I am a work in progress and that’s all right with me. [image: Images]

When I was younger, I was always so afraid of change and of losing certain aspects of myself, as if even the smallest change would make “ME” less “ME.” For example, I was really worried that if and when I lost my virginity, I wouldn’t be “Keke the good girl” anymore. Who would I be if I weren’t “Keke the good girl” or “Keke the virgin”? (Answer in my head: “Keke the freeeeeak”!! [image: Images])

But for real though! Let’s say Jennifer with the superlong blond hair goes and cuts her hair or dyes it black—does she stop being Jennifer? Does the star athlete who stops playing sports after college suddenly cease to exist? The answer is a big NO to both of those questions.

I’m pretty sure you are dealing with your own set of unfairly placed labels—“the poor girl,” “the rich girl,” “the mixed kid,” “the jock,” “the trans kid,” “the only black kid,” or any number of other simplistic titles that have nothing to do with what’s really going on inside of you and also don’t allow you to make room to be anything else!

Well, here’s the gag—who we are and what we are belongs to us and us alone! What that means fr fr (fr = for real) is that we don’t belong to other people and we don’t belong to other people’s expectations of us. We also don’t belong to our own old ideas of who we thought we should be or what we thought we should do. You feel me?? It’s pretty cool knowing I don’t HAVE to be attached to anything that weighs me down as I continue on this journey we call life.

Here’s the other big thing—you don’t either!

We’re all made up of so many different moving parts on both the inside and the outside—and those parts will often vary from moment to moment and from day to day. The most fabulous thing about that for me is knowing that I have the freedom and the flexibility to find my OWN voice in my own way and on my own time. It’s on me and up to me to decide which traits of mine make me feel good about being me and which ones I need to let go. No one else has a vote! [image: Images]

A lot of us create identities for ourselves that are based on the patterns of our parents, friends, or other people in our lives. Some of these patterns really don’t work for us or stopped working for us—yet we continue to force ourselves to fit inside them. [image: Images]

I’ve learned that sometimes we have to “kill” (not literally [image: Images]) our former selves before we can get to where we are meant to be. Sounds dramatic I know, but y’all know I’m extra. #LBVS (lbvs = laughing but very serious).

The outfit you choose may work for a night or for years to come, but the most important thing to remember is that we aren’t chained to anything but the limitations of our own mind. [image: Images]

Life transitions are never easy, but how you handle them is all a part of finding out exactly what you’re made of.

I’ve learned through many experiences that it’s best to follow my gut/instincts when it’s time to make decisions. So go ahead and alter anything about you or your life that you feel isn’t working—or isn’t working ANYMORE! Listen to your gut, then move on—but only when YOU feel the time is right. [image: Images]

I’ve also come to understand that energy really cannot be destroyed, only shifted (#POLARITY). [image: Images]

So CHANGE your story if you want and when you want. Where are the rules that say who you were yesterday has to be who you are today? Where are the rules that say who you are today has to be who you are tomorrow? Those rules don’t exist, but this one does—all of us must remain in a constant state of evolution IF our goal is to move on to the next chapter of our lives. You cannot stand still and grow, you just can’t! [image: Images] #GROWINGNOTGROWN.

Just like you, I am the author of my story, and I can change that story anytime I please. I can flip it forward or I can flip it backward if I want. I’m in control and spiritually aware enough to know that I can trust God and the Universe (or whatever you name it, to each his own) [image: Images] with what is supposed to be happening in my life, and it will be okay. Remember, the caterpillar doesn’t ask, “When am I going to become a butterfly?” It just waits patiently until it is transformed. [image: Images]
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I wrote this book because I have a passion for sharing and relating with those around me. I have a passion for family and God, and I have a passion for breaking down the barriers that separate us from ourselves and each other. I have real compassion for you and what you are going through right now. [image: Images]

This is a book about you and I connecting, but it’s also about us separating ourselves from what is no longer useful. Detaching ourselves from moments, places, ideas, and people that cloud our thinking, wrongly influence our perspectives, and damage the way we see ourselves. [image: Images]

Once we realize that we belong to only ourselves and fully accept that fact, we can begin to live the authentic life we were intended to live. Real happiness can’t find us if we aren’t honest and truthful with ourselves and to ourselves. Can’t nobody hurt you when you know who you are! [image: Images]

I’m not saying I’m an expert or anything, but I really do believe our life journey should be a soul-searching trip of self-discovery that never ends. [image: Images]

I hope I can assist you by sharing the many prayers, quotes, meditation methods, and other tools I use to guide me on my own truth-finding path. I won’t lie and say it’s going to be easy, because life is full of ups and downs, good and bad, and there isn’t much we can do to change that fact. But once you fully accept who you are, what your true gifts are, and what you have to offer the world, I promise life will make a lot more sense!

My gift is expression (wouldn’t you know [image: Images]), and I’m happy to share with you some universal truths that can help in smoothing out many of the bumps in the road we all WILL face. I want to be an open book (literally—pun intended [image: Images]) and I want you to feel my story, my pain, and my joy right along with your own. No matter how brutal our combined truths may be—we are going to get through them together I promise! [image: Images] Finally, by the time you finish this book I hope you can say you’ve learned a lot about me and, more important, even more about yourself before you enter YOUR next chapter! [image: Images]
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I Don’t Belong To You

ON IDENTITY AND OWNERSHIP

You’ll have everything you want when you realize you are the one that has to get up and go get it.

—Diddy

When I was a kid, I loved story lines that had a beginning, a middle, and an end. That’s one reason I was that kid who did not like Saturday morning cartoons. For some reason I felt they were too vapid, hahaha. No, I didn’t literally think the word vapid, but I did hate the fact that Tom and Jerry never learned anything. I didn’t get why it was supposed to be funny, when it was always the same plot with no twists and no lessons.

It wasn’t until I discovered live-action shows that I really indulged in television. I loved Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. I think in many ways it influenced who I wanted to be in this world. I loved how inclusive his show was. I always felt like Mr. Rogers was talking directly to ME and that made me feel special. [image: Images] I also loved The Big Comfy Couch, Sister Sister, and Sabrina, the Teenage Witch, to name a few other shows that helped shape me. Sabrina was actually a very important show for me as a kid. I say that because I believe it was there that I saw the good persona and the bad persona displayed on television. (You know, like the good angel on one shoulder [image: Images] and the devil on the other [image: Images].) I loved it so much because we all have voices telling us who to be and what to do. Some are thoughts in our heads (concepts, limitations, ideas that shape our opinions) and some are literal things we’ve heard from people around us and society (hello parents, hello friends, hello Instagram comments!) echoing from our thoughts. But we can’t give them control—or we’ll end up losing ourselves before we have time to find ourselves!

As a kid it was easier to trust my spirit. I believe that deep down we know who we are, and I was very aware that the voices in my head weren’t me! My gut and instincts attempted regularly to show me the way to go. Did I always listen? Mostly! But being human, I’ve fallen into treating the mind as a master as opposed to a servant. Sound familiar? I quickly figured out how to differentiate myself from the irrational thoughts jumbling around in my brain. It was easy to tell, because one voice made me feel chill and eezy breezy [image: Images] and the other voice caused me to feel fear, worry, and anxiety [image: Images]. It’s a battle and a choice which voice you listen to.

On Sabrina they depicted the simplicity of life, which I loved. The message I took away was: You are here living and breathing. You have gifts, some of which you know immediately or find out about later, and you have the choice to use them for good or bad. That influenced my approach to life at a young age. I said to myself, This is how I see life.


[image: Images] WHO DO WE BELONG TO? [image: Images]


I was also very aware that life was a game of choices and experiences. The choices we make determine the experiences we have. We can decide to just drift along and let the voices in our head control us, or we can remain conscious and be a force in directing where we want our lives to go. I learned that my destiny belonged to me and that the present moment belonged to me. I belonged to me, and I had to have my back and I had to have enough awareness to make the right choices for me. That’s the first step. In life, before we can make a good conscious decision about what we’re going to eat for dinner, what activities we’re going to do, what job suits us best, who we want to date, and what we’re going to do—pretty much any choice we’re going to make at all—we have to first determine who we belong to by accepting that we are responsible for ourselves. And we can be guided by whatever it is in our lives that stirs our passion and inspires us to dream.

Later, I learned by reading the spiritual author Eckhart Tolle’s book A New Earth that the personalization of the ego is one of humanity’s biggest dysfunctions. Simply put, taking things personally is what creates our identities as human beings. The human brain believes its reality is based off of its story. And sometimes the story can become so traumatic—which all of our stories are to some degree—that you forget your life experience is not just about what has happened to you. It’s also about how you’ve grown and transcended. Our lifetimes are just a blip in our eternal existence, and it is our responsibility while we’re here to try not to get too attached to any one facet of the story. No matter how aware I was as a child, or any of us are as children, we are not exempt from this experience. Because the gag is that is the experience that is life!

We can acknowledge and accept the thoughts we have, but we shouldn’t leave it up to them to determine who we are or how we act. We should live in the moment and find peace in not knowing what is next. I love this quote from A New Earth: “What a liberation to realize that the ‘voice in my head’ is not who I am.”


[image: Images] FOLLOW YOUR HEART [image: Images]


Martin Luther King said, “If a man has not discovered something that he will die for, he isn’t fit to live.” Living your passion gives your life purpose. The good news is that the things you are meant to do are already inside you, built into who you are. Sometimes we have to simply move through all the bullshit (defense mechanisms) that have clouded us from seeing what it is we want to offer to our world in our lifetime—and what we are here to express! Not just on the surface, but in the soul of our being. There is no right or wrong per se—it’s just about getting as close to your truth as possible. There is no blueprint, other than the one that is already imprinted on our soul. And it ultimately comes down to: What have you gone through that when coming out of the other side gave you a perspective that world needed to see. And I believe the best place to start is following what we are interested in. [image: Images]

I made an unconscious vow as a child to always follow the voice of my heart wherever it led me, and my heart as a baby girl led me to my first real passion—music! [image: Images] I began singing in the church. My mother was a choir director before my father even thought about becoming ordained. Every Wednesday there were choir rehearsals and I’d always beg my mother to let me sing a solo. I was so hurt every time she would tell me no, I felt like she wouldn’t even give me a chance! She’d always tell me that I was too young, and I never could understand what age had to do with singing. #MOMS. [image: Images]

The reality was she probably just thought I was playing, but even though I was a lighthearted child I took myself and my work very seriously, haha #VIRGO. My mother was just thinking I was a kid who was not being serious, so she wanted me to sit down. She thought I was just talking. She didn’t understand I really had a desire to sing and touch people until I showed her how persistent I was. You see, I idolized my mother’s singing and I saw how she affected people with her voice. I wanted to do that too.

I wanted a chance at THAT! I remember the first time I got her to agree to let me sing a solo, and my song of choice was “Jesus Loves Me.” [image: Images] Not too long after that, I was the lead soloist singing in my kindergarten play.

My mom was so scared because we rehearsed all week for my solo, and when I walked to the front of the stage to start—they hadn’t lowered the mic from the class before! My mom thought I was doomed, but I wasn’t afraid, because I had watched her pull a mic out of its stand my whole life, haha. I whipped out that mic and went to town, y’all!

It was truly a special feeling to be able to touch people with my voice, and even more amazing to know that it was specific to me. I claimed my music abilities as a part of my identity.

When my parents first approached me about acting, the connection was music. There was a newspaper article about casting for The Lion King production at the Cadillac Palace Theatre in January 2002. The article said they were looking for little black girls of all ages, fitting this height and this weight, to play Nala. They needed a singer, and my parents thought of me. I went and didn’t make it! That’s how the story goes. But it didn’t take long for me to realize that I liked what I saw in that audition room.

I saw that acting was another way to move people. Through playing out different scenarios and showcasing emotions as an actress, I could affect other people’s perspectives and feelings just as I saw my mother do with her singing. Movies, plays, and television shows offer people a different perspective from the reality they live in, and sometimes they even offer hope. In my first acting roles I came to understand that and I thought, Hmm, COOL! [image: Images]

Though I was always interested in acting, my family and I originally felt singing was my strong suit. Just a few months after my Lion King audition, my mother found out about auditions for a show called American Juniors. It was a new show on FOX that was the children’s version of American Idol. Make a long story short, ya girl got her golden ticket! I was just nine years old. My family and I stayed in California for the duration of the competition, and it was a whole new world out there! They put me in dance classes and singing classes and my mom said watching me handle that process convinced her to really take this seriously, because I sure was!

My mom has always been unafraid to ask questions. I believe that’s also a great lesson that she taught me: “Closed mouths don’t get fed.” She tried to raise me to listen more than I spoke—to listen and never be afraid to ask questions! To always remain humble and willing to learn, which is just what she did!

She got every phone number she could at that competition. She learned anything she could that would help with my future in the industry. And she knew that no matter what happened with this competition, she would come up with ideas and a plan of where we were going next! #MYMOMISSOEPIC.

Anyhow, we got back from the trip to California and I ultimately didn’t get the call to be on the full season of the show. I was sad, but mostly itching to do more. I knew there had to be more opportunities. I just wasn’t sure if my mom knew how to help me.


[image: Images] #RESPECTFULLYPERSISTENT [image: Images]


Lo and behold my mom used any and every resource she had from her college and theater days, her music days, and our time in California during American Juniors to make my dreams happen. She even found me an agent in Chicago! The agent told us there were auditions being held for Barbershop 2, and they needed a little girl to play Queen Latifah’s niece.

I HAD TO AUDITION! Except, they wouldn’t let me!! The word was Queen Latifah (fresh from an Oscar nomination) was only going to be in town for a short while. They didn’t want to waste her time with unseasoned actors, and I had been on only one audition in my short acting “career.” But still, my mom and I weren’t about to take no for an answer.

I wasn’t much of an actor yet, but I was a singer. That was what we felt the key was—to get them to hear me sing!! I learned a huge lesson from my mother that day. She showed me how to be respectfully persistent. I mean, we didn’t run up to the casting director and stalk her outside her house, haha! But we put together a tape of me doing the lines and then me singing “Be a Lion” from The Wiz. We felt in our hearts that if they saw me they would feel me.

Yes, they had told us no, but the point is that we knew something they didn’t know: Not seeing me was a mistake! Haha! So we had to find a way around that mistake. [image: Images] You don’t have to bulldoze, you just have to respectfully disagree when you experience, what I call, an unfair no. [image: Images] Because even if they don’t like it or it isn’t what they’re looking for, people respect well-thought-out effort! And anytime you’re reaching for a goal, I’ve found it helps to create a pattern for yourself of always giving it your all—everything you’ve got. That is a great habit to start with!

My mom and I sent in the tape and heard nothing for months. We didn’t expect to hear back, because again, we’d done something kind of unorthodox. We weren’t even sure when they received the tape, or if they’d actually watch it, ya know?

These were the many thoughts running through our minds, but we sent it off anyway because we felt in our hearts it was worth the shot (it’s gotta always be about what you believe!). We started to lose hope until the casting director called my mom saying they’d still been unable to find the girl! [image: Images] They asked to see me, and they told me that the producers AND ICE CUBE were going to be in the room. [image: Images]

My mom said they were testing me and probably wanted to see if I would get nervous. We wanted to do more than show them I was prepared. We wanted to do something extra to show them that even though I’d never been on a set or met any celebrities, I was fearless!

Fearlessness goes a long way, and it doesn’t mean you feel no fear, it just means you don’t let it drive your decisions or detour you. I was fearless and CAPABLE of doing the job, and I wanted to show them that!

My mother and I quickly hatched a plan. I’d do my lines and then beg them to let me sing! Haha, I know it sounds so silly but I enjoyed this, and singing was my main talent at that time, so I felt more confident knowing I could lean on that in the audition room. Little did I know that this same plan would be my introduction for most of my early career. By the time we moved to California, every room I entered, I would beg the agent, producer, or casting director to let me sing. And when my mother was in the room with me we would really play it up.

Me: I love dancing and acting and singing. I really started out singing with my mom in church! Oh, Mommy, please can I sing for them??

Mom: Oh no Keke, that’s not what these people are here for . . .

Me: Mommy, please!

By that point they had to let me sing!

I know this might sound elaborate, and some people might think my mom and I were pulling a little Heartbreakers con [image: Images]—the 2001 movie with Jennifer Love Hewitt and Sigourney Weaver—but the truth is that this is how we got my story across in less than 10 minutes, how we bonded, and how we showed them that I was more than what they saw on the surface. We had to show where we came from and where we were going, with little to no time! We wanted them to know that it was about the feeling and we couldn’t do that without a performance to find the quickest way to get there. It was about creating the atmosphere to show the feeling I was able to express through my gift. This became our “Thing.”


[image: Images] SHINE YOUR LIGHT AND BE FEARLESS IN YOUR CREATIVE PURSUITS [image: Images]


My mother and I leaned so much on my singing in the beginning, because it was the quickest way to show people my heart and what I was about! Even down to the song choice of “Be a Lion,” it was all about courage—having the courage to shine your light—which I had to have. It was the best song to express that Keke is about hope. She is young, but has found what she is passionate about and can’t help but share it with the world.

We were asking them, in essence, to be a part of my movement! That’s more or less what my mom was trying to display with her game. It’s special to me in retrospect because God was right beside her. He was guiding her and guiding me on my yellow brick road.
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My timing was good because the opportunities were booming for child actors! There were so many child-driven projects back then. Maybe it’s the same now, I’m not sure because I’m no longer a child and don’t hear about those parts anymore, lol. But, in any event, when I first moved to California there were opportunities out the [image: Images]. I was first in line to audition for every last one!

In 2004, I appeared in two very different but equally good movies: Barbershop 2: Back in Business with Queen Latifah and The Wool Cap with William H. Macy. I was nine and ten years old!

Over the next ten years, I was in twenty-one films and sixteen television shows, including the television show True Jackson, VP and my own talk show. My mom gave me some perspective. She reminded me to be grateful for the blessing and overflow, but to also understand that life has ups and downs, and even if the work wasn’t always overflowing, I should always have fun because the work was about creativity and not society’s idea of success.

By the age of ten, I had received a SAG Award nomination in the leading actress category for The Wool Cap. I am still the youngest person to be nominated in the female leading category and it brought me a lot of attention in the acting community. The award is so special among actors because it means your peers thought you deserved the nomination. At the time, I didn’t know what that meant, and I think that’s good. But it was a recurring theme in my life. My mom understood, but I didn’t even realize I was achieving all that, because my identity was more wrapped up in music. I was able to be more fearless in my acting because I was less self-conscious about it, but the music—not so much.

However, a very rare opportunity was given to me at the age of twelve. I had just finished Akeelah and the Bee and there was buzz in the industry around my performance. Record producers heard that I recorded a song for the sound track and all of a sudden they wanted to sign me! WHAT? ME? An official actress, and now, A RECORD DEAL! It’s ON! [image: Images]

I was ecstatic! But something went wrong on my way to that dream and things quickly fell apart. The joy I felt singing was overshadowed by people who didn’t always share the same love for my music that I did, and suddenly singing became just a job. The gag is most record labels don’t have artist development. That part of the company lost its way when labels’ main agenda became to sell singles, and when rappers like Master P and Birdman started creating their own independent labels. It made many of the record labels stop investing in real artist development because they depended on smaller production companies to do it and make money off the major singles from the artists. And that means, if you don’t come to major labels with your own infrastructure in place, it is hard for them to know how to deliver you to the world. They are thinking more about selling singles because that brings in the money faster. They aren’t thinking about a long-term career for the artist because that honestly does take a lot of time and effort and is not always a huge “pay off” for THEM, even though it is for the artist. “Single” records don’t help build the careers of great artists the way albums do. That’s why Motown was one of the best record labels in the world—if the artist didn’t hit the first time, they still believed in them and they didn’t stop spending money on development and creating albums where the fans were allowed to grow with them. Today, labels are more like distributors. They don’t want to spend money making artists—they want to get money off artists who are already made or already made a hit. In other words, they don’t want to help the artist create the brand, they just want to attach themselves to the brand once it’s already created. That’s why it is important to know who you are and follow your dreams independent of if you know whether people are going to help you or not. Because if you expect them to do it for you, you will be disappointed every time. Just like I was.

I got my first record deal as a very young artist at the age of twelve, and I didn’t understand all of that. I thought once you had a deal you had it made. I didn’t know how important it was to have a plan for your career going in. I didn’t have my own plan. I got lost in the process, and that’s what I felt like.

My problem in the early days was that I didn’t know who I was as an artist yet. The record company knew I had a great voice and a growing brand as a performer, but they didn’t take the time to consider where I came from, who I was, and who I wanted to be. The record labels were just thinking I could sell some records because I was well-known for being on Disney and Akeelah and the Bee. They knew that my fanbase was diverse and included all kinds of people. They were focused on the money, and not spreading the joy of the feeling that brought me to music in the first place. They didn’t care that I grew up singing in the church or about the community that I was from—basically all the experiences that shaped me and made me ME! Rather than understand me, they seemed frustrated that they couldn’t tap into what made me special. They couldn’t figure out how to make money off that gift, and ultimately it was probably because God didn’t want them to. In a lot of ways, I think God was protecting me in order to protect the message that I now know I am supposed to send. It hurt me, but they couldn’t block the message!

If you look at the successful careers of performers like Alicia Keys, Jennifer Lopez, Aaliyah, Brandy, and even Taylor Swift, you will see that when they started out, you knew their histories, their backgrounds and their stories, which in turn helps you relate to the usually unrelatable lifestyles of artists’ lead. Alicia Keys was the soul singer and classically trained pianist. She was the “diamond in the rough” so well displayed in the “If I Ain’t Got You” video. And even though we saw Jennifer Lopez living large with Diddy and then on her own, her videos always displayed her as a cool down b*tch from the Bronx, with song phrases such as “ ’cause I’m Real.” And even if you couldn’t relate to the “sugary sweet country girl playing the guitar,” a la Taylor Swift, you could relate to her love-struck tendencies and her dragging of her exes, because honestly, everyone likes to speak their truth.

After my first record deal ended, I would watch tons of music videos from my fav artists and listen to their songs and research, wondering where I went wrong. What did they do that I have not? The record company never gave me time to establish my career and tell my story about growing up in the south suburbs of Chicago and moving to the big city of LA. I was so heartbroken by my experience with the industry that I wanted to understand how it went wrong. I would watch videos all day and night and try to see the difference between some that propelled forward and others that didn’t. Their videos gave me inspiration, and it was the first time I realized the integral part that a story line plays for artists—whether it be ambiguous like Prince or straight down the middle like Taylor Swift.

I realized there was always a story. The greats always told you their stories—the ones with legacies gave you a story worth remembering. We were impressed by Michael Jackson’s Thriller because it was a universal record. It had mainstream appeal and a kick-ass video. We were also overtaken by Michael’s image—the glittery gloves and glittery socks. But would it have hit as hard if it wasn’t the Michael Jackson we all knew? Would something so abstract have been understood if we didn’t know Michael’s story? That’s the whole gag. Even though we couldn’t always relate to Michael’s lifestyle, we could always relate to his story.

He came from Indiana, big family, close to his mother and sister, problems with his father. We maybe didn’t always get his quirkiness, but that’s what we would expect, seeing as how he grew up so different in front of our eyes. From the very beginning, he had a different life, making hits since the age of ten for Motown Records. It made sense, he made sense. A song about going to see a horror movie made sense for HIM. And Prince, would we have been able to accept Prince’s ambiguity if he hadn’t so artistically expressed ridicule being a part of his life since he could remember? #PURPLERAIN. As some people ridiculed him about his race, his sexuality, his sense of fashion, other people also shared that story line or just related to his resilience and started to root for him for those same reasons as they realized that his embracing ridicule for being different was a part of his artistic message. (“I just can’t believe all the things people say. Controversy. Am I black or white? Am I straight or gay? Controversy.”) #THATSTHEULTIMATEGAG.

We were invested in these great artists because we got to watch them grow. My previous label ALWAYS tried to take shortcuts with me because I was already a celebrity when I signed—unlike traditional new artists mentioned above. The label didn’t think they had to allow my audience to grow with me as a musician, by giving them the TIME to get to know me as an artist. They thought they could ride the wave of my popularity from acting and make a quick buck, but the gag was I’m not my characters. People aren’t stupid, and they didn’t want a glazed-over Keke Palmer, they wanted to really get to know her if they were going to listen to her music. When my first album was released, the label threw the single out and when it didn’t become widely successful (even though they didn’t promote it effectively or even know me well enough to know how to promote it), they blamed it on me. The single they chose, “Keep It Movin’,” didn’t even represent me or my story well. A better choice would’ve been “Hood Anthem.” They were just thinking about the money and not my fans, not the kids or the people who I wanted to positively affect with my story.

That time was scary for me because I wanted to shine my light, but if it wasn’t big and it wasn’t grand I felt like it wasn’t good enough. They tried to get me to sing music I didn’t give a f*&k about. It was bullshit.

As I said on my website, I did not spread my wings because I was told I couldn’t fly a certain way, and I believed it! I stopped trying altogether because I allowed people to make me believe that being an artist meant having big-budget music videos and big record producers backing you. When in reality, all being an artist means is to be fearless in your creative pursuits. My anxiety, caused by the habit of unconsciously holding my breath, coupled with the stress of my personal life at that time, created a lot of hard years of depression for me. However, I am exalted now because God brings it to you when you are ready, not when you think you are. I am now right where I should be and I can see with my heart that I have always known who I am and who I want to be.

I was young then and I didn’t understand it all. Now I’m a grown woman, and I can say to record executives that they may want a big single, but I want to tell my fans who I am first. I couldn’t articulate that as a kid. No one would listen to me, and I let it steal my joy!


[image: Images] MOVING TO THE NEXT LEVEL [image: Images]


I started to shut down as a result of feeling chained by something that once set me free. What could I do other than to abandon music as a whole? That’s what I thought at the time. Talk about a heartbreak! No guy could ever break my heart like the music industry did. [image: Images]

This is a typical story when you are pursuing your dreams. When you start taking action, a lot of people are suddenly trying to weigh in. And it becomes easy to doubt yourself. You are also “walking through the valley of the shadow of death,” which to me in many ways is a metaphor for the doubts and disappointments playing out in your mind.

When you decide to be all that you know you are meant to be, you have to face a lot of the things holding you back mentally, physically, and spiritually. (They all affect one another.) And certain situations, no matter how difficult they may seem in the moment, you MUST experience in order to get to the next chapters of your life. [image: Images] It’s like a video game, and the sooner you accept the tough situations as something that’s going to move you forward, the more it drives you in your desire to advance to the next level.

I forgot that I belonged to me at that time, and just like that (finger snap), the negative voices that I was so quick to ignore as a child began pushing me the wrong way. These were the voices of despair that I had unconsciously vowed to never follow. They became very loud and very real.

They told me that the problems in my music career were all my fault and that I had failed. [image: Images] My rational, intellectual voice was quickly being drowned out by the irrational voice of my ego that had personalized the experience. The ego voice was telling me, “The label people are smart and can’t be wrong about artists. I mean, could they? I don’t know? Oh no, I don’t KNOW.”

That’s the thing about the mind and why it should always be a servant to the heart. The mind has limitations, and these limitations are because the mind is like a computer. A computer only knows what has been put inside it. Our minds cannot fundamentally understand the point of following a passion. It cannot comprehend passion, and it can only “know” the information it knows already. The intellectual mind, when nurtured, can filter out what is in your control and what is not—and when it’s time to let the heart decide. When you allow your ego to take over, it often doesn’t feel at ease, unless it’s in control, which means it is uneasy often because you can’t control the circumstances of life. So when you let your ego drive, it is a fast way to a world of anxiety. But our hearts tell us that what “we know” is relative and that there are things we can do that have never been done before. [image: Images]

I didn’t have enough experience to know the difference. The even scarier part was these dark thoughts were a much more aggressive version of the not-so-positive thoughts I had as a child. This was a mixture of my own frivolous fears and the voices of real people, businesspeople, filling me with fears I never knew existed. They were putting limitations on me that I never knew were there!

The louder their voices got, the cloudier my sense of self became. I believed my fears, because to me, it had to be true now that others were also saying it, right? I started making associations that weren’t true. I tried to equate them like A+B=C. I determined that I wasn’t able to be a music artist, and that it had to be true because my first album, So Uncool, wasn’t “successful.” I was only fourteen years old, but that is when I began to belong to them instead of to me.

As far as I knew, the labels never made mistakes. And I told myself that if I was worth anything, then they’d know it. So I stepped away from music thinking that I wasn’t a musician, and even more so, that I wasn’t worthy of being one. I felt this way for many years, and so I focused solely on my other passions and talents. I didn’t understand that those voices of doubt, whether in my head or from the mouths of real people, would always be in some ways my constant companions because that’s simply how life works. The more you grow and the more you’re faced with, the more your mind has to analyze and digest. Mental constructs are a part of our humanity, and yes, haters gonna hate! [image: Images] But I didn’t know at the time that I could fight them. I had to fight them and I had to win!

This concept doesn’t just apply to the music industry. Some people think that being a celebrity is the only extraordinary thing to “be” or that popularity is what it means to be successful. How many times a day do you judge a life event by how many “likes” it gets on social media? [image: Images] I’ve even done it myself!

But this is not fair to us. Our worth cannot be based on what others believe, but what we CHOOSE to believe. What I’m talking about applies to whatever you are trying to do in life—whether you are an aspiring entertainer, writer, model, trainer, doctor, nurse, hairdresser, or bookkeeper! Whatever is in your heart, whether it’s pursuing a career you love or trying something new every week until you find what it is you love. It’s on the right track as long as it’s true of heart because “success” is what’s relative to YOU.


[image: Images] LEAVE THE DOUBTERS AND FIND ENCOURAGERS INSTEAD [image: Images]


As soon as you know what you want to do, and your gut is screaming out, you might have people step in with a list of “logical” reasons why you shouldn’t do that thing you know you need to do. But you have to take a real good look at those people who are setting roadblocks in YOUR life. #YOUSAIDWHATNOW?!

When you look at where people are in their lives, their point of view becomes clear. You have to weed out the people you love from the people you admire. Does that make sense? The two things are different. For instance, if you love your brother, but your brother has never been disciplined about anything, he’s probably not the best person to talk to when you need motivation to follow through with the things you are doing. If you love your mom, but your mom was always too scared to try anything new, it makes no sense to expect her to encourage you when stepping outside of your comfort zone. #CONSIDERTHESOURCE.

They may share their fears or doubts, and that’s fine, but you can’t wait for them to come around or allow their excuses to become your own. They may have certain wisdom, but they may be limited in their perspectives, and they are also not inside your head or your heart, so they may not know what you know about what you are capable of.

We are the heroes of our stories! And when you choose to be, that’s what the work of belonging to ourselves is about. Taking responsibility for your own life requires a lot of work and you will need support. We’ve gotta surround ourselves with like-minded people who are on a road of self-discovery, just like us, so that we can encourage each other.

Making room for those who are all about what you’re about also shows God and the Universe that you are serious about changing the world around you. By taking the steps yourself to change your path, and actually walking the walk and talking the talk, you open the door for God to assist you. You show Him that you are ready to step up each and every step of the way.



[image: Images]




[image: Images] BE READY TO CHANGE YOUR PATH WHILE KEEPING YOUR EYE ON YOUR DESTINATION [image: Images]


When doing this work of belonging to yourself, there are no strict plans that you have to follow, and if your narrative isn’t working for you, you need to change your story and change what you are telling yourself about it. Sometimes we sit back and say, Well this is what my mom did and I know if I do this then that will possibly come next and I guess I can deal with that. . . . But NO! Stop living your mom’s old story line and begin creating your own story by being present in the moment—our moment.

You are unique. Your path is unlike your mother’s, your teacher’s, or anyone else’s. Start living in the NOW and not inside your head packed with all these used story lines about other people’s experiences. The moment you step outside their story and outside of your head, you allow yourself to come face-to-face with YOU. The whole point is to get as close to you—not your brain, not your physical body—but as close to YOU as possible.

Of course all those things are a part of you (the body and the brain), and they’re important, but they’re not meant to be the drivers of the ship. It’s your gut, your intuition, your ESSENCE that is the magic. [image: Images] A great thinker once said, “The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.” What I interpret that to mean is that the mind cannot tell you that the things in your heart are not true or real.


[image: Images] FEAR IS A CHOICE [image: Images]


These things take practice. Your practice may be prayer, meditation, yoga, or whatever it is. But it’s always something that clears your mind and makes way for you to use your intuitive senses. That’s how you stay in tune with your core, your essence, and when that happens you become guided to your passion.

The reason why is that you are doing the work of lifting the veils of bondage (false beliefs) that have limited you from seeing clearly. It’s like you’ve been living in fear, seeing this delusional world, and then when you truly reconnect to your essence you see the only truth there is—that there is love.

It’s like when you see a video of a lion mutilating a person. Okay, I know that is a terrifying image, but follow me here. If the most deluded person (a person with a perspective in life altered by fear) saw a lion mutilate someone, they might say, “Thaaaat lion is so evil! That lion was plotting to hunt my friend. Lions hate people. That lion needs to be killed!”

Then you may never go to the zoo again, even though you love animals! A person based in love, which to me is the reality, would likely have a very different perspective. She might say, “What a horrible accident! The nature of that lion is to hunt and to kill. I hate that the person had to be there in that place at that time.”

You see, it isn’t that danger isn’t real, it’s just that most things aren’t personal. The emotion of fear can create ideas on top of a situation that personalize it, which makes it a lot harder to move past. You see what I’m saying?

Trying new things and seeking new environments is an important part of finding what you love too, because what you love may not look anything like what you grew up around. You may have to step outside your present circumstances to find your passion. I grew up in an artistic home, but that’s not true of all artists. You might be an artist who grew up in a home full of mechanics, but in order to find out that you love the arts, you’d have to expose yourself to them and try them! If you allow yourself to believe that you have no future other than being a mechanic because that’s all your family has ever done, or to let your mechanic family make you believe there is no future in anything other than being a mechanic (because that’s how they have been living THEIR lives), you will never try something new, find your passion, and develop your gifts. You will miss out on living your dream! (Nothing to be scared about, because it’s never too late!)

But if you look at the people and situations in your life more objectively and less personally, it will be easier to grow. How could I let others so easily define me in my music? I could not allow anyone else to deter me or make me question what was so insanely important to me! [image: Images]
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