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This book is dedicated to all the earthlings, extraterrestrials, and spiritual beings living a human existence who don’t engage in small talk. You are my tribe.










Introduction: No More Small Talk



My name is Lenard Larry McKelvey, and I absolutely hate small talk.


I hate it the way kids hate when their tablet time is over. (“Hey, that’s enough Roblox.”)


I hate it the way that Black people hate white supremacy.


I hate it the way white supremacists hate Black people.


Now, if you know me by my alter ego, Charlamagne Tha God, then you might be shocked to learn I could hate anything that involves talking.


Be it on the radio, TV, or podcasts, I’ve done a lot of talking over the last few decades. And trust me, I was running my mouth long before I ever got in front of a microphone. Just like I’ll still be running my mouth whenever I decide to put down the mic for the last time.


But for the thousands of hours I’ve been talking to audiences over those years, what you haven’t heard me participate in is too much small talk.


Don’t get it twisted, there have been plenty of jokes, conversations with my cohosts, “Donkeys of the Day,” some moments where I let myself get worked up on-air about something for effect (I’m an entertainer after all), and long, insightful, and sometimes even uncomfortable talks with the guests I’ve been so lucky to have visit my platforms.


But SMALL TALK? Nah.





In 2018 I had a three-hour-long conversation with a chocolate-covered white supremacist named Kanye West as we walked around his ranch in Wyoming. I left realizing that Kanye is VERY intentional about everything he does. That’s why I’ve never felt sorry for him when he self-sabotages. Yes, Kanye has been blessed with power and money, but even the most brilliant amongst us can submit our will to the white devil in us. And Kanye makes that choice quite often.


On the other end of the spectrum, I’ve had incredible sit-downs with my childhood hero, the author Judy Blume. I, a young Black kid in the Deep South, always loved the white, best-selling children’s book author because Judy showed me a world I’d never have known or seen otherwise. She wrote to give voice to young people and treat them with respect, especially young girls, which I appreciate even more today as a father to my own daughters. Judy is also very intentional about everything she does, but the difference between her and a Kanye is that Judy’s intentions are not self-serving. You will never lose if you understand that your true purpose in life is service to others, and that’s what Judy chooses to do with her art.


And not to compare myself to Judy (trust when I say she’s on her own level, above mine or anyone else’s honestly), but I try to bring that same mentality to my work too. I’ve talked to rappers, presidential candidates, moguls, activists, ballers, therapists, criminals, comedians, authors, preachers, hell, even cartoon characters! (Uncle Ruckus, no relation.) You’ll hear me crack up and push people and talk shit sometimes, but what you won’t hear in all those hours’ worth of content is much small talk. (I purposely talk to artists before we start taping specifically so I can get any mindless chitchat out of the way.)


That’s because when it comes to conversation, one thing I’m not going to do is beat around the bush.


Or schmooze.


Or spend time talking about small shit.


That’s never been my style. If I’m sitting down with someone for a conversation, I’m going to get straight to the point.


I can’t lie, there have been times where I’ve been a little too straightforward. Where I could have stood to schmooze a bit before I got down to business.


But for better or worse, that’s not how I’m wired.


For as long as I can remember, I’ve been direct. Maybe it’s a result of being the son of a father who was often painfully direct himself, who would always tell me the fastest way between two points is a straight line. (You’ll read more about my Pops later.) Maybe it’s because for much of my life I was so anxious in social settings that I just wanted to get things over with, rather than prolong the uneasiness.


Wherever the impulse came from, my directness has served me very well in life. It helped The Breakfast Club become one of the most popular shows in the world (it even landed me in the Radio Hall of Fame). It helped me become the host of several TV shows and launch a popular podcast, The Brilliant Idiots, which has been running for ten years. It even helped me become a New York Times best-selling author.


All that time, my aversion to small talk has been my superpower. My extra.


Now I want to encourage you to make rejecting small talk a priority in your own life. Not just for you, but for me too. And for my kids.




Because small talk is killing us as a society.





To be clear, when I say “small talk” here I’m not just saying you can’t chat about the weather or ask coworkers how traffic was on the way to the job.


I mean small talk as a symbol of our lack of authentic communication. Both as individuals and collectively.


I realize that might sound a little wild, like a nut-ass thing to say.


At first glance, it seems like communication is at an all-time high.


We talk on the phone. We text. We DM. We go live. We post videos. We make clips. We TikTok. We send VMs.


Sometimes, it seems like all we do now is talk with each other.


But if you look closer at all that communicating, you’ll find that most of the time we’re talking at each other, instead of with one another and we rarely discuss anything that truly matters.


Social media should be elevating our conversations. Instead, it’s dragging us down to the lowest common denominator.


We have more access to each other than at any time in human history, but somehow we’re still stuck on small talk. We avoid the big questions by filling our minds with fluff. Nonsense intended to distract and delay action and learning, rather than encourage growth and understanding.


Small talk about God.


Small talk about race.


Small talk about our fears.


Small talk about our kids.


Small talk about our dreams.


Small talk about our mental health.


Remember, when it comes to talk, quantity does not equal quality.


If anything, the opposite is true. (I write this as a professional talker, but I promise this will all make sense.)


In this book, I’m going to encourage you to say less, but do more.


Is that hypocritical advice from me of all people?


Maybe.


But I have no choice. I don’t know about you, but I can’t take the noise anymore.





Have there been moments where important and impactful conversations rose above the noise?


Yes, I believe that happened with the conversation around George Floyd and Black Lives Matter. Just as it happened with the conversation around the #MeToo Movement.


Those moments showed us what was possible. But where have those conversations gone?


It’s not like there’s a shortage of important things to converse about. And yet somehow, we manage to keep avoiding them.


Instead we reward small talkers for being performative with their conversations. You know the type. At first glance, they seem committed to addressing serious issues. Racism. The environment. Mental health. But scratch even just a little bit below the surface and it becomes obvious that they’re not talking because they want to fix things, but because it gets them engagement:




Likes.


Clicks.


Views.





They don’t have a committed POV, they’re just committed to creating content.


But where’s the intent?


Well, in this book I’m going to have those major conversations. I’m going to address a lot of the dialogue that people are trying to talk around, under, and over.


Anything but head-on.


We’re going to have those hard big talks in this book because the alternative is a lot more difficult than any conversation could ever be.





Have you ever heard the saying “Un-Big Your Back”?


It’s basically social media’s way of telling someone they need to lose weight.


(Which surprised me, because usually when people focus on you being obese, the first thing they talk about is your stomach. Like how the internet was calling Lizzo “R. Belly” in response to allegations she had mistreated employees and backup dancers, or when folks started calling Beanie Sigel “Butt and Gut” after he gained some weight.)


Leave it to the creative hive of social media to pinpoint how someone’s back can grow too big when they put on some pounds. Hence, “Un-Big Your Back.”


I’m going to take that phrase and rework it for this book. One of my goals here is to help you “Un-Small Your Brain.”


That’s because our outlooks on life tend to get smaller and smaller as we get older. And ironically, I notice this with people who have had the “privilege” of higher education. Often when a person has an area of expertise, they tend to stay in the comfort zone that expertise has given them. Anything that disturbs the peace, they block. They don’t want to be challenged because they’ve literally been told they know it all.


Once someone has a diploma with their name on it above someone else’s (photocopied) signature, they lose sight of how much more education they could obtain by remaining open to new ideas and conversations. By accepting that degrees are checkpoints, not finish lines.


I never went to college, which used to make me anxious in certain settings. I figured I was missing out on a secret. Some kind of intelligence that people with college degrees had picked up. But the older I get, the more I realize that my lack of higher education, and my approach to spaces where that made me the outlier, has worked in my favor.


By being aware that I don’t know it all, I’m forced to ask questions. I’m forced to seek out new information and perspectives. I’m forced to think big, instead of laying back in my comfort zone.


Which is why I want all of you to think big too.


While we’re talking about my lack of a college degree, I want to share a little bit about my background for those who’ve never listened to anything I do, including, but not limited to, listening to The Breakfast Club or the Brilliant Idiots podcast, or reading my first book, Black Privilege.


I grew up in a single-wide trailer on a dirt road in Moncks Corner, South Carolina (population when I was growing up was in the seven thousands).


My mother was a Jehovah’s Witness public school teacher who never made over $30,000 a year. My aforementioned father was an unrepentant hustler. He was a strong presence in my life, but he also struggled with drugs and alcohol. He talked a good game about responsibility, but the example he set for me was dysfunctional at best.


I didn’t have anything handed to me.


I grew up with cornfields as my playground. I graduated from night school because I got kicked out of two high schools. I spent more time in jail as a young man (forty-five days) than I did in college (you already know). Most of my cousins and childhood friends wound up, as my father would put it, “either in jail, dead, or drunk under a tree.”


Yet in just over twenty-five years, I’ve managed to build one of the biggest platforms in media.


And one of the reasons I was able to keep moving up the entertainment ladder was because I’ve been able to evolve.


I refused to stay stuck in one place.


It was a minor miracle that I talked my way into becoming a personality on radio station Z93 Jamz in Charleston, South Carolina. But I wanted more. Just like I exceeded any reasonable hopes for myself when I got on the air doing mornings in Philadelphia. But I was still looking for more.


Landing in NYC and building The Breakfast Club, the biggest syndicated hip-hop show in the nation, should have been the culmination of my dreams, but nope. I’ve branched out into books and TV. And still have a lot more I want to accomplish.


Every step of the journey, I tried to soak up as much information and wisdom as I could, and then apply it to my life.


I refused to get comfortable in whatever little step I’d made and stayed focused on evolving into the best version of myself I could possibly be.


Which is what I need us to collectively start doing as a society.


But not for me. I have four incredible daughters. Beautiful Black girls who are my greatest blessings. I feel tremendous responsibility for them. Not only for them at home, but also in the world at large.


I need them to walk into a world that is focused on the important issues.


Not the small talk that passes for meaningful conversation these days.





You’ll notice the title of this book is Get Honest or Die Lying.


Why did I choose that?


The first reason, of course, is to pay respect to 50 Cent’s classic debut album, Get Rich or Die Tryin’. Anytime I can work a hip-hop reference into this book, I’m going to do it. If you were born in the 1900s like I was, then I’m assuming you all are going to know all my references, but if for some reason you don’t, ask one of your uncles. You know, the type who hates all this “mumble rap,” wears construction Timberlands and denim shorts in the summer? Yeah, those are the best hip-hop heads, so any references from the 1900s hip-hop culture I make, ask him to translate.


Most of the hip-hop references are going to be celebratory. But I’m also a firm believer that if you want the people around you to have hard conversations, you must lead the way by starting with the conversations that are hard for you.


So in this book, I’m going to have a difficult conversation about hip-hop. There’s no doubt that the culture has had a positive impact on me and my community. It’s given us so much great music and beautiful moments. It’s given a voice to people who were voiceless. And yes, it’s made a lot of us serious money. It’s allowed us to better our lives and the lives of our family and friends.


But the BIGGER conversation is “At what cost?”


I came up during the nineties and early 2000s, when a lot of rappers realized that talking about gangsta topics (things they would never actually do themselves) was a path to making millions of dollars. To me, when you’re promoting violent content strictly for the sake of profit, that’s a very dangerous form of small talk.


That moment is where things got ugly. Soon you had whole generations of youngsters saying, “Well, these guys have been providing the soundtrack to our lives, but we really live it! So if we really live it, we might as well rap about it too!” The micro-minded voices in hip-hop were getting macro exposure, and it led to way too much small-minded content in rap.


When I think of how the elders that came before us, folks like KRS-One and Chuck D, understood the power of hip-hop, but we misused it, I’ll be honest—it kind of saddens me. If more artists would have listened to those elders, then a whole generation of people—including my generation—would have been influenced to speak to larger issues impacting our community, instead of wasting so much time on the small shit.


You currently have a whole generation of individuals, myself included, doing countless hours of therapy in order to heal from trauma that we should have addressed thirty years ago. My good brother Resmaa Menakem said in his book My Grandmother’s Hands, “Change culture and you change lives. You can also change the course of history.”


And given the cultural power hip-hop has harnessed over the past fifty years, maybe we could have elevated the conversation globally.


I want this book to be a small step in re-harnessing, and re-focusing, that power and using it to get those conversations started.





Before we get all the way into some serious conversations, I need to stress that this book is going to be a little different than my first two.


The first difference is that the chapters are going to be shorter in this one. I realized that books hold my attention more when I feel like I’m tearing through chapters. Not to mention these days the majority of people are conditioned to reading captions and comments on social media and YouTube. I want this book to be just as digestible. Sometimes Mohammad must go to the mountain.


The focus is going to be different too. Black Privilege was about my story, following that path that took me from the dirt road I grew up on to the top of the media game and the life lessons I learned along the way.


My second book, Shook One, was me opening up about the anxiety and bouts of depression I’ve been dealing with my whole life and the methods I’ve learned to deal with them, in particular what I was realizing about myself in therapy.


This book will still share parts of my personal journey (a lot has definitely happened over the last few years) and my ongoing battles with anxiety (I’m literally wearing a heart monitor right now because I keep convincing myself I’m about to have a heart attack), but those won’t be the focus this time.


No, my first two books were mainly about my personal journey. Now I’m turning the lens around and taking a hard look at y’all. In the first two books I was talking about myself. Now I’m going to talk about all of US.


We’ve already touched on some of the topics we’re going to have some major-league conversations about, like social media, hip-hop, and mental health. But there are a lot of other hard convos we’re going to have inside these pages too.


Probably at the top of the list is politics. We’re going to talk about the Democrats and the Republicans. And we’re going to name names: folks like a woman I once had high (insert your own “she smoked weed in college to Tupac” joke here) hopes for, Kamala Harris, and another I’ve never had any hope for, Marjorie Taylor Greene; and of course Joe Biden and Donald Trump.


We’re also going to talk about entitlement. Don’t get me wrong; I often felt I deserved more growing up, but I was willing to put in the work to get it. These kids today really believe that they should receive the fruits of one’s labor without having to do one’s labor.


We’re going to discuss people who think they know everything, like those college graduates I just mentioned. I used to hear people say, “I don’t know nuthin!” when asked about the world, and I thought that was an ignorant mindset. But I’ve learned it’s actually one of the most freeing feelings in the world!! When you don’t try to front but freely admit you’re not up to speed on something, that’s when you begin to learn.


We’re going to talk about patience. Or the lack thereof. This generation is always in a rush to go nowhere. And when I say “generation,” I’m not referring to anyone’s age. I’m referring to this generation of humans who are plugged into the same matrix. We worship the highlight reels, but ignore the work that went into making those highlights possible in the first place.


We’re going to address one of the big lies that this country was built on, which is that free speech is actually free. While it is true that you can say whatever you want, that doesn’t mean you are free from the consequences of said free speech; there is absolutely a price to pay for every word that comes out of your mouth.


And we’re absolutely going to get candid about “cancel culture.” I’ve evolved a lot, I like to think for the better, over the years. But my greatest changes have come from wanting to do better for myself and my family, not from being “shamed” into a change by outside voices.


We’re going to ask, Whatever happened to manners? My grandmother always would tell me manners will take you where money won’t, but I guess everyone is getting too much money because they clearly move like they don’t need manners. There are no boundaries anymore. People will just walk up to you and put a phone in your face, because all they care about is the attention they will get on their social media, not once do they think they are violating your space.


We’re going to talk about provincialism. That is a word I can barely pronounce and would never get the opportunity to use if I wasn’t an author. I could have just said I’m sick of people who think the entire world revolves around America, but I would rather order a turkey and provincialism sandwich….


As you can see, there’s a lot of big talk to have.


And at the very least, I know this book is going to make me feel better because venting is therapeutic! And if I feel better, the world will be better because I am the man in the mirror that Michael Jackson was talking about.


Finally, you’ll notice that I end each chapter with the words “Let’s discuss.” Now, if you follow me on social media or listen to me on The Breakfast Club, then you already know I like to finish streams of consciousness using that phrase. I do that because I want everything I say (or write) to be opening the floor to a larger discussion. I’m not one of those people who believes they are an expert at anything, I just have experiences and my lived experience is what I rely on a majority of the time. So when I say, “Let’s discuss,” that’s exactly what I want you to do when you put this book down. Have real, meaningful discussions with your family, friends, coworkers—whoever. In fact, when someone attempts to make #SmallTalk with you, I want you to say to them, “Charlamagne says we don’t have to do this anymore. We can get real.” Just put it all on me! I literally want you to reference this book when attempting to make conversation with folks! Because, man, the stakes are too high for us to stay silent!










CHAPTER 1 Small Talk to You Nice



Let’s start with you.


I firmly believe that before you can have truly transformative conversations with other folks, you have to start by having hard, unflinching conversations with a very special person first:




Yourself.





I don’t mean talking to yourself in the mirror like Robert De Niro in Raging Bull or muttering to yourself while you walk down the street.


Instead, I’m referring to a series of thoughtful conversations where you really commit to unlearning a lot of the bullshit and nonsense that got put into your head as a child. Conversations where you can begin to finally peel back the trauma, hurt, and insecurity that’s been weighing you down and holding you back.


The type of conversations that come from going to therapy.


I know, I know. Therapy is not technically an act of talking to yourself. It involves sitting down with a trained professional (I’m going to introduce you to a great one later in this book) and letting that person guide you through a series of questions. Ones that are designed to help you understand what you’re feeling in your life. How you’ve gotten here. And how you can get somewhere better.


And most importantly, questions that are asked without judgment. No trained therapist is going to roll their eyes or shake their head when you tell them something. No matter how crazy or weird it might sound.


Instead, they’re going to help you contextualize the things that have happened to you in the past that have led you to making bad choices. That might have led you to feeling insecure about your condition. That might make you feel like you’re starting to lose it.


This is very important for African-Americans to understand, because if you’re Black, it’s almost assured that you’ve suffered some sort of trauma in your life. Hopefully nothing as intense as what our ancestors experienced, but moments that still had a real impact on your life. They could range from microaggressions to straight-out racism to actual violence. But no matter where they ranged on that scale, I promise they impacted you in a real way. And I also bet your harmful experience wasn’t an isolated incident. You’ve probably been dealing with these sorts of issues your entire life.


What makes getting past them even more challenging is that there’s a real stigma against therapy and discussions about mental health in the African-American community. And the folks who undoubtedly need it the most are also the most skeptical about it. I broke down some of the reasons behind this in my last book, Shook One: Anxiety Playing Tricks on Me, so I won’t repeat it all here.


But I will say that it’s a stigma that hasn’t completely disappeared. Even today, I’m dealing with other Black folks questioning my commitment to the cause of mental health. I’ve been called a “fake mental health advocate,” or critics will say that I use discussions of mental health as a shield to distract folks from all the wild shit I used to talk about on the radio way back when.


So for the record: I started to work on my mental health because I knew that if I didn’t deal with my trauma, my trauma would ultimately deal with me!


Because I’d been raised in an environment where mental health wasn’t ever discussed, I didn’t even have the vocabulary to articulate what I was feeling, especially in my early ’30s when it felt like my career had stalled out. When you combine unhealed trauma, anxiety, depression, being broke at thirty-two, living at home with your mother and having a child to look after, that’s a recipe for a lot of people to kill themselves. (Trust me, I thought about it every day.)


I was in a bad place.


An event that helped me put some of my struggles into focus came one day when I was driving down Interstate 26 in South Carolina. Suddenly my heart started pounding. Like it was about to jump out of my chest.


Remember how Redd Foxx used to grab his chest and say, “This is the big one!” in Sanford and Son? I literally did the same. You couldn’t tell me I wasn’t going to die out there on that road.


Most people would have at least pulled over, but I’ve never been accused of being “most folks.” Instead, I kept on driving to where I’d been headed, a comedy show my guy Lil Duval was performing in Orangeburg, South Carolina. I’d had that feeling before, so I figured I’d make it through the night. And I did.


The next morning I took myself to the ER. When I explained my symptoms, they started performing tests immediately. EKGs. A chest X-ray. A blood test for troponin, a protein that signals you’re having a heart attack. I had wires and tubes sticking out of me for hours.


Finally, a doctor came into the room to deliver his verdict.


“Well, you’re not having a heart attack,” he told me. “In fact, your heart is in tremendous shape. It’s what we call an ‘athlete’s heart.’ ”


My breathing started to slow down a bit. “OK,” I told myself, “I’m not going to die. Cool.” But something was clearly wrong because I’d been having these types of attacks my whole life.


“Let me ask you a question,” the doctor continued. “Do you suffer from anxiety?”


“Anxiety, what do you mean?” I asked him.


I honestly didn’t really know what that even meant back then. I was thirty-something years old and couldn’t tell you what anxiety looked like, felt like, or how it was supposed to be handled if you ever did get a diagnosis. I’d heard the word, of course, but that didn’t mean I knew the word. At least nobody I’d ever been around talked about managing their anxiety.


“Well, based on your symptoms and your test results, it sounds like you suffered a panic attack while you were driving. Do you happen to be experiencing any stress at the moment?”


Was I experiencing any stress? Hell yeah I was experiencing stress.


My entire existence felt like one big ball of stress.


They discharged me with instructions to try to be more “mindful” and try working out and sleeping more.


I heard them, but I wasn’t really listening.


To me, there was only one thing that was going to make me feel better and that was getting out of my momma’s house and getting back on the air in a major market. I just needed to be in a better position. Once I had that, everything would be all right.


So that’s what I set out to do. I worked my ass off networking, pitching, and politickin’ till finally I got another shot, this time on the show that changed my life, The Breakfast Club in New York City.


And yes, it was a stressful environment to work in, but I wasn’t worried. I was in the Big Apple. I was being heard every day by hundreds of thousands of people. I was inching closer and closer to my dream.


Eventually my wife and daughter were able to join me. Everything was starting to look up.


What I wasn’t doing, however, was following that emergency room doctor’s advice. I was getting less and less sleep and becoming less and less peaceful in my existence.


Instead, I was out in the streets most nights, drinking and smoking weed. Being a toxic crusader. My wife stuck by my side, but she knew I was full of shit. She couldn’t stand how I was living. She knew I was going to eventually crash and burn and that was breaking her heart.


But on the surface, I was great. My star was rising, and I was getting everything I ever wanted out of this radio business.


And for the first time in my life I was making real money. Suddenly I had a nice house in New Jersey. I could have had a nice car, but I’m cheap, so I didn’t go chasing Phantoms and Bentleys. I stuck to the same Cadillac Escalade with 200k miles on it that I was used to.


The days of waiting in line for unemployment checks and being thirty-two living in my childhood bedroom were in the rearview mirror. There was no question if this was a movie it would be my “look Momma I made it” moment.


But despite all the money, the celebrity interviews, the headlines, and the party lifestyle, I wasn’t happy.


I’d still have moments where my heart would race and my breath would get short. Where it felt like the world was closing in on me and my sight would go dark. Where it felt like I was dying.


I tried seeing doctors again, but they kept telling me the same things:


“You’re in the prime of your life.”


“You have an athlete’s heart.”


“You’re fine.”


Sure, the one doctor had mentioned “anxiety,” but that wasn’t a real thing. Anxiety was something you felt for a second in a scary movie, or if your team was lining up for the game-winning field goal with a kicker who had just missed an extra point. It wasn’t something that stayed with you.


So, what was it then?


I got my first bit of understanding one day when I was talking with my homie Amanda Seales. We were discussing the exploits of one of the many fuckbois we know when she sighed deeply and exhaled, “Brothas are damaged and they don’t want to get any healing.”


She wasn’t talking about me, but the second she said it, I knew exactly what she was saying.


“Yes,” I thought. “I am damaged. Incredibly damaged. And I need to heal.”


That was a very important first step, admitting that I needed help.


It’s a hard thing to do, especially when your public and professional life seems to be going so well.


It’s even tougher when you’ve been raised to never show any weakness. Any sense of being overwhelmed. How could I share my struggle through a vocabulary I’d never learned to begin with?


Instead, I kept lying to myself. I closed ranks. I got paranoid. I was stressed because “haters” were out to get me. Or because my on-air competition was trying to bring me down.


It wasn’t as far-fetched as it might sound. As many of you have probably seen on YouTube, one of my most envious competitors even sent a squad of goons to jump me outside of The Breakfast Club one morning. I managed to skedaddle before any real damage was done, but that’s not the point.


It was convenient to point to all the professional drama for my unhappiness, but deep down I knew that wasn’t really the case.


I just had to admit to myself that I was miserable.


Not only wasn’t I happy, the more zeros in my bank account the more depressed I was; the success just made my anxiety worse. I was feeling more depressed than I ever had in my life.


One night, I told my wife how I was feeling. I told her I was thinking about going to talk to someone about what I’d been going through. She looked me dead in the eye.


“Baby,” she told me, “just take your ass to therapy.”


That was the final push that I needed.


I promised myself that I was going to forget about all the other “healing” I’d told myself would fix things, like drinking more water or going to the gym three times a week.


Those practices are great, but they weren’t enough. No, this wasn’t about my abs or looking like 50 Cent in ’03. This was about real emotional healing.


I needed to have hard conversations: I needed to address with myself that I’d been raised wrong. That this version of me currently may have gotten me to a certain point, but if I wanted to go to the next level personally and professionally I needed to unlearn everything that clearly wasn’t serving me anymore. I had to come to terms with the fact that I was a hurt person hurting other people.


Once I started going to therapy once a week, I was able to address the PTSD from my youth. I started to make sense of some of the things that had happened to me when I was young.


I found that going to therapy is like cleaning out a messy closet. Throwing out the things you don’t need anymore (or maybe never did), so that you have room for the things that you do.


I was finally talking with myself (yes, with my therapist’s help) instead of running from myself.


It’s a process to which I’m still committed to this day. You can’t unpack decades’ worth of dysfunction and denial in a couple months, or even years. It’s something that’s going to be a part of my life forever.


But if for some reason, even after reading this, therapy still seems intimidating to you, I’d suggest another path to bring some peace into your life. Something that doesn’t require a new doctor, a good medical insurance policy, or anyone else but yourself:




Meditation.





I’ll admit that it wasn’t something I thought I could do. It felt like my brain was too active to slow down and be silent.


But around the end of 2020, when the pandemic really shut everything down, I found myself doing it more and more often. We hear a lot of talk about what the pandemic cost us and how it changed things for the worse. But being at home and away from the distractions of my work and the city forced me to become more still for the first time. I was able to understand what quiet time really looks like and what peace really feels like.


That’s why I’m fond of the saying “You can’t heal what you don’t reveal.”


So whether it’s through a conversation with a therapist, or becoming still by yourself through meditation, you need to find a way to reveal to yourself what’s really going on in your mind.


Because until you do that, you’re never going to heal from the trauma you’ve brushed up against in the world.


Let’s discuss….










CHAPTER 2 Put Some Respek on the Tortoise



This generation lacks a lot of things. A sense of direction (see what happens when you rely on Google Maps for everything?). Job prospects. Presidential candidates under the age of a hundred.


But what it lacks more than anything else is patience.


This generation loves being the hare, but doesn’t have much respect for the tortoise. They’re so eager to get out ahead of everyone, they don’t even realize there’s a whole race to run. And a lot of times they get halfway done and decide to chill. Then they see someone move out ahead of them and think, “What happened? This isn’t fair.”


I’ll tell you what happened. You thought this was a sprint when it’s really a marathon.


Apologies if I sound like a broken record (you know, one of those things we used to play music on) but once again I blame social media. On Instagram, we see the hiker at the top of the mountain. We see the picture of them smiling, taking in the majestic views. But we don’t see the climb itself. We see the new home with the ocean views, but we don’t see the years of hard work (nepo babies excluded) that went into saving up for that mortgage. We see someone post about losing thirty pounds, but they don’t tell you they are an Ozempic Gold Medalist.


There’s a reason we don’t consider the journey. It is often difficult. It is lonely and uncomfortable. When my beige buddy Drake said, “You wasn’t with me shooting in the gym,” that’s exactly what he meant. He was in there all by his damn self. You gotta put up a thousand shots on your own before you get the chance to make that buzzer beater on national TV.


That’s called the process. And the process is everything.


The great jazz musicians understood this. They had a term for the process called woodshedding, which was sometimes shortened to shedding. The idea was that before you could go on stage and perform in front of a crowd, or even behind closed doors with your peers, first you had to spend countless hours “in the woodshed,” practicing alone. To achieve the right level of concentration, some of those guys would, no joke, go out into the woods to practice. Only after they’d put in all that work, all those hours of playing the same chords over and over and over again, would they then feel ready to perform in front of an actual crowd.


Some took it even further than that. Sonny Rollins, one of the all-time great saxophonists, used to live in New York City. Not a lot of woods to practice in. So during one stretch between 1959 and 1961, he’d spend over ten hours a day practicing by himself on the Williamsburg Bridge. Thousands of cars and people would go past him, and he would block it all out, lost in perfecting his craft.


Mind you, Rollins wasn’t some unknown artist at that time either. He’d already played with several major jazz groups and had released a critically acclaimed album of his own. He could have decided he’d “made it,” but he knew his competition would eat him up if he rested on his laurels. The culture of jazz demanded he keep shedding till he got to the place where he’d mastered his sound.


Compare that jazz culture to today’s hip-hop culture. An aspiring rapper might make a few songs in their bedroom on their computer. Their friends tell them it’s hot, so they release it. People listen to it on SoundCloud or TikTok. Maybe it goes viral. Then they get a record or distribution deal. Next thing you know, they’re on stage performing in front of an actual crowd. And what does everyone say? “Man, this person has zero stage presence. Zero breath control. Get them out of here.” And then their career is over almost as soon as it began.
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