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I dedicate this book to my daughter, Samaya. From the moment you were born, you’ve had people telling you who your daddy was, but only you know who I am. Never let anyone on this planet tell you who you will be. That is to be decided only by you.






INTRODUCTION The Reboot


It’s interesting how time can pass and you have a place in the world again. You let a decade or so go by, and another generation finds the show in syndication. They’re watching the seasons out of context with what’s happening in the world. I never would have imagined that I would be an icon for future generations. That’s been very heartwarming. It keeps the flame burning inside of me—that natural need to entertain, to see joy in others.

It’s even more validating to have two girls at my daughter’s fourth-grade soccer game running over to me and asking, “Are you Coach Terry?”—my character from my 2020 Netflix show, The Big Show Show. The two dads standing next to me were shocked. “What show did the girls say they know you from?” The dads were dumbfounded that their own children knew me for something other than Family Matters. To be known by multiple generations is deeply satisfying. I love that the show has continued to live on, but I really love when a Starbucks barista asks if I’m Jaleel White.

Yes, I am Jaleel White. An actor, a father, a writer, a creator, and a work in progress. As I started to separate myself from the character I’d given so much to, I discovered the richness of my own identity. I realized that growing up wasn’t about discarding the child within me but integrating that child with the evolving adult. It’s about finding a balance between the innocence of youth and the wisdom that comes with the experience.



To reboot, whether referring to a television show or a life, involves a fresh start or a reimagining of what once was. Television reboots have become a big trend in recent years, reflecting both nostalgia for beloved classics and a desire to reinterpret familiar stories for contemporary audiences. The surge of reboots also raises questions about originality and creativity in an industry increasingly reliant on established franchises. And what about our collective Peter Pan complex? Audiences don’t want to grow up.

In the sitcom space I can think of only one reboot that really works, and that’s The Conners. The show was number one in ratings for long enough, it became designated priority programming for ABC. That translates to every financial and promotional resource the network could deploy, no scrimping on writers, cast, anything. Virtually everyone who mattered most from the original show returned. The show also managed to survive the loss of its namesake star thanks in large part to the chemistry maintained by the show’s other very legitimate stars. Add to that a great time slot and storyline themes that are still relevant in today’s society and there’s your magic.

I was offered the chance to do a reboot of Family Matters, but I turned it down for several reasons. The script would have been the same, and the show’s dynamics no longer work in the world that we live in.

I long ago accepted that the first incarnation of Family Matters was not my creation or tonal voice. But if there was to be any second creation, or derivative of, in my adult life, this new show would need to benefit from all I had learned previously. It was incredibly disheartening when it was indirectly relayed to me, “Warner execs have a real problem with how much control Jaleel has over this property.” My continued billing on the show for its duration should speak to what my family’s personal values always were and remain. We were a team. We never glommed on to more credit than we were due. If anything, we ignorantly and purposely left quite a lot of leverage and self-serving on the table. All these years later I’d hoped the contract words “good faith” would have benefited everyone associated with the show more than it has.

The struggle is real for validation and acknowledgment in an industry that can often be unforgiving and dismissive. In Hollywood, recognition is often tied to external markers of success—awards, critical acclaim, box office numbers. Yet there’s a deeper, more personal journey that often goes unnoticed—the countless auditions, the rejection, the perseverance required to keep going despite the setbacks.

For me, rebooting isn’t just about reviving some old TV show or reinventing a character—it’s about reclaiming my own narrative, rewriting the script of my life to reflect the truth of my experiences. Kind of the way my good friend Candace Cameron did with Fuller House. Candace, by all accounts, was not the recognized star of Full House so much as she was a beloved family member. But the reboot positioned Candace for a whole new generation. And without the Olsen twins involved, it was Candace’s time to shine. What a mogul she has become. Congratulations, Can!

I’m no longer interested in leaving my narrative in the hands of hired guns who may have no emotional connection to the job.



Sometime in the fall of 2016, I was invited to lunch by Bob Boyett, one half of the veteran producing duo Miller/Boyett who created Family Matters. Bob and I hadn’t seen each other in quite some time. After Family Matters was unceremoniously canceled by CBS in 1998, Bob moved to New York, where he settled in nicely as a Broadway producer. His new luxurious office was atop Bergdorf Goodman with breathtaking views.

For a while as a young adult, whenever I found myself in New York City, I made a conscious habit of phoning Bob’s assistant to schedule an in-person visit with Bob. As he was then, Bob was still a source of inspiration, a trusted confidant, and a pillar of wisdom. Most always Bob obliged, and these brief visits felt as real as reconnecting with kin.

As is the plight of many child actors, I more or less navigated the entertainment world on my own, where I discovered my value was a fluctuating commodity. I remained a working actor in the years after the show I am best known for ended, but I had not landed any projects that maintained that same level of exposure. Though people still remember my face wherever I go and I’m frequently asked for selfies and autographs, I can move through the city of Los Angeles pretty much unencumbered. If you can’t walk but a few feet in LA without peace, then you can’t move anywhere else. LA is the barometer for fame in our country because so many of its citizens are living their own plan to become a big deal. Not all plans work out. I hustled and auditioned my way through whatever it was I had of a career after Family Matters to emerge mostly unscathed by the horrors of Hollywood. And I aimed to keep it that way. Despite the ups and downs, I knew myself to be a well-grounded family man who’d learned to navigate the minefield of fame.

I was fully prepared to sit down across from Bob at lunch and relive all the feels of when I’d visit with him in New York. And perhaps he believed he was meeting with the naive fourteen-year-old who could be talked into going along for the sake of getting along. I was forty now and still a relatively new father. At a ritzy Beverly Hills high-rise eatery with overpriced Caesar salads, it was just me, Bob, and my manager, Chris.

After the prerequisite pleasantries, Bob wasted no time. They wanted a reboot of Family Matters. They already had the basic idea and just needed me to make a deal with the studio and come aboard. There was no official script, or head writer attached, but Bob had decided that I would be married to Laura, and we’d had a kid, Steve Urkel Jr. That was it. I saw that same pitch on Twitter a million times over, but according to the laws of intellectual property, this was an original concept that Bob would own and I would star.

Imagining what a reboot of Family Matters could be, I had actually given this all quite a bit of thought, and I had a different take on it. Shows seldom get canceled because the actors suddenly become less talented or unappealing. A show usually goes off the air due to changing times. The Twitter-pitch version of a Family Matters reboot left a lot to be desired because it didn’t account for how much comedy has evolved in twenty years. The same family sitcoms that were tonally written for all ages were now considered silly, kids’ programming only for Nickelodeon or Disney Channel.

If I were to entertain any reboot, remake, reenvisioning, reimagined spin-off—inspired by or clearly meant to be a derivative of Family Matters the sitcom—it would have to be a concept that only aided the long-term acting ambitions of the children involved. We have more than enough evidence to show what comedic stylings and filmmaking environments actually vault its participants to greater opportunities in their futures. The original idea of a multi-camera show featuring a mom and a dad, two to three kids, and wisecracking others—all living under one roof—has only The Conners to show for as a current effort that benefits its stars while satisfying enough of an audience. Comedy development today is micromanaged by a culture of executives who operate in the headspace of fear. For the execs who oversee this stuff, there’s just not enough career advancement associated with applying valuable network resources to the telling of more wholesome family stories.

“Carl and Harriette will stop by from time to time,” Bob continued, “perhaps two episodes out of the first season order. But this incarnation of the show will revolve more around you and Laura and your new family, and your son who is so much like you when you were his age.”

End of pitch.

This was the point in our lunch when I really wanted to take my food to go, but out of respect for my elders I hung in there.

In my private thoughts I was actually yearning for my late costar, Michelle Thomas. Damn it, this moment was making me miss her. When Family Matters went off the air, Michelle found herself hurled into a game of video-vixen offers and unethical casting practices, and she was perceived to be not believably edgy enough for a lot of roles. To avoid running into anyone from show business, she waited tables for a stint in far-out Palmdale, California. My mother, Gail, kept her secret, even from me, until her dying day. If Michelle were here, she’d actually be the secret ingredient to making this whole Twitter pitch work. Myra Monkhouse’s love for Steve Urkel was so everlasting, I could more easily envision Myra having married Steve and Laura being the one to return to their neighborhood with a child from a previous life partner. Steve is organically pulled back into Laura’s life (as a friend), and Myra is not having it. Now that could work! There was magic inside the triangle of affairs that existed among me, Kellie Shanygne Williams, and Michelle Thomas. If centered around that, the show could be grounded in just enough reality to prove plausible for modern critics. But without Michelle’s infectious spirit, I was just spinning my wheels.

I had another idea. Instead of a sitcom reboot, ’cause none of them work, quite frankly, we make a single-camera show like Young Sheldon. We cast a good actor and a smart kid to play Jaleel, a twelve-year-old from Pasadena who lands the part of Steve Urkel. We depict all the challenges that came with growing up in the nineties and being the kid who played that character. The show could explore the dynamic between me and my parents, struggling to adapt to fame while trying to live regular lives. I knew this concept had a better chance of landing with today’s audience than the stale reboot pitch Bob was offering. I waited until he finished, and then it was my turn.

“Most people have no idea, Bob, I attended public school the entire time I was on the show. They don’t know you let me play on my high school basketball team in my senior year and my coach wouldn’t play me even when packed gyms would chant my character name.”

As he picked at the lettuce and tomatoes of his salad, Bob wasn’t looking at me, but I saw his wheels turning.

With every fiber in my body, I felt this was the story that would hit a nostalgic nerve in all of us and not disturb the integrity of the original show. Everywhere I go people tell me, “You’re my entire childhood.” This was an opportunity to share my childhood in return.

“Oh, Jaleel, please,” Bob said with zero emotion. “No one is interested in your memoir.”



Well, I guess Bob was wrong.






1 Did I Do That?


It was almost showtime. On Friday evenings, after a week of table reads, blocking days, and rehearsals, we filmed the show in front of a live studio audience. My routine before our tapings was always the same. As an overenergetic Sagittarius boy, I loved the rush of getting dressed last-minute; calculated procrastination excited me. I’d slide into my too-tight jeans and snap the suspenders into place over my shoulders. Next, I’d pop in my contact lenses (the original glasses were my dad’s prescription; the prop department retired his pair the moment I became a regular cast member). Angelo in craft services would usually meet me outside my dressing room at this point to offer me a cup full of red Kool-Aid. Like an athlete chugging a paper cup of Gatorade before a game, I needed that sugar fix and artificial energy boost. Teeth-rotting sugar water wasn’t allowed in my house as a kid. But we weren’t at home. I’d chug the cup halfway down and wipe away any red residue on my lips. But my tongue was always left red.

I stayed out of the makeup room before shows to avoid the adult cast members who held court there. Hair and makeup for me was ten minutes anyway. If I waited until after intros, I had the entire makeup room to myself. Only-child syndrome? Maybe. As Jesse Frederick’s theme song, “As Days Go By” filled the entire stage, with an audience of two hundred clapping along, just behind the Winslow kitchen, I bounced and skipped to the patio area, accepting well-wishes and high fives from anyone in my path.

Even though the public regarded me as the show’s leading man, I was the first one called out to the stage for all cast and curtain calls. Little Richie was the only regular cast member who ranked below me on the production call sheet. For nine years, I left it that way. If my agent had ever attempted to reorder our cast introductions to reflect our position on the show more accurately, it would have fractured too many egos. Instead, I turned the moments right before intros into a brief period to regain my focus. I usually ran my lines of dialogue with my dialogue coach, Robert. Like classmates who should be separated, Robert and I were cackling fools. Screwing around with Robert before a show kept my mood upbeat and bucking to go.

To get his adrenaline going, Arsenio Hall popularized running to his mark on his show while the cameras followed him from his dressing room, high-fiving people along the way. An impressionable kid, I adopted a hybrid version of Arsenio’s mad dash for myself. I waited until the very second to run out. “And in the role of Steve Urkel…” sent me jogging into the holding area, high-fiving my costars on my way out before I took the stage.

This ritual reminded me of how NBA home teams were announced to the crowd, a star player rising from the bench, high-fiving his teammates, standing in a line. The whole process of playing that character I approached like an athlete. Inside my dressing room, I had a second changing room, separate from the sitting area, redecorated to look exactly like an NBA locker room with a bench to sit on. In my imagination, I was the Magic Johnson of our cast. I know Michael Jordan is the more obvious reference, but I think Magic is more accurate for the following reasons: First, the Lakers team that Magic got drafted to was Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s team (who would be Jo Marie Payton, who played Harriette Winslow). Secondly, my role required me to share the limelight with other people, which I like to think I did well compared to MJ, who was undoubtedly the star of the team in dynamic and also plays. And third, Magic was my favorite player growing up.

With hundreds of people in our live studio audience watching, it was thrilling to walk out onto our set each week under the bright lights. Right out the gate for any episode filmed, I obsessed over nailing my first scene. Once an audience saw a complete run of any scene, their second reaction was never as impressed. I loved playing this character and the incredible breadth it gave me as an actor to showcase so many facets of my skill set. As much as he was zany, eccentric, and overly energetic, Steve Urkel was vulnerable and wistful, longing for something just out of his reach. By merely changing expressions on my face, I elicited audience laughter. My physical comedy allowed me to extend an audience’s laughter for as long as I wished—at least that’s how it felt sometimes. A performative schizophrenia that provided me a high unlike any other.

As an actor, embodying a character means immersing oneself in the role to such an extent that we become indistinguishable from the character we are playing. Our job is to find that subtext within the writing, what’s written between the lines, and make it legible for the audience. What is this person, who is different from myself, trying to express? If you’re fortunate to play a character who means enough to the storytelling, you can identify the nuances. Steve was a character who required a pretty significant physical transformation—a change in posture, voice, and facial expressions. To create a character in the cultural zeitgeist so well that he, not me, would be impersonated by fans for generations to come, brings me chills every time I think about it. But it would also be a double-edged sword.

It’s a paradoxical situation: you’re celebrated for your talent and simultaneously feel punished for it. Grappling with the challenge of asserting my own identity in the face of the perceptions and expectations imposed upon me by others blurs the line between fiction and fact.

There was a period of time when I was one of the biggest television actors in America, but visibility isn’t power. I have spent a lot of years thinking of the ways in which I missed opportunities or context clues, and the moments that went the wrong way for me because of this. I’m not bitter. Okay… maybe a little. But I hide it well because I’m an optimist.



And here’s how it all started.

ANGLE ON ENTRANCE

A BOY LAURA’S AGE APPROACHES THEIR TABLE. HE IS STEVE URKEL, A “RICK MORANIS” TYPE. HE HAS A PLASTIC POCKET PROTECTOR FULL OF PENS AND CARRIES A BRIEF CASE.


STEVE

Hi, Laura. I hear you can’t get a date for the dance. So you want to go with me?

PENNY

Take a hike, Urkel. She’d rather eat worms.

STEVE

(TAKING IT IN STRIDE; IT’S HAPPENED MANY TIMES BEFORE) Okay, some other time, then.



STEVE WALKS OFF.


LAURA

(SHE SHUDDERS) Geek-city.



The scene at Lorimar studios would be one of those memories that replays like a black-and-white classic movie projected on the whitewashed wall of my mind.

I was thirteen years old, skinny, and underdeveloped, not yet gracing the front door of puberty. I had braces and glasses. I had been signed with a talent agent, Iris Burton, for most of my childhood. She was known for her work with child actors including her clients the Olsen twins, Josh Hartnett, Kirsten Dunst, River Phoenix, Drew Barrymore, Kirk Cameron, and Fred Savage—all of whom were making names for themselves in film and television.

I’d been a precocious kid, and I’d appeared in several major commercials, including Goodyear Tire, Pepsi, Apple Jacks cereal, and Oreos. I was able to book these jobs in large part because I could read at such a young age. My mom took me on an audition for a Toys“R”Us commercial when I was four years old. The casting director told her that I was too young for the audition, and when she asked why, he told her he needed a child who can read the lyrics to their jingle. She assured him that that would be no problem, and he agreed to let me audition. I looked at the lines to the now infamous song and started to sing: “I don’t want to grow up; I’m a Toys“R”Us kid…”

By the time I was eleven or twelve, I lost interest in auditioning. I loathed missing my basketball practices for a vague possibility of being on a TV show. My dad didn’t want to force me, but my mom could think only of how the money would help pay for college, so together they came up with a good way to incentivize me. My dad told me I could get one of anything if I booked a job. I could go into RadioShack, Foot Locker, Circuit City, or a Toys“R”Us and pick out one of anything in the store. I was fired up! This was very clever on my dad’s part because at that time, there wasn’t anything I would want to pick out that would amount to any more than, say, $300. Between the residuals and the pay from my commercials, it was a very reasonable exchange for a kid, but the word anything made their offer seem so big.

Iris called with the opportunity to audition for a guest spot on a new ABC sitcom about a Black family called Family Matters. Not a recurring role, mind you, just a one-time appearance. One and done. The show had premiered in the fall of 1989, and now just a few months after its debut, I was auditioning for a guest spot as the next-door neighbor. I’d watched the show before. Just one episode, where Carl and Eddie tried repairing the bathroom, and I thought the comedy was mild. My motivation to be on the show was entirely about buying a Sega Genesis.

When my parents and I saw that the role was for the nerd, I got excited because auditions were few and far between for me at age twelve. By then, I would go on one audition a month, if I was lucky, and then nothing for the next month or so. I wasn’t booking consistent jobs because I wasn’t a clear type. I was small with big feet and braces on my teeth. I wasn’t believable as a tough street kid, and I couldn’t even guest star on the eighties sitcom Webster, which was of the few shows with a Black kid as a lead. However, producers wouldn’t cast other Black kids who were taller than the lead actor. At that time, I was shorter than most kids my age, but I was still taller than Webster, so that was out.

But, finally, the script for Family Matters felt different. It was a role that played to my physical advantages. I was long-limbed, thin-framed, and had a high voice. I could easily play a nerd. Plus, if I got this job on Family Matters, I was getting that Sega Genesis!

The exact Steve Urkel character description was very brief. All the script said was a “Rick Moranis” type wearing a pocket protector and carrying a briefcase. I had some references in mind for how I saw the character, and the few lines were easy enough that I didn’t need to run them with my mom. When I read the sides, I saw the opportunity for physical humor, creating quirks that would amplify the goofy, nerdy persona I saw on the page. My inspiration was a combination of Pee-wee Herman, the 1984 cult classic movie Revenge of the Nerds, and Martin Short doing the character Ed Grimley on Saturday Night Live. I fished out a VHS tape from our collection of home videos and sure enough there was a best of SNL skits, and the video contained an Ed Grimley skit from which to draw. Short’s Ed Grimley pulled his pants up too high, and he lacked social graces, was often too enthusiastic about his passions, and was even a bit hyperactive.

My mom took tremendous pride in having me dress the part for certain auditions, and this was no exception. She decided I should go with a tucked-in plaid button-down shirt, snap-on suspenders, and the too-small jeans that she pulled out of the pile that she planned to take to a family yard sale. I asked my dad to get me the cliché glasses with tape in the middle from Revenge of the Nerds, but he’d procrastinated and loaned me his own prescription glasses instead.

On the day of the audition, I sat in the waiting room outside the casting, looking around at the other Black boys and their mothers. I was clearly the only kid who dressed for the nerd part. Most of the other boys were there to audition for Mark, the cute boy Laura actually wanted to ask her to the dance. The “pretty boy” roles were a definitive type in Hollywood, generally requiring lighter skin and wavy hair back then.

I nailed the first audition and got a callback. At the callback, one other kid showed up wearing glasses and a bow tie, and I thought, This dude stole my look. Word must have gotten out: If you want the nerd role, you might bother yourself to dress the part. My mother gets the cred for those too-tight jeans and suspenders that everyone associates with the character, but beyond that, our costume designer, Palmer Brown, was wholly responsible for Urkel’s unique look—the saddle shoes, tube socks, high-water pants, polo shirts, and vintage sweaters.

The casting director poked her head into the hall and said, “Jaleel White?”

I stood and followed her through the open doorway.

As I walked into the room, I used more of the character’s affects with each step I took. I began to personify him. I wanted this job, and I had to stand out. Before entering the room, I decided to never let them meet Jaleel. I walked, talked, and introduced myself as Steve Urkel.

When the casting director presented me to the rest of the room—there were two auditioning producers, Alan Eisenstock and Larry Mintz, and two new producers, Bill Bickley and Michael Warren—I responded in a nerdy, high-pitched voice that would become a trademark: “Hi there!” My voice was higher than most boys my age, so pitching it up didn’t take much. Alan and Larry were important producers in my eyes, but in reality, they were the lower-rung producers tasked with the first round of auditioning the kids. Bickley and Warren were now present to make the final decision.

I got the news from my agent that I booked the part and I’d begin filming the following week.



The creation of Family Matters came on the back of the success of NBC’s The Cosby Show, which premiered in 1984 and was shaking up the business as the first number-one-rated show on television—averaging sixty-two million viewers a week, at its peak—featuring an African American family. Other networks began looking at their lineups and seeing a missed opportunity. They’d decide that they needed a “Black family show,” as if that’s something you just stamp out. They tapped producers and showrunners who they knew—and who were always white—and tasked them with creating it. In fact, producers Bill Bickley and Michael Warren openly admitted to needing a script in short order for Family Matters and repurposed an old script from Happy Days. What happened with many of these shows was that an all-white staff writing for a Black cast couldn’t capture the nuance of the voices and experiences, nor the dynamics of relationships that would have felt most authentic to a Black audience. Norman Lear and his team—the writing minds behind some of the greatest sitcoms, including All in the Family and The Jeffersons—were probably the best at navigating the cultural differences between the white writers’ room and the stage and still coming up with magic. And sadly, a lot of those Black writers in the rooms were never properly credited or compensated.

Family Matters was created as ABC’s response. However, the show had been on air for almost three months, and it wasn’t finding audiences the way the network had hoped. Family Matters wasn’t a new format, nor was it an entirely original show. It was a spin-off of the show Perfect Strangers, which introduced Harriette Winslow, portrayed by Jo Marie Payton. The show’s premise was one of those odd couple/roommate–type arcs: a Midwestern guy gets a visit from his distant Greek cousin who ends up overstaying his welcome, and cultural chaos ensues. Harriette was an elevator operator in the office building where the main duo worked. After two successful seasons, Harriette’s character transitioned off Perfect Strangers and into her own spin-off series, Family Matters. For the role of her husband, Carl, they needed a recognizable face, someone with star quality, to bring audiences to the show. Reginald VelJohnson, an actor whose breakthrough role was playing the cop on the hit movie Die Hard the year before, became Carl, and he wore the cop uniform on Family Matters, too.

I knew that Family Matters wasn’t as authentic or funny as The Cosby Show, which was controlled by Bill Cosby in every key department, from hair and makeup to final edits. By the time he created The Cosby Show, Cosby was a superstar, an absolute legend in Hollywood who dictated every term on his soundstage. Because every scene and conflict were based on a real Black man’s experiences, the Huxtables felt so amazingly authentic. Yes, the fictional Cosby family was financially comfortable, but despite their wealth, the show itself registered authentic because everything came from Cosby’s point of view.

The character of Urkel subverted traditional stereotypes, challenging expectations around masculinity and intelligence for Black men. The character connected with so many who never found themselves depicted in pop culture—the nerds, dorks, hobbyists, eccentrics, collectors, and outcasts in every form, particularly for young Black men. Despite his shortcomings, and especially his socially awkward demeanor, Urkel consistently demonstrated kindness, resilience, and an unapologetic sense of self.

If you were Black on TV in the eighties and nineties, your producers and bosses in charge of your storytelling were likely white men in their forties and fifties. Even if not with perfect authenticity I credit our producers back then for the racier subject matters they did choose to address, including racial profiling and gun violence.

I brought pieces of myself to the character when I could, giving him some soul and style that reflected my actual skills. Steve did a variety of dances on-screen, including the trademark Urkel dance. I wasn’t a trained dancer, but I had rhythm, and I let myself have a little fun when creating these dances. I played basketball in real life, so I saw no harm in allowing Urkel to be a good basketball player, too. Both of these were a nod to my community. Even though I was dressed up as an awkward, nerdy white boy, I was letting my folks know I’m still here. Our longtime executive producer, showrunner, and unsung hero, David Duclon supported it all.



The role of Steve Urkel was originally meant to be a one-episode appearance in the twelfth episode out of a thirteen-episode order. My performance was so well received during that initial episode that they began writing me into the next episode. They even reshot new teasers for the season that featured me prominently, as if I’d been an original cast member all along.

Steve Urkel became the linchpin for the show, the chaotic ball of energy pinging and bouncing off the other characters, creating moments of humor and tension that propelled the storylines forward. The physical comedy took its toll, though, and often on my body. Slipping, falling, tripping, bumping, and narrowly avoiding ultimate disaster was my schtick, and the bruises that followed were proof of my commitment.

Part of my immediate success on the show was due to members of a white fraternity house who happened to be in the live audience for the taping. Every time I went offstage during that first episode, they would clap and yell, “We want the nerd! We want the nerd!” When I reappeared for my next scene, they whooped and clapped. As evidenced by the success of the movie Revenge of the Nerds, Urkel as a comic foil fell right in line with frat-house culture. This response definitely helped to make it obvious to producers that my character connected with fans and that they should keep me around.

I was credited as a guest star in the first season and became a regular member of the cast in season 2. This meant finally being added to the cast intros at the start of every live taping. Now I was part of the team. Sure, many actors want to be famous, but ask anyone and they’ll tell you a steady, dignified acting gig is more or less the dream.

When I read the words on the page for the catchphrases that would become synonymous with the character—like “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up!” “Do you have any cheese?” “Did I do that?”—audiences fell over laughing. The voice, the delivery, the physical emphasis, the energy in my limbs, bouncing on my toes—all of it resonated with the viewers.






2 Just Happy to Be Invited


Family Matters found its audience. The first five seasons of the show, from 1989 until 1994, the show averaged more than twenty million viewers per week. It was a certified hit.

In the nineties, if you were famous, you were often the last one to know you were famous. Actors usually found out about their fame through more traditional channels—newspapers, magazines, and television. They were shielded from the barrage of online chatter and instant feedback that characterizes today’s celebrity culture. Celebrities were able to remain somewhat detached from the constant scrutiny and pressure that comes with being in the public eye. They could focus on their craft and their artistry without being bombarded by the opinions and expectations of others. In fact, for many celebrities of that era, fame was not the end goal but rather a byproduct of their dedication to their craft. Driven by a desire to create meaningful work whether it was through music, film, or television, they were artists first and foremost.

Back in 1990, it all started by getting a few fan letters delivered to me at a table reading by a production assistant. Next, it was a manila envelope full of letters right before another table reading. Then maybe a small box would show up. It was a collection of letters that had been sent to ABC and Warner Bros., and they just compiled them. Before I knew it, I was doing a table reading and someone pointed to a stack of boxes in the corner and said, “Those are all yours, Jaleel.” It was different because TV actors didn’t get any negativity back then in the form of fan mail. You might hear from somebody who liked you too much, but you didn’t get anybody who took the time to write a letter, put a stamp on it, and walk it to their mailbox only to tell you how much your existence and popularity annoys them.

I wasn’t particularly well traveled by the time I got the show. My grandmother had taken me to Kansas City when I was five years old. My parents had taken me to San Francisco, San Diego, Las Vegas, and Disneyland, but that was mostly the extent of my travels. There was a trip to Washington, DC, at age seven to see the monuments. We actually returned home from that trip early because my mom was urged to return by my agent: I had an audition to play an obnoxious rich kid at a piano recital on an episode of The Jeffersons. That meant absorbing the cost of changing our travel plans to return back to LA just to audition. Gail White’s intuition was flawless back then. I had never been to New York before—it was my dream to visit that city, even at that age. It’s ironic how much I would end up visiting New York on press tours for Family Matters. It’s like I manifested it.

In my mind, I was a middle-school kid from a middle-class family who would periodically receive a pair of Jordans if my grades and report card dictated. My mother would buy my Jordans only from an outlet in Pasadena called Wilt Bellamy Shoes. She and Walt, a graying muscular track coach in too-little shorts, would haggle over the price each and every time while I admired the sample-size Nikes on his shelf. My social-status reality check came when some loudmouth kid at school discovered my Jordans came from Wilt Bellamy: “Ahh, them shits is knockoffs, they ain’t real Jordans.” So, in reality, I might have been a lower-middle-class kid with unauthenticated Jordans, but I was about to get introduced to a whole new world with more material access.



I was shooting hoops outside our show’s soundstage at Lorimar studios early in the second season. One of our show producers, Andrew Reader, would see me dribbling in the alleyway and fan out his hands for me to pass him the rock to take a few shots.

“Hey, you like the Lakers, right?” Andrew asked me.

Did I like the Lakers? Did Pookie from New Jack City like crack? Magic Johnson was my hero. The only thing worse than sitting in church on a Sunday was missing the start of Laker playoff games that usually conflicted.

“What if I got us tickets to a game? Me, you, my son, and your dad.”

“Yes, let’s go! When?” I blurted out. I knew upcoming Laker games by heart. Barely a day later, Andrew made good on his promise with tickets to the Lakers versus Dallas Mavericks game! Four tickets, no charge.

Now, Andrew was what you would consider at the time a line producer. He wasn’t one of our executive producers, but rather he was the one who handled the crew—assembling, hiring and firing, and payroll. But to my dad and me, the title of producer simply meant he was a big deal. I told my dad, and predictably he was as excited as I was to go to the game.

At the last minute, as we arrived at the Forum Club’s iconic canopy entrance, Andrew told us that we were going to be guests of Jerry Buss, the owner of the Lakers at the time, and that Jerry invited us to join him for dinner before the game. I was floored. I’m going to be the guest of Jerry Buss? We had dinner in the Forum Club at a table of guests that made zero sense to me, but who cared? Also at our table were actors Edie McClurg and Jeffrey Tambor, and two Playboy Bunny types on either side of Jerry Buss. The first red flag I got that something here was amiss was when Andrew’s son’s order was taken by the waiter—“I’ll have the fil-let mig-non,” he said phonetically. I might have been a lower-middle-class Black kid in questionably bootleg Jordans, but this pronunciation of filet mignon told me loud and clear, this was a white kid who didn’t get out much.

Back then, long before it was called the Kia Forum, Laker games were played at the Great Western Forum, dubbed the “Fabulous Forum” by the team’s longtime announcer. Jerry watched the games from his box, which was way up at the third level and covered by plexiglass in front. To my greatest shock upon arriving at the box was the good Reverend Jesse Jackson, comfortably seated, and in the company of two attractive blondes.

It seemed that everywhere I turned, people were making a big fuss about me. The walkway below in front of the suite created a continuous stream of passersby pointing me out with expressed approvals. The next person I’d meet was actor Miguel Núñez. Trust me, you remember him from Juwanna Mann. Miguel was that quick-witted guy in a suit, shirt wide open, with a smile just as wide. He was a people reader and an acquaintance to Mr. Buss. Miguel smoothly charmed my dad into letting me join him courtside for the second half of the game. Miguel guessed correctly: I had enough star power to get Mr. Buss to give us his personal seats on the court for the second half. And this little seat swap only required that two more attractive ladies trade places with me and Miguel. And then it happened, the signature moment for all celeb newbies, I was placed on the Jumbotron. Since I wore glasses in real life at this age, recognizing me was made that much easier. The crowd roared for as long as the camera was on me, then onto the next person and, at last, on Jack Nicholson.

Once shown on the Jumbotron, every interaction thereafter was heightened. Magic Johnson’s longtime manager, Lon Rosen, made his way over to me sitting on the court. He asked if I wanted to meet Magic after the game and said he arranged for my dad, Andrew, and his son to join us at the game’s conclusion. Miguel made sure Lon knew I wanted Magic’s shoes.

“That’s easy, I’ll come get you at the end of the fourth,” Lon assured me. Just as promised, my dad, Andrew, and his son were waiting for me outside the Laker locker room. When I entered the locker room, Magic was surrounded by journalists, both male and female, and cameras. Something I didn’t know about NBA locker room culture was men and women were granted equal access, crammed into a musty room that’s a lot smaller in real life than it looked on KCAL 9. My real-life heroes—like James Worthy and Byron Scott—all within feet of me and fresh out of the shower, drying off in front of everyone like it was no big deal. I was floored to a whole other degree the moment Earvin “Magic” Johnson stood up at his locker to hand me his signed Converse shoes. He handed me his shoes, barely holding on to his towel. It started swinging back and forth, just enough, and I was like, “Thank you so much, man.” I was trying to keep my eyes to myself, but I was like, Wow. I just never imagined I would get this unfiltered view of Magic’s johnson.

I was so thankful, and I was cradling game-worn shoes that he signed for me. I was overwhelmed with gratitude, which I had planned on eventually expressing to Andrew, who was kind enough to share this experience as fathers and sons. I asked Lon, Magic’s manager: “How long have you known Andrew?”

Lon turned to me and said, “Who?”

That’s when it clicked, right there in that moment, that Andrew knew how famous I had become. Andrew called up the Laker organization, pitched us as a foursome to come to a game, and based on my popularity, created the conveyor belt that began my access to the Lakers and to the NBA, and to Magic, and so forth and so on.

That starts happening to you when you become famous—other people have designs for what they can do with your fame and you’re generally the last one to know that you’re famous. That was pretty much how I learned that I was famous. I went right back to work the next day. I wasn’t angry at Andrew, but it was like a light went off.

Then I asked Warner Bros. head of publicity David Stapf, “Can I contact any athlete I like?”

He said, “I suppose so. Every team is going to have a PR person who reps them.”

So I made a list, which included Randall Cunningham, Deion Sanders, Thurman Thomas, Bruce Smith, Jerry Rice, Emmitt Smith, John Elway, and Jim Kelly. When my Urkel doll came out, I sent an Urkel doll to each NFL organization along with a note from me addressed to particular athletes. For the entire third season of the show, at every other table reading, it was like: “Jaleel, you got a package from the Atlanta Falcons.” “Jaleel, you got a package from the Philadelphia Eagles.” “You got a package from the Buffalo Bills.” “You got a package…” It was mind-blowing to discover that I had immediate access to such incredible people.

It was a shock to my thirteen-year-old mind. There are all different types of fame, and the most interesting, to me, is the white-hot fame. It comes from a shallow place, but it’s powerful. If you don’t take advantage of it, it’s fleeting. White-hot iconic fame stems from its ability to capture the collective imagination on a massive scale. It transcends mere popularity, becoming a cultural phenomenon that defines an era and leaves an indelible mark.



I spent a lot of years holding on to childhood for longer than I should have.

By the time I turned sixteen, I had a nine-inch growth spurt, and that made embodying Steve’s particular characteristics—namely, the high-pitched voice—more difficult. My voice started cracking, and I lost control of the trademark high-pitched voice. In the offseason, I practiced the voice in the shower just to make sure I still had it. It gave me a lot of anxiety. I wanted to date, and I realized the extent to which the character affected the way people saw me. It’s hard to believe that, in reality, Darius McCrary, who played Eddie Winslow, and I were just six months apart. The physical difference between us seemed far larger for a long time.

My inevitable puberty was given a reprieve when the character of Stefan was introduced during the fifth season of the show. I was given the chance to shed the nerd persona and try my hand at something else. Urkel created a serum that turned him into his alter ego, Stefan Urquelle. Stefan was supposed to be a cooler version of Urkel. He had a deeper voice, immediately ditched the suspenders, and stood up straight. For me, Stefan Urquelle was a reprieve. He was a way to grow up on the show, even if it was in brief stints. Stefan was smooth, suave, and he had a way of speaking to women that I wanted to imitate in my own life.

I remember the day my executive producer–showrunner, Dave Duclon, came up with Stefan Urquelle. It played to the human psyche—that innate desire to become your absolute fantasy version of yourself. Think about it: Who would you be, what would you look like, if you could suddenly change yourself?

Right after the table reading for Stefan Urquelle’s first episode, Dave asked me what I thought of the character.

“I don’t know… I think he’s kind of boring.”

Stefan seemed more like the real “me” than Steve, but that’s what I found boring about it, to be honest. How was I going to make people laugh at Stefan the way I made people laugh at all the other outlandish characters I played on the show? This was just a good-looking, regular guy, dressed to the nines and over-complimenting everybody in my regular voice.

Dave insisted. “Jaleel, people need to see this side of you. Trust me, people are going to love this character.”

I was a dutiful soldier, a trooper. Stefan presented an image that was “smooth,” well-dressed, and flirtatious but not quite crossing the line. Out of 215 total episodes, Steve Urkel turned into Stefan just twenty-four times. I can still remember women in the live audience screaming. Literally screaming. It was guttural. Sexual. Exactly the kind of reaction I sought in my real life.

No group of people offered a greater reaction to the creation of Stefan Urquelle than my community. That one episode in particular, featuring myself at age sixteen sauntering through the Winslows’ front door in a white R&B suit, dropped the jaw of every viewer watching, particularly Black Americans. The thunderous reaction, screams, and shrills from that live studio audience is a reaction that will stay with me for the rest of my life. At twelve years old, when I was first on the show, it was cool to discuss the episodes with my classmates. Kids would gather around me to talk about that week’s episode and how fun that was. As I grew up, I became aware that Family Matters had become “a bit silly” and “immature” with my peer group. Until that moment, I had no clue to what extent fans everywhere were not disassociating me with my character’s voice inflection and mannerisms. Gone was the image of the nerd Steve Urkel, and here was Stefan—calm, cool, collected; he had nothing if not pure magnetism.

In the afterlife of Family Matters, I could have never known playing Stefan would profoundly shape my public image just enough to protect my future endeavors as an adult. And I do mean just enough, like a sliding baseball player beating the tag at the plate. Dustin Diamond’s fan recognition was merciless—the late actor would forever be seen as Screech from Saved by the Bell, like one of those insects preserved and encased in amber. Paul Reubens, the comedic genius, lived in the shadow of the Pee-wee Herman character until his dying day.

When I played Steve Urkel, the Black-nerd image hadn’t been cultivated off-screen yet; it was just something to laugh at on TV. After playing Stefan, women reacted when they would see me at airports, restaurants, stores. They’d be saying, “There’s Stefan!” Non-Black viewers were equally impressed by the transformation, but the portrayal of the character didn’t have quite the same impact as it did with people who looked like me. Stefan saved what my people thought of me as a person. There’s a key difference. Family Matters was considered a crossover success. Likely more non-Black people watched the show than Black people, and the unfortunate truth is there is a price to be paid in the Black community for crossing over too much. You could get the dreaded label “nonthreatening.”



Kellie Williams, who most of you feel more comfortable calling Laura, was the first cast member to feel my arrival. Since my dialogue was mostly directed at her, I was sat directly next to Kellie at my first ever table reading. When the time came for me to read my lines, I slipped on my father’s oversize glasses, stared adoringly at the side of her head, and oozed my famous first words: “Hi, Laura.”

The entire table of cast, producers, and surrounding production team immediately burst into laughter. Immersed in character, I held for their laugh. Before reading her next line, Kellie broke character.

“He is so serious right now.”

The more I held my gaze, the more the laughter grew. This was my very first moment milking the laugh. Turning to the powers that be while pointing at me, she asked rhetorically with her signature sass, “Where did you find him?” Pausing so authentically to acknowledge my unusual commitment to character speaks to Kellie’s own brilliance and the chemistry we fostered.

Kellie was always quick to remind you she was from Maryland. Unlike Darius McCrary and I, who had grown up in Los Angeles and were weaned on the audition circuit for kid actors, Kellie was a fresh face from the East Coast. Highly skilled in the craft of acting but newly discovered, Family Matters was her first TV show.

While I may receive the lion’s share of comedic kudos for our show, Kellie’s every-girl believability was the grounding element to our pairing. As Laura Winslow, she could be sassy, sheepish, earnest, or flirty. She played flustered or vulnerable, whatever emotion need be conveyed, she had it in her bag. I distinctly remember the third episode of season 2, “Marriage 101.” In the episode, Laura and Steve were paired for a class project where the participants pretended to be married. Per usual, Steve’s penchant for doing everything over the top caused Laura to blow her top and harshly remind Steve they are not a real couple and never will be.

During rehearsals, Kellie and I thought we’d pushed this scene to its natural limits and so did the producers. With a live studio audience present, we discovered we’d gone only halfway and there was more emotional depth to mine. My line of dialogue that triggered the emotional shift went as follows: “Laura, I know I’m not worthy of you but I just can’t help loving you. It’s like wanting to touch a star—you know you’ll never reach it, but you’ve just gotta keep trying.”

As two child actors bringing a scene home, our eyes didn’t just connect, our hearts did. The tears welling in Kellie’s eyes triggered tears from my eyes. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house, including the studio audience, when we finished that scene. That was the moment she and I looked at each other and knew—Damn, we’re good. The respect was mutual. Every episode after that, our chemistry grew by leaps and bounds.

Off-screen, Kellie was my sparring partner and my most ardent defender. When things were awkward in my introduction to the cast, it was Kellie who told any of my detractors, “Jaleel works his butt off.” But she would also kick my butt. Kids being kids, when play turned physical, if she or actress Cherie Johnson, who played Laura’s best friend, Maxine, pinned me to the ground, there was nothing I could do but wail “Get off me!”

Throughout the entire run of our show Kellie stayed true to her roots. When eating king crab legs, she proudly discarded the metal nutcrackers in favor of using her teeth. “Boy, I’m from Maryland, you don’t know how to eat crab.” Kellie would tear into a basket of crab legs like Daryl Hannah ate as a mermaid in the movie Splash.

During season 5, Kellie and I had a falling-out. Things got so bad between us we actually stopped speaking altogether. We were crushing on each other, and a petty misunderstanding neither of us can accurately recall caused discord between us. For maybe half the season, which was four months, we filmed at least ten episodes avoiding eye contact. We would look to the side of each other’s heads, unbeknownst to the audience. We were both strong-willed and determined not to break the stalemate, until finally, in front of a live studio audience, and casually during a scene break I said to her softly, “This is stupid. Can we please just be cool again?” I initiated a hug, and she gave me the tightest squeeze in return, right there in the Winslow living room. No apologies needed. It had been hurting her just as much as me that we were no longer speaking. At the conclusion of the scene, our costar Darius rushed onto the set to bear-hug us both, to the point of making us blush. Maybe even shed a tear. My appreciation for Kellie as an actress was immense, and my love for her had grown real. That experience protected my future in ways beyond my understanding. I vowed never again to catch feelings for an actress I was working with on-screen.

As we approached our college years, Kellie and I once again began to drift.

Kellie was objectively a better actor than so many of her counterparts, and yet personal issues led to her weight gain, which prevented her from really pursuing long-term acting. It’s real out here in Hollywood. Casting directors, directors, and producers feel entitled to comment and judge a woman’s body. It’s not fair, but it’s reality. Fortunately, Kellie had such a strong sense of self and perspective, and she decided to call it quits rather than compromise her health (and maybe happiness). Eventually she married and had two beautiful children, and her visits to LA tapered off organically.

Kellie, not Laura, has chosen to focus on herself and her family, and lives away from Hollywood scrutiny. She’s the happiest she’s been in a long while. I’m just doing what Steve Urkel would do, and that’s defend his lady love until the end.



OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/Hurricane-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction: The Reboot


		Chapter 1: Did I Do That?


		Chapter 2: Just Happy to Be Invited


		Chapter 3: The Family White


		Chapter 4: The Holdout


		Chapter 5: Branching Out


		Chapter 6: Late Bloomer


		Chapter 7: Entitled Little Shit


		Chapter 8: The First Day of the Rest of My Life


		Chapter 9: Underrepresented


		Chapter 10: Status Symbols


		Chapter 11: Growing Up


		Chapter 12: Perceptions and Illusions


		Chapter 13: I’ll Love You for As Long As I Need You


		Chapter 14: Just Be Nice


		Chapter 15: How to Play the Game


		Chapter 16: There Are No Do-Overs


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction: The Reboot


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320








OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/AnonymousPro-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668068915/images/9781668068915.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668068915/images/title.jpg
o
ALEELWHITE

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto
Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781668068915/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


