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This book is dedicated to my mom, Dottie, for giving me my confidence, not judging me for my mistakes in life, and always having my back.


Love you, Mommy.
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INTRODUCTION



Definition of a Bad Bitch
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I’m writing this book because I decided to do something for myself, no fucks given. And so here I am, telling my story, as a way to help all of you become the best you can be. I’ve got plenty to tell, and plenty of advice to offer, having faced all kinds of trials and tribulations during every stage of my life. I’ve learned from hard experience: pain eventually turns into strength.


But first things first. You might be surprised to learn that being a bad bitch doesn’t mean acting like a bitch at all. Sure, a bad bitch puts herself first—she has the vision to create her own unique look and devotes the time and energy to take care of herself and be well put together—always. But she also takes her obligations seriously—to work, her family, her friends, and, when she chooses to have a man, him, too—and she shows up when she says she will. She has impeccable manners, no matter what. She can afford to be generous, in word and deed, because she knows she’s got plenty of everything she needs. She’s together and strong in body, mind, attitude, and finances. She gets what she wants by any means necessary. When things don’t go the way she wants them to, she takes the time to grieve her loss, learn the lessons to be learned, and come back a badder bitch than ever.


I was born a bad bitch. Even when my mom was raising me on a waitress’s salary in South Philly and kids were calling me Four Eyes. Even when I became an exotic dancer. Even when I got myself to New York at twenty-one and lived on nothing, I knew I had it, and I’ve never lost sight of that. Along the way, I kept my eyes open and gained experience wherever I could, and that’s also how I came to be the Muva of all my fans, my Rosebuds. Not to say I haven’t made my fair share of mistakes over the years. In many ways, this book is a collection of all my errors in judgment and all the lessons I’ve had to learn the hard way, so that maybe you can sidestep the setbacks I’ve faced. But even when I was down and out, I knew I’d be on my way back up soon, and I always knew I was a bad bitch. Which is the gift I want to give you. Because you’ve got it, too. You do. So here it is, the handbook to teach you how to be a bad bitch in all aspects of your life.


Let’s get it done.
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1


VISION
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A bad bitch is the mistress of her reality. This means formulating a vision of who you are and what you want, and then taking the necessary steps until you have it all. No matter how crazy your dream may seem to everyone else. Who cares what they think? A bad bitch is not in the business of pleasing other people, thank you very much.


Take South Philly, for example. I’m proud as hell to be from there, and so much of my strength comes from my experiences growing up. But I always had this feeling of not quite being at home there. As much as I loved my friends, we had very different visions of our futures. I swear to God, on my life, that I always used to say to my friends: “I don’t belong here. This city is too small for me. I’m going to live in Hollywood.”


My friends didn’t get it. Not even my childhood friend Monique. Our moms knew each other, too, and both were raising us alone on their waitress salaries, but her mom was a functioning crack addict, and my mom’s biggest vice was her cigarettes.


Once when we were twelve, we were having a snack after school at the diner where my mom worked because we could eat there for free.


“I want to have a baby,” Monique said.


Now, I knew what sex was, but I certainly hadn’t had any. I was a late bloomer, especially by my neighborhood’s standards, and I still played with dolls.


“Why would you want to have a baby?” I said. “That’s crazy.”


“I met this guy, and I want to have a baby with him,” she said.


“Girl, you have your whole life in front of you,” I said. “If you do that, you’ll be stuck in Philly for the rest of your life. Don’t you want to get out of here?”


“Amber, my mom’s on crack, and my dad’s an alcoholic,” she said. “At least if I have a baby, it’ll show me love, and I’ll be happy.”
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“Well, look, I’m not going to be here for the rest of my life,” I said. “I’m going to move to Hollywood, and I’m going to get my mom out of Philly.”


“You live in a one-bedroom apartment with your mom. You’re never going to live in Hollywood,” she said.


It wasn’t just Monique who said this stuff to me, and I heard them. I knew they were right, from their perspective. There was absolutely nothing in my day-to-day life to indicate I’d ever find a way out or end up anywhere better. And yet I really, truly believed in my heart that there was no way I was going to be stuck in Philly forever—even when Monique did get pregnant in middle school, just like she’d said she would.


See, I grew up a regular girl, with no status or connections or anything else to get me started. And still, I knew I was going to be a model, and I was going to live in Hollywood. And that’s exactly what happened.


But how did I do it? The same way a bad bitch does everything else: with vision.


BEING A BAD BITCH IS A STATE OF MIND



I created an ideal vision of myself, for myself. I put it together, and I pursued it relentlessly. Of course, this was long before The Secret, that book that says if you really believe in something, it can happen. But it was just like that. I really believed I was going to end up in Hollywood. And even though there were almost no show business opportunities in Philadelphia, I made the most of every one that came my way. I learned that it pays to be professional and sweet at the same time. You don’t have to be so professional that you’re a bitch. You have to work your charm.


Take how I got my first modeling gig in Philadelphia. My mom had raised me to have good manners, and on top of that, I was always kind of upbeat and nice to basically everybody I met. Between that and my unique style, which we’ll get to in the next chapter, everyone in our neighborhood knew who I was. That’s why, when I was still in high school, I got asked by a friend of a friend to do a spring fashion segment for the local television news. It wasn’t like I had any modeling experience or media training, but they thought of me as a cool girl who’d be good at that type of lifestyle reporting. So just like that, I got to be on TV, which was amazing, because everyone in Philly watched the news back then, so it was a big deal. And because I believed in myself and had the vision to see my future success, I did well on the show. Sure, it was only a one-off thing, but it gave me confidence. And after that, I could always say I had modeling and TV experience, because I did.


At that time, in Philly and New York, there was a fabulous gay ballroom scene with rival “houses,” each named for a fashion designer. When I was in high school, my friend Maurice and I ran into this older gay guy, John Karan, who was the father of the House of Donna Karan in Philadelphia. “I love your face,” he said to me in his thick East Coast accent. “You’re my dawta, and I’m your fava, and we’re going to have you walking face in the balls.” I knew that balls were underground competitions where women went up against each other in categories like skin, teeth, and face structure, or “face.” Now, I’m against the idea of women being judged against each other, or even compared to each other, but at the time I was still growing into my understanding of what a bad bitch was, and besides, I knew the competition wasn’t mean-spirited. It was meant to be flamboyant and fabulous. And I was always into trying something new.
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Two years old in Fort Dix. I’d been eating a blue Popsicle when my mom said, “Pose for me, baby.” And I gave her that. I still do that pose.








“All right, I guess,” I said.


It was so much fun. I loved it. I learned so much about style from that whole world, which was really all about being a bad bitch in your own show-stopping way. Well, every house in the ballroom scene had a Fava, Muva, Sista, and Brotha (or that’s what it sounded like because of everyone’s thick Philly accent). At the time, I was a baby compared with everyone else, so I was Dawta. But when I grew up into a bad bitch with so many incredible fans, all my Rosebuds, I decided to be your Muva. I really feel that way about all of you. You’re all my babies, and I want to help you be happy, successful, and fulfilled. I want to help you be the baddest bitches ever.


A TRUE VISION ISN’T FLEETING



I always kept my vision crystal-clear in my head, no matter how far it seemed from my reality. And so, when I became an exotic dancer, I didn’t worry that it was going to be my life forever. I don’t have any sob stories about bad things that happened to me then. It was an honest, fun job, and I loved it. I danced onstage, made my money, and went home to pay my bills. And along the way, I learned so many lessons that I still draw on today.


And even though when I first left Philly at age twenty-one I wasn’t quite ready to move to Hollywood, I didn’t let the delay worry me. I only had the money to move to New York City, but I knew my next destination would be Hollywood. And three years later, it was.


When I got ready to leave for New York, I had no plan. I just knew that God didn’t want me in Philly, for sure. I knew I didn’t belong. I envisioned myself being somewhere else, and I always really believed it. I wasn’t scared to get the hell out of my hometown, like a lot of people are. I knew that I didn’t want to be getting pregnant in high school, getting married to the neighborhood guy, wasting my life away, and not traveling the world and doing everything I wanted to do. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, of course. If that’s ultimately what you want in life, then that’s what you should do. But for me, that was not what I wanted at all.


Let me tell you, this was a moment when there were more people than ever telling me how wrong I was to dream as big as I was dreaming. Especially the guys I was dating, who knew deep down inside they were never getting out of Philly. They certainly didn’t want some bitch rubbing it in by leaving them behind. I really cared about one guy, but he already had two kids, and he wasn’t going anywhere soon. I was always clear on the fact that I knew who I was, and they didn’t. Never let a man’s insecurity—or anyone’s insecurity—rob you of the vision you have of yourself.


BELIEVING IS ACHIEVING



There were many times when I was uncertain, and I didn’t know how I would make all my dreams come true. But I always absolutely believed that somehow, someday, I would. Again and again, I said to myself, When the next step in your vision happens, it will just happen, and you’ll figure it out as you go.


That’s exactly what I did. Let me tell you, it was not glamorous. When I first moved to New York, I lived in the projects in the Bronx. But I didn’t let that worry me. I knew it wasn’t going to be the end-all-be-all for me. I just had to take an initial step to get the hell out of where I was, and that was it. There were times when it was really scary. I was in New York, I didn’t know many people, and it was kind of lonely.
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I got a job as an exotic dancer in Mount Vernon, and I stayed to myself. Not only was dancing how I made my money, but it was a good workout, too. I exercised every day, because I had this vision of myself as a model, and I knew I had to be fit to achieve it. I worked as much as I could, trying to stack up my money. It actually helped not to have many friends, because I wasn’t going out much, so I didn’t have to spend a lot of money. I was essentially saving everything I earned.


I was determined to make it as a model, but I didn’t have any connections in New York, so I offered to model for clothing stores in my neighborhood. They didn’t really pay me, and the exposure wasn’t honestly that great. But it was more experience, and I knew it’d only be a matter of time before my big break. And soon enough I was discovered, which we’ll get to in a bit. So that’s what it really comes down to: believing is achieving.


FIGURE OUT WHO THIS BITCH IS



First things first: to have a vision of yourself, you’ve gotta figure out who you are. Maybe you know. Maybe you’ve always known. If so, more power to you. If not, dare to experiment with different visions before finding your authentic self and path. Be really honest with yourself. If you love to read and write, even if no one else in your family or community does, embrace your truth and move toward what feels rewarding for you. The same goes with astrophysics, or interior design, or being a mom. No one but you knows the role you were meant to play in this lifetime. And don’t be afraid to make mistakes while you’re finding yourself, either. Experimentation is the spice of life, but there’s no way every attempt will turn out perfect. Far from it. That’s OK. It’s how we learn what works for us, and what doesn’t, and what’s important to us, and what’s not.
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DON’T WORRY ABOUT BEING NORMAL



Your true vision for creating your ideal self is some version of how I created my life for myself. It’s not something that requires money or a diet or a bunch of fashion magazines. It’s something you find by looking inside and by taking a risk. I’m telling you now, don’t worry about being normal, because you’ll just blend. At the core, everyone is perfectly unique and beautiful in her own completely original way. But women are so bombarded with what’s “in,” or what they “should” do, it can be hard to break free from that mold.


You’ve gotta give yourself permission to be free, permission to be you. To figure out who you are, dig deep and dare to picture your dream life: where you live, what you do for work, who you love, and who loves you. Lay out the steps required to get there, and then go for it—with everything you’ve got—until you make it happen.


WHO ARE YOU GOING TO LISTEN TO, THEM OR YOU?


It starts with a vision, and that part doesn’t have to be hard if you have faith. I think every woman has a vision of her true self and who she wants to be, right? That’s why we read the self-help books, and go to the gym, and take the night classes, and talk for hours with our girlfriends about how we’re really going to follow our dream this time, because we all want to be a certain way, like we see ourselves in our heads.
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In order to execute this vision of yourself, you have to believe, and that’s what will give you the confidence you need to go through with your plan and not care what anyone says. Hence my look, my life as a model, my move to Hollywood. Even though no one thought any of it made sense, I knew it was right for me.
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With one of my bad bitch inspirations, Gwen Stefani








Who are you going to listen to, them or you? You only live once. You have to take chances. You have to make your own decisions. You can ask your friends and family for their opinions, but at the end of the day, if you feel very strongly about what you want to do, you should do it.


Others can only tell you what they think, and they’re not always right. They’re not you. They don’t know how it feels to be you. You are the only one who knows who you are and where you’re going. Think about it this way: If I’d listened to the people in my life, I’d still be in Philadelphia, and that’s not where I’m meant to be at all.


That said, sometimes it’s helpful to get advice from somebody you trust. Like me with my manager, Nick. Sometimes he gives me input that guides me. It’s important to be clear on your vision and your plan for achieving it, but you also want to have good people around you. And if something’s really not working out, you have to be willing to know when to let go and move on to something else.


DON’T WORRY ABOUT HURDLES; THEY WERE MADE TO JUMP OVER



The good news is that every time you take a chance, every time you trust yourself, every time you do something scary or hard, you become a little bit stronger. You become a little bit more of a bad bitch. All you have to do is stay focused. Don’t worry about hurdles; they were made to jump over—and offer lessons along the way.


Everything in life is a stepping-stone. You’ve got to see it that way, no matter how hard it is. My marriage didn’t last, but I know it’s not the end for me, even though it feels like it sometimes. I know I’m a catch. Sometimes things don’t work out, and that doesn’t mean it’s all your fault. It means you trusted your vision, and that bit of it didn’t work out—and that’s OK. Something else will. This is just what God wanted.








BUILD YOUR BEST SELF FROM THE INSIDE OUT



Now that I’ve helped you to find a vision for creating your best, truest self, I’ll show you how you can build on this initial fantasy image of yourself, starting with your appearance (beauty, fashion) and then your manners, your approach to life, and what you care about—from money and friends to sex and a relationship (when the time is right). I’ll cover how to come back after you get pushed around and how to evolve, even when life hasn’t given you motivation. I’m still doing it today, checking in with myself to make sure I live in the best way I possibly can—even when life doesn’t cooperate—and getting myself back on track when I need to. There’s something to be said for always staying one step ahead of everyone else. For sure.


And that’s how a bad bitch uses her vision to build herself from the inside out. She definitely knows exactly what she wants out of life. She knows what she’s not going to deal with. She knows what she’s striving for. She’s willing to do what it takes to get exactly what she wants, always.








[image: images]







[image: Images]



2


BEAUTY
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Every woman is born a bad bitch, but I definitely didn’t start out looking like one. Although I’ve always been clear on my vision for my life, there was a time when I didn’t really know what I was doing with my appearance. If you don’t believe me, because you’ve seen me in magazines and on the red carpet, you’re about to—because I’m gonna spill plenty of embarrassing stories, plus the beauty and fashion truths I came to know the hard way.


TAKE REALLY BIG RISKS



Naturally, my hair grows upward. And then outward. I’m part Cape Verdean and part Italian and Irish, and let me tell you, that equals some curly hair, and not small curls, either, but big curls, like a big, big wave. I guess that could be a pretty intense look if I let it be, but that’s never been enough for me. I’ve always had this drive to really express myself with my hair. Even when I didn’t have any money for the salon, I was always experimenting at home.


There was the time I braided my hair. And the time I did the half-braid, hair half out. And the time I added little strands of weave color. And the time I did the Shirley Temple curls with the curling iron, and I mean really tight curls. Or the time I put my brown hair up in a ponytail and made two big curls in the front, which I dyed green with Kool-Aid. I know, it may be hard to believe, but this is a real thing. Because I had virgin hair that had never been dyed before, when I coated it in Kool-Aid and wrapped it in tinfoil, my hair soaked up the color and turned bright green.
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My sixth grade class picture, taken when I was twelve years old and staying with my dad and stepmom in Colorado.








I have a lot of pictures where I look wild. But so what? I mean, for me, at that age, green or blue hair was magic. Truthfully, it still is. I just dyed my hair blue for Easter, and it was a fun look to have for a few days.


There were the total disasters, too, which actually taught me more than the looks I thought were cool. Like the time I cut my bangs myself. I was young and inexperienced, and I didn’t realize how much I’d been pulling my hair down to trim it or how much it would spring back when I let go. I stared in the mirror with horror. My bangs were short. I looked crazy. Oh, my God, what did I do? I hurriedly grabbed my curling iron. There wasn’t really much I could do, but I made my bangs into one huge curl. I still looked weird when I went to school, but at least it looked like I’d intended to make it that way.


“What the fuck did you do to your hair, Amber? You look crazy.”


I sighed, looking forward to the day when I would live in Hollywood and could look “crazy” without anyone saying anything. For now, though, there was nothing to do but wait for my bangs to grow out.


A few weeks later, I walked into school and saw not just one but two girls with single big curls. That didn’t mean I was going to stop growing my bangs in; I did not like how that curl looked on me. But such moments definitely gave me even more confidence to be as extreme as I wanted with my appearance.
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When I was sixteen, I was still experimenting with my hair until I found my look.








When I was sixteen, I had a Mohawk, way before that was cool. Like, I know there was a moment in time when Puff and everyone had a Mohawk, but I did it back when the other kids were looking at me like I was nuts.


And then, when Lil’ Kim came out, I wore my hair in all different-colored waves like she did. That was actually cool. But always, I think I was working up to the big one.


WHEN INSPIRATION STRIKES, GO WITH IT



I wanted to shave my head for a long time, but I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. So I put my hair in a really tight ponytail, and I looked at my head from the side in the mirror, and I kept thinking, I don’t know if my head shaved will look good enough to really do this. I asked all of my friends, “Should I shave my head?”


“Amber, you’re going to look crazy.”


“Don’t do it.”


“You’re going to look stupid as fuck.”


I heard them, and of course, they were voicing my worst fears. But I couldn’t get the idea out of my mind. I think that’s how it is. And since I am rebellious, the fact that everyone thought it was a bad idea just made it more tempting to prove them wrong.
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A picture from when I first shaved my head. It’s hard to believe that was thirteen years ago! My mom used to carry this picture with her everywhere, even to work.








One morning in 2002, I woke up, and I just knew that was the day.


“You know what . . . I’m going to do it,” I said.


I was broke, so I went to the barbershop instead of a salon. I knew what I wanted, but even until the last minute, I was nervous that I wouldn’t actually go through with it.


When I sat down in the chair, the barber put the smock over my clothes. I locked eyes with him in the mirror.


“I want you to shave it, and I want you to start straight down the middle so I can’t turn back,” I said.


As soon as he shaved my head and I saw my reflection, I started to cry. Oh, my God, I can’t believe I just did this to myself, I thought. It was such a huge difference in my look. And it was such a big deal, especially for a girl, to cut off all her hair, and especially back then. But there was no going back now, and I liked that fact.


My hair is naturally dark, and I left it like that—a brown buzz cut—for maybe a week. I was close to my vision, but I had this nagging sensation that something still wasn’t right. And then inspiration struck: Maybe if I dye my hair blond, it will soften my features a little bit. I tried it, and I’ve been buzzed and blond for thirteen years now.


A BAD BITCH STOPS TRAFFIC



It was obvious to everyone that I had found my look, no matter how people felt about it. Back in Philly, I stopped traffic. Seriously. I’d be walking down the street, and a car would pull up alongside me, and the window would go down, and out would pop this head, just staring at me. Sometimes it was a man. Sometimes it was a woman. But they always said basically the same thing: “Oh, my God, I’ve never seen a woman look so beautiful with a shaved head.”






[image: Images]

Getting ready for an event in Vegas. Sometimes you gotta bleach on the go.








I felt that. Here was beauty on my own terms. Here was a look that not only brought out my cheekbones, but also showed off my independence and instantly identified me as a bad bitch. And people got it. They responded to it. Receiving so much positive reinforcement made me feel even stronger and more confident. Rather than making me self-conscious, all of the attention made me blossom. I had so much confidence because I wasn’t hiding behind anything anymore.
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