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This book is dedicated to all the little Brown kids who need to

see themselves grander and more vibrant:

I see you. I hear you. We here…






“I have not been able to disown the light into which I was born and yet I have not wanted to reject the servitudes of this time either.”

—ALBERT CAMUS
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An Invitation

In this book, there is no three-step plan to help you better understand colorism, colonization, police violence, the student loan crisis, family, love, or making it in America. I am not a Oprah or Tony Robbins or even Ibram X. Kendi. This book will not make you rich, solve all your problems, find you a soulmate, or fix the world.

I am not an expert because I am Brown. I do not speak on behalf of all Brown people. That is impossible. If I carry any expertise, it is that of experience. My experience—I was born this way, in this body, and I have lived this life to the best of my abilities. I know what hurts me and what helps me. Sometimes I avoid what helps and do what hurts even when I know I shouldn’t.

Honesty is what I can control, honest with the fact that I can deeply want things to change and, at the same time, be complacent in the actions that keep things the way they are. Honest with my confusion, anger, love, rage, disruption, hurt, lust, and contradictions. Honest about how important and good it feels to see oneself and to be seen. Honest about how I am just beginning to discover a space that I didn’t even know existed until Ta-Nehisi Coates, a person some academics have called our modern-day James Baldwin, told me in a room full of people that there was no space for my Brown body in the race conversation.

Who would I have been had I known about this space?

The next many years was me finding out. I didn’t know which way was up, so, like any good person in crisis, I started blowing things up in my life. I broke up with a great girlfriend because she was white, and I wrote a New York Times article about it, which ended up going viral, I lashed out at a cop and got thrown in jail, I accidentally radicalized a young Indian student of mine, I started learning Spanish, I started a podcast, I turned down jobs, I burned a lot of bridges, I booked a spot on a network sitcom, and I wrote stories about all of it.

I was a baby learning to walk again, tripping and falling all the way across the room. And that’s what this book is about. Good intentions, falling down, asking big questions, knocking things over, and confronting the truth. As James Baldwin declared in Notes of a Native Son, “I gave the world murderous power over me.”

Yes—me too.

Yes—anything to be seen. To be liked. To “make it.”

“I gave the world murderous power over me.” Yes, I did.

No more. No longer chasing the carrot dangling from my forehead that I was told would be some answer to some dream that wasn’t even mine. No longer accepting a story that denies me my space. A large diverse space that once did not contain me, you, us… A space that is actually what the global majority of the world is and looks like. Brown. Colorful. Diverse. There is nothing new here. I am not filling this space or claiming it as my own, but simply moving through it, or letting it move through me; even better—I’m letting it move me.

And now, right now, I invite you to allow yourself to be moved.

Moved to speak, to create rituals, to grieve, and to take action. Action for the health of the community, which is everyone under the gaze of whiteness, because someone needs to bring love, exposure, and vulnerability to our invisible world. Someone needs to turn the light on and say, “My culture-filled, melanin-vibrant sisters and brothers, anyone who has felt left out or like their voice or actions don’t matter—they do matter! You matter.” And you can take part in that process.

With all your shades, colors, wounds, scars, and tattoos. With all your varied melanin. With all your Brownness. With all your vibrant color and what-ever-ness. With all your stuff. With all your trauma, your joy, your celebration, your history. With all the shit that comes with it. With anything and everything you are, will you join me in this space?

There’s no going back now. I’m on a mission to find self, maybe my-self, maybe a collective self, maybe that includes my Brown self, maybe I will not feel so vague, confused, and questioning about my Brown identity and where I stand or belong. Maybe I will move beyond the labels and tags, and I will find more space where I am free to actually be myself, not some perfect self. Space is the Buddhist version of God—space to me is peace and rest from needing to get it all right, and it feels like there is a lot to get right. I am on a mission to ask the questions and take the actions necessary to create more space that allows me to recognize and rest in this: my perfectly ordinary everyday beautiful Brown self.

Indigenous peoples believe that anything that restores balance is medicine. A good meal, medicine. Some tea, medicine. A hike with a friend, medicine. A nap, medicine. A good car dance, medicine. Young Brown boys and girls embracing their gorgeous melanin, casting spells of self-worth, medicine, because the scales are out of whack, and it’s time to restore them.

Will you join me?






Not in It


“There are places I can’t go, like outside my body.”

—YANYI



My mother has Lyme disease. It’s a bitch of disease, running the gamut from headaches to joint pain, fatigue, total body swelling, numbness, complete paralysis, depression, and maybe even death. The worst part is that for twenty years my mom never even knew she had it. Until one day, out of nowhere, she got a horrible headache and part of her face went completely numb and paralyzed. Not a single doctor knew what was happening. It wasn’t a stroke; it wasn’t neurological; it was completely unknown. Looking for answers, she saw specialist after specialist, took test after test, hooked up to machine after machine, blood sample after blood sample, until eventually we discovered that my mother has (“has” because it never goes away) Lyme disease. She had been bitten by an infected tick in the woods of the Catskills, New York, more than twenty years earlier and didn’t even know it.

Imagine waking up every day thinking you know your life and having no idea that you are carrying something that can and will strike at any moment. Then, suddenly, it’s here, and you don’t know if this is the worst of it or the best of it, you don’t know when or how it will continue to take effect, and you aren’t sure why, but it’s here.

My mother’s disorder is not much different than the condition of living in my own skin. My mother navigated her disease with little understanding of how to manage the impact it had on her. Meanwhile, I was dealing with the consequences of not understanding my Brownness’s impact on me. This is what it’s like for a person of color born into a white supremacist system. You think you’re doing okay, and then white supremacy strikes again. You can think you are free from it, healed from it, but it is always there, lying in wait. You can go quite a while without an incident or symptoms. Then, a big flare-up, and you realize you’ve been carrying something all along—this thing your parents couldn’t quite explain or prepare you for (even though they tried) because they still have it, and because their parents had it, and their parents’ parents had it. We’re all dealing with this system called white supremacy, handed down to us at birth, which grows more severe over time.

Maybe, if you’re lucky, as in my case, you begin to notice that others can see the system, that they can see what you previously couldn’t. Like a giant boulder that I’ve been carrying blindly on my back is now dropped into my arms, and now I know the weight that I am carrying. Now it begins to become clear to me that, no, I am not like my heroes on TV, or the people on billboards and magazines, I am not in the conversation, and all the pretending won’t make it so. No, we don’t all play the same game. No, it’s not fair.

My moment of awakening that made me realize, “Oh shit, something’s up here,” came the night that I saw Ta-Nehisi Coates speak at an intimate gathering at a library in downtown LA. To be completely honest, at the time, I’d never heard of him before. But a friend of mine insisted he was a big deal and that I had to be there, and so I was. Coates was speaking about race (as he does), and everybody was filled with “Oohs,” and “Aahhs,” and the occasional “Yes, yes, brother.” And it was well-earned; it was intellectual church.

Coates spoke about Black and white, and then he spoke about Black and white, and then he spoke about Black and white. When it came time for questions, I really didn’t want to say anything, but I felt like I needed to, like this was a big moment to get woke, to be enlightened by the man some have called our modern-day James Baldwin. So, I raised my hand, got selected, and I asked: “Black and white, that’s all I hear, Black and white. As a Brown man, a Dominican, Colombian Afro-Latino in this world, where does that leave me in the conversation?”

Coates took a short breath and responded quicker than most people think, “Not in it.”

“Not in it?” I asked.

“Not in it,” he coolly replied.

The moderator snatched back my microphone, and they moved on to the next question, and I sat down like a child reprimanded for asking a stupid question with a simple and obvious answer: “Of course not in it. How did I not know that?”

What a curse to not exist, I thought. To be pushed to the boundaries and left out is exile. Exile was and is the ultimate punishment of the gods, or The God (if that’s your thing), handed down to Adam and Eve in the very first chapter of one of the books of this thing we call life, and then handed down again to Cain just a few pages later. To not be in it is the curse among all curses. To be left somewhere in between was absolute hell—Sisyphus, forced to push a giant boulder up a hill for an eternity with the hope of it staying at the top, only to watch it roll down again and again. Tantalus, forever hungry and forever thirsty with food and drink just out of his reach. To not be in it is not far off from purgatory. It is a middle place with no actual home or end point with which to identify.

It’s handed down in Greek tragedy after Greek tragedy. Handed down to Romeo, who says it so painfully when exiled from Vienna, exiled from Juliet, from his love:


Ha, banishment? Be merciful, say “death.” For exile hath more terror in his look, much more than death. Do not say “banishment”… purgatory, torture, hell itself. Hence “banishèd” is banished from the world. And world’s exile is death.



After the talk, I was supposed to go to dinner with some friends, but I figured I’d be a real downer, so I went home and stared at the ceiling instead, wondering: “Not in it, why am I not in it? Where am I? Where are the Brown bodies? Where are our stories and our voices? Where are my father and mother? Where are the people I love?” It was as if something I didn’t even know I owned was stolen from me.

Pain flooded my body, the pain of not being seen. It hurt my pride, like he was telling me my life was worth less than his. I thought, “At least you get your place in the conversation.” For a long time, I took what Coates said as an insult, until I softened enough to see it as an honest fact. I don’t imagine he was saying that I shouldn’t be in it, but rather that I am not in it because I haven’t been allowed to be. My Brown identity was and often is not pertinent to this conversation in which whiteness and Blackness are seen as polar opposites and point to the extremes that determine how and whether people are valued.

As a child, I had this immense loneliness, this lack of voice, this need to fit in and be seen. Suddenly, it began to make sense—oh, that is why white bodies who never have to think about what they look like became and sometimes still are my measuring stick for beauty and self-worth. That is why I so desperately had a hunger to be something other than what I am, a hunger that seemed to never be filled; a Brown body in a Black/white world just trying to fit in, trying to be in it. Trying to be seen. That hunger started slowly, through the images, stories, politics, and media that told me my Brown body doesn’t thrive like those of others. These stories attacking my ability to live in my own skin. As a child, I remember that burning feeling of self-hate as I looked in the mirror, hating my thick curly hair and big nose, and hating that I didn’t look like a member of NSYNC or the Mickey Mouse Club. To be clear, white supremacy impacts all marginalized, BIPOC, multiheritage, global majority people, and not simply Brown folks. Its symptoms and how it manifests are different for everyone—its nuances, stresses, and dangers (internally and externally) are unique and also the same for many.

The next day at a friend’s birthday party, I told one of my best friends, Affan, about what had happened with Ta-Nehisi the night before. Affan is a fellow Brown man from Pakistan, and I often go to him when I have to complain about cultural identity issues. I told Affan the story and, in his very nonchalant, everything is always super chill attitude, he asked, “Okay, so, what are you gonna do about it?”

Feeling challenged, I asked him right back: “Fuck you, that’s you, too, what are you gonna do about it?”

“What did you expect him to say?” Affan asked. “He spoke his truth. You can go speak yours.” And then he offered me a hit of the blunt he was smoking. I inhaled, and he went on, “We all gotta speak up for ourselves, because they [he meant white people] ain’t gonna do it for us.”

I exhaled, and it clicked, I am in charge of all the words I don’t speak. I must speak. A mantra and a belief unearthed upon hearing those words not in it.

There is an African proverb that says, “Until the lion learns to write, every story will glorify the hunter.” This is why I must write, so that others stop doing it for me. I will no longer be passive to a narrative that doesn’t include my body. If I’m not in the existing conversation, I’m going to start a different conversation that claims my own Brown worth and my own Brown experience.

There are things that happen to me that fall into a very distinctive point on the timeline. There is a before the moment and after the moment. I can easily forget many of the details of life before the moment. Like snow melting in an instant. One morning it’s there all piled up and then by afternoon, it’s gone, because melting is a nonlinear process. Melting begets melting. The melting has probably been happening for weeks unseen, and then all of a sudden everything below the surface is hot enough to make it all change.

There was before this moment with Coates—snow.

And then there was after—water.

Something snapped in me, unlocked potential in me, I might find this voice, I might learn to fill that vast space. A glowing darkness, which was both exhilarating and daunting.

It’s like in the TV show Woke—the lead character is a Black cartoonist on the verge of mainstream success, until he has an all-too-common encounter with an overly aggressive white policeman, and all of a sudden, our hero starts to see and hear inanimate objects talking to him. Everything is alive and awake with race and its nuances, and all the everyday microaggressions he’d tried to ignore before, so as not to ruin his chances at upward mobility, could no longer be kept silent. Our hero is now “woke,” and he must ask himself, “Ignore the obvious, or let it in?”

Let’s just say, Coates was my Morpheus, and his not in it was my red pill. And, for a while, life post-red pill sucked, because I could no longer do anything without the weight of race in it. At first, life outside the matrix can be kind of jarring. It was exhausting, I couldn’t watch a movie, or go to the park with all the joggers and dog owners, or read the news, I couldn’t get a haircut, or get a cup of coffee, go on a date, or order an avocado toast without seeing or hearing this not in it-ness in everything and everywhere.

Questions began to consume every inch of my life. Questions that challenged everything that whiteness, Blackness, and every otherness in between had taught me about my Brown body and my self-worth: Why is Brown not in it, and what’s it going to take to not be trapped in the middle anymore? What are the physical ramifications of racism and not having a voice? What toll does desperation to be seen by a world that doesn’t have a line for my shade take on my body?

I let the floodgates open, and I went from burden to celebration. Ignorance is bliss, they say, until you’ve tasted bliss, I say, and then the rest is just ignorance. This moment awoke me to what I couldn’t see before, and I was forced to ask, “Ignore or let it in?” Personally speaking, ignoring would be far more painful than letting it in. Because then I would continue to be a part of the systemic problem.

In Buddhism, “understanding” is a powerful energy. Understanding might be the most powerful and necessary of all ingredients. It’s understanding that turns irritation and anger into love. Understanding is that final ingredient in alchemy: the ability to turn nothing into something, to turn base metal into gold, to turn all my questions in my noisy mind into a quieter and more stable mind. Like Rilke says, “Love the questions themselves… and live yourself into an answer.” When I lose faith, I return to alchemy. It gives me hope that radical transformation is possible. I’m not just talking personally, but politically, socially, systematically, with the climate, the possibility of a big alchemic shift gives me hope. I believe in the alchemy that arises from the power of understanding.

The alchemy that transforms woe is me into yeah is us.

Why does being in it matter so much to me? Because I am destined (maybe a little aggressively, but certainly pushed) to become the thing I see most, and it is much more difficult to become what I can’t accurately see—a Brown president, a Brown hero, a Brown homeowner, a Brown person with a 401k and no student debt—a world where that is common and not extraordinary.

I watched a solo performance by playwright Brian Quijada called Where Did We Sit on the Bus? Brian tells the story of a question he once asked of a teacher when his class was learning about Rosa Parks during a Black History Month lesson. Looking around his public school room, he saw white kids and Black kids and wondered first to himself and then out loud to the teacher: “What about Brown Hispanic people, where were ‘we’ when all of this was going on? Where did we sit on the bus?” The room went silent. The teacher told him, “You weren’t there.” Not satisfied with the response he received, years later it became the inspiration for his play Where Did We Sit on the Bus?

Growing up in NYC, I have taken the bus hundreds of times. And let me tell you, whether it is NYC, LA, or another major city, the global majority are filling up them seats. According to a report by the American Public Transportation Association (APTA), “Communities of color make up a majority of riders,” 60 percent to be exact.

Brian, I understand the feeling, I also know that it is impossible that we weren’t there. On August 28, 1963, when MLK led the march on Washington, out of the 200,000 to 300,000 people who attended, thousands were Latinos—many of them Puerto Ricans from NYC. This is largely because MLK asked Gilberto Gerena Valentín, then president of the Puerto Rican Day Parade, to get the Latino population to turn out. For King, having a Latino presence was necessary. And the organizers gave Gerena fifteen minutes to address the crowd. He said to the masses, “There is discrimination not only against Blacks, but also against Puerto Ricans and Hispanics.”

We were there when there were white water fountains and Black water fountains, white bathrooms, and Black bathrooms. We, Latinos, Native, Indigenous, Mixed, Middle Eastern, Asians, and other misunderstood and underrepresented minorities were there, facing discrimination, somewhere in the middle of Black and white, forced to pick a side.

In 2019, I was in a small mountain town in Switzerland on my way to a PhD program for expressive arts therapy that I have not yet finished. I was exhausted, I had already been travelling for thirteen hours and had about two hours left. My friend Mattia pulled the car over into a small falafel and fries shop on the side of a mountain. When we walked in, “Despacito,” by Luis Fonsi, was blasting on the TV (up until recently it was the number one watched YouTube video of all time with just under eight billion views, until “Baby Shark” surpassed it in 2021). Everyone in the shop was singing it. Mattia, an Italian-born man, started singing it. When that song finished, another reggaeton song by J. Balvin popped on. Followed by an Ozuna track, and then Nicky Jam, and then Becky G, and the reggaeton party went on. I had to order my food by pointing at the picture I wanted because no one in the falafel shop spoke English, but I could at least rap with them in my mother’s native tongue.

The German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel says, “In one way, we exist only to the extent that we are recognized by others.” If that’s true, then according to Coates’s and Brian’s teacher’s rhetoric of “we were not there” and “still not in it,” I do not exist. Hegel goes on to say, “A people is not a people unless its culture is recognized.” But according to a falafel shop just outside of Saas-Fee, Switzerland, I definitely do exist because identity and Brownness and culture are beautiful and muddy like that.

As a kid who grew up in Queens, one of the most diverse places in this country, shit, maybe the world, I know that the palette of our nation will never be just one hue. I know that each and every one of us has a right to be recognized, accurately and truthfully, in the cultural landscape. I know that this lack of representation via images, media, politics, and culture limits and enlarges our notion of who counts in American society. I know that the work of decolonizing our minds from a white narrative that doesn’t make space and include the shades and shades and shades and shades of Black, white, Brown, and every color in between is a daily one. A constant one, because the reach of colonization is far, wide, and deep.

I must now unlearn in order to understand. Understanding means letting go, listening, and allowing. Understanding is the practice of releasing. In America, globally, politically, socially, personally, romantically, locally, I believe it is good to practice letting go, walking into the unknown, and living with the ambiguity of what I don’t yet know.

There is still a ton I don’t know. I do know that on that evening in a library in Downtown LA, I was summoned to not just be a part of someone else’s color line but to finally own and celebrate my own. Summoned by Brownness, my life was changed.






102-17 64th Road


“There is that in me—I do not know what it is—but I know it is in me… I do not know it—it is without name—it is a word unsaid, It is not in any dictionary, utterance, symbol… It is not chaos or death—it is form, union, plan—it is eternal life—it is Happiness.”

—WALT WHITMAN,

LEAVES OF GRASS (1855)



102-17 64th Road, Queens, was the place to be. That building was more than a childhood home, its inhabitants more than neighbors. It was a school. It was a lifeline. It was my people. It was my family. Family that went way beyond my mother, my father, and my sister. The building was a kingdom, and I was the prince because my father was the super king. Or the superintendent, or whatever you like to call it, and between his two pagers (pre-cellphone) and his three hundred keys on the biggest key ring you have ever seen, he knew everything, everybody, and everything about everybody.

We can’t move further until I lay down the foundation of my home. I’d be remiss if I did not give props to the other 164 brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers I had in that building.

Mrs. Butt—yes, that was her actual name—was a fabulous elder who got her college degree at eighty-four. She lived on the first floor, in the first apartment right when you walked into the building, and she would sing late at night, crooning old-school songs as loud as she could because she refused to wear her hearing aids. You could basically hear her TV playing reruns of The Golden Girls from outside the building. Anytime she saw me, she would shout, “Chris, come here!” She would pull out a bunch of pennies and a tennis ball. I had so many tennis balls I could have sponsored the US Open. Every time I would yell back to thank her, just to make sure she heard me, she’d get mad and ask, “Why are you yelling!?”

Apartment 1J was where all the magic happened, where I came home right after the hospital, New York-Presbyterian—same hospital my pops was born in. It was a tiny one-bedroom that all four of us shared. My sister and I shared the bedroom and my parents had the living room. They set up this sweet Murphy bed (you know the kind that fold up flush into the wall when not being used) and partitioned the living room in two halves using a sliding curtain and a partial wall that my pops built. My pops’s real pride and joy was the hundred-gallon fish tank that he installed into that partial wall, which separated the living room/living room and my parents’ bedroom/living room. 1J is where my mom spent a lot of time laid up on her stomach because she had fallen off a horse while visiting her brother in Miami. It herniated some discs in her back, which required multiple spinal surgeries. This is why I used to walk around the city not stepping on cracks. Because you know the phrase, “Step on a crack, you break your mama’s back?” Yeah, well I believed that shit.

When I was eight, my pops was still the super, but we’d been there long enough that when a two-bedroom finally became available, we got an upgrade. Apartment 4A was where my parents finally had their own bedroom with a door and everything. Again, there were four of us—now my parents got a room (much deserved), my sister got a room (less deserved), and I got a partitioned part of the living room (plain unfair). I did get to decide how I wanted to build the wall between me and the living room. I chose glass blocks, real 80s drug dealer-like. It was sweet.

Right above our apartment was my sister’s best friend. We were pretty tight with their family, they kept nothing a secret, not sure they could if they wanted to. We knew everything—the very loud fights, the time one of the girls ran away to our house, the time the oldest daughter got a Dominican guy to convert to Judaism and get an adult circumcision. Yes, he cut off his foreskin for her—now, that is love.

Across the other side of the building was 6J, that’s where Danny lived, my best friend in the whole world. A brother more than a friend. I spent close to as many nights at his house as I did in my own place, he did the same at mine. He loved my place because we had salami and for a kid growing up in Queens who had never had salami, it was a very big deal.

When I was thirteen, I saved up a bunch of money, maybe forty dollars (that was a lot back then), so that I could buy Danny a remote for his PlayStation. He never got to open it. Three days before Christmas, Danny was hit by a car while crossing the street on his way to an orthodontist appointment. He wasn’t dead right away, more like brain dead. When I got to the hospital waiting room, my pain poured out as rage. I was furious, I started punching walls and screaming. My father and mother who were also in pain, did their best to restrain me, telling me, “We understand. We’re mad, too. It sucks. But this isn’t the way.”

That night I had multiple opportunities to walk into the actual ICU room and see his face. As I’d imagined it, a battered and bruised face, a misshapen skull, and eyes that might or might not have recognized me beyond the brain damage. I tried to walk in, I made it about three steps into the room before I turned around and ran. I hit a wall of fear I couldn’t move past. Was I protecting myself from an image I couldn’t handle? Or haunting myself with an image I still can’t unsee?

I couldn’t go to school. I couldn’t do much of anything. I didn’t cry but I did get angry. I punched a lot of walls, tried to start a lot of fights. Looking at my knuckles right now I know that they are still bruised and scarred from that time.

After his funeral, I didn’t go to another funeral for fifteen years.

For a year after we lost him, I couldn’t sleep. I was haunted by these epic nightmares of death. I would wake up crying and screaming, and my mother would rush to my room to sit and pray with me, she prayed more over me and for me than with me.

I am still wildly afraid of death. There are nights where I am afraid to the point of a full-on panic attack—a racing heart and me staring up at the ceiling knowing that one day all this will end… and then what?

During that time there was a therapist who lived in the building. My parents wanted me to see her. Even though now my father says, “Oh her, she’s the one who needed therapy,” back then, it’s what we had. I said I’d go, but I just went for long walks, instead. When they made me go, and walked me to her door, I kept quiet and said nothing.

Throughout that time, people from this building would often visit me, check in on me. They would bring me treats, ask me how I was doing, see if I wanted to go for a walk. I’d appreciated the gesture, but they couldn’t do anything to bring him back.

The year that Danny died was the first time I contemplated suicide and my own mortality. I was thirteen years old, crying and sitting on the floor of the kitchen with a pair of dull scissors in my hand. I wasn’t exactly sure how I could use them, or how I would, but I knew I could. I knew that death was this close, death was sitting in my left hand.

Holding those scissors was my first taste of realizing this isn’t a life you have to live but rather a life you choose to live. Knowing that you get to pull the plug at any instant became a powerful truth.

A year later, I started my freshman year at a specialized high school for the performing arts. Talent Unlimited.

Yeah, I know, we used to make fun of the school name too. We would call it T.U. because Talent Unlimited felt like the name you give a place to make people feel like they were special or talented, when, actually, they weren’t. Everyone knows that the preeminent performing arts high school in New York is LaGuardia… Al Pacino went there, Billy Dee Williams, Jennifer Aniston. I applied for that school, too.

I didn’t get into LaGuardia, which is really their loss. LaGuardia might have had Pacino and Rachel from Friends, but T.U. was where Laurence Fishburne (Morpheus for Christ’s sake), Mos Def, and moi—Christopher Rivas—went. Despite its funny name, T.U. was still a performing arts school, and the beginning of my formal training. But before that training could really get underway, on my fourth day as a freshman, September 11, 2001, the World Trade Center was struck by two planes.

Inside the school we had no real idea what was happening downtown. The teachers were freaking out. My math teacher’s mother and wife were both in one of the towers. Everyone could feel the panic. Teachers kept walking in and out of the classroom. The phones were all just getting busy signals. Every parent in New York City was trying to call someone. The school couldn’t let us leave; they couldn’t just send us outside into the crumbling world until they had more answers.

It was terrifying. So, me and the other kids leaned on each other. It was only day four, but we got to really know each other.

I was just wandering the hallways with my homie Tyler when I heard my name. It was Danny’s father. He hadn’t connected with my parents, the phone lines were all down, he just decided to walk forty or so blocks to see if I was still in school because that’s what family does.

I’ll be honest, him and I had done our fair share of avoiding each other after Danny died. Seeing one another reminded each of us of Danny and that was painful. I was shocked to see him.

“How you doing?” he asked.

“Confused… Happy you’re here.”

“Me too. Both confused and happy I’m here with you. What do you say we go home?”

We first stopped into a diner on Second Avenue and he bought me a burger. With the confusion of everything and the giant black cloud of smoke covering the island, that burger tasted like nothing at all. And then we made the long trek across the 59th Street Bridge all the way back to our building in Queens.

When we made it across the bridge, there were a ton of people with water and paper towels, it was hot out, everyone was out, people were giving out hugs and support however they could. When I got back to the building everyone who wasn’t watching the news was on the front stoop checking on people, praying. It felt like everybody knew somebody who was in those buildings. My parents were terrified. Everyone was so relieved to see me walk through the door. We didn’t really talk because there was still so much confusion and uncertainty about what was happening. We just hugged and waited to learn more.

That was pretty much the last time I saw Danny’s parents. They tried to move on from the loss of their son, but the building held too many memories. They moved from Queens to Portland, to Morocco, and on, and on.

Before they left the building, we had a small but generous goodbye. Danny’s parents gave me a cassette tape Danny had recorded for me. He was experimenting with hypnosis. About a year later, when I finally listened to it, I realized I had forgotten his voice. Think about that, the length of time it takes to forget a voice, their timbre, love, and depth. To this day, I keep a few chosen voicemails around, just in case I lose them, and there is a voice I don’t want to forget.

There was no school for a week, and then the trains opened up again and I was back at T.U., back on my big dream and acting grind, and, once again, very aware that in an instant, everything could change. This reminder that it can all go just like that, is likely one of the reasons I decided to pursue acting with my whole everything, even when it felt impossible, because if it could crumble in an instant, I might as well love it while it’s happening.

A couple floors below Danny’s family was my French, bisexual, pastry chef godfather. He had this outstanding passion for life and the thickest French accent you have ever heard. I was amazed that I could even understand him; it is a special skill acquired over time. I looked up to him and his commitment to being a pastry chef, his dedication was something I could relate to as an artist. In this incarnation, he was dating a man, but before that he was married twice to women. “You love who you love, just make sure to love,” he’d tell me. Being around this freedom of love, freedom of choice, at such a young age was really special. It was never named or defined or categorized, it just was, and we all loved what was. My godfather was the best person to have in the family, not just because he made these delicious desserts, but also because he’s one of the most inspiring people I know. I watched him go from restaurant chef to having a pastry empire. I even worked my first job ever there, washing dishes and serving gelato.

Across from my godfather was his boyfriend, a music executive who worked for Arista Records. Every Tuesday he would bring me and my pops a fat stack of new music to listen to. Before Spotify, Tuesdays were when new records came out. My pops and I would spend hours listening to these albums, not really speaking, not bouncing around from track to track, just one CD at a time, cross-legged, and eating Oreos with milk (I wasn’t lactose intolerant yet). Music of all kinds, like Kriss Kross, who I loved so much that I used to wear my clothes backward just like them, until one family party when I almost peed my pants because I almost didn’t get them off in time.

A Tribe Called Quest, Nas (when I wrote this, my computer didn’t think Nas was a word), Mobb Deep, Biggie, Jay Z, Mos & Talib, Boyz II Men, 112, Next, Jodeci, B2K, Immature—a group of basically thirteen-year-olds singing about love. Why we as a society love little boys singing about love is beyond my comprehension; but we do, and I sure did.

Every Tuesday, I would spend hours listening and reading those amazing album pamphlets back to front, front to back. Studying the lyrics and the nuances of keeping it cool and letting it all go.

Our door was always open. This isn’t an exaggeration, my folks loved hosting and being social. All the time people would just come over and hang, and this is when I would put my music knowledge and need to be a showman to the test, I would perform these lip sync renditions of totally inappropriate songs for a twelve-year-old to be singing to guests, like Az Yet’s, “Last Night” with lyrics that intimately describe a man making love to a woman, including what it feels like to be inside said woman. Yes, I sang that with a large wooden cooking spoon to a lot of my parents’ friends. People loved it. I got standing ovations. My best showstopping performance was of Mary J. Blige’s “Not Gon’ Cry,” from the Waiting to Exhale soundtrack. This would explain why in my adult years I have won three lip-syncing competitions. I can’t sing for shit, but I can lip sync with the best of ’em.

It wasn’t just R&B, it was bachata, salsa, disco, soul, house, I loved it all. The queen for me was and still is Sade! When I first heard her, it was this soft, kind of trance-like, ucky-gooky, crazy romantic, bathtub music—and I hated it. I was ready to switch CDs not even halfway through, but my pops shut that down real quick. So, I sat back and huffed and puffed, rolled my eyes, and sucked my teeth as Sade and her velvet voice began to take over my body. I swear, I felt it wash over me, turn me, move me, every track better than the last; but I refused to show my pops that I liked what we were listening to, so I kept my stank face on the whole time—like I’m smelling shit in the air, but on the inside, it’s actually roses, big fat, real-smelling roses filled with sexy music.

Later that night, when everyone was asleep, I walked into the living room, grabbed the CD, popped it into my computer, ripped it onto my iTunes, and listened to Lovers Rock every day for weeks, I still know every song by heart.

Living right above my godfather’s boyfriend, the music-gifting god, was my father’s sister, her two cats, my niece, and my grandmother.

In 2003, when I was sixteen, I was walking home from a friend’s house when I noticed an odd commotion in the streets. I walked into the corner 7-Eleven and noticed there was no power.

I asked the guy behind the counter, “How long’s this been going on for?”

“A couple hours and it’s the whole city,” he informed me.

This was the epic blackout of 2003.

Obviously, before I ran home, I asked him, “My man, you down to part with some free ice cream and or a slushie? It’s hot as hell and it’s all gonna melt anyway.”
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